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A

fragile form grips a pen in one hand while the other arm rocks a sleeping baby back and forth, back and forth. A faint green glow surrounds the snoring bundle, the healing light keeping the baby soothed and asleep, even as smoky tendrils slip from tiny nostrils and snake around the room. 

The old woman grits her teeth as she tries to keep the pen steady in its loops and turns. Hands once delicate and dexterous—barely a wrinkle had touched the soft skin, even at the very human age of 73—now bear the folds of age. The pen continues to shake in her hand; the words are nearly illegible in their cursive scribbles. 

My story should end here. 


I fear the consequences of what I have done—with only hope and love can I prove them worth it
. 

With a soft thud
, the pen drops into the journal. The old woman pays it no heed, ignoring the tool as it rolls across the page, smudging fresh ink before clattering to the floor. It makes a slow descent across scuffed, uneven wooden floorboards before the cushioned edge of a couch halts the 
pen’s journey. 

After pushing the leather-worn book away with her free hand, she presses the peaceful baby closer to her chest, breathing in the familiar scent of home that still clings to her dark brown curls. 

“You’re safe now.”

Shaking hands brush through soft, unruly curls. When the baby’s eyes open, slow with the weight of sleep, they blink away a mirage of greens and golds before settling on irises dark as night, brown as rich dirt after fresh rain. 

The woman exhales a sigh of relief, but breath is soon ripped from her once again. Stealing her hand away from the baby’s locks, she brings it up to her face and clasps her trembling lips. Sobs wrack through her, but her shaking body only seems to rock the baby back into a deep slumber. 

It is not until she hears laughter at the door, followed by the echo of an excited knock, that she brings her hand back up to wipe away fugitive tears from her eyes. She takes a steadying breath before moving towards the front door.

The bright-eyed smiles of her son and his partner beam at her from the small doorway, a joyful and expectant light in their eyes. 

“Thanks for watching her, mom,” her son’s smile is genuine and warm as he glances down at the swaddled baby in his mother’s arms. “I know we’re back early, but Natacha and I just couldn’t wait to see our baby girl again.” 

Natacha nods in agreement, amber eyes beaming as she trains her doting expression onto the sleeping bundle. She smiles, her face lit up with warmth as she brushes a gentle hand over the baby girl’s soft cheek. A flicker of unease passes through Natacha’s amber gaze, but the appearance of a serene grin on the tiny, sleepy face inspires peace in the woman’s 
countenance once again. 

The aged woman looks up from the baby and pulls a smile onto her lips. She swallows past the withering lump in her throat. With a deep breath she buries the lingering pains gnawing at her insides. 

“Ah, my favorite lovebirds, you’re right on time. I just got little El to fall asleep.”
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I

f not for the incessant chirping that picked away at my ears from just outside my window, clamping my eyes shut might have allowed me to sleep in for an extra hour or two. It always seemed as if the birds had bigger plans for me once the morning passed than I ever had for myself. I begrudgingly opened my eyes to slits, easing my way into the intrusive sounds and sight of daylight. 

As if sensing my submission to the sun, Leafy yelled for me from her room across the hall.

“Elyria, finally! I was starting to wonder if you’d ever wake up. You know it’s already 3 PM, right?” she teased.

I suppressed a groan as I shoved a pillow over my eyes. “Not all of us want to wake up with the birds,” the words were muffled against the pillow. 

Leafy was always able to wake up right as the sun rose. It was as if the flowers ready to bloom around her coaxed her out of dreams and sleep. 

That definitely was not how I woke up. Never a morning person, I would describe my waking process as some happy 
medium between an anvil dropping onto my head and a brutal invasion of whatever sounds were taking place immediately around me. I imagined this came from my unfortunate placement in the makeshift bedroom I created out of the living room of our one-bedroom apartment. 

This was the only affordable apartment available in Valfor, Oregon, when we first moved here, so I would just have to survive the coin toss for bedrooms not going in my favor. We were both hopeful that by the end of the year we could save up enough to move into a two-bedroom apartment, anyway. I could be patient. 

I could hear her footsteps coming down the hall, so I pulled myself out of bed, stretching out to relieve the stiff mess of my limbs—a result of another night spent standing and pouring drinks on demand. I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes and dragged myself into the bathroom, splashing my face with cold water. I had just finished washing my face when I glanced up and saw Leafy leaning against the door frame, a mischievous smirk splashed across her face.

“So, what are we getting into tonight?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at her as I watched the wheels turn behind her eyes. 

Leafy always made sure to set us up with elaborate plans when I finally got a weekend night off, and I could never blame her for it. I looked forward to our nights of bar hopping and excessive drinking, especially when the night-time seemed to encourage the most bizarre assortment of people to approach the two of us—and we were never ones to turn away a free drink. 

Nightlife was not huge in Valfor, but the eclectic people it coaxed out into the bars held just enough intrigue and excitement that after a week or two, I could feel myself start to miss it all over again. I mulled over the possibilities of where 
our Friday night could take us while I waited for Leafy to finally fill me in on her big plans. 


Maybe we’ll end up at Haven’s Tavern again? Or the Irish Pub just up the street?
 

The thought alone forced me to suppress a groan. I couldn’t handle another night out where beer was the main event. Nausea made it a little challenging to pick up people at the bar.

“I know of a killer club we can check out tonight,” she gushed. 

My brows rose in intrigue. This is promising. 


“I’ve been waiting all month for Ava to get us on the VIP list,” she continued. Leafy’s eyes were rife with mischief, and Ava never let us down when it came to the best spots for a much-needed night out. 

It took a while for Ava to warm up to me. She’d only been in Valfor a few months longer than Leafy and I, yet she seemed to know anyone and everyone. Eventually I realized she was more of a social butterfly than I was used to. The near-constant partying and club invites were just her way of making the most of Valfor’s precarious balance of utter ordinariness and misplaced strangeness. Leafy’s trust in her made it easier to look past some of her sketchier decisions, too. They worked at the plant nursery together, Leafy’s first friend in Valfor after an obsessive discussion concerning their love for all things plant related. Leafy’s friendship with Ava soon became enough for me to enjoy her cool demeanor and witty banter when we all went out together. And even better, she always seemed to get us into the more exciting clubs in the city.

“A new club?” Leafy definitely had my interest piqued. “I didn’t know something new opened up downtown, I’m sure 
one of my regulars would have told me about it.”

“That’s because it isn’t downtown,” she replied, excitement dripped from her voice. “It’s called actually a little bit outside of the city, but that hasn’t stopped people from flooding in, according to Ava. It’s been packed every night even though it just opened a few weeks ago. It’s called Sinclair Lounge, I heard they moved locations from wherever it was originally.” 

“Sinclair Lounge?” I responded, unconsciously forming a question out of the name.

The feel of each syllable stumbling from my lips inspired a series of pictures to flit across my mind. An endless expanse of books. Children sprawled across soft patches of grass. Flashes of gold. A small hand grasping onto mine, familiar silver links wrapped around her wrist.

I grasped onto the fleeting image of the silver bracelet. It slipped from the delicate wrist of a small child, a wrist a few shades darker than my own terracotta skin and fell into my waiting hand. 

"Earth to Elyria—you down or what?”

Leafy’s voice forced the images out of my head, forcing them to disperse in a smoky haze. I swallowed back the sudden loss. 

“Sounds like an interesting place.” I hid my nerves underneath a wide grin.

I needed to reinvoke the excitement from earlier and push away the strange images my brain conjured up. I must have recognized the name from an advertisement, or maybe someone really had mentioned it at the bar already when I wasn’t paying attention. 

“If we’re going out tonight, I have to pick up some hair dye and fix this,” I said gesturing to my fading blue hair, which in the last week had turned into an unfortunate algae-green-
inspired mess. “If you help me re-dye my hair, I swear I’ll go anywhere tonight—I’ll even buy our first round of drinks.” I knew the drinks would seal the deal on getting Leafy to spend at least an hour applying a fresh layer of blue into the fading curls.

“Sounds like a plan,” she said, her smile widening as she jokingly reached out her hand to shake on our deal. 

“So Sinclair Lounge is a queer nightclub, right?” 

She scowled at me, but the glint in her eyes made it clear she was fighting back a grin. “I’m offended you even have to ask,” she punctuated the feigned annoyance with an eyeroll. “You really think I would take us to some basic bar on one of our few nights out? You should know me better than that.” 

I put my hands up defensively, letting a few laughs escape. “Thank the universe, I was getting sick of our usual spots,” I confessed, “and I swear it’ll be a cold day in hell before I start partying where I work.” 


Even if it is the only femme-focused bar in town.
 

I bristled at the thought of being hit on again by one of my regulars. It would only be worse if they saw me there as a patron and not the fake smile pouring their drinks and flirting for tips. They never wanted to follow the golden rule: Never
 cross the bar.

“I’m just grateful to finally get you out of the apartment. You’ve been working so many shifts lately I thought we would never see the bottom of a shot glass again,” Leafy put the back of her hand to her forehead in mock concern. 

I laughed as I threw my towel at her, intentionally missing so it would hit the wall behind her, instead. 

“If I went out more than that I don’t think we would make rent each month,” I quipped, only partially joking. 

I definitely was not raking in the cash at Celestial Nights, 
but working most weekends meant I could pay the bills and still support my slightly irresponsible shopping habit. I glanced over at my shelf full of high-end makeup and skincare—definitely could not afford that
 all without the tips I received from some shameless flirting on the bar’s busiest nights. 

“You might be right about that,” she said with a chuckle. “Hurry up and get ready so we can run our errands and get back in time to pregame. Oh yeah,” she added, giving the jeans and crop top combo splayed on the bathroom counter a disapproving look, “Ava said to dress up. Jeans and a cute top definitely won’t cut it at the club we’re going to, especially if we’ll be in the VIP section.” 

She tapped her fingers against the doorframe. “I’m thinking cocktail dresses. And since we’ll also have to take a car there since it’s not downtown...”

I groaned. I know where this is going.

“We’ll definitely be wearing heels tonight!” She wiggled her eyebrows and her eyes glinted with mirth only brought on by the knowledge of my own displeasure with wearing heels on a night out. 

Don’t get me wrong, they look great, which means I
 would look great, but I was still liable to break an ankle after a few too many shots. And tonight was absolutely going to be a few-too-many-shots kind of night.

“Fine,” I grumbled with a half-hearted frown.
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T

wo shots of tequila and a whole pack of cobalt blue dye later, I was feeling like myself again. And a little buzzed, too. 

As I wiped away the last smudge of dye from my neck, I looked over at the pile of clothes on Leafy’s bed. Luckily, we 
could still fit the same size dresses even if Leafy was a few inches taller. I always gravitated towards outfits that would keep me in a safe pair of chunky heels and tight jeans, but Leafy already foreclosed any reproduction of that outfit tonight. 

Leafy decided on her outfit with practiced ease, putting aside a slim black dress with a square neckline and open back. The combination straddled the line between modest and revealing—her favorite
. 

My turn.

I shoved most of the dresses aside until I was left with two options. The black V-necked dress offered a tantalizing level of risk even if I wasn’t
 planning on drinking all night. Laid out next to it was a curve hugging red dress with a scandalous dip in the neckline, revealing just enough in the front without the same level of risk as the other dress. 


A little flashier than what I’m used to but switching things up can be a good thing.
 

I fiddled with my silver bracelet as I stared down at the two dresses. Red it is.
 I scooped up the dress, draping it over me to get a better idea of how it would look. 

Leafy nodded with approval, a hint of exasperation in her gaze. She went to her closet and pulled out a strappy pair of black heels and tossed them my way, laughter spilling out of her when the second heel stumbled to my toes.

“I don’t know anyone else who can make a two-option dress decision seem so damn complicated,” she rolled her eyes. “Hurry up and finish getting ready, the car gets here in thirty.”

“Is this some type of dictatorship now?” I said, raising an eyebrow at her reflection as I held up the dress in front of her door mirror. 

She pulled another shoe out of her closet; her threat to 
cobble me with a stiletto was more than enough motivation to finish getting ready.

By the time we both finished—with barely a minute to spare, I might add—we both gave each other solid once-overs, fixing flyaways and checking for smudged eyeliner and lipstick. 

I looked down at my strappy black heels with apprehension. 


I better not regret this. 

After strapping into my heels, we each took one last shot before making our way to the car honking at us from the apartment parking lot. Our sure steps down the stairs clued me in that we were buzzing more from excitement than the alcohol. 
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B

y the time we arrived at the club, the line was already looping around the side of the building. I looked to Leafy nervously, unsure if the bouncer would let us in when the line was already so long—even if we were on the VIP list. 

Rather than respond to my worried look, Leafy smirked over her shoulder before she exited the car, a cascade of loose auburn curls bouncing behind her. 

I let out a sigh of relief when I realized Leafy was walking towards Ava, who was standing by the entrance in strappy black heels and an emerald green slip dress that brought out her sparkling brown eyes. Ava smiled at the bouncer once we caught up to her. She grabbed our wrists and dragged us into the strobe-lit club.

“I’m so glad you two could make it! Who’s ready to get wasted and dance their asses off?” she yelled over the loud music, excitement coating each word. “Let’s head to our 
booth, first,” she took each of us by the arm before tossing a mischievous grin over her shoulder and leading us into the club, past the growing line of impatient people.

“You don’t have to tell me twice!” I told Ava, matching her excitement levels as we all made our way towards a roped off section of the club.

Scooting into the leather seats in the round booth, to both Leafy and I’s surprise, Ava made room for a few more people to join us.

“Do you have more friends coming?” Leafy asked, pasting a friendly grin to her face despite the note of apprehension in her voice. 

Ava waved her hand dismissively. “Just a few, you’ll love them I promise,” she winked at us, even though she knew Leafy was not a fan of being set up with other people’s friends. 

I hoped that wasn’t the case, but with Ava you never really knew. 

“Here they come!” Ava’s excitement shot up as she waved over three people who were clearly related, each of them sharing similar tight, dark curls and dark mahogany skin. 

“Let me introduce you to a few good friends of mine,” Ava said, gesturing towards the people sliding in across from me. “This is Zarec and Zarina—they’re twins—and this hottie is their older brother Cyrus. Sinclair Lounge is actually their family’s club, they moved here from Silverpines a few months ago to help open and manage it,” she grinned at us expectantly, waiting for Leafy and I to introduce ourselves.

I felt a small pang in my chest at Ava’s mention of Silverpines. The strangers in front of me inspired a familiar sense of unease within me. The budding pit of anxiety was a partial reminder as to why I left home in the first place, even if 
I didn’t know them. 

Before I could introduce myself, Cyrus reached his hand out across the table. I assumed it was to shake, which seemed like an awkward way to greet someone, especially at a club of all places. 

But who was I to judge? 

I reached my own hand out towards his, fully expecting a formal shake. Instead, he took my hand in between his, their warmth radiating into mine. 

“You must be Elyria, Ava has told us so much about you,” he followed his words up with a blinding smile, one that seemed to say he knew something I did not.

I felt a flutter of unease in the pit of my stomach but chalked the feeling up to too much alcohol from Leafy’s and my pregaming efforts earlier. 

“Um, yeah, that would be me,” I quickly slipped my hand out of his and trained my attention away from his smile, which seemed to lose sincerity the longer I thought about it. 

My eyes glazed right past Zarec, whose attention was fixed on the dancefloor, and I focused on Zarina instead. My breath caught in my throat at the sight of her. Her lips curved up slightly in what appeared to be a knowing smirk, the vermillion red lipstick splashed across them highlighting their fullness. While Cyrus’ grin seemed to hide something behind it, Zarina’s was an open invitation that I was more than eager to take up.

“I wish we could say the same about you all,” I tried laughing away the residual nerves in my stomach. “Regardless, it’s always nice to meet new people. Valfor is not the easiest place for that,” I let my smile rest on Zarina, even though I could feel Cyrus’ gaze still glued to me.

After a few awkward seconds of silence, I realized Leafy hadn’t introduced herself. 

I looked over at her and caught sight of her fidgeting with one of the many rings on her fingers beneath the table. I nudged her back into focus so she could introduce herself as well.

“I’m Brinne.”

She offered a friendly smile despite the cold edge to her voice. I wasn’t surprised she didn’t share my nickname for her, but the distance in her expression was off putting. It wasn’t like her to be so out of it when we went out, but I chalked it up to the usual small anxieties that came with meeting new people. 

I’m already becoming quick proof of that.

After introductions, I reverted my attention back to the trio seated before us, each of their faces looking vaguely familiar yet ultimately unplaceable. I soon became lost in Zarina’s eyes, mesmerized by the unnatural flecks of violet taking up residence in her golden irises, the same gold that each of her siblings seemed to have. She held my gaze as a grin touched her lips. I felt a warm blush crawl up my cheeks as I tried to reign in my focus. My blatant staring clearly had not gone unnoticed.

“Sorry for the staring.” I shot Zarina a sheepish grin. “Your contacts are just so interesting. Where did you get them?” I asked, holding on to the hope she would give me a chance to redeem myself of the awkward staring from only a minute earlier.

After quickly glancing at her twin, Zarec, she laughed coolly and responded, “Neat, right? I ordered them off of some new site, I’ll try to remember it for you.” 

She winked at me, and though it inspired a simple snort from her twin, it sent a small calamity of butterflies into my abdomen. It must have been my imagination, but I swear I 
could see the gold shimmering and swimming against the edges of the whites of her eyes as she looked over me. 

My leg bounced beneath the booth, and I could feel Leafy’s apprehension melt away as my failed attempt at flirting provoked a few snickers from her spot beside me. 

Can she blame me? 

After spending the last few months flirting for tips, I couldn’t help but feel a little out of practice when it came to genuine flirtations. Even worse, I had been so focused on getting used to this new town the past few months, that dating rarely crossed my mind. Instead, I worked the weekends away and tried to forget what I left behind. Safe to say, I was incredibly
 out of practice when it came to flirting these days.

I decided to remove myself from any more opportunities for embarrassment, hopeful that a little bit of booze would amp up my courage. “I’m gonna grab some drinks, would anyone like anything?” 

“I’ll get the usual,” Leafy said with a grin, her nerves seeming to dissipate after the mention of her promised drink. It would be shots for two, then.

“Mind if I go with you?” Zarina asked. 

She stood up without waiting for my answer, allowing me to finally get a full view of her. The sapphire blue dress she wore hugged her curves in all the right places, and I drank in the view created by the plunging neckline that showcased her deep brown skin. She looked like light was created just to shine over her. Her dark curls bounced against her shoulders, each one catching the light whenever it passed over us. I had to stop myself from getting lost in the liquid gold of her eyes again so that I could respond.


Damn it
, I bit my lip to hold back any attempts at speaking. It would all be mush anyway if I kept staring at her like this. I 
shifted my gaze towards the bar and simply nodded in response. 

As we made our way towards the bar together, I felt her hand graze against my wrist, the action leaving a warm sensation on my skin even after her hand moved away. Fuck
, I really need to get it together
. I shook my hand out, but the warmth seemed to linger, meandering up my wrist. I could only hope that my rosy blush wasn’t taking over more than just my cheeks.

The few yards that made up the walk to the bar felt like miles with my nerves so on edge. When we finally made it to the bar, I was surprised at myself for not breaking an ankle in my high heels after being distracted with each step. 

I drummed my fingers across the countertop as I looked for the bartender so I could order our drinks and get back to the booth. Zarina leaned against the counter right next to me, creating only a few inches of space between us. I could feel her gaze raking over me while I locked eyes with the bartender and finally put in our orders.

“This must be your first time at Sinclair Lounge,” she said, distracting me from my drink-ordering mission. “I’m here almost every night, I definitely wouldn’t have missed you
.”

Despite the loud music around us, I could hear each word that slipped from her lips. When I turned towards her, I caught her eyes lingering over me. Unlike me, she made no moves to hide her own staring. Instead, her eyes glimmered as she drank in my reaction. The intensity of her gaze brought a warm flush to my cheeks and sent heat straight through me. I cleared my throat, buying myself a few precious seconds to clear my head. 

“Yeah, it is.” I looked up at her with a sly smile, encouraged by the fact I managed to speak without stumbling over the 
small set of words. “I’m familiar with your family’s other club in Silverpines, though. I work at Celestial Nights, the only queer bar in downtown Valfor, so it’s nice having a new place to check out.” My shoulders relaxed into the easy conversation. “We’re lucky Ava could even get us in. That line outside seemed endless,” I chuckled. 

Celestial Nights did well for itself, but we only had lines out the door during Halloween or Valentine’s Day. We definitely didn’t need a bouncer at the front door. 

My ramblings didn’t seem to affect the intensity of her stare. The full force of her gaze remained on me as her eyes locked with mine. “I don’t think I could have missed you either,” I added, reaching a tentative hand out to tuck a stray curl behind her ear where my fingers grazed the cool silver of her helix earrings.

“Here you go.”

I stole my hand away from Zarina as the bartender slid a full tray of shots towards us.

I huffed out an imperceptible sigh and reached out to grab the tray. As I did so, Zarina brought her hand over to my waist, but this time the warmth from her contact turned into a sweltering heat, the pleasant warmth from before replaced by a painful spark. 

I gasped at the sensation and lost my grip on the tray of shots. She quickly ripped her hand away from me. The glass shattered on the floor around us and all I could hear was rumbling music followed by the grumbling bartender who had moved from around the bar to help clean up the broken glass.

“Ohmygod I’m so
 sorry,” I rushed out. I bent down to help pick up big chunks of glass scattered across the dark club floor. Keeping my attention on the glass shards allowed me to push down thoughts of the reason I dropped the tray in the 
first place. 

Perturbed by her lengthy silence, I looked back up at Zarina. “Are you okay?” I asked. “Your hand is shaking, did the glass cut you?” 

She shook her head, her eyes staring down widely at me as she opened her mouth to say something. “I—," she started, biting her lip as she hesitated with what to say next. “Do we know each other? From Silverpines?” she asked abruptly, her perfect brows converging in a concerning mixture of confusion and apprehension. 

My attention was still caught on the sight of her hand cradled against her chest.

“Um…maybe?” I responded. “I’m from Silverpines, too, but I’m not sure if we’ve met before.” I looked her up and down again, focusing back in on the violet-flecked golden eyes that enraptured me earlier. 

“I’m sure I wouldn’t forget,” I mumbled under my breath. 

I stood up and shifted my dress back into place, focusing my attention onto smoothing down the wrinkled spandex. When I looked up again, her hand was back at her side and her earlier apprehension was replaced with a cool and distant demeanor. 

“I guess not,” she said, looking back towards the booth pensively. “How about I order the next round and meet you back at the booth? Just tell them I’m flirting with the bartender or something.” She smiled back at me and winked, but the gesture didn’t seem to quite reach her eyes.

Despite myself, I felt a small flair of annoyance at the thought of her flirting with the bartender, even if she had just told me it was only an excuse. 

“I really don’t mind waiting with you, I’m—”

“It’s totally fine, go have fun and dance with your friends!” 
she waved me in the direction of the booth. “I’ll be back with a round of shots soon.”

I stifled my own grumblings. I’d thought I was making some
 progress on the flirting front. I guess broken glass kind of ruins any moment. 


I hesitated for a fleeting moment before I decided to let her be and head back to the booth. I noticed the burning sensation at my waist, having forgotten about it during the shock of spilling alcohol all over the floor and breaking six shot glasses. I ignored the feeling, deciding I’d rather focus on having a carefree night of fun and dancing. 


After all, isn’t that what everyone has been looking forward to all night? No need to sour the evening before it even began.
 I pasted a smile across my face to mask my budding annoyance before approaching our table again. 

“Where’s Zarina?” I looked over to where Zarec gave me an inquiring look, his brows scrunched together in the same way his twin’s had been only a few moments prior. 

Zarec very much shared Zarina’s beauty, but he didn’t carry the same mischievous look in his eyes. Instead, his were endless pools of warmth and concern, and I could easily imagine him being the kinder half of the two.

“The first round of drinks fell, but Zarina said she would grab some more after flirting with the bartender or something,” I mumbled, mostly to myself, but the way Cyrus’ eyes perked up from across the table made it clear he’d heard me. 

“Leave it to Zarina to flirt with every woman in this place, I swear she’s the reason most of them keep coming back,” Cyrus leaned forward, a haughty grin splashed across his lips. “But don’t let that ruin a good night. Care to dance?” 

Cyrus offered out his hand again, already getting up from 
his seat next to Ava. 

I mulled over his invitation in my head, still a little put off by his earlier demeanor of self-importance. I tried not to give men that into themselves too much leeway, but I decided that a little time on the dance floor couldn’t do me any harm. 

“Sure, why not?” I shrugged and placed a tentative hand in his, letting him guide me onto the dance floor with Leafy, Ava, and Zarec close behind us. 

I almost let out a small shriek when Leafy snuck up next to me. “Giving up on one sibling for the other?” She clucked her tongue at me. “Messy move, Elyria.” 

I could feel her laughter rumbling next to me and was disappointed she couldn’t see me rolling my eyes at her performative disapproval. Leafy loved hopping from one dance partner to the next on our nights out, even if I was the only one who ever chose to bring someone home. 

When we made it onto the dance floor, I somehow ended up sandwiched between Cyrus and Ava, while Leafy and Zarec laughed together just a few feet away. While I didn’t know either Cyrus or Ava all that well, the way we were all dancing together would make any stranger think otherwise. 

Cyrus had his hands planted firmly around my waist, his fingers drumming along with the beat, while Ava had my hands in hers, her head thrown back as she swayed to the music. I was almost certain my grip on her hands was the only thing keeping her upright—she clearly had started her night of drinking well before Leafy and I showed up. I moved against Cyrus, losing myself to the beat of the music until I felt a pair of eyes boring into me. 

Shifting my attention towards the bar, I saw Zarina sauntering towards us, grace in each step as she navigated the throngs of dancing bodies. The bartender from earlier 
followed close behind her with the long-anticipated tray of shots. Her eyes seared into me, the slight downturn of her lips reflecting what I imagined to be displeasure with my proximity to Cyrus.

Though we’d only just met, a burning wave of self-consciousness and guilt washed over me. I peeled myself away from Cyrus and switched positions with Ava, who was more than happy to take up my earlier space, pressing herself even closer to Cyrus as she continued to dance to the music. 

By the time Zarina made her way over to us, I was dancing next to Ava and Cyrus rather than with them. When I looked over to Zarec, he had fixed an apprehensive gaze towards his sister, and Leafy’s expression seemed to match. 

The night was becoming more bizarre than I bargained for, but I pushed down my wavering feelings of anxiety and trained my attention back to Zarina. Taking in her ample curves and haughty demeanor, I was pulled in all over again. Her confidence seemed prone to dipping its toes into arrogance, but I’d be lying if I said that didn’t draw me in even more. 

It was the natural smirk dancing across her lips that stood as both a warning and an invitation: she could tear my heart apart without even smudging her lipstick if she wanted to. But there was a small voice in the back of my head that reassured me she wouldn’t. 

I decided to trust that small voice and jump into the lovers’ roulette that could very much be Zarina Sinclair.
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T

he flashing club lights shined over Zarina in an array of reds, greens, and blues, the focused erratic beams often catching a devious glint in her golden eyes. The dancing bodies seemed to part around her on instinct as she prowled towards our spot on the dance floor. Entranced by her looming form, I left Cyrus and Ava to stride towards Zarina instead.

I felt caught in a daze as the space between us disappeared in a matter of seconds. Her proximity was dizzying, and when I looked up to her face, she leveled a tempest of gold and violet against my gaze. 

“Enjoying yourself?” Zarina’s eyes flickered between Cyrus and me. The flare in her eyes from earlier seemed to abate when she took in the ample space I created between myself and him. 

“A little bit,” I admitted, shrugging my shoulders with a nonchalance I was sure would spark a fire in her eyes again.

Her smirk hesitated just enough for me to notice, and a curious part of me wanted to test her returned interest through the same flirtatious games she had been playing with me since 
the beginning of the night. 

The bartender still held the tray of shots next to her, so I grabbed two off of the tray and knocked them back one after the other, carefully guarding my expression to hide the effect of fragrant tequila hitting my tastebuds. I refused to let a few shots ruin the smooth facade I was constructing. 

Zarina was about to respond when Zarec and Leafy bounded up to us—or more accurately, up to the line of shots that happened to be next to us. Looking towards them, I realized Zarec had his arm wrapped affectionately around someone else’s waist.

Rather than introduce him, Zarec grabbed two shots and directed him back onto the dance floor. 

“And here I was thinking you two had hit it off,” I lifted a brow at Leafy as I handed her a shot.

“Your gaydar is seriously off if you thought he was dancing with
 me and not just by me.” She rolled her eyes and made quick work of her first shot before reaching for a second. “That’s Valentin,” she pointed to a stocky, jade-eyed man with her free hand. “Zarec was caught up telling me all about Valentin’s obsession with plants and I had to admit that he was in the presence of another plant hoarder.” 

Leafy smiled, and it felt like the first genuine smile I had seen all night. She was enjoying a carefree night out, the stress of flirting just to bring someone home not even crossing her mind. 

Unlike Leafy, it felt like I was stuck in some type of devilish flirting game with Zarina rather than getting to just dance away to whatever music spilled out through the speakers around us. While dancing with Cyrus had been fun, it was missing the tantalizing spark I imagined would come from being pressed up against Zarina in the same way. 

Leafy’s grin turned playfully wicked, and she redirected her attention to Zarina. 

“So are you going to just stand there staring at Elyria, or do you want to dance with the rest of us?” 

“Leafy
!” I whispered at her.

I punctuated the warning with an elbow to her side. She nudged me back and snickered. 

I swallowed down my own embarrassment and waited for Zarina’s response. I followed her eyes, full of both anticipation and careful restraint as they lingered on my lips. 


She
 is staring.


I was a bit surprised that Leafy was actually right and not just poking fun at the two of us to get under my skin. I felt a twinge of hope that my earlier intuition was right, that perhaps there was something more to be explored between the two of us. 

“I would love to.” Zarina’s hungry eyes seared into mine as she leaned in close and whispered into my ear, “but I would rather not be runner up to my brother. Perhaps another time?” 

Her breath tickled against my ear and I felt the collision of nerves and desire settle low in my stomach. Heat flared across my cheeks as I took a hesitant step backwards, the movement jostling the burning sensation at my side. I brought my hand to the spot Zarina had last touched me and her eyes locked onto the movement, her lip curling back as a tinge of guilt flashed across her eyes. 

She averted her gaze from mine and turned around, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “Enjoy the rest of your night, Elyria,” she shouted over the music as she sauntered away.

Leafy raised an eyebrow at me. “She’s kind of a—” 

“I know.”

I was annoyed at myself for putting up with Zarina’s hot and cold attitude, especially after I’d only just

 met her. 

“Let’s just make the most of tonight.” Leafy grabbed my hand and began pulling me towards the bar. “Neither of us have had enough to drink, anyway, and I’m pretty sure you still owe me one.”

Unfortunately for my wallet, she was right. I did still owe her a drink—the blue hairs sticking to my neck were proof of our bargain. Leafy’s amplified excitement as the shots from earlier hit her system clued me in that she’d be looking for something a bit stronger than a single shot of tequila. 

We made it back to the dance floor with drinks so blue you almost wouldn’t think there was any alcohol in them at first glance. Ava was dancing with Zarec and Valentin, but Cyrus was nowhere to be found, just like his sister. 

I ignored the other siblings' absence, trying to match Leafy’s enthusiasm as she quickly latched onto a new dancing partner, someone who’d been eyeing her since we first made our way into the club. 

Following Leafy’s lead, I found another person to dance with and caught the rhythm of the music with ease, their body pressed close in front of me with my hands wrapped around their waist. When the song transitioned to a new beat, they snaked their way around me, their high cheekbones and delicate features catching the light from above. Their moss green eyes lit up when they caught my surprise at the position change, but we melded back against each other with ease. 

“Ouch,” I mumbled under my breath, flinching from the stranger’s touch. Their hand pressed against the burning spot on my side—I’d almost forgotten it was there. 

This was the third time I was caught by the painful sting, and each time was more off putting than the last. I slid out of my temporary partner’s embrace and shot them an apologetic 
smile before making my way off the dance floor. 

I squeezed Leafy’s shoulder on my way out, a silent gesture letting her know I’d be back soon. 

After easing my way through the mess of moving bodies, I made a quick detour towards where I assumed the bathrooms to be. Instead of finding any sort of sign indicating the restrooms were at least somewhere nearby, I found myself moving farther into what felt like an endless corridor. The lights above flickered, and a slight breeze passed by me, stemming from the end of the hall where a bright green “EXIT” sign lit up the double backdoors. Not wanting to waste any more time, I walked towards the exit, hoping the area outside would have enough light for me to check the area around my waist. The dim light escaping the crack in the door seemed promising.

My hand was wrapped around the doorknob when I heard low voices coming from outside the door. Hoping for a more private space, I steered my search for the bathroom in another direction.

Until I recognized Zarina’s melodic voice coming from behind the nearest door. 

“There’s no way she
 is the same Ely from 17 years ago.” 

“She must be. How many Elyria’s have you even met between here and Washington? Or anywhere,
 really?” Cyrus’s deep voice followed Zarina’s.


Why would they be talking about me together? 
Zarina made it clear only moments earlier that she wasn’t interested anymore. 

“If it is, then how could you stand to be so close to her?” she spat out, fury and envy coating each word.


Ouch.
 I grimaced at her fiery words. That took an interesting turn.


“Watch your temper, little sister. Anger does not make up for talent
.” I didn’t really need to see him to know a condescending grin was spread across Cyrus’ face. 


Typical man
. I couldn’t help rolling my eyes at his tone. 

“It doesn’t even matter, she shouldn’t remember us anyway,” Cyrus continued coolly, uninspired by Zarina’s anxieties and frustrations.


I
 knew they looked familiar.
 I berated myself for not trusting my gut, especially considering how Cyrus mentioned that I shouldn’t
 remember them. 

What the hell is that supposed to mean? 

His arrogance only heightened my roiling indignation.

Forever captive to my own curiosity, I took the risk of peeking through the door, hoping to catch a glimpse of the arguing pair. Maybe seeing them now, after knowing I’d met them before, could somehow jog my memory. 

Before I could get close to the door again, a small trail of smoke began creeping through the crevice. Its steadily approaching form sent me stumbling back. 

Is something burning?

My heartbeat amplified in my chest, and my breaths grew shallow as I prepared to inhale acrid fumes and a lungful of ash from the approaching black haze. I stared up at the emergency sprinklers, already imagining the rush of water mixing with my own makeup and sweat. If the smoke reached them, I was sure to get doused with gallons of water and leave a sticky, shivering mess. 

My brows furrowed together. My neck craned forward to chance a closer look at the odd sight creeping up to me, but my feet remained bolted to the floor. Neither smoke nor flakes of ash floated into the air. Instead, the smoke trail remained low to the ground, and rather than smelling like an impending 
disaster, I only caught the lingering scent of citrus as the tendril snaked further into the hall. 

To my own horror, it kept creeping in my direction until it was nearly at my ankle, each second bringing it another inch closer. Despite my fear, I was paralyzed by the strange sight before me. My silent terror only grew when the shadow managed to snake itself around my exposed ankle. I barely managed to conceal my own shriek as I shook it off of me, but not before it left a radiating heat throughout my ankle. 

Cyrus’ voice tore my focus away from the smoke, his next words leaving a fit of fearful shivers swarming down my spine. 

“Just hurry up so we can make it back in time for the next round of shots,” he said. “I’m sure once those faebloods are a little liquored up, they won’t even care about what we are.” 

I flinched at the image Cyrus conjured in my mind. There was a disturbing level of enthusiasm contained at the edges of his words.

“It’s been too long since we’ve fed off of their kind.” 


Feeding
 off of people
—where the hell are we, Florida? And what the hell is a faeblood? God these people must be on acid or something. 


My hands clenched tighter at my sides. My nails dug into flesh with uncomfortable pressure. 

It’s just like me to unknowingly seek out the most unhinged woman on the market. Who cares if I knew them in Silverpines? I sure as hell don’t remember them now.

My eyes flitted around the hall, gauging just how long it would take me to run down it before the sounds of heels colliding with wooden floorboards would alert the strange set of siblings to my presence. It would be another risk to take my time making my way out of the corridor, given that the smoke was creeping up on me yet again. 

Just as I decided to hedge my bets with a full-blown sprint, I 
heard a third presence outside, a prolonged groan coming from the other side of the door. 

Working at a bar myself meant I had no choice but to give in to my protective instincts. If someone was being attacked or taken advantage of, I’d be damned if I ran away and did nothing. 

Years of kickboxing and self-defense courses prepared me for this. Right?
 

God, please don’t let muscle memory be a myth. 

I braced myself, closing my eyes to take in and release a deep breath before steadying my hands and tearing open the door. 

I was greeted by a symphony of smoke, individual tendrils reaching towards me with each wheeze that escaped my strained lungs. It took every ounce of alcohol-induced bravado I could muster to resist the urge to succumb to my weakening knees. There was far more smoke surrounding me, inciting a greater panic than the single tendril that chased after me only seconds before in the hallway. 

I heard muffled voices hidden in the smoke: “And just like that he won’t remember a thing—now that
 is talent
.” I barely made out Zarina’s smug voice amidst the pound of my heart. 

I was surprised my impending heart-attack alone was not enough to alert them to my presence. 

I tried to swallow my nerves, but fear sucked the moisture out of my mouth. My sandpaper throat made me acutely aware of how long I’d been staring at the hazy scene before me. By the time I blinked moisture back into my wide eyes, the smoke had dissipated, as if vacuumed up by an unseen force. 

“You still have no control, Zarina. Sure he won’t remember you
, but he’ll sure as hell know all of this happened at our
 club.” Cyrus’ disappointment was tangible as he stared down 
at the figure in his arms. 

“What the fuck,”
 I rasped out, taking a tentative step back once I noticed the horror lying limp in Cyrus’ hold. 

My eyes were transfixed on the man. If it wasn’t for the faint twitching of his fingers, I would’ve thought he was dead. His eyes rolled back into his head; skin ashen except for the finger-shaped purple discolorations trailing from his forearm to his biceps where Cyrus’s hands gripped tight to keep him upright. I glimpsed the edges of purple extending from where Cyrus’s fingers gripped skin instead of cotton shirt sleeve. 

Two sets of eyes fell onto me, rooting me to my split stance between the club corridor and the black asphalt. 

Zarina’s brow furrowed as if in deep concentration. She pried her own fingers off of the man’s wrist. 

It was the full force of Zarina’s gaze that had me backing away, each shaky footstep in my damn heels threatened me with two broken ankles. Zarina’s pupils were lost to an unnerving pool of pure gold that had taken over even the whites of her eyes. Her brows relaxed for a moment, but the longer she stared at me, the wider her eyes grew. A shard of anxiety speared its way through their opacity.

I clamped my eyes shut for a momentary respite. I shook my head, hoping to pop whatever screws were loose inside back into place. 

This has to be the alcohol. I’m obviously just drunk. 

Maybe someone slipped something in my drink?

What a sick hope to have.

When I opened my eyes, the terror before me remained. Reality sunk in; its weight barreled through the molasses of my consciousness. I barely managed to steady my faltering breaths before Cyrus rushed towards me, hand outstretched to grab my wrist.

The same hand that had gripped the limp body encircled my own frozen limb. The sting of bile rose in my throat at the contact.

“If you would just give me a moment to explain,” he said, his silken voice washing a false sense of calm over me.

I almost fell into his soft-spoken trap, but the expanding gold taking over his own eyes jeered me into awareness. I spared a glance down, my eyes locked onto the faintest trail of smoke creeping from his hands. An image of purple marks marring my skin forced me into action—if I didn’t move with urgency, I would end up just like the limp body left passed out and drooling on the asphalt. 

As much as I wanted to help that man, I was in no position to fight off both Cyrus and Zarina. Not while lugging away someone else’s two-hundred-pound frame through the club. 

I needed to get Leafy and get out
.

The smoke tendrils hedged up my arm, leaving behind a warm tingle in their wake. I ripped my wrist from Cyrus’ monstrous grasp and went for an easy blow—a swift knee between his legs. I couldn’t risk waiting for Zarina’s grip to replace his hand. I turned on my heels and sprinted down the hallway.

I followed the strobe lights until they led me back onto the dance floor. If Cyrus and Zarina decided to follow me, I could at least buy myself some time by getting lost in a mass of oblivious, moving bodies. 

I could hear footsteps rushing up behind me. I picked up my pace until I passed a throng of people, their movements quickly filling up the space I crashed into. I spared a quick glance over my shoulder and felt a pang in my gut as Zarina’s eyes pierced into mine from the edge of the dance floor. 

Her irises were no longer a flood of gold. The whites were 
no longer consumed. The violet flecks returned as if they had always been there. Fear and disgust were all that was left—but for who, I wasn’t sure. 

Whipping my head forward forced me into a momentary pause. My mind felt dizzy and leaden at the same time. Whatever I saw earlier frayed at the edges in my mind. With each forced step forward, bits and pieces of the memory unraveled and slipped into unknown depths. 

Something isn’t right.

I squinted my eyes as I trudged ahead, forcing the image of the unconscious man to remain at the forefront of my mind, but the effort brought an ache to my temples. 


Did they do something to me? I know what I saw—right? Something black, hazy. Smoke maybe? And they were holding someone…and Cyrus mentioned something about blood…

How many drinks did I even have tonight? 

I chewed the inside of my cheek. I could feel the memory being tugged away from me. Even as I fought to pin the edges back in place, it felt as if someone else was tearing apart a book page by page in my head. 

I squeezed my eyes shut and took in a deep breath. I was nearly at the spot where I’d left her on the dance floor. I had to focus on grabbing Leafy and getting the hell out.

It took less than a minute to make out Leafy’s buzzing form, her arms moving ecstatically in conversation. She was still in the same spot we’d been dancing in earlier, a new drink threatening to spill with each hand movement. I grabbed her by the arm, not giving her a chance to finish whatever she was telling Zarec and Ava.


Zarec
. I sucked in a breath. How could I forget? He has to be one of them. 



One of what?


I was quickly losing my grasp on what that even meant. 

My disposition must have rung alarm bells for Zarec, because he took a careful step back. A look of concern washed over his face. His eyes were wide with…sadness?
 

Oblivious as ever, Ava ignored my dazed, breathless appearance. “Girl, what took you so long? I do
 hope it was something scandalous,” she wriggled her brows at me.

I managed a small smile in response, which encouraged her to continue chattering on. I stole a moment to steady my frantic breathing.

“Let’s get another drink in you!” She exclaimed, punctuating her eagerness with a wide smile, teeth gleaming white under the blacklights. 

“God, I wish,” I replied, my eyes flickering to Zarec for a quick beat. “I’m actually not feeling super well, maybe we can head out?” I directed my question at Leafy.

I smiled apologetically at Ava before giving Leafy a pointed look that begged her not to push the issue, even as she spared a disappointed look at her still-full drink. 

She eventually returned my look with a concerned one of her own. “You know what,” she handed Ava her drink and frowned. “I’m not feeling too well either. Maybe the leftovers we ate this afternoon were a little too old?”

Leafy’s hand went to Ava’s arm, and maybe I was just losing my grip on reality, but I saw soft light escape her fingers as they pressed against Ava’s skin. 

I’m definitely seeing things. 

Ava looked disappointed, but her eyes shined a little brighter than when I had first caught up to them.

“That’s such a bummer,” she sighed, but soon offered a sympathetic smile. “I hope y’all feel better soon! We’ll definitely have to do this again.” 


Yeah, no thanks.
 
That was what I wanted to say, but I kept my mouth shut.

Ava seemed to believe Leafy’s lie, and I was both surprised and relieved that Zarec didn’t try to stop us. It was clear from his own apprehensive stance that he knew I saw something, even if he didn’t know what
 that something was. 

I’m just thankful I won’t have to fight out of another Sinclair’s grasp. 

Leafy smiled and said her goodbyes before hooking her arm through mine. My earlier adrenaline rush wore off at the familiar contact, and her arm kept me upright and moving forward. She practically held me up, dragging me along as we made our way out of the club. My legs felt stuck in molasses as I forced each foot in front of the next.

“What happened that has you so freaked?” she whispered to me. Her eyes roved the spaces around us. 

“I’m not even sure,” I started, but all that followed were broken thoughts. “I think Cyrus and Zarina were hurting someone …and there was something else but…but…” I pressed my free hand into my eyes, hoping the pressure would push my thoughts back together. “Something wasn’t—isn’t—right,” I snapped, frustrated with my failing memory. 

“Whatever happened, it sounds like it scared the shit out of you.” Leafy’s grip on my arm tightened in an act of silent consolation. “Hopefully once we get home you can rest, and we can work out the details tomorrow? We’ve had a lot to drink tonight, maybe it was some kind of…boozy misunderstanding?” Her voice wavered, as if even she didn’t believe what she was saying. 

I removed myself from Leafy’s side, opting to wrap my hands around my arms to stifle the shivers making their way through me. Leafy fidgeted beside me in discomfort until her 
eyes locked onto our ride. She reached for my hand and pulled me towards the car, guiding my trembling form into the safety of the vehicle. 

I ripped off my heels, desperate to reach the safety of our apartment walls without tripping up the stony steps. Once inside, I locked myself in the bathroom and slumped to the floor, leaning my head against the cool wall behind me. Every bit of energy left in me had been stolen, whisked away by the fear and confusion of the night. All I wanted to do was take a shower and throw myself into bed, and if I was lucky, I would sleep so hard that I would forget the strange happenings of the last hour. 

The dull sting at my side taunted me, bringing forth the image of a man’s arm full of strange marks to the center of my mind. Dread filled my stomach, and I placed a tentative hand against the burning spot. 

I needed to get a better look. I needed to see that this mark was just a normal bruise. An accident even. I stood up and shimmied out of the dress, delaying my first glance into the mirror while I did. I gritted my teeth at the pain caused by the stretchy material rubbing against my side. After delicately peeling the rest of the fabric away, I stole my first glance into the mirror. I gasped at the raised mark that greeted me.

The place where Zarina touched my waist featured an unnaturally violet blemish, finger shaped like those of the nightmarish image invading my mind. I tried to blink the sight away. 

This has to be the booze.

This can’t be real. 

I lightly touched the mark, wincing as pain seared further into my skin with the pressure. 


Definitely real.
 Tears pricked my eyes, but I swallowed down 
the looming emotions and stepped into the shower. 


Who are they? What did they do? What even happened? How could I know people like that?
 The thoughts teemed out of me faster than the water rushing over my rigid shoulders. I pressed my palms into my eyes before swiping my hands across my face. I’d probably look like a haphazard racoon by the end of my shower—I hadn’t even tried to get my makeup off before jumping in. I closed my eyes and leaned my head back, letting steaming water run over me. I tried to ignore the way it made my side sting, but a few escaped tears mingled with the water running over my face.

My skin was raw from the heat by the time I stepped out of the shower. I took an ibuprofen from the medicine cabinet and swallowed it down with water from the sink, letting the cool liquid splash the edges of my face and spur me out of my resounding shock. A knock at the door stole my attention, but words were trapped in my throat. I swallowed back a dry lump, massaging my throat where tension made it sore. 

“You good in there?” Leafy knocked again. “I know this is all really confusing, but I need to shower for work tomorrow.” I could hear her patience waning. Her compassionate tone strained against growing frustration.

I forgot that she’d need to be up earlier than me tomorrow to open the plant shop. I pressed my palms to my eyes, forcing the tears back in. 

“Sor–sorry,” I stammered before finding my voice again. “Be out in a sec.”

I quickly finished changing, hiding the bottle of pain medicine underneath my towel before leaving the bathroom.

“All yours!” I yelled to her from the living room. 

I hit the bed with an exasperated thump. The muted sound of running water as Leafy turned the shower back on lulled me 
to sleep. Darkness took up space in the corners of my vision until exhaustion finally weighed my eyelids closed.
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G

lass walls encased me in each direction. I was frozen to a marble surface. The white box I sat on jutted out from the glass floor at my bare feet. Smoke spilled from the gaping mouth in front of me, obscuring all but the figure’s eyes. Dark tendrils of smoke inched forward.


They moved with disconcerting speed, slithering across the air in a silent stream as they neared my face. There was no smell, no taste to the haze-heavy air, no whip of a breeze against my cheek.

My senses were dulled, but the small world was rife with invisible energy. It crackled around me, laid an oppressive blanket over me that weighed each limb in place.

My pulse raced in a staccato rhythm at the base of my neck. My right leg bounced in tandem. My fingers twitched, glued to their position in my lap. 

The crystal enclosure shifted and creaked. It hummed to the tune of my vibrating heart. It was moving through the vacuum of space, inciting a nauseous tumult low in my gut. I forced my eyes away from the impending smoke, down to the glass floor vibrating beneath my feet.

I sucked in a breath. Black oblivion. I tore my eyes from the nothingness moving at terrifying speeds beneath me, around me. I directed my attention up and across the room.

My gaze landed on golden eyes. 

Wide.

Bright.

Familiar.

They flashed with the brilliance of the sun before an orotund voice echoed through the room. 

“It is not time yet,” the figure asserted. The words reverberated, bounced against glass panes, transformed into a chorused chant. 

Before I could sink into the words, my stiff body was ripped away from the marble.

An unknown force hurled me back…back …back…

I jolted awake at the high-pitched ring of my alarm, barely conscious as I rummaged around my pillows to snooze it. The bizarre dream clung to the edges of my mind as I rubbed my eyes. Dark smoke lingered in my vision as I tried to blink away the last wisps of my dream. 

I wanted to stay in bed and sleep in longer, but bright rays of sunlight splayed over my face, making the drumbeats bursting along my temples more intense.


I thought being a bartender meant I’d develop some type of immunity to hangovers by now
. Unfortunately, every time Leafy and I went out I managed to drink myself right into a pounding headache. 

I pushed myself out of bed, moving into the kitchen to finish off the morning coffee Leafy brewed. With caffeine in my system, the few details I remembered from last night came rushing back to me—the most prominent being the hazy image of Cyrus and Zarina hunched over someone.

I pulled out my phone and searched up information about 
Sinclair Lounge, but the results were lackluster and normal to say the least. The sibling trio seemed to come from your typical, wealthy family. The Sinclair Lounge in Silverpines, Washington, did well enough to open a new one just a state over. Twenty-eight-year-old Cyrus planned the opening and twenty-three-year-old twins Zarec and Zarina helped manage it. 

I snorted at the article’s description of these three highly suspect siblings and their new club being a “vital cultural injection into Valfor’s struggling tourist economy
.” 

“Whatever the hell that
 is supposed to mean,” I scoffed. 

With Zarina’s name taking up permanent residence in my mind, I decided to look her up as well. I could feel my heart rate picking up as I skimmed over article titles and images of Zarina with her siblings, each of their eyes bright and glowing gold. Zarina and Zarec shared a thread of warmth in their eyes, even as Zarina’s expression appeared distanced and stormy. Cyrus’ eyes, on the other hand, remained disconcerting—even in pictures they looked cold and apathetic. Looking over their pictures, I couldn't shake the unnerving feeling of familiarity they stirred in me. 

I was so caught up in my Google investigation that I nearly threw my phone across the room when it started to ring, an unknown number taking up the screen. I scrutinized the number, dread clawing at my stomach when I realized the area code was for Silverpines. 

“Don’t be dumb, Elyria. Just let it go to voicemail.” My finger hovered over the “answer” button until the call ended. I exhaled a stifled sigh, but my relief was short lived when the unfamiliar number appeared on my screen again. 

“Why
 are they calling back?” Unable to stifle my curiosity for much longer, I caved and answered the call.

“Elyria? Is that you?” 

I almost didn’t respond. Just because I answered, didn’t mean I had
 to say anything. My curiosity seemed to have other plans for me. The rich timber of the man’s voice was both familiar and aggravating. 

“Who is this?” I demanded, despite already knowing the answer. 

“Cyrus, from Sinclair Lounge. Are you okay?”


Was I okay?
 I didn’t know, so I couldn’t answer. 

“Ava gave me your number,” he continued. “You looked a little freaked out when you saw Zarina and me last night, so I wanted to make sure you made it home alright.” 

His words sounded perfectly worried, but his cool tone wrapped me in unease.

“Oh. Hi.” My voice came out hoarse, sleep and anxiety still gripping my vocal cords. I swallowed back the lump in my throat, hoping to eliminate the rasp in my voice. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

I chewed the inside of my cheek. My ear was sore from where I pressed the phone against it. 

“I’m happy to hear it,” he replied, his voice honeyed. “Now, I was wondering if–”

“How is the man you and Zarina were with?” 

I didn’t want to exchange casualties over the phone. I wanted to clear up whatever the hell I saw last night. The logical part of me started to rationalize the event, but another part of me knew there was something unspoken—a hidden truth. I hoped dropping the small bit of information I remembered would shake him up enough to steal that truth out of him. 

“Him? He was just some drunk college kid we were helping to lay down while we waited for his friends to pick him up,” 
deep laughter spilled out of him. “Is that what made you run off?”

“I guess.”

Something wasn’t adding up here. What about the weird marks? And their luminescent eyes?


And the smoke.


Even if I only remembered bits from my dream, it had to be connected. I couldn’t have imagined it all.


Right?


“Well, everything is fine,” I chewed my bottom lip as I spoke. “Thanks for checking in, I guess. I have to get ready for work, so…bye.”

I hung up the phone before he could reply. 

I tried to forget the conversation, but my afternoon dragged on as I waited to head off to the bar. The conversation with Cyrus kept my mind busy but perpetually on edge. Even more frustrating, I couldn’t get Zarina off of my mind. 

Closing my eyes, I could see her tantalizing form in excruciating detail. Skin made for the sun, rich and brown, golden undertones glittering under the club lights. Lips supple and full, tempting me with a softness I could imagine from memory alone. 

And those curves? Heaven sent. 

I pinched my nose, annoyed with my own thirst over a woman that was definitely an accessory to a felony last night. 

Instead of worrying about her otherness
, I was more interested in when I could see her again. Obviously, I needed to find a girlfriend, a boyfriend, a partner—somebody normal
 to focus my attention on. There was no way I could allow myself to keep lusting after someone who left me with some strange mark. Especially when I had no clue how
 she left that mark.

Rather than sit in the apartment all alone with my thoughts, I decided to make use of the few free hours before my shift at the bar by making a run to the coffee shop down the street. Maybe I could even drop off an iced coffee for Leafy and fill her in on the sparse details I recalled from last night and my random phone call with Cyrus. 

I could only hope that would give me back a small token of sanity. 
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“
T

heir eyes did what
?” Leafy asked in a fierce whisper. Her pupils widened and she struggled to reign in the intensity tightening her muscles and forcing her head on a swivel. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

On instinct, we both sought out Ava in the small greenhouse. The sight of her back turned, black earbuds locked in both ears as she danced to some electric beat, sent a small wave of relief to Leafy and me. Though she was only a few rows down, she was too busy snipping succulents for new cuttings and jamming out to her music to hear our strange conversation.

Leafy spoke up again, and my relief fizzled out. 

“Plus, we already know Zarina wears contacts so maybe it was just weird cosplay shit or something?” She added. She shifted her eyes back to the small Japanese maple tree where her fingers sought out dead leaves and withered branches with unwarranted scrutiny. 

“So are we just going to ignore the semi-conscious victim
 Cyrus held, with finger
-shaped marks all over his arm?” I said with an exasperated look. “Or maybe we should chalk that up to cosplay, as well? Perhaps a weird costuming trick in the middle of a club
 on a Friday night? Come on, Brinne. Do you 
not believe me or something?” 

Leafy frowned at the sound of her government name, and I stifled a grin in spite of my frustration with her. I reserved her real name for serious moments. 

Or when she was starting to get on my nerves.

“I mean, it’s just a lot to wrap my head around,” she breathed out. Her hands dug into a nearby pile of rich, moist soil. She sighed and she shifted her attention to prepping the large pot of dirt for some new tree sapling the shop received. “But…I believe you. What should we do? We both know calling the cops won’t solve anything.”

We both rolled our eyes. 


As if calling the cops
 ever solved anything.
 

“Is it wrong for me to just leave it be? And hope that if we avoid that club, maybe we won’t see them again?” My eyes dropped to the concrete at my feet.

Speaking the suggestion aloud made my hands twitch at my sides. My heart jumped into my throat for all the wrong reasons, too. Not see Zarina again? Really?
 Something was pulling me to her, even if I’d just met her. 

Supposedly.

Seeing her last night pulled a long-forgotten book off one of the shelves in my mind, but I couldn’t figure out which one. There had
 to be something more between us. I could not
 just be imagining everything. Or could I be? 


Fuck, I need to figure this out. 

“That could work,” she said, “but we both know it’s a small town…” Her words trailed off, doubt hanging over them like a wet blanket.

“That’s true,” I muttered, shoving my hands deep in my jean pockets. 

I kicked a loose rock with the toe of my boot. I must have 
let out my frustrations on it because it went flying with a little too much force, cracking a nearby clay pot. Lucky for me, Leafy was two hands deep in her pile of dirt, her gaze focused entirely on creating the perfect home for the sapling. 

I took that as my cue to head out. I didn’t want to be around when she noticed the broken pot.

“Well, I think I’m going to head to work early, maybe clock in an extra hour or two cleaning up the bar.” I frowned at the thought. “We both know how messy it gets when I’m not the one who closes. See you at happy hour?” My lips curved back into a grin.

“Free drinks with my favorite bartender? How could I miss that?” She offered a wide smile, unable to stand up or wave goodbye in her current position. “I’ll see you in a few hours. Text me when you make it to work!” she shouted to me as I made my way out of the shop. 

I gave her a thumbs up over my shoulder and stepped into the waning sunlight. With the end of September approaching, sunset arrived earlier each day. Walking to work was worth it to enjoy the day’s last few warm rays of sunlight. 

As I waited at the crosswalk, the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. I could feel the ominous weight of eyes spearing into me. 

When I looked up, a bright red Porsche with dark, tinted windows slowed to a halt next to me. Before I could scrutinize who was lying beyond the windows, the sports car sped off, ignoring the red lights and blaring horns it left in its wake.
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“
F

ucking amateurs,” I mumbled to myself. 

After spending two hours cleaning up the mess last night’s closer left behind and setting up the glassware and taps behind the bar, I unlocked the bar doors and flipped the sign to “open.” 

There was still another hour before the first rush crowded in, so I scrolled through all of my socials to make the time pass. Saturday nights were only busy after eight or nine in the evening, which left me plenty of time to experiment with new drinks or catch up with Leafy until happy hour.

I eyed the amber bottles of rum and citrus liqueurs lining the middle shelves. I’d been meaning to try out new cocktails with darker liquors for a while, and my restless mind eagerly sought out the creative distraction. I reached up for a bottle of Navy rum, grasping the neck of the bottle with ease before scrounging around the bottom cabinet for my favorite shaker. I kept it hidden in the back, far away from less experienced hands. 

The screech of metal stool legs scraping over oak 
floorboards shook me out of my focused search. Warmth flooded my cheeks, bringing a pink flush to the skin.

How did I miss the chime of the door opening? 


You’re at work, Elyria, not your own kitchen
. I silently chastised myself. Act like it
. 

I stood up and turned to face the bar again. 

“Welcome in, what can I—” I started, coming to halt once I realized who was seated in front of me. A smirk rounded out full lips and a mischievous glint shimmered in golden eyes that set my heartbeat on hyperdrive. 

“Cyrus
?”

I drew my head back and stared at him wide-mouthed, trying to figure out if Cyrus Sinclair really
 just showed up to my
 bar. Doesn’t have his own bar to drink at? Why the hell come here? How does he even know where here is?
 

“I’ll have a cognac,” he replied. “Top shelf. Neat.” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on the bar top, surveying my reaction. His curious eyes doubled my unease. 

“How did you find out where I work?” 

“You told Zarina last night,” he said matter-of-factly, the smirk refusing to leave his face.

And she just…told him? 

Did she know he called today? That he was planning to just pop up here tonight? 

I shook out the nerves in my hands behind the bar. I needed to reign in my thoughts. The last thing he needs to see is how anxious he’s making me. 


I contorted my face to erase the surprise in my eyes. I hoped invoking some layer of emotional distance would add steel to my resolve as I interrogated him, but pressure continued to snake around my vocal cords, gripping them tight. 

I forced a cough, a small resistance against my constricting throat. 

“I guess I should really ask: Why
 are you here? You would think someone hanging up on your face is a pretty clear-cut gesture.” My eyes seared his, but I found nothing concrete. 

“You mean to tell me that wasn’t just the call cutting out? My bad, truly.” He chuckled, offering an innocent frown. 

Is that seriously what he’s going with right now? 

“Do you even carry Rémy Martin here?” His eyes scrutinized the top shelves of the bar. 

“Of course
 we do.” I rolled my eyes and turned away from him. I didn’t want him to catch the frustration breaching my expression. 

I reached towards the top shelf to grab the expensive cognac. A vengeful smile tugged at my lips. I shifted my reach to the middle shelf and grabbed a near-empty bottle of Hennessey instead. 

I turned towards him with the bottle of dark liquor in one hand and a snifter glass in the other. He frowned, but I raised a brow at him, daring him to argue with me.


Why am I even entertaining this conversation? I should just kick him out
.

I poured him a standard drink, not a drop more, and slid it towards him. I stepped away from the  bar and leaned against the back counter. The remnants of last night’s memories encouraged me to keep a careful distance between the two of us. Still at work, all I could do was watch him stare at me and hope he would finish his drink quickly and leave. I’d much rather figure out why he was here without exchanging any more syllables. 

Tough chance on that one, Elyria. 

After taking a few sips of his drink he let out an unexpected 
sigh. “You’re awfully silent. Is this how you plan to spend the whole night?” 

“I could just kick you out.”

“Then you would never know why my siblings and I look so familiar to you.” 

He took another slow sip, watching me over the rim of his glass as he waited for my response. “I can see the confusion in your eyes. I’m sure it matches my own from last night when you stumbled upon Zarina and me…taking care of business
.”

My eyebrows scrunched together, but I took a step closer to the counter, my interest piqued. “We knew each other as kids,” I stated, waiting to take in his reaction. 

It was mostly a guess, but I couldn’t let him believe he held all the cards between us.

A touch of disbelief passed through his eyes, but it left as quickly as it came. He grinned again and nodded his head, his eyes raking over me at the same time, temptation replacing any shock lingering in his gaze. 

“That was so long ago,” he clicked his tongue, his eyes sweeping over me once more. 

“I hope you aren’t still chasing after Zarina like a lost puppy as you did back then.” His eyes rose to meet mine again. “That really would be such
 a shame.”

He can’t just be here to swap childhood stories. He knows I remember something from last night. 

“Hitting on me after I watched you and Zarina harassing some random man last night? Bold move.” Despite the warning bells going off in my head every time he spoke, I found myself leaning in closer, pulled in by his silken voice and intensely golden eyes. I placed my elbows on the bar and rested my chin between my palms.

“An interesting move that clearly works,” he said with an 
annoying level of confidence. 

He brought a hand up to caress my cheek, but I drew back from his touch. His hand grazed my skin, a small sting trailing after his fingertips. He stole his hand back, wrapping it around his glass again while his eyes took in my reaction. 

My eyes grew wide when I recognized the sensation as the same one Zarina left me with last night. My palm flew to my cheek and I sent up a silent prayer that my face wasn’t left with anything like what Zarina had left on my side. 

“Don’t worry, love. I’m not an amateur like my little sister. I wouldn’t dare mark a face as enchanting as yours.” 

His teasing attempt at reassurance fell flat. My hands grew clammy, the fear from the night before resurfacing with sinister ease as I watched Cyrus manipulate smoke tendrils from his fingers.

“What the hell is that?” I pushed myself away from the bar, gaining a few feet of space away from him. My hands gripped the edges of the back counter. “What did you do to me?” My eyes shot around the empty bar. My onslaught of questions continued: “Hell, what even are
 you?”

My body ran cold, and the pit in my stomach expanded as I waited for his response. I glanced at the clock behind him. 


If I can just keep him talking for a few more minutes, maybe my few happy hour regulars will come early, and then Leafy should get here soon, too…
 

I tried to summon a sense of relief, but I wasn’t sure if a few unwitting customers would be enough to keep him from trying anything. 

“We go by many names, but none of that really matters.” 

“It matters to me
.” 

He flicked his fingers as if my questions were unimportant—trivial concerns unworthy of full answers from him. “Don’t you think what really

 matters is how we can get those precious memories of yours back? You do want to know, yes?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I couldn’t hide my trembling at this point. The feelings of calm sneaking up on me earlier were lost to the ambiguous words spilling out of Cyrus with ease. 

Is he delusional?

“You never noticed those small gaps when you think back on your childhood years? You didn’t sound very convinced about knowing my siblings and me, so I know your memory is still… how shall I say it?” He rested his cheek in his palm and looked up, searching for the right word. His other hand drummed a beat against the bar top with his fingers. 

“Lacking
,” he finished.

“You’re insane.”

“I’m right.”


Maybe he’s both
. I fought the urge to roll my eyes. They were
 familiar last night, especially Zarina. But I couldn’t recall from where
. I bit down on my lip and tried to rationalize the words spilling from the stranger in front of me. 

I always thought I had a piss poor memory, but maybe more was missing than I realized?

Even if that were true, should the arrogant stranger before me really
 be the one to fill in those gaps?

“If I knew you before, I sure as hell don’t now.” My earlier fears metamorphosed into anger when his eyes stared down at me with unbidden pity. “You should go.”

I reached for the dagger I kept latched to the side of my belt, but his narrowing eyes made me hesitate. 

“No need to do anything rash.” 

“Oh? Rash like attacking a random man in the back alley of a club?” 

“Whatever you think

 you know, whatever you think you might
 remember, I can assure you there is far more that you’ve forgotten, far more that’s been stolen from you.” 

“What did you do
?” I seethed. 

Is he the reason I can barely remember what I saw?

My ribs constricted around my lungs, my calves tightened, my knees bent, my whole body tensed, my natural instincts ignited to fight
. My hand tightened around the rigid hilt of my dagger, fingers itching to brandish it and prove that there were more frightening displays then a few dainty wisps of smoke.

“I’m simply trying to correct the mistake my parents made all those years ago,” his voice was an urgent whisper as he leaned in closer, unconcerned with my own budding anger. “I can give you your memories back
, Elyria.” 

I froze, my eyes fixed on the words falling from his lips. 

His parents’ mistake?

Give me my memories back?

The familiar chime of the front door opening forced me into a performative calm. I shook my head before pulling each finger from around the dagger’s hilt. I clenched and unclenched my fists at my sides, returning the blood flow back to my numbed fingertips. My lips contorted into a polite grin as I angled my face towards the handful of happy hour regulars shuffling into Celestial Nights. They offered small smiles and quick waves before settling into their booths, oblivious to the threatening presence that sat across the bar from me. 

At least they’d amble up to the counter soon. They’d place their orders and venture into a bit of small talk, freeing me from this forced conversation with Cyrus. 

I shifted my focus back to the mysterious creature before me. He stared at me with a smile designed to comfort, but his eyes held a steeled glint behind them. 

“You just need to have a little trust, is all,” he stated, his voice still a whisper. “You do
 want to know about your memories, don’t you? Who wouldn’t?” 

“How the hell are you supposed to fix that?” 

He leaned back and stood up. “Unfortunately I’m running late for work,” he said before finishing his drink in one quick swallow. “Let me walk you home tonight. I’ll have more time to explain it all then, perhaps even answer a few questions—I’m sure you have a million bubbling up in that intriguing mind of yours.” 

I scoffed at his offer. It felt like a joke. A dry, humorless laugh escaped my throat. “There’s no way in hell I’m letting a stranger
 walk me home in the dead of night.”  

“We aren’t strangers, not really. We never could be Ely.” 


Ely
.

I grimaced at his invocation of my long-forgotten nickname. The name ate away at my chest, plucked a faraway chord in the back of my mind. The syllables themselves felt blurred and intangible. 

He winked at me, a knowing grin on his lips, before turning around to leave. I watched as he passed by an older woman, putting his palm on the small of her back. Her eyes dimmed a few tones before he stole his hand away and walked out the door. 

I suppressed a chill and forced a smile across my face as a few patrons came up to the bar and started placing orders.
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A

mix of apprehension and curiosity left me on edge for the rest of the night, only growing stronger as I rushed to clean up tables and close up the bar. Leafy having to cancel our usual happy hour fiasco last minute didn’t help. 
Apparently, Ava needed extra help shelving a new collection of petunias or succulents or something
 green and living, so Leafy had to take an extra late-night shift. I decided not to tell her about Cyrus—I could handle him myself if he really was brazen enough to show up.

Was it a dumb decision? Maybe. But his lean frame seemed squashable, given the chance. And what can a few tendrils of smoke do? It’s basically air, maybe even a dumb party trick.
 At least that was what I kept telling myself.

I made sure Leafy had my location for the rest of the night—just in case. 

I finished locking up the cabinets and grabbed my things to leave. My hand hesitated on the handle to the backdoor. If Cyrus was waiting for me, he would be there. That was where the closers left each night. 

I turned on my heels and went out the front door instead. I took in a deep breath, regaining a sense of confidence as I peered out at the empty streets. 

Maybe he chose not to come, after all. I released a sigh, but my relief was soon replaced with apprehension. What if he’s right? What if I do have memories missing
?

I shook my head. As if he would know
—it was my mind, not his. 

My muddled relief was short lived. Before I turned the corner to start walking home, I felt eyes pinned to my back. 

I nearly screeched in acknowledgement of Cyrus’ sudden presence beside me. I reached for my dagger on instinct, my hand clutching the hilt. 

How he got there, I had no clue. The entrance was empty when I had first locked up. 

I ground my teeth together, deciding to get ahead of the situation before he even had a chance to speak. 

“A few ground rules or this will be a very short walk for you,” I started, flashing the silver of my blade in front of him. “First, don’t touch me again. No brushing stings, and especially no weird marks.” I scrutinized his expression, confirmed he was listening carefully
 before I continued. “Second, if you bring any of that smoke near me, I’m liable to hit and run. Hit you, specifically, and run away faster than you can recover. Got it?” I raised a brow at him as I waited for a response.

“I promise not to use my powers on you again,” he agreed and then added, “unless you ask, of course.”

I gave him an exasperated stare before returning my blade to my belt. Murder doesn’t solve problems, Elyria
. It creates them. 


Maybe this’ll be my mantra for the night. 

His intense gaze bore into me. “I can tell you’re more than eager to pin me with your questions, but I have a simple one of my own. Have any weird dreams lately?” he asked. 

He already knows, otherwise he wouldn’t ask. No point in lying. 

“You could say that.” I averted my eyes, thinking back to the eerie dream. “I don’t remember much, except for the smoke. It really has a life of its own.” Nerves clawed at my stomach with the admission. 

“The smoke won’t hurt you.”

“That’s a little
 hard to believe.”

“It’s the only way you’ll get your memories back,” he angled his face towards me, a reassuring smile on his lips. “Remember that thing about trust
 I mentioned earlier?”  

I snorted in disbelief and shook my head. None of this conversation felt real. Or sane.

“It unlocks blocked memories, like yours,” he added. “While I could tell you many of the memories you lost when you were a kid, I think you’ll trust your own memory more than mine,” his hand brushed against mine as he spoke.

I cocked an eyebrow at him when he glanced over at me. A small frown tugged at my lips. 

“So, what you’re telling me is that my creepy dreams could be memories? And the smoke brings them out? Then how come I had that dream last night without being around any of this smoke you’re telling me about?” 

My final question unlocked sparse glimpses of last night in my memory: the smoke wrapping around my ankle, the shadows escaping Cyrus’ palm when his hand grasped my wrist. 

I narrowed my eyes at him. “So you did
 use it on me last night,” I choked out. I could feel my heart thudding between my ribcage. Rage bubbled in the pit of my stomach as I watched him shrug in response. It took every ounce of restraint I could muster not to knee him between the legs like I had last night. 


Am I just some puzzle he thinks he can tear apart and piece back together on a whim?
 My breaths turned shallow as my thoughts spiraled. How can you just treat another person like that? 


Sidestepping, I conjured a few feet of space between us. My fists balled at my sides. My nails dug into the flesh of my palms. 

He looked towards me again, a mixture of guilt and pride etching their way onto his features. “In a manner of speaking, yes,” he continued. “It’s called dreamweaving. The smoke can block memories and return them, but the uncovering does not come as easily as blocking or erasing them.” 


Dreamweaving
.

The name itself sounded harmless enough—a little magical even—but my experience with it felt delirium-inducing. 

“How can messing with dreams
 affect memories?”  

“That’s just one name out of many. Different peoples, 
languages, cultures, they all have their own words. Dreamweaving, shadow conjuring, energy carving, memory work—all different words for the same ability. We can access people’s mental landscapes with relative ease. Some of us create dreams. Most of us manipulate memories.”

Cyrus manifested a smoky diagram in the air between us, his hands waving fervently as he produced a dark scattering of ill-fitting puzzle pieces in midair. “Dreams are mere child’s play, but memories
?” he paused, an arrogant smile tugged at his lips. “Memories are a finicky energy to manipulate. It’s much easier to break them apart rather than piece them back together—at least together enough to create anything matching their original coherence.” 

“However,” he paused, the shadowy diagram dissipating before our eyes, “it seems to be working for you, yes? Memories return best through dreams, after all.” 

“Whatever I dreamed last night wasn’t anything close to a memory. How is that supposed to be helpful?” I probed, my frustrations building and my patience waning. I was unsure if this conversation was going anywhere productive. None of what he told me mattered if I couldn't even recall the dreams that were supposed to be giving me the memories back. 

“Well, there is one way to be more effective about the restoration process. You are already having some
 dreams after,” he mulled over his next words with care, “accidental
 exposure to the smoke. Having someone more experienced and controlled could clarify these dreams further.” There was an unspoken offer in his words.

But would I take it? Of course not. But what if…
 

What if the missing memories make sense of Zarina and I? 

Walking with him was already a stupid decision, so there was no use beating myself up over one more. 


No
. I reprimanded myself.
 A short walk is a lot different than letting someone into your head, Elyria.


“No thanks. Anyway, we agreed to no powers so keep the smoke to yourself.” 

I stole a sideways glance at him before surveying the area. We were the only ones out walking. The near-full moon was making its downward descent to the tune of chirping crickets and fidgeting birds.


It’s just the two of us
. I hedged closer to the grass bordering the sidewalk. Cyrus’ eyes narrowed in on my shuffling feet. He threw his hands up, feigning innocence as his eyes grew wide. “I would never do so without your permission, of course.” 

“There’s still so much I don’t know about you, about what you are, about the world you live in,” I shook my head. “All I know is that I don’t
 know you, so how can I trust anything you’re telling me?” 

“You can trust your own memories when you get them back,” he shrugged, expression unreadable.

I shifted my eyes from Cyrus’ nonchalant smile to the pavement below me. My forward momentum faltered mid-step. When I looked up, the green “Atara Street” sign stared back at me. We were only a block away from my apartment. 

I chewed the inside of my cheek, casting my gaze between Cyrus and the approaching complex. What if he just blocks my memories again?
 I wrung out my hands in front of me. What if this is my only chance to get my memories back?


“What do you have to do?” I stopped walking, turning around to face him instead. 

“It takes a little contact, and you have to open yourself up to it,” he began, eagerness shining in his eyes. He brought his hands up, flipping his palms to the sky to reveal small tendrils of smoke slipping from the center of each hand. 

“Open myself up to what

?” I probed, eyeing the display. Wariness pulled my brows together.

“Focus your thoughts on what you want, on retrieving your memories.”

I bit down on my lip. The offer was tempting, and by now it was clear there were memories missing. Maybe having them back would make me feel whole. Or happy
? Were there moments of joy in my stolen memories? 

I missed complete
 happiness. 

“It’ll only take a few moments. You won’t feel a thing,” he promised. Satisfaction sweetened his voice once he realized I was seriously considering his offer. 

“I don’t know,” I faltered. I stared down at my bracelet, fidgeting with the silver chain, mulling over the risks. 


There’s a whole me that I don’t know—that I can’t remember. It was so long ago but what if…
  

Cyrus reached a hand over to me, breaking my thought spiral. He covered my wrist with his warm palm. His hold hid the bracelet and obstructed my fidgeting. 

“See?” He squeezed my wrist, gentle but firm. “I don’t hurt everyone I touch. You’d be safe,” he offered, his tender smile softened my earlier hesitations. 

His words returned me to the memory of Zarina’s hand on my waist, the touch gentle but the sensation searing. 

Why did that happen? 

The look in her eyes alone had told me it wasn’t supposed to–at least not to her
. 

Could my memories explain why it did?

If my insatiable curiosity wasn’t enough, knowing there was a whole piece of me absent, years of memories that I was no longer privy to, felt like a good enough reason to take the risk. 

I dug into my resolve, steeling myself for the decision I was about to make. It was now or never, and I wasn’t sure if he would offer this again. 

“Okay. Let’s try it.”

He grinned at me and I caught a fleeting hunger flash across his eyes. I blinked and it disappeared. Subdued enthusiasm replaced the leering gaze. 

I ran my tongue across my teeth, my mouth dry in anticipation. I was still unsure if I was making the right decision, but I couldn’t forfeit my own memories. Not when the reality I was living in was crumbling after a single night. 

“Come closer,” he said, reaching out his hand to me as black smoke tendrils roped around his fingers. 

I moved slow with caution, buying myself time to change my mind. A rush of exhilaration shot through me when my hand cemented against his clouded palm. On instinct I flinched away from the creeping tendrils, expecting a harsh sting to follow. Instead, the contact was painless, just as Cyrus had promised. The smoke wrapped around my fingers and snaked up my wrist, warmth radiating from the nearly opaque streams of black as they crawled farther up my arm. 

“Just relax.”

As if hypnotized, tension escaped my stiff muscles, my lips parted in a relieved sigh. Through slitted eyes I watched Cyrus step closer to me until warm breath tickled my ear.

“Close your eyes and try
 to trust me,” he whispered, the ghost of a smile in his voice. 

I leaned into him and my eyes fluttered shut. Warmth surrounded me despite the chill of the night, and by my next inhale I was breathing it in. My lungs expanded with the warm air, scents of honey and mint invading my nostrils. I parted my eyes and found myself staring into two pools of molten gold, 
the whites of his eyes overtaken by the shimmering metal of his irises. 

My heart hammered between my ribs. My breaths grew quick, shallow. I slipped my other hand into my pocket, pulling at the fraying threads to shift my focus elsewhere. When Cyrus’ other hand slid around my waist. The warmth of his palm seeped through the thin material of my shirt. 

Maybe this was a bad idea. 

My breathing froze, and I coughed in a lungful of air, an icy swallow of clarity. I tugged at our clasped hands and twisted away from his touch. He held me still. 

“Just one more second,” he insisted in a low voice.

I glared at him, my eyes stilled slits. It wasn’t until I felt the cold air take up abandoned space that my anger abated. I welcomed his absence, even as the chilled air brought goosebumps to my exposed arms. 

There was an unmistakable heat in his golden gaze as he brought the final tendril of smoke back into his palm. 

“That wasn’t so bad, now was it?” he murmured, reaching a hand up to my face. I flinched backwards and stole a few more inches of space between us. 

“Obviously not for you,” I scowled, my fists balling into small threats at my sides. “Having an unwanted hand on my waist kind of ruined the experience for me.” 

I turned back towards my apartment, my pace brisk as I passed Atara Street and entered the last crosswalk between me and home. Cyrus caught up to me with ease, falling into step beside me. 

“How will I know it worked?” I kept my eyes pinned to buildings ahead of me. 

“Pay attention to your dreams tonight. You should begin remembering them better when you wake up,” he put a 
thoughtful finger to his chin. “Write them down, too. You’ll hold onto them better.”

“Anyway, this will
 work. Like I said, I’m great at this,” his words inspired more unease than reassurance, but I waited for him to continue. “Now, is it fair for me to ask a favor from you in return?”

I couldn’t stop the frown from slipping onto my face. 



I don’t like how eager he sounds.
 The ball of unease in my stomach tangled up even further. I wasn’t expecting any requests from him. If I was being honest, I was kind of hoping this would be the last time I’d see him. Yet I asked him anyway, “what do you want now?” 

“Nothing as suspicious as you might be thinking,” he laughed. “Could I walk you home again tomorrow? You can let me know if your memories return.” 

“I want Zarina’s number first,” I bit my lip, trying to smooth over my blunt response. “So I can apologize. For last night,” I added hastily. Hopefully he couldn’t tell that my motives weren’t as pure as I was making them out to be. 

Annoyance flashed across his eyes, but when he chuckled lightly and nodded, reaching out an expectant hand to put her number in my phone, I was no longer sure if I even saw annoyance at all. It’s probably just a weird sibling thing
.

“So I’ll see you tomorrow then?” he asked again after handing my phone back. 

We finally made it to my apartment complex, but I didn’t walk to the stairs with him. It was probably best if he at least didn’t know my exact address before I rejected his offer.

“I don’t think so. Tonight was enough of,” I waved my hands, gesturing at him, “this
, for a while.” 

He didn’t even falter at my response, just sent a smug smile back at me.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Ely.” He waved goodbye before I had a chance to respond, walking at a brisk pace to round the nearby corner before leaving my line of sight. 


“
It’s Elyria,
” I hissed under my breath. He was too far to hear me, let alone see me, but I found myself reverting to childish antics. I scrunched up my nose and stuck out my tongue in his direction. The sound of my lost nickname on his lips disturbed me. 

I waited a few minutes before walking up to my apartment. I felt drained from the night and walking up the stairs seemed to sap me of my last bits of energy.

When I made it inside, all I could focus on was what to text Zarina. I should’ve been more concerned about sleeping to see if my memories would come back, but Zarina was an alluring temptation I couldn’t shake. Staring at my phone, I almost ran straight into Leafy. Her voice shook me out of my fixated thoughts. 

“You’re back, it’s about time! I can’t believe I made it home before you.” 

At my averted eyes, she narrowed her own. 

“What are you hiding?” she probed.

She blocked my way to the bathroom, moving her hands to her hips as she waited for my response with raised brows.

“Don’t be mad,” I started, throwing up my hands between us. “But I let Cyrus walk me home. And look,” I gestured at myself, “back in one piece!” 

The color drained from her face. 

“You did what
?” Leafy screeched. “Elyria, you can’t trust him. Not after last night.”

The sudden shift in her mood caught me off guard. Hadn’t she suggested I might have hallucinated the whole thing this afternoon?


I rushed to defend myself. “He really isn’t as bad as I thought he would be. He’s kind of arrogant, but not irredeemable. I think,” I hesitated. “And…he gave me Zarina’s number. To apologize for the dropped drinks, of course. So, like I said, not all bad.” 

I decided not to tell her about the smoke and dreams just yet. That could wait until I had a few more answers myself. 

“Yeah, sure, to apologize
,” she scoffed. Crossing her arms in defiance, her fingers drummed an agitated beat against her biceps. “We were at the table for all of sixty seconds and you were already ogling her. Probably daydreaming about leaping across the booth and making out with her,” she rolled her eyes. “It was gross, Elyria.” 

When rouge tones bloomed across my cheeks, Leafy wasn’t able to stifle her laughter for much longer. She forced her shoulders to relax as the snickers rumbled out of her despite the disgruntled scrunch of her nose. She was never one for horny public displays—even in a hormone-filled nightclub—so she gave me shit for it whenever she could.

“Whatever,” I responded, rolling my eyes.

I managed to slip past her and into the bathroom, shutting the door to Leafy’s growing fit of laughter—at my expense, of course. 

I rushed through my shower and skincare routine, thinking about what to text Zarina the entire time. I decided on something simple. I wasn’t trying to freak her out when she probably didn’t even know that I had her number.


Hey Zarina, it’s Elyria, from last night
, I started typing out my message. Can we talk about what happened, just the two of us? Maybe I can treat you to coffee tomorrow afternoon?
 

My heart skipped a beat once I saw Delivered
 pop up beneath my text. My phone nearly bumped into my nose; it was that

 close to my face. 

What if she doesn’t even respond? 

Right as the thought flitted through my head, I saw three dots show up on my screen. She was in the middle of typing. I held my breath.


Sure
. But if you drop my coffee, you’re rebuying this time, not me.


I had to choke back a girlish squeal before Leafy heard me and started questioning my excitement. I texted out a hasty reply. 

4 PM at Bespoke Café? I’ll send you the address.

Her next text split my mouth into a wide grin. 


It’s a date
.


The text sent butterflies straight into my stomach.


A date?
 Maybe it isn’t just me that felt something at the bar. But then why was she so quick to get rid of me? And how do I make sense of what I saw later that night
? The explanations I got from Cyrus were still too vague. 

The butterflies were replaced by fire ants, doubt eating away at my excitement.

I’d have to find out tomorrow—during our date
.
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Tendrils of smoke slowly made their way up my legs, wrapping around my torso and arms before spiraling their way up my neck. All notions of warmth left my body, my blood running through me in an icy river. The apprehension paralyzed me more than the smoke holding me in place. As I looked up from the mouth the tendrils spilled from, I stared into golden eyes, their endless depths transporting me elsewhere.



I

stared down at three children lying together in a large patch of grass. I recognized myself in the middle. The tiny version of me was young, just a little kid. She lied between two golden-eyed twins. 

“That must be Zarina and Zarec,” I whispered to myself. 

Each twin reached out a small hand to hold one of hers—one of mine. Zarina grasped the tiny waiting hand first. 

The contact sparked a sudden flare between our palms. Zarina’s body began to convulse. Golden eyes rolled into the back of her head. Her brother jumped up first, tearing his hand away as the child-me lay frozen, wide-eyed, a silent 
scream caught in her throat.

He held Zarina’s head steady while small Elyria jolted backwards until she reached a safe distance from the twins. The grass beneath her hands was taut where she gripped it tight. Teardrops rolled down her cheeks, her dark eyes muddled with panic, uncertainty. 

Fear.

I watched this memory from far away, physically and temporally, but I felt her pain and fear as it washed over me anew. From my position in the sky, I recalled the feeling of moist shreds of grass clutched between tightened fists despite my empty adult-sized palms.

I twisted my head to the sound of clambering feet. One of their mothers ran toward us, her voice thundered out as she yelled for her unconscious daughter.

“Zarina!”
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T

he yelling in my dream matched the cadence of my blaring alarm, spurring me out of the restless bout of sleep. My groggy mind lingered on Zarina’s name, the last memory of my dream and the focus of my day. 

Still exhausted from the night before, I stifled a groan before tearing open the blinds. Sunlight streamed onto my bed, coating my drowsy eyes in a blaze of heat. I let the abrasive glow force me out of bed—I had a date to get ready for, after all. 

Even though Cyrus admitted he and his siblings were anything but
 human, the idea of seeing Zarina again still sent a pleasant wave of butterflies into my stomach. Lost in a daydream, my actual
 dream—or should I say my memory?
—nearly escaped me. Before I forgot the whole thing in a post-sleep 
haze, I pulled out my phone and typed out the biggest details I could recall. 

With the twins.

Children.


Zarina—convulsing?


I thought back to my dream, but those were the only remnants I could recall. The image of Zarina’s small body thrashing after a single touch brought a wave of nausea over me. 

Is that what could’ve happened back at the club? 

I swallowed my nerves, shifting my focus instead to what I was going to wear this afternoon. 

Never before had such an ordinary task offered so much relief. I rummaged through my drawers, pulling out jeans and skirts and a ridiculous number of blouses and sweatshirts. When I finally pieced something date-worthy together, I couldn’t help but pin a satisfied grin to my face as I looked in the mirror. A pair of dark wash high-waisted jeans hugged my curves, and a black satin cowl-neck top left just the right amount of skin exposed without being too club-ish. 

I tussled out my curls in the mirror, letting them frame my face. I put on a few coats of mascara and my favorite gloss. Smiling at myself in the mirror, I made my way to the door and turned the brassy handle. The feel of cold concrete beneath my feet forced me back inside.


Shoes.
 I suppressed a groan. Forever my downfall.
 At least they gave me something to focus on beyond the butterflies and rattlesnakes battling it out in my stomach. 

I shoved a small pile of boots aside—the summer heat hadn’t completely disappeared from the afternoons just yet—and if I was walking there, I didn’t want to be focused on the pain of blisters while we talked, which automatically took out 
heels as an option. Not my first choice but arguably the best, I opted for a clean pair of black Converse. 

A coffee shop meant casual, right?
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T

he walk didn’t take long—not when my anxiety seemed to propel me forward like my feet had wings.

I thought arriving thirty minutes early would diminish some of my anxieties, but all it did was make me feel worse. I felt like a muddled concoction of eagerness and unease. I ended up sitting in my own pool of worry, a front row seat to an endless stream of thoughts and fears. 

What if she doesn’t want to see me?

Is she afraid of me?

Does she hate me after what happened all those years ago?

“Miss? Are you ready to order?” A gruff voice broke me from my spiral, and I looked up to meet impatient brown eyes.

“Sorry, I’ll take, um,” I hesitated, glancing over the menu I’d missed on my way in. I offered an apologetic grin, but his fingers tapped against the counter as he waited on my order. “Iced Black tea. No sweetener, please,” I added in a rush.

I paid and grabbed my drink before I sought out a small outdoor table to sit at. I hoped the trivial action of sipping would quell my nerves while I waited for her, but my fingers still drummed against the glass and my restless leg shook the tabletop. 

I was so focused on working out my nerves that I almost missed Zarina walking towards me. The moment I looked up at her, our eyes locked. Unlike Cyrus, there was nothing hiding behind those golden irises. I found comfort in the intensity of her gaze, maybe because everything was there if you looked long enough. With her starlit eyes locked on mine, the storm of excitement, apprehension—and
 
longing? Am I seeing things right?
—it all simmered in the golden depths.

When she reached the table, her lavender summer dress rode up her thighs as she sat down. Biting my lip, I had to force my eyes away from the tantalizing bit of exposed thigh, the sunlight splayed across her skin as if it rose solely to shine on her. I desperately wanted to reach out to her, to feel the sun kissed warmth soaking into her skin. 


How am I supposed to get any sort of real answers with Zarina’s tempting form just a table’s length away from me?
 I needed to reign my baser instincts in. And quickly. 

“Thanks for coming,” I smiled.

As she leaned forward, the breeze wafted past her, carrying scents of sunlight and fresh oranges. Zarina’s lip came up in a half-smile as she took in the effect she had on me. If I wasn’t already enamored with her piqued confidence, I might be annoyed. 

“I’m surprised you texted me,” she replied. Her eyes skimmed the hem of my top, meandered down my curves before she spoke again. “Not that I’m complaining, but how did you get my number?”

“I asked Cyrus for it. I don’t think he was happy about it,” I let out a small laugh. The nervous reaction seemed to jostle my lingering nerves. 

“When were you with Cyrus?” Her smile disappeared. Downturned brows subdued the mischievous sparkle in her eyes. Instead, concern waded in their depths. 

“He asked to walk me home last night to explain what I saw on Friday night,” I averted my eyes from her intense stare, suddenly growing self-conscious about the decision. 

“He said he could help with my memories,” I continued. “He told me about your powers, what did he call it…” I paused, 
searching for the exact phrase that Cyrus had used.

Zarina brought a hand to the table, leaning onto her other elbow to block the indoor guests from seeing whatever she was about to reveal. When she first began wiggling her fingers at me, I thought she was making fun of me, spiking a deep fear that maybe the last few nights were
 just some fucked up illusion I’d created in my head. But when she spoke again, the smoke tendrils danced with the sound of her voice.

“You must be talking about dreamweaving. It’s an extension of our abilities,” at her mention of dreamweaving, her confidence wavered. It was as if there was a realization suddenly clicking for her, one she didn’t want to acknowledge but knew she had to. 

She withdrew her hands, leaning back and crossing her arms across her chest. “Is he bringing your memories back?” She chewed her bottom lip, her eyes refusing to meet mine. “That type of energy manipulation doesn’t come without a price, Elyria.” 

My name came out as a reprimand on her lips, as if I’d done something stupid—and truth be told, I probably had the very moment I let Cyrus walk with me. But curious, desperate me went along with it anyway. 

Wasn’t the life of a runaway interesting enough on its own? Why did I have to go around and make things more complicated? 

It was my turn to feel anxious. “A price?” I croaked out. My hands gripped the edge of the table for support. “He didn’t mention a price. All he did was wrap the same smoke I’d seen in my dreams around my wrists. It worked. I think. You were in my dream last night.”

A blush crept up my cheeks. I’m glad we were just talking about memories, that could have very different
 meanings in another context. 

Zarina froze in place, for a moment not even blinking, before she narrowed her eyes at me, suspicion flickering within them.

“So, you are
 getting your memories back?” her eyes darted to the silver bracelet dangling from my wrist. “How much do you remember?” 

“Not much. A lot is still blurry, out of my reach.” My mouth twisted as I tried to summon the details back into my mind. “It was the three of us—you, me, Zarec—we were only kids, and it felt so familiar but so foreign at the same time.” I sighed, my shoulders hunching forward. 

The next part was still hard to think about, let alone discuss with the person who experienced it. I struggled not to dwell on the memory when I’d been by myself.

Did Cyrus shove that haunting memory on me? 

I hesitated, asking my own question to buy time before I finished recounting the memory. “Can you, um, decide which memories are returned? When you dreamweave, that is?” 

Zarina didn’t answer right away. As if her mind drifted to another place, she stared straight through me before deciding upon a response. 

The concentrated furrow of her arched brows worked in tandem with long, dark, lashes to frame her eyes. Her face in the midst of reflection was still a sight to behold—even if waiting for a response set me on edge. 

“It takes a lot of practice, but it isn’t impossible to decide which memories are unearthed,” she started before muttering to herself, “I’m just surprised Cyrus cared enough to learn such precision.” 

I chewed my bottom lip, avoiding eye contact as her answer sunk in. I wanted to curl into a ball and forget the rest, but I needed to know more, and maybe Zarina would tell me. 

“Why? What happened in your dream?”

The concern in her voice pulled me out of my impending downward spiral. 

“We were all just lying on the grass—I don’t know where—and then you—you…” I felt like a child again, tears springing to my eyes. But I was older now; I blinked them away and took a steadying breath. “We held hands and you freaked, Zarina, like you were being set on fire or electrocuted,” I shook my head, forcing down the growing stone in my throat.

“Oh. That
 time,” she bit out the words, her eyes flashing with anger. 

“Zarina, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you,” I wanted to reach out a hand towards her, but the throbbing wound at my  side made me pull back, far from where either of us could hurt each other. 

Zarina put her head in her hands, massaging her brows in frustration. “It’s not you,” she said softly, before her ire returned. “It’s Cyrus. He must have meddled more than he let on.”

I could hear the clicks of her jaw working, and reprieve from the jarring sound came when she spoke again. “Every time you dreamweave with one of our kind, like Cyrus convinced you to do, you’re creating chasms of vulnerability with that person. You let him into your mind
, Elyria, opened yourself up to him…intimately
,” she finished, almost biting the word out. 

I struggled to decipher whether Zarina was angry at Cyrus or jealous of him, and the confusion sent a fury of snakes to the pit of my stomach. 

“Intimately?” I choked out.

Her gaze softened. My shock must have reminded her how new
 all of this was for me. 

“He’s like that,” she murmured. “He never does anything outright, and he always has to get something in return.”

She let out a laugh, a nervous gesture meant to put me at ease. “And he’s an arrogant flirt, but I’m sure you know that by now.”

“Zarina, I still don’t understand,” I shook my head as if the answers would jostle out of their hiding places in the recesses of my mind. “I don’t know what you are, I don’t understand what my dream means. Did I hurt you? Is that what happened last night? Why can’t I remember?” The words rushed out at once, leaving me breathless. 

I wanted to feel safe with her, but how could I just yet? There was still a daunting cavern between us, one full of stolen memories, secrets, truths. I was at a loss for where to start. 

“He wants to see me again tonight,” I blurted out. “That seems like the only way to get my memories back, but I just…” 


I don’t know.
 The phrase was an exasperated chant in my head. 

I sighed. After what Zarina told me, what was I risking by seeing Cyrus again? By letting him back into my head?

“Some things are worth waiting for,” her eyes pleaded with me. “I know it’s been a while, and of course you don’t remember us
,” she lingered on the word.

She offered a reassuring smile, and it broke through me, warming the places that felt frozen by unease, fear, the expanding unknown. The familiarity of her upturned lips gave me something to cling to while I was desperately losing my grip on reality.

“I can help you fill in the gaps, the normal way. Tell me what you want to know—just please
 don’t make me keep talking about my older brother,” she scrunched up her nose.

I got the distinct impression I could not make
 Zarina Sinclair 
do anything, but this small request I was happy to oblige. Small bits of laughter escaped me.

“You guys really aren’t all that close, are you?”

“Not in the slightest,” she grimaced. 

The thought put me at ease, yet there was still the faintest tug at my nerves. 


I need to know what they were doing together Friday night.
 I pushed the thought aside.

“Before getting into the fun stuff, how about I grab us something to drink and eat? Sorry for making you wait so long,” my smile turned sheepish. 

“I’ll have,” she paused, eyes roving over me beneath dark lashes. “Whatever you’re having,” she finished, a flirtatious grin on her lips. 

As I stood up to go order us some food, I could feel her watching me from behind. 


That’s exactly why I wear these jeans
. A self-satisfied smirk lit up my face as I ordered. Walking back to the table, my top shifted to reveal the mark she had left on my waist from the night at the club. 

“I’m so, so
 sorry about that,” she blushed, averting her eyes from the unusually violet mark struck onto my skin. “I really didn’t mean to mark you like that. If I’d recognized you sooner I never would have tried anything.” 

“Try what?” I cocked my head to the side, brows coming together in confusion. 

Zarina’s hands rushed to cover her mouth. “Cyrus didn’t tell you what we are?” Her golden irises expanded and her brows downturned. 

“No?” I was too distracted to ask.
 Despite its glaring truth, I kept the thought to myself. 

She twisted her lips into a disgruntled frown. 

“Of course he didn’t,” she muttered under her breath, casting her eyes down to the leaf-littered pavement. 

I brought my nearly forgotten glass of iced tea to my lips, pulling in long sips as I waited for Zarina to continue. The perspiration from the chilled glass mingled with that of my clammy palms, causing me to tighten my grip on the beverage. 

The air thickened as Zarina sucked in a breath. Her back straightened to ramrod stillness as she folded shaking hands together in the space between us. 

“We’re vampires.”

My head whipped back, and I nearly lost my grip on the slippery glass in my hand. “Vampires?” I repeated in a sharp whisper, my eyes frantically searched the tables around us for eavesdroppers. I placed my iced tea onto the table. Harsh clinks rang out as my trembling hands attempted to steady the wobbling glass on the metal surface. 

She waved her hands in front of me in a defensive gesture. 

“It’s really not what you think,” she spoke with manufactured calm. “We’re not messy, blood-drinking, demons of the night.”

All I could do was stare at her and blink. Of course it wasn’t what I thought it was—I was expecting magic or witches. D
reamweaving and smoke ripping from palms? Very
 witchy. 


But vampires?


She propped her cheek onto her fist and pursed her lips, her eyes distant as she added, “well, at least not anymore.”

“Not anymore?” I croaked out, eyes nearly bulging from my head. 

What the hell is that supposed to mean? What other type of vampires could there even be? 

“We’re no longer so utterly medieval
,” she smiled widely, all teeth. “See? No fangs!” 

She was right; there weren’t any sharp edges to her teeth, just a normal smile. I eased back against my chair.

“We siphon energy from people, not blood. It’s a lot safer for humans and more inconspicuous for us,” she picked at the leftover flakes of her croissant as she spoke. 

“So you can…if you wanted to, I mean, you could…so you can drink blood?” Just saying it out loud made me feel ill. I pressed my lips into a thin line to prevent a look of disgust from invading the rest of my face.

Her brows shot up. “No, no, no. Like I said, not anymore
,” she rushed to clear up my misunderstanding. “How would we even do that without fangs? We lost those a long time ago, and with them, the need for a, um, more physical
 source of food from humans.” 

She clasped and unclasped her hands above the table. Her head cocked to the side, and she seemed to inspect my shifting expressions. When I relaxed back into my chair and exhaled a sigh–my mouth no longer contorting from frown to pout to pressed line–she decided to continue.

“That’s why we’re called siphons now, not vampires. Get it? Has a safer ring to it, right?” She pinned me with an impish grin. 

I forced my throat to swallow despite my earlier panic sapping my mouth of moisture. “Is that what you were doing to that man at the club?” 

Her hands went still. When she looked back up at me, her mouth was pressed into a firm line and her eyes turned dark and calculating. 

“Yes,” she stated. “And I know how it looked.” She averted her gaze. “I saw him slip something into someone’s drink. I made sure the drink was tossed, but I also needed a snack after, well, you know…” She trailed off, her hands fidgeting 
again. “He was a convenient choice.” 

I couldn’t blame her for that choice, even if the vision of the incapacitated man was still a fresh and haunting fixture in my mind. 

“And he’s still alive?” I hadn’t been all that sure Cyrus had told me the truth yesterday. My heart rate picked up as I waited for her answer.

She sighed. “Cyrus made sure he got home safe, even if he didn’t deserve it.”

I released a sigh of my own, one of relief that I hadn’t witnessed a murder take place. I spared a glance between her and the near empty plate in front of her. “You still eat, um, regular food?” 

“Another perk of not being blood-thirsty,” she chuckled, her shoulders relaxing. 

“So, the other night, when you touched me, you were trying to,” I swallowed, “feed
 on me?” My voice still held onto a nervous pitch.

The idea of her desiring me in even a…culinary
 capacity was enough to send flutters to the center of me. My own shaky morals unsettled me. Even if she and her siblings weren’t neck-biting vampires anymore, they were still feeding off of people
. So why wasn’t I running away from this cafe like I had that night at the club?

“Yes?” she said with a wolfish grin, leaning closer with her face resting between her hands. “But it didn’t work, of course, just like when we were kids. You’ve always been…different
.” The word was neutral on her lips, neither good nor bad. Her proximity brought a peachy flush to my cheeks, and the way her bottom lip pouted in her frown made me want to lean forward and capture it between my teeth. “I thought by now you would’ve learned to control it.” 

Her words sent me back into a spiral. “Control it? Control what
? I didn’t even do anything,” the words stumbled out of me. “What? Am I some type of vampire, too?” 

I tried to laugh, the thought felt unreal, but all that escaped my throat was a handful of dry, shaky breaths. Panic welled at my own suggestion. The joke felt closer to reality the more I learned about the utter un-humanness of the world around me. The girlish flutters I felt earlier morphed into agitated rattles. 

“How is any of this even possible? I’m twenty-three, if I was something
 else wouldn’t I have known by now?”

“You really don’t remember, do you.” Zarina’s voice was soft, not an ounce inquisitive. She made a simple statement, and I was once again left with all of the questions and barely any answers. She sighed and looked towards the silver bracelet dangling from my wrist. 

“You’re not a vampire, Elyria,” she hesitated before adding, “but you’re not human, either.” 

I wanted to feel relieved, but her statement left me with even more questions. If I’m not a vampire, or a siphon, then what the hell am I?
 All I could do was shake my head. 

“I don’t understand.”

“I’ve never met someone that can do what you do,” she said. Her brows scrunched together as she spoke. “The last two times I touched you since awakening my own powers, something didn’t feel quite right—but I can’t pinpoint what. Your parents never explained anything?” 

My throat went dry and I pressed my lips shut. Zarina’s mention of my parents brought a familiar sting to my eyes as my heart sank deeper into my chest. 

“That’s why I left, they never told me anything.” 

At least that’s one reason. 

My voice dropped off to a whisper. “I don’t want to hurt 
anyone.”  

Zarina reached out a comforting hand but stole it away before touching me. Instead, she captured an escaped curl and tucked it behind my ear, careful not to graze my skin. 

“I’ve struggled with siphoning for a long time. These types of powers—mine and yours—they aren’t easy to control.” She gave me a small smile. Both sadness and understanding mingled in her gaze. “I’m starting to understand why it might be important to try though.” Her eyes lingered on my waist, pinned to the spot where my shirt lifted to reveal the mark she’d made the night before. 

I leaned back in my chair, trying to absorb what she was telling me without falling apart. We sat in a silence that was both comfortable and daunting. So much lingered between us, and I didn’t know how to cross that moat without tripping into insanity. It was all just…so much
. Yet even as I faced my own non-human reality, it was the distress at being unable to touch Zarina, even to caress her cheek or intertwine my fingers with hers, that sent a dagger spiraling through my heart.

As if sensing my unease, she scooted her chair further in and leaned into the table until our faces were mere inches apart. 

“We can figure this out,” she whispered. “Together.
” 

On instinct, I leaned in closer to her. I felt her brush her lips against my cheek. “You don’t need Cyrus to find out what you are,” she whispered into my ear. 

My breath caught in my throat as I tried to form words, but all I could focus on was the shape of her lips as she pulled away. My eyes were fixated on them, she was already so close, if I just leaned in a little more—

I shot back in my chair, gripping the armrests. I blinked a few times, biting my lip in restraint as I scooted my chair a safe 
distance away. I felt acutely aware of the drumbeat embedded in my chest. Her offer was tempting—she
 was tempting—but there was so much at stake, so much neither of us knew. 

I watched as she reclined back in her seat, a bitter smile painted on her lips as she pinned me with her stare, golden pools swimming with fire and hunger. 

Isn’t she scared of us hurting one another? 

“Zarina, I don’t want to hurt you. I don’t want to hurt anyone,” I whispered, picking at the fraying holes of my jeans. My shoulders caved into themselves. “I–I just…I need
 to know what I am. I need my memories back. If Cyrus is gonna show up at the bar anyway, and he knows how to help me, then I need to try. It worked last night. It can work again.” 

I chewed my bottom lip. I couldn’t tell which decision was the right one, or whether I was thinking with my brain or with the butterflies racking up in my stomach. Zarina would answer any questions I had, but could she bring my memories back if we couldn’t even touch without a flurry of pain intercepting the intimate gesture? 

Her lips pinched together. Her eyes remained pinned to me. She drummed her fingers against the metal table. Each tap of her black stiletto nails hinted at the storm brewing in her agitated body. 

“Well,” she huffed, “if Cyrus wants to show up tonight uninvited, then I will too. If I can’t give you all of the answers you need, then I can sure as hell make sure Cyrus doesn’t take advantage of what you don’t know.” A vein of tension held in her voice as she spoke, and I couldn’t tell if it was directed at Cyrus or me. 

I hoped it was Cyrus. 

Having Zarina with me if Cyrus decided to show up would either be a nightmare or a comfort, with no space for middle 
ground in between. Just from one conversation, it seemed like Zarina held a lot of distrust towards him, and I’d be lying if I said that didn’t leave me with a pit of concern in my stomach. 


If your own sister doesn’t trust you, how am I supposed to?

Zarina’s comment on dreamweaving being an intimate
 experience bothered me, too. 


I mean, his hand on my waist had felt uncomfortably close last night, so maybe she means the touchy-feely part of it?
 I wasn’t not a big fan of that—at least not with him. I could live without his fingers draped over my wrist, his breath against my ear, the heat of his hand searing into my side…
  

A warm flush embarrassment breaching my cheeks. I had to shut down the memories, my thoughts, before my face started to mimic my discomfort from the night before.

Her insistence on me not meeting Cyrus alone heightened my unease. There had to be a piece she was avoiding telling me—I just didn’t know what or why. Maybe with my memories back I could figure it out. Or maybe the whole situation would blow up in my face. 

There’s only one way to find out. 

“Maybe with you there he’ll cut out the aggressive flirting.” I laughed in a fruitless attempt to lighten the mood, but the sound died out quickly.

Zarina didn’t respond. Instead she sat rigid in her chair, arms crossed against her chest as she avoided eye-contact. Her chest heaved with a sigh before she responded, “I’ll see you tonight.”

The metal legs of her chair scraped against the concrete as she stood up to grab her things and leave. I wasn’t ready for our conversation to end, not after I just spent most of it interrogating her rather than gleaning precious childhood memories from her. 

I wanted to know more about my past, about the parts of it we shared. Seeing her so eager to leave sent a pang of despair through me. 

What if she realized this could be more trouble than it was worth? 

“Zarina, please, wait—”

On instinct, I reached my hand out for hers before she had the chance to turn around. The moment our hands touched, I felt a small spark of pain, and I froze. If Zarina hadn’t slid her hand out of mine, I would have hurt her all over again. 


Damn it, why can’t I just be fucking normal?
 The thought sent a wave of nausea through me and I could feel the color beginning to drain from my face. What if she thought I did it on purpose? 


I wished I could tell what she was thinking, but all I was left with was the tempest of emotions swirling beneath her gaze.

“I’ll see you later, Elyria,” she repeated, her tone punctuating my name with finality.

I listened to the click of her heels hitting the pavement as she walked away, the echoing sound matching the reverberations of regret still lingering in my heart. 

I remained at our table for another hour, going over our last conversation in my head a million times. 

When did I become so bad at dates? 

I used to be able to keep people around for hours
—talking, kissing, more talking, maybe some impromptu dancing, more kissing, I was damn near an expert at dates.

Could I hold onto a relationship for more than three days? 

No.

But that isn’t the problem here. 

The no-touching thing was kicking my ass. I wanted to talk to Zarina in between
 her lips crashing against mine, my hands 
exploring the sun warmed skin beneath her dress. I groaned, palming my forehead in annoyance at my own simple mindedness when I needed to be focused on the shit I was about to get myself into tonight. 

The sound of my phone vibrating against the table shook me out of my self-imposed misery. I held on to a small hope that maybe it was Zarina, that she was texting me to tell me she was coming back so we could keep talking. If I couldn’t touch her, I could at least sit with her until both of our voices grew raspy from overuse. 

I flipped it over to instead see two unread texts from Cyrus.

“This is the last
 person I want to hear from right now,” I mumbled to myself as I opened the message with a harsh jab to my phone screen.

We still on for tonight?

Zarina ruined our relationship already? Pity, that’s record timing.

Ignoring Cyrus’ vague messages, I sent a text to Leafy and let her know I was coming by the shop. I needed clarity, and I still had an hour or two to kill before work. 

I didn’t wait for a response. She usually kept her phone off while she worked so she could focus on the plants, anyway, and with the plant nursery a short walk from the cafe, I could easily make it there in time for her lunch break. Knowing Leafy, she was probably caught in a debate with Ava as they ruthlessly hashed out the superiority of trees or bushes—or at least that was how I imagined conversations in a plant shop sounded. 

I arrived at Poppy’s Plants ten minutes later. A bead of sweat perched on my brow and my hair stuck to the back of my neck—summer seemed to be dying a slow September death. I welcomed the cool relief of the shop. The AC never brought 
the hefty chill I needed, but it remained a better option than melting into a sticky puddle of sweat. 

I rang the bell at the front desk—Leafy’s least favorite way for me to get her attention—and pretended to be interested in the nearby potted ferns while I waited for her to come out front. 

“Welcome to Poppy’s Plants how can I help—” she started with manufactured eagerness before looking over to see my guilty smile a few feet away. “Oh, fuck off,” her words were punctuated by an involuntary giggle.

She frowned at me with fake indignation and began pulling a scrunchie off of her wrist to sling shot at me. Lucky for me, I was in serious need of something to tie my hair into before the hair crowding my face and neck put me into a heat stroke all on its own. The hairband ricocheted off the wall behind me, falling right next to me as I bent down to swoop it up and secure my hair before she could object. 

“Shouldn’t have thrown it if you weren’t ready to lose it,” I shrugged, laughing as she let out an annoyed huff. 

She tugged off her gardening gloves and called back to Ava. “I’m headed out for lunch, be back soon!” 

She turned back to face me. “Where to?” 

“How about Cucumbersome Deli?” Her stomach grumbled heartily at the mention of her favorite vegan sandwich shop. “I’ll take that as a yes,” I chuckled. It was nice being around someone who didn’t require loads of guess work—and who I still had all of my memories with.

On our way to the deli, I filled her in on my messy date with Zarina. 

“It went well in the beginning, but she left so abruptly,” I winced. Leafy offered a comforting hand. 

I debated whether I should fill her in on all
 of the details I’d 
learned over the last two days. I had already brought chaos to her world by roping her into running out of Silverpines with me, so flipping her world upside down, too, felt a little cruel. 


Then again, she’ll probably murder me in my sleep if I leave her in the dark.
 Since murder-by-friend wasn’t on my bucket list, I went ahead and told her everything–stolen memories, dreamweaving, mixed-signals and all. 

“Cyrus was really vague about everything, but from what Zarina told me, they’re some type of vampire?” The word still felt foreign on my tongue, its realness not pairing with the reality I’d been living in my whole life. 

“And, uh, I might not be human.” 

When I saw the same anxiety enter Leafy’s eyes that froze her last Friday night, suspicion made cautious loops in my stomach. She studied the pavement beneath our feet, a stifled exhale her only response to my confession. 

“Why does it feel like you’re hiding something?” I probed, trying not to snare her with too much accusation. Her lack of surprise bothered me more than the fact that vampires existed at all. 

“Listen, Elyria,” she began, regret laced in each syllable. “There’s something I need to tell you. I didn’t think I had to before, but with everything that’s been happening…” Leafy pressed her palms together, but her fingers still twitched between the clasped hands. When she turned to face me, tears glistened as they struggled to maintain their precarious position in front of her mossy green eyes.

“What’s wrong, Leafy? You don’t have to keep anything from me.” I squeezed her arm in reassurance. 

“I knew what the Sinclairs were when we first met them, it's why I was nervous when Ava introduced us.” She paused, taking in a shaky breath as she thought about her next few 
words. “We can sense our own kind, and those like us who aren’t,” she cleared her throat, “completely human.”

I tore my hand from her arm and took a step to the side, afraid my touch would turn lethal. 

“Wait, Leafy, you’re a siphon, too? You knew I wasn’t human this whole time?” I shook my head, this whole situation growing even more confusing.

She reached out a hand, the stingless contact a reminder that I couldn’t hurt her, that I never have. Her voice took on a steely resolve. 

“I am nothing
 like them. I don’t siphon energy, I’m not a vampire
.” 

My brows knit together in confusion. “You mean siphon?” 

“Siphon, vampire, it’s all the same,” she spoke low, her words loaded with an animosity I wasn’t used to from Leafy
 of all people. Disgust laced her words and carried into her contorted expression as she continued. “They’re still taking from people with no regard for anyone but themselves.”  

My eyes widened, at both her anger and her confession of being something even more other
. “Um…then what are you?” 


Wasn’t one supernatural creature enough for today?
 

“I’m part human, part fae. We call ourselves faebloods,” she gulped down a breath. “I didn’t come into my powers until a few months ago, otherwise I might have known you weren’t human, too.” She heaved out a sigh as if a weight had been expelled from her chest. 

I bit down on my bottom lip. Not hard enough to draw blood, but with enough force for the sting to ground me.

“Okay. I’m following,” I waited for her to continue, shaking residual nerves out of my hands as we kept walking. 

Somehow, knowing Leafy was a part of this world, too, was more of a relief than a betrayal. Even though I could 
barely wrap my mind around what I had just learned from Zarina, I owed it to Leafy to try and trust that she wasn’t being deceitful to hurt me. 

With Leafy firmly in this world with me, maybe I wouldn’t have to be caught between one haughty Sinclair and another possessive one to get answers. 

Leafy kept her voice to a hushed whisper as we passed by potential sidewalk listeners. “I'm so sorry I never told you,” Her emerald eyes flashed a signal of hurt, of regret. “My parents told me that I couldn't, that anyone knowing could be dangerous for them, too, even if they’d left their own faeblood community behind long before I was born.”

I gave a cautious nod, urging her to continue.

"It's been so rare for my kind to fully come into our powers within the last few centuries—it’s nearly impossible with siphons draining us of our magical energy any chance they get. My parents aren’t fully realized faebloods, so they assumed I wouldn’t be either and raised me as any other human kid." 

Leafy roved on, unpacking how faeblood magic was a remnant of the magic that used to run over the earth before power-hungry vampires drove the fae out of this realm. Her clenched fist was pinned to her side as she spoke, knuckles snow white, and I could tell the weight of her secret had been eating away at her with more vehemence than she let on.

“At least, that’s what my parents always taught me. Our powers are the polar opposite of siphons,” she continued, jaw clenched. “We restore energy, mostly in plants and small animals, and the extent of our powers is different for every faeblood.”

“So you use magic…but you’re not
 a witch?” 

The question was genuine. I scratched my head, struggling to keep up with this new arena of magic and creatures she 
invoked between us.

She caught my confused stare and pulled me towards a thimbleberry bush hedging the sidewalk. She surveyed the area for onlookers, nodding to herself once she confirmed the empty streets and sidewalks around us.

“Watch,” she ordered.

Her hand moved deftly amongst the wilting leaves and tough stems of the plant. With summer reaching its close, the late-spring blooms were long gone from the usually vivacious, green plant. Leafy’s hand grasped at a collection of stems, her hold sturdy but careful. A soft green light escaped her hand, starting from her palm and extending from her fingertips until the bundle of leaves was surrounded in a bright, emerald haze. Before the light faded back into her palm, three small white flowers bloomed in rapid succession right before my widening eyes. 

Leafy removed her palm and shook away bits of leaf litter and dirt. I reached my own tentative hand forward, brushing my fingers over the soft white petals. For a fleeting moment, I expected them to crumble beneath my touch. Instead, I was met with the delicacy of nature in bloom—even if that bloom was far out of season.

“I’m still a bit of an amateur with no one to guide me,” Leafy broke through my awe-struck petal-petting. “I couldn’t hold a flame to real faeblood healers even with my sparing plant magics.” Her voice trailed off, her face collapsing into a somber expression. 

“So, what you’re saying is, if I get sick, don’t expect you to heal me up in a pinch?” I tested out a small joke, trying to lighten the mood and show Leafy that I was okay, that we were okay. I could tell she was still steeling herself for my own shock and sense of betrayal. She had a penchant for letting 
others’ feelings weigh heavily on her. 

She laughed, levity returning to her face as her irises flashed a brighter green. She wiped a few stray tears from her eyes before they had a chance to smudge her winged liner. “Only you would take world shattering news and turn it into a punchline,” she retorted. Her voice still shook despite her lips pulling into a warm smile. 

“Jokes aside, I think I can understand why you kept this from me for so long. There never was a good time to tell me, especially not when we were in the midst of our dramatic escape from Silverpines,” I shot her a comforting grin. “While it does hurt a little, I get it. If I hadn’t already been caught in the middle of,” I waved my hands around, “this
, I might’ve just thought you were trying shrooms or something. Y’know—plant-loving-hippie shit.”  

Relief flooded over her face as she forced me into a vice-like grip, toned arms from afternoons spent tugging out complicated root systems capturing me in a hug. I was never a fan of hugs—the embrace always felt like a fleshy cage—but I knew better than to wriggle out of this one. Instead, I let my friend’s sun-warmed skin hold onto me as I breathed in her familiar earthy scent. 

She stepped out of the hug after a few moments—not trying to press her luck, I guess
—before smiling at me.

“I wish I had more to tell you, something that would help you figure out more about yourself,” she lamented. “I hate to say it, but I think the best thing you can do is reach out to your parents. They must know something.”

I groaned. It’s not like the thought hadn’t crossed my mind, but it definitely wasn’t one I wanted to entertain. I was avoiding what was probably an obvious solution to my many problems: just go to the damn source—my parents. Who else 
could really fill in the gaps I was trying to reconcile now? Yet, the thought of talking to them after all of this time created a tight pang in my chest, and the longer I considered it the shallower my breathing became.

I’m not ready.

I can’t do it. 

The words became an oppressive chant in the back of my head. I tried to push back the thoughts and focus on what I could
 deal with. For the time being, I’d have to rely on my own guesswork and brave the storm of Cyrus and Zarina rather than risk reopening an old, festering wound. 

“Maybe,” I replied. My own reluctance and turmoil were splayed across my face, and I didn’t try to hide it, not in front of Leafy. She decided not to push the idea any further—even though the concerned glint in her eyes revealed how much she wanted to. 

After ordering our sandwiches, we both rushed to finish them during the walk back to the plant shop. The silence of our brisk walk was only interrupted by the quick shuffling of our feet and our eager chewing. 

After waving goodbye, I was sucked back into my own thoughts. I made the stupid decision of dialing my parents’ phone number, the familiar area code and memorized seven digits creating a panicked mutiny in my chest even though I knew I wouldn’t call the number staring back at me. 

How was I supposed to call them after the way I left?


After I heard what they really thought of me?
 

I couldn’t bear to relive that experience all over again. It would shatter me into pieces so fragmented, no amount of dreamweaving or bear hugs could meld me back together. I stared at the phone number for too long, allowed the panic inside to crescendo before I could stop it. I could feel myself being swept right back that

 night. The night I decided to leave for good. The memory was seared into my brain with immutable permanence.




[image: Faeblood Unbroken by Alyiah Gonzales]








I

pace around my room, the old wooden floorboards creak beneath my heavy boots. My eyes flit around the shoebox of a space. I grimace at the sloppy coat of dark grey on the walls, a desperate attempt to hide the childhood colors that once surrounded me. Hints of pink and purple still peek out in random splotches. 

What’s the point of remaking this space if I keep finding new reasons to leave?

I repainted the walls. Rearranged the furniture. Threw out my old blue sheet sets for jet black ones. Removed pictures of old friends, exes, family members that never came around anymore.

Despite my transformative efforts, the walls continue to close in on me. Middle school band posters and old artwork remind me of old joy I used to feel, happiness that escaped me in steady streams over the last few years. 

“Leafy, I am telling you right now if I stay here another day, I am going to lose my mind. Something isn’t right.” 

The fresh blanket of snow outside doesn’t stop me from 
opening my window. It’s a rare sight for Washington, and the change in scenery breaks through me for a fleeting moment. I breathe in the fresh air, enjoying the bite of cold that hits my lungs with each inhale. The frigid air gives me a new sensation to focus on, something beyond the tightening in my chest, the growing restlessness of my feet. 

“Elyria,” Leafy begins patiently through the phone, “we made a plan. Our lease in Valfor doesn’t even start for another two and a half weeks, and neither does either of our jobs.”

“We can make it work.”

“You don’t know that, not for sure.”

But I do know what my life is like now
. She doesn’t know what it’s like to live here. 

What I hear
.

What I see
.

What I feel
.

My heart ricochets between my ribs. My own stillness sets me on edge. I reel back when I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the window, nearly dropping my phone from its tucked spot between my ear and shoulder. 

Strands of frizzy curls stand out from the purple bun atop my head. Dark streaks of mascara smudge down my cheek, emphasizing the dark circles under my dimming eyes. 

I rip my eyes away from the window, slamming it shut before closing the curtains, enveloping my room in complete darkness. I’m surprised my parents don’t rush out at the noise, but I’d become background noise to them in the last few months. Almost as if they could pretend I was never here in the first place. 

“We can’t just leave,” Leafy continues in my silence, but I tune her out when I hear mumbling voices from down the hall. 


They probably don’t even realize I’m home
. A dry laugh nearly 
escapes me, but I bite it down. 

What’s new?

I kick my boots off and slip out of my room, my feet padding over the carpeted floor in silence. I try to pick up hushed words and phrases from my parents’ tense conversation, but Leafy’s voice distracts my eavesdropping.

“Elyria? Are you even listening to me?” 

“Sshhh!” I cover the phone speaker with my hand as I press a curious ear to their door. 

If they would just step a few feet closer… 

I lurch away from the door when I finally make out pieces of their conversation. 


I should’ve stayed in my room
. The thought rings through my head as I lean back into the door and focus on my mom’s raspy voice. 

“At this point it’s exhausting just being around her,” my mom speaks between broken sobs, her voice shaking as she goes on. “How much longer can we live like this?”

I’m the exhausting one? Imagine how it feels to be left alone. 

Unwanted.

This whole damn house is exhausting. 

My heart feels like it’s going to beat straight out of my chest. I worry they can hear it hammering away inside of me through the heavy oak door.

“I know, honey, it isn’t fair,” my dad tries to soothe her with a soft voice and calming words. “This is just how it is.” 

They always told me how hard it was for my mom to have a kid, but these last few years I didn’t feel as wanted as they made it seem. 

I did well enough in school, I followed all of their stupid rules, did whatever they asked of me. I did all of this, only for them to grow more distant by the day. First, my mom stopped 
hugging me goodbye. She didn’t even bother with reassuring pats when my last boyfriend broke up with me. My dad only offered complacent, apologetic smiles. He was never a hugger, but he could have at least picked up the slack when his own daughter was in emotional shambles. 


That
 wasn’t what broke me, though. 

It was when my mom started flinching anytime I reached for her. As if she was afraid
 of me. That was something I never understood, something my dad brushed off as a “misunderstanding
.” How many times until a simple misunderstanding becomes a habit? I stopped counting after the first three months.

I thought maybe they were just close-minded, but they greeted the first girl I brought home with open hugs and welcoming smiles—I swear they treated her with more warmth than their own kid. 

I realized that they just didn’t like me. Maybe I got too reckless after high school—they never liked the idea of me working at bars and clubs instead of going to college. Or maybe they got sick of me jumping from partner to partner—I had a restless heart, but what twenty-something year old doesn’t? People grow apart, I guess. I’m tired of trying to make sense of it. 

“There’s nothing we can do for now but bear it.” My dad’s voice hitches on the beginning of a sob. I hear a soft thud right after, the sound of a pillow hitting the nearby wall. 

“Living like this, it’s a burden,” my mom’s voice trails off, barely a whisper as she keeps murmuring words to my dad I can’t hear over the blood pounding in my ears.


All of this anguish
. I suck in a breath, swallowing down the beginnings of a sob. Over me?
 I don’t understand. 


What have I ever done to them that was so exhausting, so 
terrifying, besides existing? 

I draw the line at being named a burden.

I feel tears welling in my eyes. I remove myself from the door, unable to stomach another word of how utterly exhausting
 I am to them. 

I start packing as quietly as possible, shoving every article of clothing I can find into a duffel bag and throwing shoes into cardboard boxes. My phone is pressed between my shoulder and my cheek as I move. I swallow the growing lump in my throat so that I can finally break the silence over the line. 

“I have to leave tonight. They can’t even live with me,” I mutter, speaking more to myself than Leafy. I want to sound strong, but I don’t have it in me.

“Elyria…” Leafy cautions.

“Are you coming or not?” I snap.

I reel away from the phone, frustrated with myself for attacking my only friend. My voice softens. “I know this is sudden for you. You don’t have to come, Leafy, really.” 

“I’ll be there in thirty minutes,” she replies. “My dad will drop us off at the train station. He promised not to say anything.” Her steely resolve elicits a sigh of relief from me. 

“We’ll be okay, Elyria,” she declares. “I promise.”
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S

piraling backwards into my worst memory put me in a bitter mood, one that extended far into my shift at the bar. I moved mechanically between customers, sliding drinks across the bar without even acknowledging their recipients, making each cocktail down to the right drop of each recipe—none of my typical creativity followed the beverages I’d been concocting all night. 

I didn’t even bother to fake a few flirts for tips—I needed 
some isolated peace of mind tonight. It took a few sneers for my more persistent agitators to get the hint, but they eventually fell in line. Or left. I didn’t care. Most patrons made sure to grab their drinks with a simple “thanks, El,” leaving their lips in a buzzed slur. 

In between orders, I tried to trudge up different memories, desperately seeking out visions of a happier me somewhere in my mind. 

Was I ever happy? 

It was a dumb question—of course
 I was, but the last few years felt so inundated with utter loneliness, it was easy to forget the Elyria from before. She
 was bouncing between new hobbies, from painting to baking to kickboxing, anything to fill up her days and occupy her mind. 

Now I’m lucky if I make it out of the house to meet new people outside of drunken nights spent bar hopping with Leafy. 

I stared at the picture of Zarina I still had up on my phone. I scrutinized her stormy eyes and mischievous grin until the image of a young child pulled at the cords of memory: giddy children lying in the grass, innocent fun transformed into a screaming nightmare. I didn’t want to travel down that memory again, but it staked out a claim in my mind, inducing pangs of guilt as I watched Zarina convulse in recurring flashes behind my eyes. 

I tried to seek out other memories from the same time period, but I soon realized it was the only one I could dig up. The others were blurred beyond distinction, far out of my reach. 

Just last week, I might have chalked it up to the pains of adulthood. 

Now I know better.

It wasn’t
 normal for most of my early childhood to feel like 
an unnavigable blur. 

The memory of Zarina being hurt by my touch brought back my mother’s words from only a few months ago: it’s exhausting just being around her.
 The memory pulled on a distant thread, tethered to another piece of knowledge that I needed to connect it to. 

The bell toll of the bar doors opening disrupted my thoughts. I looked up in time to see Zarina sauntering into the bar. My jaw nearly dropped to the floor when I saw the sexed-up dark vampiress. My eyes drank in the black leather pants that emphasized long legs and full hips. Her satin and lace bustier that hugged her curves. The strapless top exposed the delicate slope of her neck, the strong line of her shoulders. Her plump lips were painted a deep and hypnotizing red. 

She must be trying to mess with me. 

Sunday evenings at Celestial Nights were reserved for women and femmes only, so it was no surprise that in a bar full of other queer women, I wasn’t the only person left awestruck by Zarina’s presence. Celestial Nights was a casual bar, most of us in some version of jeans and a t-shirt, so Zarina’s lingerie-leather outfit was definitely
 doing something to every person in the room. She drank in the attention, her eyes glinting with subdued power as she stopped to talk with two other women at a nearby table. 

I gripped the glass I had been drying off, nearly shattering it in my hand as I watched Zarina throw her head back in laughter while she placed a hand on the thigh of the woman closest to her.

A frown tugged at my lips when I realized the woman was Clara, one of my regulars who never ceased to bother me for my number throughout my shift. Clara’s icy blue eyes raked over Zarina’s exposed skin with hunger, and I could see her 
squirm beneath Zarina’s firm hand holding her thigh to the seat. 


Is she about to…?
 I cleared my throat, wishing I could look away.

If I hadn’t seen Clara’s eyes dim before Zarina left the table, I would have thought Zarina was trying to incite my own jealousy with some harmless flirting. Instead, she had siphoned off of one of my most annoying patrons, and I couldn’t help but feel a small inkling of relief knowing Clara would be too fatigued to harass me later. Zarina’s powers should frighten me, but the knowledge that I posed more of a threat to her
 erased any lingering fears of my own.

When Zarina turned around, her eyes glowed like molten metal as they seared into mine. She walked up to the bar and slid into the open seat in front of me. 

I cleared my throat again, trying to swallow down my nerves. “You know I don’t close for another hour, right?” I asked. 

I tried to keep a nonchalant disposition despite the weight of her inquisitive gaze. I directed all of my attention to polishing glasses and wiping down the counter, but my eyes betrayed me in their helpless wandering. She was mere inches away from me, her lips tilted up in a mischievous smirk. I couldn’t tear my eyes from them; it was getting harder to redirect my gaze to the empty cups in front of me. Zarina was just my type, and she so clearly
 knew that. 

“A girl’s gotta eat and look at all of the options here.” Her wide smile held a sinister tilt. 

In spite of her emphasis on not being a medieval
 vampire, I still expected to see sharpened fangs peak out of her toothy grin. 

I realized too late that I was enraptured by her lips again. It 
took all of my control not to reach out and trace the outline of her full bottom lip with my thumb. 

Her grin transformed into a knowing smirk. 

Clearly, I’m not doing a great job at this whole “nonchalant” thing.

“Maybe I came to check out Sinclair Lounge’s competition and enjoy a drink, too?” she offered, brushing her fingers over the shining marble countertop and peering at the cracked leather booths bordering the walls behind us. 

I knew she was only teasing, but I felt a sudden urge to protect Celestial Nights. It was one of the few places I carved out for myself here in Valfor, and for every annoying, obsessive Clara, there were even more patrons that kept me laughing. Even my most delicate and daintiest of regulars put on a brave face to accompany me during closing after more raucous nights. Whether they could throw a punch or not, they made sure I left the bar safe and sound. 

“Don’t get too ahead of yourself,” I objected. “A few strobe lights and velvet seats can’t replace the community we’ve built here.” I gestured to the full room, every booth at capacity with people leaning their heads in closer to laugh at inside jokes and intimate conversations.

“Even our name
 is better.” 

Zarina’s lip twitched at the playful jab; indignation flashed across her eyes. I couldn’t help but match her earlier smirk with one of my own, but with a sudden lurch forward, she stole the self-satisfied smirk back. My breath hitched, inciting her to lean in further and close more of the distance between us. 


She’s just toying with me.
 I bit my bottom lip as I waited for her to speak. 

Her mouth parted and her eyes lowered to my lips, mere inches from her own. “Whatever you say, Elyria.” 


I love the way my name sounds on her lips

. I couldn’t help but imagine what it would sound like in other
 situations.
 The thought left me aching for fresh air. 

Her gaze lingered on my lips for a moment more before she leaned back and rested her elbows on the bar. “I’ll take a whiskey sour, and make it a strong one,” she said with a wink.

She watched me from the counter. The intensity of her gaze left my body tingling with barely contained heat.

“You could at least not ogle me while I make your drink,” I muttered under my breath. Between how abruptly she left the cafe earlier and how she was looking at me now, it felt like emotional whiplash. 

If she keeps looking at me like that, I really don’t know how I’m gonna make it through the night with only the bar between us.

“That would take the fun out of it,” she replied.

With her leaned in so close, I struggled not to let my eyes drift lower, to where her cleavage pushed up against the bar in ways that had me groaning internally. 

Luckily, my drink recipe came to the rescue. I had to turn around to grab a glass and garnish for her drink, and while I could feel her eyes exploring the length of me from behind, I was at least reprieved from my own raunchy thoughts. 

Until I felt something warm snaking up my lower back. 

“What the—” I hissed beneath my breath, but as I spoke, I knew it was Zarina messing with me, using her smoke tendrils for something more physical than what I’d come to expect. 

I had to suppress the shiver that the unexpected sensation elicited. The shadow evaporated before I turned back towards the mischievous siphon. 

I finished the drink and slid it to her, keeping my distance behind the bar. She took a long, slow sip while staring at me over the rim of her glass, and then brought her tongue over her 
lips in satisfaction. 

“Who even owns this place?” She halted my indignation with the innocent question. It was hard to stay upset for long when the twilight glint of her golden eyes distracted me with embarrassing ease. 

“I’ve never met the owner,” I replied with a shrug. “The hiring manager said they were more of a recluse. They do always send birthday cards and gift the occasional bottle of wine, though.” I smiled, remembering the bottle of Manecom that waited for me with a dark purple bow and a small ‘welcome’
 note my first shift at the bar. Leafy and I finished the sweet red wine with ease later that night.

“Why do you ask?” My smile faltered with the odd edge to her question. What did Celestial Night’s owner have to do with Sinclair Lounge? 

“Our mom wanted to buy and renovate this
 bar originally, but…” she trailed off as her gaze roamed the small expanse of Celestial Nights, moving from scattered high-top tables to well-worn booths to the stacks of old board games near the front, and finally back onto my confused expression. 

“Clearly no luck with that,” Zarina continued. “I think we won out with the bigger space though—you’re invisible, practically human
, in larger crowds. Everyone is in their own world.” 

I held back a grimace. I didn’t have time to be offended at Zarina’s crude assessment of my workplace, I was too distracted by the idea of siphons hiding in plain sight. 

At least we didn’t have that problem at Celestial Nights. 


Until now, anyway.


“What would it take to steal you away?” she spoke in a low voice, the question a secret between just us. 

My heart skipped a beat. More like a few beats.


Away to where?


I could think of a few places on my own, but I was dying to know what Zarina was thinking. 

“We could use bartenders like you at the lounge. You really know how to put a drink together,” she added before I could answer. 

My heart deflated.

Not exactly the answer I was hoping for.

“You can’t steal me away,” I rolled my eyes. “Not from Celestial Nights. This is home for me, so if you want great drinks, you’ll just have to ditch your overpriced club and come here instead.” I winked at her, placing my elbows back onto the bar to rest my chin in my palms. 

We were back to being only a few inches apart. I wanted to test the waters myself, to see if I could rile her up as much as she had already done to me. 

My proximity brought a swirl of heat back into her eyes, and when she leaned towards me, she moved her drink to the side to empty the small space between us. She brought a hand up to my cheek, and when I flinched away—I didn’t want to hurt her again—she clucked her tongue at me. 

“Tsk, trust the process Elyria. I want to try something,” she whispered. When the apprehension still didn’t leave my face, she offered more reassurance. “Don’t worry, I won’t let you hurt me,” her eyes softened before desire clouded her gaze again. 

I turned statue-still, not wanting to compromise the millimeter of space Zarina offered between her delicate fingers and my cheek. I flicked my eyes towards her hand and saw thin strands of smoke slipping through her fingers. They moved tentatively at first.

“Zarina
…” I warned. I could live with another purple mark, 
but I couldn’t withstand another memory of Zarina convulsing, especially with no one around that could help. 

She ignored my cautious tone, furrowing her brows in concentration. Her hands fought off minor tremors next to my cheek. The smoke made its way to my face, acting like the stroke of a finger as it caressed my cheek. She made more strands of smoke, the shape mimicking her own hand, and she tilted my chin down towards her parted lips with the conjured grip. 

Before I realized it, the smoke was gone, and I was left a tongue flick away from Zarina’s waiting lips. It felt like a contest of patience, with a foregone conclusion that one of us would cave to the temptation. With her so near, I was breathing in her scent, sunlight and fresh oranges inviting me to lean in for a taste. I almost did. My eyelids were being weighed down by the intensity between us, and it took everything in me not to close the scant space left between our parted lips. 

I expected Zarina to pull away, but to my surprise, she leaned in and struck like a viper, taking my bottom lip between her teeth and sucking on it gently. My face dipped closer; my eyes fluttered close. Right as the electricity was about to build, she released me. 

She left me a breathy mess, every part of me on fire as I brought my hand up to the subtle sting left on my bottom lip. The shock of her action stunned me into silence. I had to grip the bar with my other hand to remain upright as my legs became limp noodles. 

Zarina’s eyes were turned to slits, her own bottom lip caught between her teeth now as she continued to rove her eyes over me, drinking in my entire reaction.

“Zarina, are you trying
 to hurt yourself?” I managed to 
whisper out between clenched teeth. As much as I wanted to be consumed by her, to feel her lips against mine and her body beneath my own, I knew better than to try anything. It was too risky, especially when Zarina couldn’t fully control her powers around me, and I didn’t even know what mine were. 

She avoided my question. “…wanted to test our limits,” she mumbled more to herself than to me. She leaned in again and scrutinized my face. 

I leaned back on instinct, not wanting to risk going farther than we already had. “Um, what are you trying to do now?” My voice came out more high-pitched than I intended, my nerves putting a strain on my vocal cords. 

“You know, with you so close I could feel your power brewing beneath the surface. It’s so…untouched. Like bottled up lightning with nowhere to strike,” she continued to peer into my eyes. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re faeblood.” She seemed to mull over the thought, crossing her arms over her chest as she leaned back. “But that can’t be right,” she said, shaking her head. 

Her words sent my head spinning. Why would she say that? Leafy would’ve known, and she sure as hell would have told me.
 Zarina was acting crazy tonight, some type of chaotic energy beaming into her during the full moon or something. 

“That makes zero
 sense,” I had to laugh at the ridiculousness of it all.

“Then how come there was a smidgeon of green in your irises when I had your lip between my teeth?” she sent me a smug grin, the sight undoing me more than the incoherence of her words. She took a long sip from her drink as she waited for me to respond. 

“I’m not faeblood, Zarina,” I rolled my eyes and raised a brow. “You must be seeing things. You were
 pretty distracted.”

“Or maybe the little fae witches cast a spell on you,” she wiggled her brows at me while her hands conjured smoke that formed into the shape of a pentagram. 

Her joke was lost on me. Leafy hadn’t mentioned witches, had she?
 She snickered at my confused expression. 

“I’m just kidding
, darling. Faebloods can’t cast spells. And witches aren’t even real
,” she chuckled, rolling her eyes as the smoke slipped back into her palm. 

Ah, yes, crazy of me to think that of all the mythological creatures, witches couldn’t be real. Just vampires and the fae and siphons and faebloods. Silly me. 

At least her joke, even if it was at my expense, stole us out of the intensity we risked falling back into. I busied myself with wiping down the bar, even though it was already spotless. I needed the mindless activity to refocus, to think appropriate thoughts before I
 was the one throwing the two of us back into a precarious situation. 

“I’ve been thinking about something my mom said a few months ago,” I blurted out, hoping that talking about my parents would put a wet blanket on the rising tension. “I can’t get my mind off of the words she used. She said it was exhausting being around me,” I shook my head, trying to organize my thoughts in a way that made sense. 

“Well of course she would be.”

That didn’t quite elicit the reaction I was expecting. 

Zarina was confused by my
 confusion, not by what my mom had said. “She’s a siphon
, Elyria, you could easily have the same draining effect on her if she didn’t think to disengage her powers around you.”

I couldn’t hold back my horrified gasp, and that’s when Zarina’s disinterest was replaced by concern. She folded her hands around the drink in front of her. 

“You didn’t know.”

Her gaze grew tender as she witnessed my impending nervous breakdown. I was wringing my hands out in front of me, clenching my eyes shut, shaking my head, willing away the possibility, no, the reality
, of what Zarina had said. 

“I don’t understand how they could keep part of you a secret, a whole family lineage whisked away out of fear,” her tone was indignant, and I could see her fury spiking by the way she gripped her hand around the short glass cup. I saw a hairline fracture make its way down the side of the glass.

She carried more anger than I did at my parent’s dishonesty, and it struck at my fragile heart. We were occupying the same emotional space, and after the exhaustion I felt from all of the day’s info-dumps, she carried my emotions for me. Even more, my anger always felt restless, caged in, but with Zarina, it was her weapon. She wielded fury like a dagger, could reshape the world with a dash of ire. I more than enjoyed it—I found a token of comfort in it. The world could benefit from Zarina’s righteous anger. 

“I just can’t believe this,” her voice dropped as waves of sorrow extinguished the blistering flames of her vexation. 

“It kind of feels like you’re going through the five stages of grief for me
, Zarina,” I offered a small smile. I needed her to see I was okay, or at least that I was going to be. I wanted to take her hand in mine, but instead I placed mine in front of hers, barely a hair’s width apart. Even that almost-contact was soothing.

“I left them for more reasons than that anyway. I never felt whole with them,” but I’m starting to with you
. I kept the last thought to myself. My feelings and instincts were outpacing the natural order of dating, but nothing with Zarina was ordinary. If I knew anything by now, it was that. 

We spent the last few minutes of the night talking about Silverpines and what we’d been up to in the odd city. We even got to know each other a little better once we moved beyond all of the supernatural shit going on. I tried not to swoon every time she tipped her head back to laugh, the melodious sound that spilled out of her made my heart throb. Sly glances at the heavenly amount of skin her lacy bustier left exposed made it hard to keep my jaw from falling to the floor. 

By her third drink, the bar was empty of customers and she was on the verge of a buzz. She reminisced while I cleared off tables and stacked chairs. The conversation would have felt normal if not for the fact that the memories I was a part of stirred nothing in my mind—no nostalgia, zero recollection. Every time she invoked my name in a new story, it was as if someone else was playing the part of little Elyria. The more she shared about our childhood antics, the more desperate I became to get those memories back. 

“And then I
 said—,” Zarina groaned mid-sentence and the mirth between us took a swift shift out of place. 

“I wish Cyrus wasn’t already outside so I could walk you home myself,” she lamented as her eyes darted to the front window panes. Cyrus was leaning next to the door, watching us in obnoxious silence. 

Seeing him outside put me on edge, especially after I had ignored his texts all day. 

“I still have another ten minutes before closing,” I grumbled. Even if the bar was already empty, I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction.

“Make ‘em wait
,” Zarina slurred, waving him off dismissively. “I’m still a customer, am I not?” Her eyes landed on the top shelf tequila, a mischievous glint making them shine.


I’d argue you’re a bit more than a customer at this point
. 


“You know I can make him leave, right?” she raised an eyebrow at me, a dagger suddenly in her hand. 

“Wait a goddamn second—” I exclaimed, reaching for my
 safety dagger. I would recognize the blue stainless steel and ornate hilt anywhere. I narrowed my eyes at her as I positioned myself to pounce across the bar and steal back my blade. “Is that why you were playing smoke tricks on me earlier?”

“Easy there, tiger,” Zarina spoke in between giggles. Apparently, my threatening stance was more kittenish than predatory to her. “What can I say? Alcohol brings out the klepto in me.” She shrugged, smiling as she flipped the knife in her palm and handed it back to me, its rightful
 owner. I rolled my eyes before snatching the blade back and looping the hilt onto my belt. 

“I don’t need a knife to get him to leave anyway,” she chimed in again, turning back towards Cyrus. 

The offer was tempting, but there remained pieces Cyrus knew that he wasn’t sharing. And while Zarina seemed to be an open-enough book, she didn’t have the exact answers I needed. 

I avoided her eyes as I took down the tequila she had eyed earlier and prepared our shots, cutting up a lime and grabbing the salt. 

“He knows something, I need to give him one more chance to tell me what that is. Maybe with my memories back, I can fill in the gaps about what I am.” I bit down on my bottom lip. Even I
 wasn’t sure that held enough truth in it to be a safe decision. 

“I’m still coming,” she stated firmly, a small pout rounding out her scarlet lips. She crossed her arms, jutting her chin out defiantly. She was clearly still uncomfortable with the idea of 
me trusting Cyrus, even if it was just to get more information out of him. I couldn’t blame her for that, though, especially given my own wavering feelings. 

“Obviously,” a small chuckle escaped my mouth as I smiled at her and shook my head. “Otherwise you would have left by now.”

“Not without paying first,” she scoffed, bringing a hand up to her mouth. She pulled out a black card from her purse. My eyes grew wide as she slid it towards me, but I shook my head at her. “This one is on the house, though it would’ve been nice if Cyrus had at least tried
 to pay last night, too.” My fingers tapped against the bar as I rolled my eyes.

Annoyance sparked in hers. “Typical.” 

She turned her head and glared at him out of the window. Cyrus was caught up in what looked like an intense phone call, not even sparing Zarina a glance.

Zarina grabbed the salt and began pouring it on her hand. “This is the only way to make this walk with my brother bearable,” she smiled ruefully.

Lust and desire clouded her gaze as she licked the salt off her hand in a slow stroke of her tongue—it nearly undid me. 

I was so distracted by her movement that I almost missed the salt on my own hand. I made quick work of the shot and tossed out the lime wedge. I needed the unpleasant burn of tequila to clear my mind of the inappropriate thoughts her skillful tongue was starting to plant. She snickered as she watched me clean up the mess and grab my things. I avoided eye contact with her until I could get a breath of fresh air.

When we got to the front door to leave, Zarina took in a quick breath as if bracing herself against Cyrus’ presence. I couldn’t blame her. I’d walked with him for one night and I already wanted to deck him just to see the reaction on his 
pretty, arrogant face. I spared a quick glance her way, smiling at her before I turned back towards the door and swung it open.

The action jarred Cyrus out of his fervent focus, and he nearly dropped his phone in the middle of typing. He gave Zarina a small nod and then focused his attention entirely on me. An impish grin spread across his face as he took me in, the same creepy once-over I received last night.

“Nice to see you again,” he said, reaching his hand up to tuck a loose curl behind my ear.

“You don’t need to touch her,” Zarina hissed at him, her hands restless at her sides as small tendrils of smoke slipped in and out of her palms.

It was kind of hot watching Zarina’s temper spike over such a small action. 

Over me
.

“Don’t forget our agreement, Cyrus,” my eyes flicked to Zarina’s threatening stance in warning. “Tonight, I won’t be the only one making sure you remember it.” I laughed nervously as I glanced between them.

I started walking, expecting them to join me, but when I got to the crosswalk Zarina and Cyrus were still glaring at each other, unmoving. I threw my hands up. “Are either of you coming or are you going to just stare at each other all night?” I said, raising my voice so they could shake themselves out of whatever dumb sibling rivalry they were silently engaging in.

Cyrus stared back at me, a cool demeanor washing over him while Zarina struggled to hide the blooming red rising to her cheeks. They both walked towards me, cramming me between their bodies as we started walking together. 

After spending the night testing our limits, Zarina made sure her hip brushed against mine as we walked. The electricity that 
passed between us from the fleeting contact was exhilarating. We slipped each other furtive glances while Cyrus stared straight ahead, oblivious to what was happening right next to him. 

He was the first to break the silence. “So I assume Zarina revealed what we are?” he spoke casually, glancing over at me as we continued walking along the pavement.

“Yup. Now it’s your turn to tell me what I can do,” I replied, matching Cyrus’ tone. I still wasn’t sure if he actually knew anything, but I hoped my confidence that he did was enough of a bluff to rope the information out of him. 

“I don’t know all of the details,” he began. 

This isn’t a very reassuring start.

I waited for him to continue. “But I have been researching this for a while—ever since you made Zarina pass out with just a touch as kids,” he said. His eyes flashed with a spark of satisfaction when Zarina winced at his words. He lifted his hand, and it hovered over the space between my neck and collarbone. 

I ducked away from him. It agitated me that Cyrus was trying to rile Zarina up again. If her seething right next to me was any proof, then I’d argue that it was working. More than anything, the reminder of how easily I could hurt Zarina continued to weigh on me with oppressive force.

He continued on, “unlike my siblings and I, who siphon energy from humans to maintain our lives and strength, you seem to drain siphons. At least the ones that aren’t careful
.” His gaze slid to Zarina for a quick beat. “Yet, what’s so curious about you is that you don’t use that energy to fuel you.” He gave me an inquisitive look, like he was still trying to solve a puzzle.

“That’s a late observation,” Zarina grumbled next to me.

“Zarina and I already figured that part out,” I smirked at her. 

Cyrus tensed up next to me. “Then I guess you don’t need me here?” he questioned impatiently. 

“How does she control it?” Zarina interrupted his impending dramatics, her tongue snaking over her bottom lip as she eyed me from the side. 

His arrogant confidence restored, Cyrus puffed out his chest and shared his thoughts. “Now, that’s what I’m not sure about. Being the generous person I am,” he brought his hand to his heart, “I would love
 to help, and I have a wonderful idea as to how I can.” He clasped his hands together, stepping in front of me to stop me from walking any further. 

His sudden movement threw me off, and I would have tripped backwards onto the pavement if Zarina hadn’t moved to catch me from behind with unnatural speed. She gripped my arms long enough to ensure I was steady again. A burning sensation piqued at the prolonged touch. I winced when I heard her suck in a breath behind me and shake out her hands. 

My fall didn’t seem to faze Cyrus. “What if you spent a few days with me at our estate here? We could test your powers, maybe dig into some more research together. It’s only a few miles outside of town, and we could go when you have a few days off.”

Zarina’s body grew rigid behind mine, the tension between her and Cyrus resurfacing as she stepped around me to stand between myself and Cyrus. “No, Cyrus,” she snapped. I heard the clicks of her clenched jaw from my position behind her. 

I peered around Zarina’s tense frame to glimpse at Cyrus, I wanted to glean his motivations myself. Locking eyes with mine, he raised a brow at me, ignoring Zarina and waiting for 
my response instead. I stepped around Zarina, careful not to graze the exposed skin on her arms. 

I looked back at her. “You both live there?” 

I was still skeptical of Cyrus, and I didn’t think I could keep myself from Zarina if we were under the same roof, no matter how dangerous. I clasped my hands together and my fingers trembled as I stood between the two siblings. 

“Yes.” Cyrus answered icily. He pressed his lips together and shifted his eyes.

His mood took a sudden shift and his lips pulled into a grin. He reached over and grabbed one of my hands, holding it within two warm, dry palms. “It’s the best chance you have at getting your memories back, Ely.”

It remained disconcerting to hear my childhood nickname on his tongue, and so casually
. No one called me Ely anymore, not in over fifteen years. Zarina’s sudden growl took me by surprise. She took a step forward, primed to rip his hand out of mine, but stopped before making any contact with my hands. Frustration and apprehension swirled in her gaze. Her hand twitched in agitation, the rest of her was frozen in place.


Why does he keep touching me today?
 I repressed a sneer.

“I’ll think about it,” I stated, slipping my hand out of his when I noticed dark smoke escaping between his palms and the gold of his irises staking greater claim in his eyes.

I swore I heard Zarina growl again
 at him from my side, the rumble dying away as the smoke tendrils receded back into Cyrus’ palms. Not a medieval vampire, my ass.
 I had to suppress an eye roll at the territorial sounds erupting from her. 

When I looked over at Zarina, smoke tendrils were snaking out of her palms, and a second later I felt the dark smoke snaking up my ankle, its warmth sending pleasant shivers up my thigh. The sensation was over before I could say anything, 
the smoke spiraling back into her flexed palm.

Cyrus directed a smug grin at us, a knowing glint in his eye as he watched her struggle to control the same powers he wielded with confidence and ease. He clucked his tongue and looked between us. 

“I wasn’t going to do anything,” he declared with a defiant wave. “I was just holding her hand.” 

Zarina speared daggers with her eyes alone, but Cyrus deflected them with a dismissive eye roll. 

Despite Cyrus’ recurring warnings, Zarina looked anything but
 out of control to me. The full moon brought an ethereal glint to her skin and the dark wisps of curls framing the angles of her face matched the smoke she wielded in her palm. She held the allure and terror of midnight in her hands, and her steeled gaze revealed how aware
 of herself she truly was. 

I’d thought before that the sun was designed to blaze over the vision that was Zarina Sinclair, but clearly I was wrong. As I watched Zarina radiate under the light of the full moon, she was otherworldly
, a beacon of raw power and determination. She was a breathtaking piece of the night sky herself. She rivaled the menacing energy of a panther on the prowl. Her ferocity remained intense and deliberate; held back until she detected the perfect moment to strike.

Cyrus didn’t seem to realize how deeply he underestimated his own sister. Such a man.
 

I broke the tense silence created by their third–or is it their fourth?
– standoff of the night. “Let’s remember the no touching rule, Cyrus,” I admonished him like a child, “and keep your smoke to yourself, too.” 

I turned away from both of them and started walking towards home. My nervous heart needed a bit of distance to quell its hammering. 

Maybe I should just walk the rest of the way alone and avoid the drama. 

I didn’t entertain the thought for more than a second. I knew full well that neither of the angsty siblings would let that slide. I rolled my eyes, though the action was lost to them, both already a few feet behind me. 


Today was exhausting—
they are exhausting. 


And as enticing as Zarina is, I just want to go home and crawl into bed. 

Lost to my ambling frustrations, I didn’t hear Zarina catch up to me. Her footsteps fell into sync with mine. 

“I’ll walk you the rest of the way?” she offered, followed by an apologetic smile. She waved over her shoulder at Cyrus. “Go home, Cyrus. I’ll take it from here.”

I didn’t have to look behind me to know Cyrus was fuming at his sister ordering him around. I could feel his piercing glare on the back of my head. 

The walk home was almost torturous. A tangible hunger for physical touch swirled between Zarina and me, reaching its crescendo as she stood mere inches in front of me at my apartment stairs. A chilled breeze overtook the space between us. The wind whipped loose curls across my face while the icy air raised goosebumps over my skin. I was tempted to seek warmth in Zarina’s embrace, only inches away. I sucked in a breath when she reached out a hesitant hand, lightly caressing my face with tendrils of dark smoke. 

I was surprised at how tender the action was, how each vine of smoke she conjured left trails of warmth down my cheek and jawline, resting at the sensitive space where my neck and collarbone met. For all Cyrus lamented about Zarina’s inability to control her powers, she seemed far more creative and tempered than he claimed to be. Arrogance and 
feigned restraint were Cyrus’ talents, but Zarina’s raw abilities were inspired by her emotions, nothing like her brother wanted me to believe. 

She let the smoke dissipate from my skin, instead reaching her hand forward to run her fingers through my hair, careful to avoid the nape of my neck.

She leaned forward, tangling her hands in loose waves and curls. Her breath tickled against my ear, sending heat straight down to my core. “Just give me some time, and I’ll be able to do more than lace my hands through your hair,” she whispered to me, her voice husky. 

My eyes fluttered at her nearness, at all the sensations she kindled by testing the delicate boundaries of touch between us. I couldn’t hide her effects on me as my breaths came out shallow and my eyes wandered to her full red lips again. I snaked a tongue over my bottom lip, impatient for the moment I could welcome the feel of her mouth against mine. 

She held herself with an enviable level of confidence, but her eyes mirrored my silent desperation and glimmered with unspoken temptations. I wanted nothing more than to invite her up to my apartment, to see what else she could do with those delicate, scheming fingers. I knew if I offered in that very moment, she would say yes
. 

I took a step back, swallowing a shaky breath down. I placed a steadying hand on the stair rail. “See you soon?” I asked, each word a breathy whisper.

“Of course,” she promised, a rogue smirk bringing up the corner of her lips. She winked at me before walking away, taking warm tendrils of smoke with her that I didn’t realize had been wrapped snugly around my thighs the entire time. 

Definitely creative.
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“
L

eafy!” I shouted, bursting through the apartment door. “Your ass better be up! I know you don’t work tomorrow!” 

The words heaved out of me in more of a breathy shout than a reverberating one as I fought for control of my exasperated lungs. 

I definitely won’t be running up those steps again anytime soon. 

While everything I’d learned was important, and definitely needed to be shared with Leafy, I was more excited to talk to her about Zarina. I secretly hoped for some external validation that this wasn’t just me being over-eager to end an unduly long dry spell.

As I made my way past the living room, kicking clothes out of the walkway and into the few square feet of carpet that was my make-shift bedroom, I heard Leafy’s hushed voice in her room. I assumed she was talking to Ava on the phone, keeping her voice low in our thin-walled apartment. However, after a short period of silence, another voice piqued in, its deep timber definitely not
 Leafy’s.

Curious and too nosy for my own good, I padded over to the door and pressed my ear against the wood to see if I could recognize the mystery guest. The voice was boyish and kind, but there was an edge to his tone that made me think Leafy might be in the middle of a more serious conversation than I anticipated. I almost felt guilty about my lapse in manners, not really thinking through my instinct to listen in rather than introduce myself to the stranger.

My guilt got the better of me and I gave up trying to figure it out on my own, so I opted for an encouraging knock on her door. 

“Are you going to introduce me to the stranger secreted away in your bedroom, or do I have to barge in and discover him for myself?” I shouted from my spot in the hallway.

I heard papers fluttering and small objects thudding to the floor as Leafy quickly scrambled from the other side of the door, shushing whoever she was in there with before the knob began to rattle. 

Who the hell does she have in there?

She opened the door enough to lean between the frame and the door itself. She wrung out her hands. Chewed her bottom lip. Her eyes carefully avoided mine. 

“Please don’t freak,” she started, placing two steady hands between us as if she was calming a wild animal, “but Zarec is here.” At my lifted brow, she threw her hands forward defensively. 

“Not, like, romantically, or anything,” she hissed under her breath, more in annoyance than embarrassment.

I rolled my eyes and chuckled. As if I, of all people on this godforsaken planet, have any room to judge Leafy for having over one Sinclair when in the span of forty-eight hours I found myself entertaining two of them. 

“Leafy it’s fine, I just got back from walking with Cyrus and Zarina, anyway. That’s why I was shouting at you to meet me in the kitchen,” I replied with a conspiratorial grin. “I have so
 much to tell you,” I gushed, my hands clasping together in front of me. 

“So, um,” Leafy avoided my eyes and crossed her arms against her chest, her fists as tense as her rigid shoulders. 

Her discomfort inspired a quizzical stare from me. I cocked a brow. “Leaf, spit it out already.”

“That’s actually why he’s here. He’s concerned about Zarina,” her eyes darted away from mine. “And, um…you.” She unfolded her arms and hugged them around her waist. 

My shoulders slumped forward, my earlier giddiness dissipating as I pressed defiant fists to my either hip. 

Well that’s one way to sour my mood. Record timing, too.

I’d finally found one small moment of joyful
 excitement in this mess of a weekend, and here came another Sinclair brother to throw a wet blanket over my good time. My earlier excitement died away, the sudden loss hitting me like a swift kick to the gut. 

If Zarec tries to pull anything like Cyrus, I swear he’ll live to regret it. I scoured the area behind Leafy for Zarec’s presence. 

As if on cue, the top of a dark curly ponytail bobbed behind Leafy’s head. Zarec made his way over to the half-open door, his full face coming back into view. He looked so much like his twin, the same bright eyes and long, dark lashes. 

I hadn’t gotten the best look at him Friday night, but I was sure he’d seen a barber since then. His sides were buzzed with clean, intricate swirls on each side. His honey ochre skin and golden eyes illuminated like his sisters, even under the florescent lights of the apartment. 

Zarec rested a hand on Leafy’s shoulder, the gesture encouraging her to open the door completely so we could be face to face. When Zarec looked back at me, his gaze was all round edges, soft and comforting, inviting vulnerability in a way that Cyrus’ eyes warned against. 

My shoulders relaxed, and I dropped my clenched fists from my hips. I rooted myself to the small piece of carpet I stood on, giving Zarec a small, acknowledging wave. I couldn’t be sure whether I posed the same risk to Zarec as I did for Zarina. 

Better safe than sorry.

Zarec opened his arms, a toothy grin on his face, “After all these years I only get a wave?”

“It’s probably better to keep your distance,” I warned, shuffling my feet a few steps backwards. 

Zarec took a step forward, closing the large gap between us. He brought his hands up to my shoulders, and to my surprise, all I felt was the gentle grip of his palms. I looked up at his lopsided grin, my eyes wide with surprise.

“Most siphons reign in their powers when they’re younger. I’m firmly in the category of most,” he explained with a shrug.

I opened my arms, a tentative acceptance of his earlier invitation. He folded me into a tight embrace. When I didn’t lean into the hug with the same nostalgic familiarity, Zarec loosened his grip, patting my back and stepping away a moment later. 

“I used to run away from your hugs and now you’re the one running out of mine,” Zarec chuckled, but the action didn’t quite reach his eyes. A sadness lingered there, darkening his gaze.

“Yeah,” I laughed, the sound dry and humorless. I brushed past him and into Leafy’s room, perching myself on the edge of 
her bed. 

“Why are you here?” I probed. 

He rested his hand on top of his head, clutching the tied-up bundle of curls in a loose grasp. “I don’t want to see Zarina hurt,” he answered with an exasperated sigh. He pinned me with a steely gaze, but his voice softened, “Not by you.” 

It wasn’t an awful start. They must be close if he felt the need to come all the way out here just for this. 


I understood, but I didn’t like it. I chewed my inner cheek, unsure how to respond to his words. “I don’t want to hurt her,” I mumbled.

I couldn’t blame Zarec for feeling protective over his twin. In the one memory I had of us together, Zarec was damn near in shambles at the sight of his convulsing sister—he had good reason to worry about me, about us. 

“We just don’t know how your powers work, and Zarina is still way too hot-headed to be in control of her own,” Zarec’s eyes pleaded for understanding. “Living with Cyrus, I doubt she’ll get better anytime soon. Who knows what kind of damage you two could do to each other right now?” 

“I’m pretty sure she’s old enough to make her own decisions,” I grumbled. 

He brought a hand to his face, massaging the space between his eyes as his body vibrated with pent up emotions. “You don’t get it, you don’t even remember,
” he lectured. 

I flinched at his admonishment, and regret flashed across his face when he realized exactly what he’d said. I didn’t expect to have my torn away memories weaponized against me, especially when I couldn’t even do
 anything about them. 

“I don’t see you rushing to fix that,” I shot at him, tilting my chin up and away from the pity settling in his eyes. He could dreamweave, too. 

He could ensure I remember

.

“It’s not that simple,” Zarec spoke in a harsh whisper, biting his words out between clenched teeth. “You don’t just dreamweave on a whim—it's a skill you cultivate over years
 of practice.” 

I crossed my arms and leveled a glare at him. “Cyrus did, and last I checked he’s only a few years older than you
.”

“That’s not fair, Elyria. We all focused on honing our powers in different ways, it’s not as simple as you’re making it out to be,” he shook his head. Impatience brought a tremble to his hands. “You wouldn’t understand,” he muttered under his breath, but not low enough to go unnoticed. 

I narrowed my eyes at him. There was something more behind his words, something he wasn’t sharing with me. And everything he said still wasn’t a good enough reason to stay away from Zarina. 


I can’t just walk away from her—I won’t walk away from Zarina.

“I’m not
 going to hurt her,” I told him, frustration added an unintended edge to my tone.

“It’s not about just that.”

“Then explain it to me,” I demanded.

“I can’t!” he shouted, tossing his hands in the air. He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “It’s not my place. God, is being this damn stubborn contagious or something?” 

“Now that
 sounds like a personal problem to me,” I muttered under my breath, too quiet for Zarec or Leafy to pick up. I turned my attention away from Zarec, his impatient agitation grating at my nerves. 

What, does he just want to make the decisions for two grown women? What does he expect me to do now that these feelings, these very mutual feelings, have been ignited between the two of us?

What was even the point of coming all the way here to warn 
me if every word that tumbled from his lips was so damn vague? There was nothing I could do about that—I wasn’t going to just follow along like a helpless puppy. 

Leafy stood just outside the doorway, an image of frozen discomfort as she watched Zarec and I battle it out verbally in her bedroom. 

“Wasn’t there something else you wanted to say, Zarec?” Leafy chimed in, her voice an octave higher than usual. 

He cleared his throat, obviously uncomfortable with shouting at me and rehashing family drama, even if we had known each other once before. 

“I also came here to check on you and Leafy after the way you left last Friday,” his lip curled back as he continued. “You seemed scared half to death. I can only imagine how you felt seeing Cyrus and Zarina using their powers like that
.” 

My expression softened as I watched him contort the expression of disgust off of his face. “What do you mean?” Is there some other way to siphon? To dreamweave?
 

“It—it just–it wasn’t right,” he stammered, agitation causing him to stumble over his words. “Cyrus just disregards the people he drains like highway roadkill, as if they’re collateral damage for his mere existence.”

I wrinkled my nose; the description wove tense knots in my stomach. “And Zarina, she’s like that too?” I hated to ask, but I needed to know. 

“Not exactly,” Zarec’s lips twisted in concentration. “She’s not kind about it, but she isn’t cruel either. She claims her own ethical code, though we often disagree.” Sadness glossed over his eyes. “It’s why she didn’t come with me when I moved out of the estate. She got sick of my lecturing I guess.”  


Can't say I blame her.
 I did feel a twinge of sadness for Zarec—it can’t be easy having such deep-rooted discord with your twin, of 
all people. 


“We’re siphons, we have to feed off of humans, but the way they just disregard mortal life isn’t right.” He shook his head, his lips a permanent frown as he continued, “at least, not to me.” He shuddered, gripping his arm with one hand as if he could squeeze some type of evil out of himself. 

He looked genuinely distraught at the possibility that Leafy and I had aligned him with his chaotic siblings, who seemed to embrace their vampiric leanings. It was all I could do not to just stare in confusion. To my luck, Leafy cued into her empathy quicker than I was able to. Leafy placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder, and it seemed to give him the confidence to continue. I offered a slow nod in encouragement. 

“I was taught a more natural way to live alongside humans—as a companion, not a predator. We don’t have to go out of our way to harm people. We never did.” His eyes turned wistful. He stared past me rather than at me as if he was reliving a memory the rest of us weren’t privy to. 

“The past few months I’ve been following the traditional understandings of our kind. I’m in control, and neither of you have to worry about me siphoning from you,” he finished. His eyes landed on Leafy. “Especially not you, after everything the faeblood have already been through.” 

Leafy and I swapped mutual looks of confusion, neither of us really processing what ‘the traditional understanding of our kind’ even meant. With Leafy still relatively new to her abilities and existence in the supernatural world, and myself a practical infant in comparison, neither of us claimed any knowledge of anything outside of the mere existence of supernatural beings.

“Good to know, yeah, you won’t siphon off us,” I began, trying not to reveal confusion in my contorting expression, “but I think where you lost us is at ‘natural traditions’? Is there some 
type of rule book we need to read? A magic memo we missed?” I raised my brow at him while Leafy stifled a chuckle. 

Laughter bubbled up and out of Zarec, the sound deep and surprisingly mirthful. He’d been so focused on not startling either of us. Our utter perplexity at what he probably deemed the basics of whatever-the-hell-we-all-are combined with my attempt at a joke took him by complete surprise. 

“Of all things for you to be confused about,” he mumbled between laughs, “I would never have thought it would be this.” The giggles rumbling out of his chest allowed his shoulders to relax, concern and distress slipping out of him. 

Leafy raised a bewildered eyebrow at me. I shrugged my shoulders in response. Maybe he just really needs an excuse to laugh?
 Who wouldn’t with siblings like Cyrus and Zarina, who seemed to find joy in being intense and dramatic? 

After the last few giggles rocked out of his abdomen, Zarec seemed to collect himself. “This must be a lot already, so I’ll keep it short and sweet.” 


Is it bad that I’d rather just go to sleep? I think I’ve gotten enough supernatural history lectures to last me the week.
 I suppressed a tired groan, offering Zarec a polite smile instead. 

“To keep it simple, I go by a traditional approach to, um, feeding
 practices,” Zarec stumbled over the awkward language, “which means we don’t harm humans, or any beings, and we offer something in exchange. Siphons might not be able to restore energy and life like faebloods, but we can still manipulate dreams and memories, and usually that’s enough.” The hopeful glimmer in his eyes faltered. “Siphons have been selfish creatures for many generations, so this would be an entire personality adjustment for a siphon like Cyrus, but there are still a lot of us who are trying to do better, to be
 better.”

“What made you change?” I didn’t bother to hide the 
skepticism in my voice. This sounded like a great story, but how could I even be sure he was telling the truth?

A warm blush crawled up his cheek. “I know a very convincing faeblood,” he replied. 

I saw Leafy’s eyes light up from across the room, shimmering with the possibility of learning more about her kind. 

“Is that how you know Valentin? He is
 a faeblood right? Do you know others? Are they in Valfor, too?” she rushed out in a near-squeal. She caught her breath, “sorry, that was probably a lot.” An apologetic grin was painted over the delicate features of her face. Catching both Leafy and myself by surprise, Zarec’s face broke out into a grin of his own, a wide, enthusiastic smile, sincerity shined through the violet flecks in his eyes. 

“Yes, yes to all of your questions. It would be an honor to reconnect you with your people and their traditions.” The pink blush spread from his cheeks to his ears, and when he looked down, the angles of his face softened as the boyishness shined through.

“Valentin comes from a very powerful community of faebloods, I’m sure he would love to talk to you again Brinne. He’s a lot like you, obsessed with plants and all that. He’s my boyfriend, actually.” 

His bashful demeanor all made sense now. Zarec clearly held a strong connection with Valentin, his faeblood partner—a love strong enough to alter the worldly perspective he was raised with. It felt special being included in the tenderness of it all, but it also sparked my own curiosity about the relationship Zarina and I shared.

Was she part of the selfish generations of siphons that Zarec mentioned earlier? Did she go out of her way to hurt 
people? Was that what I witnessed at the lounge on Friday night? Would changing her ways be asking her to change something fundamental inside of her, like Zarec said about Cyrus? 

All of these questions left me with a burning headache, and I had to pin my hands to my lap to keep from chewing my nails off. I was nowhere near the right headspace to process everything Zarec had told me about Zarina and siphons and faebloods. 

It seemed as good a time as any to excuse myself from the conversation. My fluffy pillows and plush mattress were beckoning me from down the hall. My flirtationship updates could wait. Leafy and I would catch up over coffee tomorrow morning. 

“I’ll leave you to your ‘natural understandings’ as long as Leafy promises to tell me the cliff notes tomorrow,” I teased, leaving Zarec captive to Leafy’s excited inquiries.


I hope Zarec realizes what he’s getting himself into
. I smiled at the chattering voices behind me. I headed to the bathroom to get ready for bed, undressing quickly and glancing at my phone before jumping into the shower. With one hand on the shower handle, I paused when I saw a missed call and a series of unopened texts from Zarina.

Any chance I can see you again tonight? 

I know it’s late, but I need to talk to you before you make any decisions about Cyrus. 

Please.

“Shit,” I muttered under my breath. She had texted me only minutes after she had left, which was already well over twenty minutes ago. I called her back, butterflies taking up a permanent residence in my stomach as I waited for the line to start ringing. To my surprise, Zarina answered the phone on 
the first ring, and I could tell from the wind muffling her voice that she was still outside.

“Elyria,” she sighed my name in relief. “Sorry if I worried you, is now a good time to meet?” Her tone was tense and hushed.

“Where?”

“Outside your apartment,” she stated nervously.

“Be out in a sec.”

Can she tell that Zarec is here? Is that why she came back, some type of freaky twin connection? 

I tried to ignore the growing pit in my stomach as I hastily pulled a black t-shirt over my head and shimmied into a pair of cotton shorts. I grimaced at myself in the mirror. Pajamas aren’t exactly my outfit of choice following a second date, but it’ll have to suffice.
 It was
 the middle of the night, after all.

When I opened the front door, a chilled breeze whipped past my face, but the cold didn’t have time to settle into my bones. The smokey scent of autumn mingled with familiar notes of citrus, spearing a heated ache through me. 

Zarina was at my doorstop, and her presence stole my voice and willpower from under me. I was afraid that if I spoke I’d invite her into more than just my apartment. As my eyes drew up to hers, nerves danced and fizzled along my spine in a heady mix of apprehension and longing.

“Hey,” she murmured, a small smile on her red lips. 

She hugged her arms close; the chilly air incited a shiver that her lacy top and leather pants did little to protect against. I wanted to reach out and embrace her, stop her shivering, pull her inside where the cold breeze wouldn’t bite at her exposed skin. 


How long has she been waiting for me?
 

“Is everything okay? Why’d you come back?” I wanted to 
smile back, but wariness drew my brows together. 

My feet shuffled between the tiled floor of the apartment entrance and the concrete Zarina stood on outside. I stole a glance behind her to make sure she was alone, and when my eyes returned to her trembling position, her expression had shifted. Her shivering ceased, determination ignited in her gaze, tenderness softened the contours of her face.

“I can help you. Let it be me. Please
, Elyria.” 

There was promise on her lips, and I was more than intrigued by her offer. I stepped from the warmth of the apartment into the cold of night. The chilled concrete bit at my heels but I was eager to close the gap separating us. Even as the icy breeze took up more territory in the space separating us, the emotions that flickered between us wove strained, warm threads between the two of us that threatened to undo me in the best ways possible. 

Through parted lips I could taste Zarina on my tongue, Valencia oranges and sunshine. Heat circulated within me at her nearness. Her eyes narrowed to slits, unconcealed desire weighing her lids down as she gazed at me through her long, dark lashes. 

Her eyes wandered over my arms, which were folded across my chest in an attempt to conceal the fact that I didn’t have time to slip a bra on before opening the door. If it weren’t for the dark color, the thin material of the shirt would have exposed far more than I needed her to see tonight. She pinned me in place with her roving gaze, pausing for a fleeting moment on my thighs, still trembling from the exposure to the cold winds. 

Her focused gaze found mine again, her eyes hopeful and searching. She took a small step forward; the heat of her body drew near to me despite the safe distance still between us. She 
was a reach away, a tempting distance I struggled to maintain with each passing second. My skin prickled with goosebumps that the nighttime chill played little part in. 

“You don’t need Cyrus. Will you let me try something? I won’t hurt you. I won’t hurt either of us,” the words spilled from her in a fierce whisper. Her brows knit together, drawing my attention to the shimmer of gold spilling from her irises. 

There remained a soft-spoken voice in the back of my mind that urged me to trust her, that was excited about the promise she presented us. My head tilted forward in a slow nod, my mind latching on to her offer with budding excitement. 

Dark clouds of smoke hedged my vision. Hot air fused into my next inhale, warming me from the inside. My muscles relaxed from my forehead through my toes. My arms fell from my chest. My knees buckled and lurched forward. 

A pleasant heat snaked around my abdomen, coiled around my arms, suspended me upright. Small tendrils of smoke stroked my arms, eased me into an invisible molasses. The slow descent made my skin crawl even as butterflies assaulted my stomach.

“This time, I promise…
” Zarina started to murmur across the dwindling space between us. I floated away from her voice before I could hear the rest of her words. I fell below the midnight chill and sunk deeper into a darkening abyss.
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n unsettling chill settled into my bones, stiffened my muscles and locked my joints. My heartbeat struggled to steady in my chest, my lungs struggled to pull in oxygen from the tasteless air. The eerie dredge of the unknown rippled over my flesh in static waves. I squeezed my eyes tighter, bracing myself to confront whatever world I’d been dropped in. With a final exhale, I tore my eyes open.


My shoulders relaxed at the distant familiarity of the space around me. Closed in glass walls. A still statue-like being, seated on a marble box and covered in a haze of smoke that only its golden eyes were bright enough to pierce through. I started to rationalize this space as more than a dream—I didn’t need to be asleep to arrive in the crystal prism. While my body might be back at my apartment, I was conscious in a different space, one that existed inside my mind. 


I assessed the small room, eager to catch my bearings before the smoke encased me and dropped me into another random memory. The intimidating being had spoken once before, but the unhuman, statuesque angles of its body continued to unsettle me. The looming presence stirred me to 
my feet, and I shifted my gaze away, staring through the glass walls rather than a pair of beaming eyes. 


Strange.
 I looked to the left of me and saw an endless expanse of green. A lightly tread path spanned an unknown distance on the other side of the glass, its destination hidden by groves of swaying trees and tall grass.

I squinted my eyes, trying to peer beyond the distant trees, when a surge of warmth distracted me. Thick liquid dripped into my palm. My breaths halted. I watched in horror as sticky rivulets of blood slipped past my clenched fingers. My knuckles were taut from gripping a jagged stone that definitely hadn’t been in my hand seconds before. I was transfixed by the image; droplets thudded to the glass floor, small piles of uncut rubies scattered around me in echoing clinks. 

I recoiled reflexively, but there was no sting. The lack of pain where the jagged stone embedded itself in my palm shook me out of the hypnosis. I looked from the stone in my hand to the path outside of the glass. The last time I was here, nothing but pitch black met my gaze, as if the glass chamber was floating in a fathomless abyss. Yet now, I was positioned against a mountain edge. The green foliage swayed and murmured; it called out to me in muted whispers. 

I looked between the window and the stone again. With no doors, there was only one way to discover what existed beyond the path. Winding back my blood-stained hand, I threw the stone as hard as I could. 

The crash of stone against thick glass reverberated through my skull. A large crack fractured the wall right where the rock struck. 


Again
, a foreign voice invaded my head. 

I picked the stone back up and stepped back. I reeled back and cast it at the glass once more. The second impact 
shattered the glass and a jagged entrance formed where shards clanked to the floor. 

The energy in the room took a sudden shift. The room shook in soundless tremors. A heavy and enduring sigh escaped the figure occupying the glass room. 

The deep rumble sent my heart straight into my stomach. There was never sound in this room before. Shooting an apprehensive glance at the location of the sigh, I saw a stream of smoke escaping the still being’s gaping mouth. I swallowed down a lump of terror. The smoke threatened to trap me, force me back into a dark abyss.

“Not this again,” I hissed, tearing my gaze away from the smoke and towards the jagged exit. 

I clambered out of the precarious hole, scraping my arms on the glass sections jutting out around the makeshift exit. I still felt nothing as blood spilled out of the crooked cuts left by the knife-sharp glass. 

I spared a quick glance behind me, curious as to what I was leaving behind. 

Will I be stuck here if I leave these walls behind? 

“What the hell,” I whispered under my breath. I nearly lost my footing when I realized the head had turned to stare back at me. 

Shrouds of dense smoke parted around its widening eyes. I watched in confusion as two cracks formed underneath the dimming gold. It looked as if the stone being was weeping.

Fear-induced trembling wracked my body, but I forced myself to turn around and follow the faint path beneath my feet. The ground was lush and green, the pads of my bare feet sinking into patches of moss and earth. 

The farther I walked, the less tread the path became. The only hint of its existence were the spare patches of exposed 
dirt marring an otherwise perfect stretch of natural grass. Weeping willow trees towered around me and patches of flowers brushed against my exposed calves as I wove my way through the forested space, an endless search for something
.

“Hopefully answers,” I muttered to myself.

As I continued walking, the willow trees transitioned into blooming magnolias. Blush pink blooms released velvet petals into the air, spiraling downwards on an invisible breeze. I wandered over the floral carpet, wiggling my toes when petals got caught in between them. 

The trees broke in density to reveal a small glistening pond. Horsetails stemmed all around the expanse of aquamarine water. As I neared the forest opening, I heard faint whispers coaxing me closer to the pond’s edge.

Kneeling before the sparkling water, I searched for my reflection in the still pool, but the surface wavered. Small whirlpools overtook the pond’s surface, each spiral offering a glimpse into familiar faces, rooms, memories
: My father’s sullen face during his mother’s funeral. My childhood bedroom decked out in purples and pinks. My grandma’s deep green eyes peering back at mine as she read me fairy tales. The twins pushing each other into flips in the overwhelming expanse of the Sinclair library.


I wasn’t surprised to see my father’s crestfallen expression, or the splashes of purple that followed every room I called my own. The rush of nostalgia that came with the image of the Sinclair’s library back in Silverpines is what took me by surprise. I felt deeply aware of the space, from the towering bookshelves to the bright spots of sunshine warming the wooden floorboards.

Before, I was only a spectator in my memories of the Sinclairs, like a ghost watching from above or a shadow of myself standing next to the child I once was. Yet, when I 
peered into the spiral of water and watched children run and jump and somersault all around the sunny space, that something
 I was searching for clicked into place. 

The memory returned to its proper shelf in my mind. 

I reached a tentative hand over the pond. My fingers brushed over the memory where it shimmered just at the water’s surface. When I felt the water tug at my outstretched hand, a gentle pull into its still surface, I flinched back in confusion. 

Defying gravity, the water broke free from the surface in a slim rope and returned its grip to my hand, willing me forward. My breath hitched and my heartbeat reverberated through me, the water’s grip strange but oddly unthreatening. I only felt a gentle, insistent tug as the pond encouraged me to move with it into the swirling expanse. I sucked in a breath and allowed the water to pull me all the way through the memory swirl, tumbling into the space reflected back to me only moments prior. 

I fell through the glass skylight, but the sound of shattered glass or the scrape of sharp edges on my bare arms did not fall with me. I passed into the room like an apparition, but that didn’t prevent me from landing flat on my ass onto the hardwood floors. I winced at the impact, but the pain faded as quickly as it came. 

I stood up, brushing off a few lingering petals and dirt from my time in the forest myself. My eyes took in the book-covered walls, a bright and dull array of spines from all genres and time periods looking back at me. Mobile ladders rested against every shelf. Every book you could dream of seemed to be in reach. 

When I looked down again, I could almost catch my own reflection in the floor. The dark oak floorboards seemed 
overly polished, as if the wooden panels exuded their own brilliance. I craned my head back up to where I dropped in from. The open skylight took up the whole ceiling, and the natural rays of sunlight streamed over a large mahogany desk perched in the back of the room. The dark, reddish-brown surface held a scattering of papers and opened books. 

It’s been so long since I’ve been here.

Looking away from the desk and towards the center of the room, sprawled across the floor was a familiar burgundy rug. The small foot and hand-shaped indents scattered across its plush surface brought back memories of running through this same library with the twins. 


So many failed handstands
. I laughed at the sudden recollection, but soon found myself fighting back tears as more memories tumbled in. 

All of these were taken from me? 

It was as if the floodgates to my memories were being torn wide open.
 Every step I took triggered a new memory to flicker in front of me: small children flipping through picture-filled pages, wobbly knees somersaulting in an open expanse of space, a trio of heads sleeping peacefully in one of the many plush reading couches spread throughout the library. 

My hands found my temples and I clamped my eyes shut to quell the building ache. All at once, the memories barged into my head, leaving a dull throb at my temples..

One memory in particular caught my attention. I closed my eyes and steadied myself, forcing my mind to pause in its flickering pursuit. 

When I opened my eyes again, I watched myself, only a small child, chasing a nervous Zarina while Cyrus sat at a cluttered desk. An aged, leatherbound book sat directly in front of him. Between pages, he would look up to stare at me, 
but was quick to shift his gaze away when I turned back to look at him. Even then, I felt his eyes on my back the moment I turned around. 

I walked towards Cyrus’ ghostly position at the large mahogany desk. 

“What has your interest so piqued?” I asked aloud. Of course no one answered. 

I was feet away from the desk when I suddenly felt a familiar pull trying to send me backwards. I looked down at my wrist to see smoky tendrils descending from a gaping hole in the skylight, the shadows looping themselves around my abdomen. 

I need to know what he’s reading, to know why he’s so focused on me.

I gritted my teeth and struggled against the shadowy grip, resisting my return to reality until I could catch one last glimpse of the book.

Is this the research he was telling me about?

I only caught one word on the open pages. “Changeling,” I whispered to myself, committing the word to memory right before I heard a comforting voice whispering into my ear, “Come back to me.
” 

I whipped my head around to find the source, my eyes landing on Zarina, just a toddler, reaching for the hand of my child-sized self to pull me out of the library. The pair were a few feet too far for me to hear them whispering, let alone at my ear. 

“Elyria.”

The coaxing voice returned again. I looked upwards, staring into the expanse of black clouds descending from above.

Zarina.

I stopped fighting and let the shadows surround me. I half-
expected to be throttled upwards out of my dream-memory, much like when Cyrus used his dreamweaving to propel me into memory the night before. Instead, the smoky tendrils lifted me into the darkened space above, guiding me through layer upon layer of opaque shadows. I was by myself but not alone; Zarina’s essence entwined itself with mine, her powers careful and insistent as she brought me back into consciousness, back into the material world.
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eturning to consciousness was a sluggish process. Like pulling myself from a pool of molasses using numb hands, each grasp of the useless fingers belied the threat of something shattered and broken beneath my skin. A teeming cascade of memories weighed me down, forced me deeper into the sludge. 

It was the faint sounds of restless fidgeting, stifled breaths, hushed conversations, that wrapped guiding grips around each limp wrist and pulled me from the throws of abyss. Awareness crawled over me, my nerves and muscles tingled, my throat tightened. 

I coughed and a soft groan escaped my lips.

“I think she’s waking up.”

A hand rested against my cheek. The contact grounded me as I blinked my eyes open to narrow slits. Harsh fluorescent lights bore down on me, and I bought a shaky hand up to block out the invasive glow. My elbow sunk into the plush surface beneath as I moved. The familiar softness of cotton sheets nestled around me.


How’d I end up in bed?
 
After passing out, I assumed I’d wake up in the apartment doorway with a fractured skull. As I settled back into my skin, I felt the sting of scrapes on my knees.

My hand fell away from my eyes, and I squinted to adjust to the lights. I tried to sit up on my elbows so I could get a better look around me, but before I could make any vertical progress, I felt a firm hand push down on my shoulder, a warning to stay down. 

The jarring action pulled me back into complete reality, and I soon realized there were more voices inhabiting the spaces around me. Despite the dull throb racking my temples, I opened my eyes all the way. I craned my neck to the side to determine whose hand had me pinned back to the bed.

Leafy was by my side. Worry etched small wrinkles between her brows while her lips were pressed in a firm line. I relaxed against the bed. She moved her hand back from its cautionary hold on my shoulder.

“Are you okay?” she spoke in a low voice. 

“My head is killing me.”

A pained groan escaped me and my brows scrunched together. I brought my hand back up to block out the ceiling light still beaming down on me, but I froze when my palm came into view. I pressed my head further into the mattress and squinted my eyes as I took in the faded purple scar in the center of my palm. 

“That definitely wasn’t there before,” I mumbled, flashing the jagged mark on my palm in Leafy’s direction. She wrinkled her nose.

“And unless you snuck out for tattoos today, neither were these.” She prodded my shoulder right where I had scraped myself against the jagged glass opening.

I tilted my head in the direction of her prodding fingers. More violet marks. They were faint, and almost faded like the mark on my palm. The sight made me grimace. None of the marks from my haphazard escape hurt, but what did it mean that they existed at all? I hadn’t expected to come back mauled from being stuck in my own mind
.

My gaze fell onto the second figure in the apartment, locking onto Zarina. There were dark crescents under her eyes, and she looked blanched in color. Exhaustion dimmed the golden pools centering her face, the gold of her irises lost to the growing black pupils. 

She sat at the edge of my bed, one hand a tight fist in her lap and the other palm up and trembling. In its center, she conjured the smallest wisps of smoke. The shadows were lethargic in their movements as they slinked over to me. Once they caught up to my skin, they maintained a defensive presence over me, twisting around my calf. 

I reluctantly tore my gaze away from Zarina to scan the rest of the room. Zarec paced in small, anxious steps in front of the kitchen counter. He shot glares at Zarina between pivots. 

“You’re lucky she even woke up.” His voice shook and his volume rose with each uttered syllable. “She could have—you both might have—”

“Well, I didn’t,” Zarina stated curtly. “I’m not Cyrus.” 

“Exactly. You aren’t Cyrus,” Zarec retorted. “You’ve never even done dreamweaving like that before!” He threw his arms out in front of him as if Zarina’s fatigued state emphasized his point. “Look at you, Zarina! This was too much of a risk. You always let your damn pride get the best of you, can’t you just think things through for once?” He struggled to catch his breath, his own anger seeming to catch him off guard. 

“I know the risks—damn it, Zarec, I always have!” The 
shadows Zarina conjured gripped my leg tighter. Her clenched fist shook in her lap. “Don’t you understand? I couldn’t let him, I couldn’t let Cyrus—” her voice hitched on an angry sob, and she turned her face away from all of us. 

My heartbeat ramped up. She was trying to protect me. From Cyrus? From him using his powers on me?
 I spared a glance at the shadow Zarina wrapped snugly around my calf. Is this what Zarec is concerned about? Does he think Zarina can’t control her powers? 


The thought agitated me. It was starting to feel like Zarec wasn’t all that different from his brother. They both doubted Zarina. Neither of them recognized her powers and what she could do. It was because of her
 that I felt nearly whole, almost complete.

If it weren’t for Zarina, I wasn’t even sure I would’ve gotten my memories back—not with Cyrus using them like a bartering tool to spend more time with me. Zarec never even offered to help with restoring my memories. He was the last
 person that should be criticizing Zarina. 

Zarec folded his arms across his chest and looked away, focusing his attention on the apartment door. His eyes softened and he lowered his voice. Concern replaced his earlier accusatory tone. “We’ll talk about this later.” 

Zarina’s shadow grip seemed to loosen, and instead the smoke made slow, swirling patterns up and down my calves. The soothing action seemed to push away the migraine I felt upon first waking back up.

“I’m okay, really,” I tried to reassure the two siblings. If they kept fighting, I was sure my head would split open. I propped myself up on my elbows to focus my attention on Zarina. 

“What did you even do?” I asked. “That was nothing like what Cyrus did before. It was,” I paused, “magical.”

She turned back around, looking at me from beneath dark lashes. She sucked in her bottom lip, hesitating before responding. 

“I used dreamweaving to restore your memories. All
 of them.” 

I cocked my head to the side. “How…?” I started. My brows drew together in confusion. All of them?
 That was nothing like the aggressive push and invasive pull of Cyrus’ dreamweaving last night. 


Zarina’s eyes found mine again. “I made sure your memories were returned with care. Letting Cyrus just toggle with your head when you don’t know him, not like we do,” her eyes darted to Zarec, “it just isn’t safe, but I realized you wouldn’t quit without getting them back.”

The way the twins spoke of Cyrus seemed as if knowing him was a burden in and of itself. One that took effort to hold onto. 

Zarina tore her eyes from mine. “Maybe I crossed a line,” she bit back her lip, as if it pained her to continue. “But memories are precious. You deserve the benefit of a clear mind before getting involved with any of us again.” 

“Thanks, Zarina,” I wanted to grab her face and land a huge “thank you” kiss right against her cheek, but I could only offer her a smile and hope that she could see how much her actions meant. 

Her lips quivered as she smiled back. With her next exhale, her shoulders hunched forward, and the rope of shadows made a slow, reluctant journey back into her palm.

“She needs to feed,” Leafy’s blunt observation stole my attention. Leafy eyed Zarina cautiously before turning her focus to Zarec, who was still grumbling to himself in the corner. “You need to take her home. She’s completely depleted 
herself and we can’t risk her trying to feed on Elyria or me.” She placed a protective hand on my shoulder. “And Elyria needs rest, too.”

Zarec nodded his head. He strode forward and reached for Zarina’s hand, pulling her to her feet and guiding her away from me. She tried to hold her head up, but exhaustion stole her pride. She dropped her head onto Zarec’s shoulder for momentary respite.

Pausing at the front door, Zarina’s shoulders tensed. Her hand gripped the door with force despite her trembling fingers. Without turning to face me, she said, “Maybe...maybe you should just stay away from our family. You should know better than to get involved now.” 

She didn’t wait for my response before taking the first step out of the apartment, maybe even out of my world. Zarec followed her quick escape, stopping only to level a cautioning gaze my way before he disappeared down the concrete steps. 


How could she say that?
 It made sense for me to be wary of Cyrus, but of all of them? Of her
? After what she went through to restore my memories? I didn’t want Zarina to leave, even if the logical part of me knew it was useless, selfish even, to expect her to stay. A heavy weight settled in the pit of my stomach. She drained herself trying to help me, and all I could offer in return was pain and exhaustion. Was her doing all of this worth it if she’s just planning to leave? 


I closed my eyes and shook my head. I need to pull myself out of this mini pity-party.
 I tried swinging my legs over the bed to stand but could only manage one shaky step before falling backwards and onto the mattress. 

A frustrated groan escaped my clenched jaw. All I wanted to do was take a shower and let the water pressure massage away the building headache. Instead, I remained marooned on 
the bed.

Leafy was back at my side, but I waved her nervous hands away from me. “I’ll be fine. Really.”

Leafy raised a brow, clearly unconvinced. 

I changed the subject, focusing back to the memory I found myself in earlier. “There’s a book I remember, one Cyrus has.”

Leafy’s eyes widened. She stopped fretting over me and waited for me to continue speaking. 

“I think it’s where he got his information about whatever I am, whatever my powers are.” 

I filled her in on the important details, but when my eyes started to drift closed, to stay open, we agreed to wait until morning to figure out our next steps. She scanned my palm and shoulders before I fell asleep, and we both felt relieved to see the unnerving purple marks had faded from my skin. We said our goodnights and I sank back into bed. I no longer fought exhaustion as it pressed me into stillness.

Curling into my plush comforter and nest of pillows, I found myself consumed by thoughts of Zarina. I could still feel the protective hold of the smoke she conjured, and when I closed my eyes I could almost imagine the feel of her hands brushing over my skin instead. The thought lulled me into sleep. 
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I

opened my eyes to a glass wall. 

Again.

I should have known getting all of my memories back would keep my mind occupied, even as I slept. At least this time, I was ready. I looked directly into the glowing golden eyes, and when they pulled me through the shadowed tunnel, it felt familiar, as if I was entering a piece of myself. 

When I finally caught sight of the memory taking place 
beneath me, my eyes landed on the childhood versions of Zarina, Zarec, and me. We were huddled in front of a closed door, three pairs of swollen eyes peeking beneath the gap in the floor. I was surprised no one could hear the chorus of sniffling, but I realized the muffled yells behind the door were much louder. 

I recognized one set of shouting voices as my parents.

“You can’t do this!” my mother sounded both angry and exasperated. “We can teach her to control it. She can learn with time.” A tinge of anxiety hung on her words. 

Can’t do what?

I positioned myself closer to the door, but soon realized that I would only be able to hear what the memory permitted. 

A muffled sigh escaped from one of the other adults in the room—my memories were hedging in at a sluggish pace, but I was sure it was one of the Sinclairs’ parents.

“She poses a risk to our children. We can’t risk a literal child
 wielding this type of power.”

“If we just ask around, maybe we can figure it out and—”

“Why even bother? Whatever it is, it’s too dangerous.” The other woman’s voice was cold and level, uncompromising. “This is the only way. It will be quick, and then we can all go our separate ways. She won’t even remember the twins, won’t even be able to miss them.”

I could feel the smoke tendrils beginning to wrap themselves around my arms and legs, poised to tear me from the memory. I stole one last glance at Zarina and Zarec. Their tear-stained cheeks left a growing pit of sadness in my chest. It was as if I was experiencing their sorrow all over again. Right before I was plucked from the landscape of this memory, I caught a familiar gleam of silver. 
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I

woke up gasping for air and reaching for my wrist. My fingers ran over the delicate silver links of my bracelet. I was met by the pitch black of night outside of my window. I’d been asleep for a few hours, but the memory was brisk and haunting. Thinking back to it created a sharp pain in my chest. I spiraled into a delirious fatigue—the dream memory left me sleepless and undone.

The thought of my parents sent my head reeling. It felt like their ability to hurt me knew no bounds, and my memory was proof that they were complicit in something
, that they were at least partially to blame for why I lost so much of my childhood. 

Slipping out of bed, I paced back and forth down the hallway in agitated steps. With each step I fidgeted with the bracelet, its familiar smooth links only sending sharp daggers of betrayal through my chest. I didn’t even want answers
 from my parents anymore, I wanted to know how they could live with themselves. They let someone steal
 my memories. 

Could my mom not have yelled louder? Could my dad not have taken me from the house, away from the two siphons who wanted me out of their kids’ lives? And worst of all, why hadn’t they tried to figure out whatever I was afterwards? Did they give up their search right along with my memories?

Before I had a chance to change my mind, I snatched my phone from between the bed sheets and stepped outside. I perched on the steps outside of the apartment and let the bite of cold concrete against the back of my thighs ground me. I gulped down the chilled night air and hoped it would steel my resolve and bring clarity to my mind. 

I dialed in the phone number, staring at it for barely a second before jabbing the call button with my thumb. As I waited to the sound of the dial tone, I grew unsure as to 
whether my parents would even answer my call. It’s not as if I gave them my new number or told them where I was leaving to, so I imagined an unknown call in the middle of the night wouldn’t offer much incentive for them to answer. 

To my surprise, I only had to wait for the third ring for someone to pick up the call. 

“Hello?” A groggy voice picked up the call. 

“Hi.” I greeted. Nerves kept my response curt.

“Elyria? Oh my god, Elyria, is that you?” the call sounded muffled as my mom covered the receiver to yell for my dad.

“We really need to talk,” I asserted. “About what you let the Sinclairs do to me. About what I am.”

A part of me expected shock and uproar from my parents. I still clung on to the small hope that my memory was flawed in some way, that Cyrus or Zarina fucked up when they used their powers. 

Instead, their silence drilled into me, creating more confused and dejected fragments for me to piece back together. Was I doomed to a fractured existence? Would I remain a scattered puzzle floating nowhere and everywhere all at once?
 

“Elyria? Elyria Adwell, are you still there?” My dad’s voice came through the phone, growing louder in my silence. My mom must have switched the call to speakerphone. 

“It’s Elyria Rose now,” I stated. I stopped going by my last name when I left, replacing it with my grandma’s maiden name. 

“You’ll always be an Adwell, honey. You’ll always be a part of this family,” my mom said this with a clinical level of calm, as if I was a wild animal liable to run at any moment. 

To them, I sort of was.

“You still haven’t answered my question,” I kept my voice level, even though broken fury roiled in my stomach, 
threatening to burst past the apathetic facade I was holding onto. 

“Can’t you at least tell us if you’re okay? We’ve been so worried,” my mother’s flat tone disappeared, replaced by the shaky beginnings of a sob. 

“We aren’t mad at you, honey, it doesn’t matter why you left, we’re here for you,” my father’s familiar, kind voice replaced my mother’s sniveling. 

For a fleeting moment I felt guilty for leaving the way I did, but then I forced myself to remember.


I left for a reason
. My nails bit into the fleshy palms of my clenched fist. Their words rang like a painful mantra in my head, How much longer can we live like this? We just have to bear it. 


“I’m not calling to catch up,” I snapped. As if small talk can mend what they broke. Their concern is meaningless. 


“I know what the Sinclair’s are now. I know what you are, mom
. I know what you all can do,” I seethed. “What you let their parents do.” 

My accusation brought silence to the other line, and for a second I thought they might have hung up. A part of me even hoped that they had.

“It was for your own good,” my dad’s level voice broke the silence. “If you remember anything at all, you’ll at least understand that.” I could hear his voice begin to quiver as he continued, “please, please
 try to understand, Elyria.”

“How can I understand what I don’t know? What I barely remember?” I wanted to yell, but the eerie silence of the night kept my volume at a harsh whisper. “How could you–” my voice cracked as a sob made its way up my throat. 

“You just let them take her from me,” I whispered, more to myself than to them.

“Her?” they both interjected at the same time.

I struggled to correct myself, “them. My memories

,” I seethed, enunciating the last word so they wouldn’t forget it. “Tell me, mom, dad, what is it that is so wrong with me that you would just let someone steal my own memories from me?” 

“There’s nothing wrong with you sweetie,” my mother responded. “Your father and I did everything we could to try and figure out why you can do what you do.”

Manic laughter bubbled out of me. “Well, you could have tried a little harder.” The accusation was bitter as it rolled off my tongue. 

“You aren’t like us,” my father’s voice shook with each utterance. “Your mother and I, we’re—”

“I already know mom is a siphon, and that you’re human,” I interrupted him, my patience quickly waning. “And I know I’m neither of those things.”

“Yes,” my mother confirmed. “We thought you would be human like your father. You never showed any siphon powers, so we thought we got lucky,” she sucked in a breath. “At least, until Zarina came into her powers without any of us realizing in time. We almost got to her too late that day.”

“Natacha, now isn’t the time...” My dad started, his voice a low whisper. 

“The day she passed out? So that really was my fault?” I stammered. I already knew it was, but the confirmation stung all the same. 

“Not intentionally, honey,” dad spoke softly, trying to assure me I wasn’t the monster I was starting to feel I was. “You just have a… different effect, it seems like, on siphons. Zarina trying to siphon from you must have triggered your abilities. You were so young…we couldn’t risk you hurting anyone else.”

I shook my head, fighting back the tears that threatened to 
spill over my cheeks. 

“How could we help you learn to control something neither of us knew anything about?” Panic set into his voice.

Good. Maybe you can feel an ounce of my turmoil, of my grief. 

“If we could go back and do better, we would,” my mom pleaded.

“I understand,” I lied. 

I don’t understand.

I never will.

“Thanks for some answers, I guess,” my voice trailed off. I still didn’t know what I was, or really what I could do besides hurt some of the people around me without even being aware of it. 

This call is pointless. 

I was about to just hang up the phone when I heard my mom sniffle on the other end. “We love you. We always have. I hope we can make this up to you someday,” she spoke softly, much like my dad.

“Love you too,” was all I could leave them with before hanging up the phone.

They didn’t know what I was. They didn’t know anything about my powers. I hated to admit it, but the only person who seemed to have a clue about any of this was Cyrus, and he was eager to hold that information over my head in exchange for a few minutes of my company.

I was eager to find out more, but the prospect of being alone with him again brought a lurch to my stomach, and I scrunched my nose on instinct. I shook my head, pushing past the discomfort lying like a stone in my abdomen. 

Whatever Cyrus knew, he had to have extracted it from the book I remembered. Knowing him, he probably would have brought it with him from Silverpines. I needed to find a way to 
get my hands on it without burying myself into a Cyrus-shaped hole I wouldn’t be able to crawl out of. 

Both Zarec and
 Zarina warned me to stay away—but how could I? They weren’t offering the answers I needed. 

I’d have to uncover those on my own.

Zarina would have to understand, to trust that I was doing what I thought was best just like she had tonight. I couldn’t trust Cyrus, but maybe I could use his invasive curiosity to my advantage. I shivered at the prospect of letting him anywhere near me or my powers.

I leaned my head back and closed my eyes as the cold dawn air wafted over me. 

I miss just being a bartender. 

When I opened my eyes again, the moon was making its journey beneath the skyline while the orange of sunrise began to light up the sky. I didn’t stay outside for long. I peeled myself away from the concrete to go back inside, gently closing and deadbolting the door behind me. When I crawled back into bed, exhaustion made quick work of my eyes, weighing down the lids and slipping me into a dreamless sleep.
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I

awoke to clanging pots and clinking silverware, both sounds sending painful reverberations through my head and reawakening the dull throbbing from the night before. Despite feeling rested from a sleep devoid of memories, my head felt weighted to the pillow and my eyelids resisted any attempt to blink them open. I wanted to sink into the mattress, bury myself in piles of blankets and pillows until the world ceased all around me. 

The sound of banging pots pressed on, each sharp metal clink
 reverberated through my skull, jostling lingering distress and anxieties from my conversation with my parents. I slammed a pillow over my face to block out the noise, wishing for a silent misery steeped in solitude. 

The porcelain clanks were just as unrelenting, and it took all of my control not to throw my pillow or a nearby shoe into the kitchen. As if I have the strength.
 My arms and legs felt like Jell-O, sapped of all strength and content to remain beneath my sheets. 

Flipping over, I looked into the kitchen to see Leafy 
rummaging through the fridge and cabinets, pulling out seemingly random ingredients and placing them on the countertop next to mixing bowls and cooking trays. 

I squinted my eyes at her bumbling form. “What the hell are you doing in there?” I asked, my voice hoarse from sleep.

She let out a small shriek, almost dropping the eggs she had just pulled from the carton. 

I laughed when she pinned me with a disgruntled frown.

“I was making food for the snoring boar in your bed, but since you’re up I guess I’ll share with you instead,” she grumbled, turning back towards the counter and cracking the eggs into a bowl.

“You would serve a wild animal from our finest dining ware?” I chuckled and clutched an invisible string of pearls at my neck as I eyed the chipped plates she placed on the counter.

“Just hurry up and wash your face. The food will be done soon,” she wagged the spatula she was holding at me, using it to direct me out of bed and into the bathroom.

When I joined her in the kitchen, Leafy was placing the final scoop of eggs on our plates, right next to buttery towers of pancakes. My stomach grumbled embarrassingly loud. It was an unavoidable reminder that the last real meal I’d eaten was a veggie sandwich during Leafy’s lunch break the day before. Looking over at the clock on the oven, the flashing 4:17 PM sent my abdomen into another hangry rumble.

“I think I might actually finish all of this,” my mouth watered as I eyed the stack of pancakes and hefty servings of potatoes and soyrizo that rounded out the edges of my plate.

“I didn’t just spend over an hour in the kitchen for you not to,” she rolled her eyes, pulling up a seat next to me at the kitchen bar. We tore into our plates, barely saying a word as 
we replaced the deep rumbles of hunger in our stomachs with the unorthodox mix of maple syrup and seasoned potatoes. After we both wiped out our plates, neither of us leaving a single breakfast potato untouched, we leaned back in our chairs and pushed our plates away in unison. I grinned at our mirrored positions, the two of us practically lounging in the high-back stools. Small moments like this reminded me how in sync Leafy and I were, our brains always tuned into the same wavelength.

“You really outdid yourself with this one, Leafy. It’s been so long since either of us have actually been able to eat a real meal at home.” I glanced over at her and smiled. “After everything that happened last night, I really appreciate you taking the time to do this.”

I hadn’t realized how much frustration I’d stored up inside my body until the call with my parents. By letting it roil so close to the surface, I risked untethering myself from the small piece of sanity and home I built in Valfor. Leafy’s willingness to jump into action for me—whether that be dealing with hectic energy vamps occupying our apartment or spending her first few hours of the day putting together just the right meal to propel us both back into reality—was making me grossly emotional. 

“Get that sappy grin off your face and start scrubbing these dishes,” she interrupted my thoughts, chuckling as she stacked her plate on top of mine. “Let me freshen up and you can tell me your grand plan,” she teased, trying to keep the atmosphere light before we delved back into the world of supernatural creatures and stolen memories.

“Wait,” I grabbed her wrist. “I called my parents last night.” My voice shook. “I just, they’re still so—”

“I know.”

She gently removed my hand from her wrist, placing it 
between her two warm hands and giving it a firm squeeze. Her eyes brimmed with understanding as she looked back at me. That was all she needed to say, all I needed to hear, before she turned around and padded back to her room. 

She came back into the kitchen a few minutes later, and we both started brainstorming how we could make our way into the Sinclair Estate and find whatever book Cyrus had been so enamored with in my memory. I only had one word to go off of—changeling
—but I knew it was connected. 

I still knew next to nothing about siphon history, let alone that of the fae, but I was under the firm impression that every bit of supernatural lore I’d ever heard had at least an iota of truth in it. From the myths I was familiar with, I figured changelings came from a different realm and weren’t at all human. Maybe I was headed in the right direction. Either way, Cyrus’ curious interest with them, even in an old memory, was convincing enough for me. 
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A

few hours and much precarious planning later, Leafy asked the one question that I hoped she would keep to herself. “Zarina lives at the estate, too. Are you absolutely sure you can trust her?”

I groaned and averted my gaze. I was tired of people questioning Zarina, especially my connection with her. Leafy’s concerns might be valid, but I still wished she hadn’t voiced it, as selfish as that might be. I toyed with the bracelet on my wrist, trying not to seethe under the pressure of Leafy’s concern. 

Even after spending three hours making this plan, I still wasn’t sure about any of it. Most of all, I still didn’t know how much I could realistically trust anyone
 I just met a few days ago, 
but my memories had to count for something now that I had them back. 

Yet, even after everything Zarina did for me last night, there was still something guarded about her that made me hesitate, something unspoken between her and Zarec.

“We don’t have to bring her into this yet,” Leafy said as she placed a comforting hand on my shoulder, but even that didn’t clear away the butterflies taking up the empty spaces in my stomach.

“You’re right,” I sighed.

She nodded her head, returning to a deep focus as she ran us through the plan one last time. A wave of exhaustion took over her slender frame as she leaned back to admire her work.

“Are we really doing this?” she asked partially to me, mostly to herself. But only seconds passed before her eyes revealed an uncharacteristically stoic conviction and she nodded, shoving the phone towards me. 

“Yeah, we are.”

I opened up my last conversation with Cyrus and began typing out the message Leafy and I crafted together:

Hey Cyrus, I got the next few days off. Does the invitation stay at your place still stand? Leafy got a few days off, too, and doesn’t really like being in the apartment alone during tourist season…would it be cool for her to come, too? She already knows everything, anyway.

I read through the message a few times, already knowing he would be eager to have me over, but I was still unsure if asking to bring Leafy with me was a warning flag. I couldn't go alone—I needed someone who would stick by me if shit hit the fan. There was still so much neither of us knew about this world. Braving the chaos together was what we’d always done.

I hit send and immediately put the phone face up on the 
counter. Leafy and I had our eyes glued to the screen as we watched the Delivered
 receipt show up below my message.

It only took a few seconds for Cyrus to begin typing his message, the on-and-off-again bubbles inspiring uneasy glances between Leafy and I. A small buzz brought our focus back to the phone screen:

I’m glad you reached out so soon. Leafy is more than welcome to join us at the estate, but I hope that doesn’t mean I’ll lose out on any more one on one time with you, love.

We both had to pause for giggles at the first half of his text. Even through text, his smug flirtations were palpable. I could even imagine him grinning to himself with immovable confidence as he typed the message.

“‘love,’ ugh, really?” Leafy scrunched her nose, both of us cringing at his attempt to sound suave and elusive. A few chuckles later, we continued reading the text:

I can have a car pick you both up tonight. We’ll start our night at Sinclair Lounge and head to the estate after. I have some business to take care of tonight, but nothing that can’t be mixed with a little pleasure.

My driver will pick you up at 10.

I groaned. Spending any more time at the club than necessary was dreadful in itself, even with a better understanding of how Sinclair Lounge catered to the supernatural world. 

Leafy and I both let out a tired sigh. We resigned ourselves to a night of drinking and dancing. “He better foot the tab tonight,” I snorted before sending a quick thumbs up to his text. 

Glancing at the clock, a wave of anxiety spilled over me when I realized it was already 8 PM. Leafy and I only had two hours to pack our bags for our stay at the estate and
 get ready 
for a night out at a high-end lounge. With no more time for light-hearted quips, we both launched out of our seats to get ready. 

I managed to find a stylish, reasonable pair of boots. After my last experience, I refused to wear something I couldn’t run in. My practical platform boots and
 jeans were a little too casual for Leafy, who frowned as she surveyed me from top to bottom. 

“This
,” she waved her hands over my failed outfit, “might work at Celestial Nights, but you and I both know this won’t cut it for Sinclair Lounge. Keep the boots, ditch the jeans. I know you’ve got something better in those piles of clothes you keep by your bed.” 

I gave myself a once over in the mirror and groaned. She was
 right, but I didn’t have to be happy about it. With not much time to spare, I slipped out of the jeans and rummaged through my clothes for better clubbing apparel. I pulled out a pair of black leather pants and a shimmering handkerchief top, grimacing at the thought of trying to wrangle myself into tight leather. The open back of the top was loose, a temporary reprieve from the skintight pants, but it would leave me a little more exposed than I wanted.


At least I can keep my safe, chunky boots on
. I breathed out a resigned sigh at the thought. I hate compromise. 


I barely managed to tie the final knots behind me when I heard a car honking outside of the apartment. I gave the knots one final tug before grabbing my bags and meeting Leafy at the front door. 

I rolled my shoulders back and straightened my posture. Whoever Cyrus sent to pick us up would surely report back to him, and if either of us looked even the slightest bit suspicious it could ruin our whole plan. 

The front passenger window of a black SUV rolled down to reveal an older woman with stony grey eyes and a cold but polite smile. After ushering us into the car, she informed us that our bags would be dropped off at the estate while we were at the lounge. 

Leafy and I exchanged nervous glances. My skin prickled at the thought of leaving my belongings unattended at Cyrus’ home. I swallowed down my anxiety, sucking in a stabilizing breath before handing the brusque stranger my duffel bag. Leafy followed suit, and soon we were shaking off our nerves and sliding into the dark leather interior of the vehicle. I welcomed the heater blasting in our direction. The warm air enveloped my bare arms, already covered in goosebumps from the late-night chill . 

Before the driver returned, I gave myself a once over in the rearview mirror. I left my hair down, hoping the tousled waves would at least keep my neck and shoulders covered and warm. I tried to ramp up my outfit with a sultry smokey eye and a wine-red lip. I was still surprised I managed to pull off a full face of makeup with the short amount of time I had to get myself packed and ready. When I heard the driver’s side door click open, I darted my eyes from the mirror and focused on the foliage surrounding the apartment complex as we drove away. 

We made it to the lounge in record time. Rather than arrive through the front, the woman dropped us off at the back entrance. Cyrus was still as a statue where he waited for us next to the club’s backdoor. 


Alright, Elyria. Shoulders back. Chin up. You can do this.
 I tried to give myself a silent pep talk, but I couldn’t stop the goosebumps from returning. 

Even though his expression was calm, not a brow furrowed 
out of place, his muscles remained tense, stance rigid. He stared at the tinted passenger windows. My eyes drifted to his crossed arms. Taught muscles pressed against his chest, and if he wasn’t so damn arrogant, flirting with him might’ve been fun. He wore an emerald green button up, the sleeves rolled up his forearms while the first few buttons were undone—a tasteful touch, even though I hated to admit it. 

When my eyes made their way back up his face, he stared into the car as if he could see through
 the tinted windows. His eyes landed directly on mine. 


Be careful
. I repeated the reminder as I inhaled a shaky breath and prepared to meet him.

I slipped out of the vehicle before Leafy, smoothing my hands over the scant piece of material making up the front of my top. The open back design meant I had to forego a bra, and I was starting to doubt whether the fashionable merits of the blouse outweighed its impracticality. 

When Cyrus saw me step out of the car, he peeled himself from the wall and stalked towards me, his eyes roving over me as he came closer. Watching me adjust my shirt, a mischievous smirk lifted his lips. When he finally closed the distance between us, he leaned in close to me, brushing a chaste kiss against my cheek.

“Welcome back,” he whispered, his chest brushing against mine before stepping back.

Blood immediately rushed to my cheeks as the small contact reminded me just how thin my top was. I crossed my arms over my chest to keep Cyrus from seeing the faint pebbled outline underneath my top. The cold air was not doing me any favors.


This is going to be a long night.
 It took all of my patience to keep a smile plastered across my face. 

Cyrus turned his attention towards Leafy. Her raised brow 
was a clear warning to keep his distance. Cyrus dismissed her dagger eyes with a turn of his shoulder. He shifted his attention back to me, placing his hand on the small of my back before steering us towards a set of double doors. 

Cyrus guided us through the dark corridor, stopping only when we neared a suited figure just outside of the velvet roped entrance to the VIP section. She held two trays, one with bright yellow shots and another with emptied shot glasses. I eyed the shots, unable to suppress my glee at the familiar drink. I brought a hand up, ready to swallow down a dose of citrusy liquid courage before I started the night. I hesitated above the nearest shot glass, remembering how new aged bars were known to sneak in weird, new drinks under the image of old favorites.

“Lemon drop shots?” I confirmed with the woman. 

“You’ve got that right, want one—or a few?” she asked with a wink. Her smile expanded as she extended the tray towards me. 

I looked towards Leafy, raising a brow at her in question. She shrugged, and that was the only cue I needed to grab us each one. Cyrus chuckled, reaching around me to grab two of the bright yellow shots. We tossed them back like vodka veterans. 

I was surprised to see Cyrus still holding onto the second shot as we ventured past the velvet ropes and into the cozy space of the lounge. The loud music quieted as we walked further into the dimly lit space, giving way to giggling conversations in the full booths we passed. I took in the faces around me, most eyes golden, some a verdant green, and others the human dark browns and blues I was used to seeing at Celestial Nights. 

Glass shattered beside me. I whipped my head sideways 
towards the crackling sound, towards Cyrus. His hand was sticky with spilled vodka, and the shot glass shattered around his black leather boots. 

“What–” I started.

Leafy grew rigid beside me. My expression contorted, shifting from shocked to confused to worried as I looked over her stiff and trembling form. Her gaze paralleled Cyrus’. I followed their eyes. 

Slumped against the back of a velvet-clad booth was Ava, her eyes wandering until they met our shocked gazes. She tried to lift a hand to greet us but lacked the coordination or energy. Her usually bright eyes and wide grin were diminished to a dull, blank stare, and she reverted her attention back to picking at the plate of fries in front of her.

I looked back at Cyrus, and it took great restraint not to spear him with utter contempt. 

This is his fault.

He let this happen. 

When he caught my vexed gaze, his own concern shined through his eyes and he abandoned my side, rushing over to Ava’s weakening form. Leafy followed quick on his heels and her hands began to emit a hazy green light the closer she got to Ava. Cyrus reached her first, and Ava gave him a ghost of a smile before leaning into him, nuzzling into the crook of his neck. 

Leafy grimaced at the interaction, and her tense shoulders signaled the restraint it took not to shove Cyrus out of the way. She brought a gentle hand to her friend’s paling face. A green light emanated from Leafy’s hand and washed over Ava’s delicate features, her hazel eyes widening at the sensation before they rolled backwards. 

The scene before me was more haunting than when I 
stumbled in on Zarina and Cyrus siphoning. Unease washed over me in waves, and I had to swallow down the bile in my throat as I looked over Ava’s half-conscious form. I took a hesitant step forward.

“Is–is she… is she okay?” I asked Leafy. I struggled to keep the tremor from entering my voice. 

I couldn’t tell if Leafy’s powers were working, not with Ava’s face turning a sickly green beneath Leafy’s hands. Even with Ava’s eyes rolled back, a bit of their vibrancy returned. They weren’t as wide and wonder-filled, but it was better than the dull stones that had been in their place moments earlier. 

Leafy stood up before responding. “She will be.” She wrung out her hands in front of her, allowing the green light to dissipate from her palms. “I did the best I can, but this place isn’t exactly connected to any energy I can pull from,” Leafy’s eyes flitted to Cyrus before looking over the room full of people with a frown. She scowled and directed an icy stare back to Cyrus.

“Did you do this?” she spat, each word dripping with steeled anger. “Or do you just let siphons do whatever they please here, without even an ounce of care for your friend
?”

I couldn’t blame her ire, not when her only other friend in Valfor was passed out after a siphon recklessly fed off of her. I hugged my arms around my waist. I should have just stayed home.
 It was a selfish thought. If Leafy and I hadn’t been here, Ava might have endured a worse fate. 

I couldn’t help my own desperate longing for normalcy, for a return to a world where I was just a human woman bartending her way through emotional baggage. Instead I stood in front of two supernatural beings, who for all sorts of reasons hated each other, and I didn’t even know which side of the supernatural coin I landed on. 

“I didn’t do this,” Cyrus asserted, hands fidgeting at his sides. “It must have been someone else.” His fists clenched and unclenched in a steady rhythm, eyes scanning the room. “This lounge is a feeding hub for other siphons, most large clubs are.” 

He threw out the last part like it should have been obvious to us. His words brought me no comfort. 

“Ava knows this, too. She brings in new patrons, knows the risks. She enjoys her time here,” Cyrus added in our silence.

“So all of that makes Ava being passed out and vulnerable suddenly okay?” I scoffed at him, unable to hide my disgust that he would put blame on Ava for this. She was human
, damn near powerless to stop a siphon from harming her. Anger roiled in volatile bubbles beneath my skin. “Cyrus, this is your
 club, so if…if Ava knows about siphons and she…and she helps you
, then you let this happen. What the hell is wrong with you?”

Leafy scooted in next to Ava and secured her arm around her friend's shoulder. Tears brimmed at Leafy’s eyes, the sting of betrayal hidden in their emerald depths. I could only imagine the thoughts surging through her mind as she cradled her friend at her side. They were my thoughts, too. 

Did Ava introduce both of us to the Sinclairs thinking that we were humans? Had she invited us just to be a meal for these creatures? What else could she be hiding? 

“Let’s not spend the whole night dwelling on this,” Cyrus ignored my accusation. He waved a dismissive hand, but his fingers were still stiff. “I’ll get Ava a ride home. We should enjoy the night.”

Even though he was speaking to all of us, Cyrus’ eyes seared into mine. As much as I wanted to deck him for putting Ava in danger and Leafy in distress, I needed to make being here, being around Cyrus for even a second

, worth the trouble. Worth the peril we’d already stepped into. 

If I stay here, I’m one step closer to whatever information Cyrus keeps baiting me with. One step closer to that damn book. One step closer to answers.

I forced down the rage I’d been brewing and returned my focus to Leafy and Ava. I moved towards the booth, standing near Ava’s other side.

“Yeah, let’s not waste such a perfect
 night,” I flashed him my most convincing smile, and tried not to let too much sarcasm drip into my words. “Let us know when Ava’s ride is here and we’ll walk her out, ‘kay?”

“I’ll ride with her to make sure she actually gets home safe
,” Leafy added. She was still staring daggers at him and her fury brought a tremor to her bottom lip as she spoke to him. “I will
 be back. Make sure the driver knows it’ll be a round trip.” 

Cyrus clenched his hands for a brief moment before he slid his phone out of his pocket and called his driver. He spoke in fast, low tones, and when he ended the call he offered Leafy a smile.

“They’ll meet you out back.”

Leafy and I both draped one of Ava’s arms over our shoulders and helped pull her from the booth. She was awake, but not fully aware. It looked as if she was sleep walking when we led her to the back door. Leafy slipped Ava’s arm from my shoulder and instead put her own arm around her waist, preparing to walk her to the car herself. 

“Will you be okay alone with him?” Leafy whispered to me, concern shrouding her in anxiety. “I swear I won’t be longer than thirty minutes, Ava lives pretty close.”

“I can handle myself. Cyrus is a bit intense but nothing I haven’t dealt with before,” I reassured her. I placed my hand 
over hers and injected my voice with confidence to mask my own skepticism. 

“The car is here,” Cyrus interjected as he propped open the club’s back door. The Black SUV we arrived in was waiting for Leafy and Ava a few yards away. Leafy shot one last glare at Cyrus and then shifted her attention back to me. She gave me an affirming nod before walking out, somehow making dragging an unconscious person look easy and graceful. 

As the car pulled away, Cyrus reached for my hand, lightly tugging me back inside. 

Time to perform.

I plastered a flirtatious smile across my lips to match the wide grin he gave me over his shoulder. His excitement over having me all to himself for at least the next thirty minutes was all over his face.

“You owe me a drink. I’ll take tequila,” I stated, raising an eyebrow at him. 

I needed something strong to quell my nerves. 

“Only if you dance with me,” his gaze was consumed with intensity and heat. 

I rolled my eyes. He knew I’d implicitly agreed to his terms when I allowed his hand to slip around my waist. Even though the mark Zarina left no longer stung and was even starting to fade, I could tell that Cyrus’ hand was resting firmly below it. 

After he ordered our drinks—two tequilas, Old Fashioned—Cyrus’ attention shifted to an incoming call on his phone. Gently squeezing my side, he leaned in closer so I could hear him over the loud music. 

“I have to take care of something, wait for me here.” 

It was less of a question and more of an expectation—Cyrus didn’t even wait for my reply before walking towards the back of the club.

I sat alone at the bar, my own patience coming up short as I waited for Cyrus to return. I tried to sip my drink slowly, but I always had a hard time sipping tequila. 

I spent the next few minutes watching clubbers dance in front of me, a warm buzz floating to my head. Knowing about the existence of siphons transformed my view of the crowd and revealed just how little I’d been paying attention the first time I was here. 


Trying and failing to flirt will do that.
 I grimaced at myself. Did a pretty face always make me so oblivious?


An overwhelming number of golden eyes beamed from every corner of the club. I had to suppress a shudder at the humans crowding around them, lured in by their supernatural brilliance. My eyes soon landed on a familiar pair of golden irises. I didn’t have time to reign in my shock before Zarec was jogging towards me, agitation etched across his face. 

He stopped a few inches away from me, just close enough to be heard over the booming music above us. “What are you doing here? Did Zarina invite you?” He looked around the bar, his eyes wondering whether Zarina would pop out from somewhere. He finished his inconclusive search with a frown. “She isn’t supposed to be here tonight.” 

“Um,” I hesitated, not sure how to explain myself without Zarec ratting me out to Zarina. The thought of Zarina knowing I came here to see Cyrus gnawed at my heart. Even worse, I still hadn’t told her I would be coming to stay at their estate tonight. “I’m here with Cyrus, but—” 

“You came here with Cyrus
?” Zarec threw his hands up and gave me an exasperated look. His eyes grew wild and stressed. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


Well you told me to stay away from Zarina
, was what I wanted
 to retort with. Instead, my lips twisted into a disgruntled 
frown. 

“Zarina is going to blow a fucking gasket if she finds out you came here with him
.” 

“Correction, I came here with Leafy, not
 Cyrus,” I asserted. “And Zarina doesn’t have to ‘blow a fucking gasket’ if you keep your damn mouth shut.” I scowled at him, frustrated with his underlying accusation. Does he really think I’m here because I enjoy being around Cyrus?
 I had to stifle a laugh. 

Zarec brought a hand up to his face, massaging his temples. “This must be why Cyrus swapped my shift with Zarina’s,” he shook his head. “So that she wouldn’t know he was here with you
. I go out of my way to warn you about Cyrus, to protect Zarina, yet here you are.” He waved his hands and leveled an aggravated stare at me. “Elyria, I swear…”

I didn’t know much about Zarec, but what I did know inspired me to tune out what appeared to be a self-righteousness lecture. I tried not to be rude and roll my eyes. I could ignore him without making it obvious. 

Ugh, this is just like when we were kids. 

The thought caught me by surprise—it had come so naturally. And it was true, too. He was
 just like this whenever Zarina and I tried to convince him to do something reckless. 

The nostalgic knowledge didn't make the lecture pass by any quicker. I lounged back in the bar stool, wishing I at least had a new drink to sip on while I waited for him to finish. 

When the words “I just have your best interests in mind” slipped from his lips, I put up a silencing hand, cutting off the tail end of his monologue. I directed an icy stare at him, no longer willing to entertain his all-knowing attitude. 

“And what do you know about my
 best interests? All you do is talk, but where were you when I needed my memories back?” I probed. “When I needed to figure out what I am
? 
Since I’m obviously not human.”

He brought his hand up to clutch his other arm, avoiding my eyes. “Forget about it. I don’t need to watch you self-destruct,” he muttered. Before I could give him another piece of my mind, he turned on his heels and stalked back into the horde of dancing patrons. 

At least I could finally roll my eyes in peace. 

I was about to turn towards the bar to order my third drink when I felt Cyrus’ presence closing in beside me. When I turned towards him, his muscles were tense, the fabric of his shirt tight around his biceps and forearms. His disheveled hair contradicted the calm smile touching his lips. 

“Long night already?” I mused, boredom infiltrating my tone. 


Maybe I’m not built for this whole flirt-your-way-to-answers thing.
 I’d rather be home killing a cheap bottle of tequila with Leafy and swapping existential crises. Instead, I found myself perpetually in the middle of one. 

“Just a few stray business items to deal with, nothing too serious,” he said, masking his aggravation with a smile as he tousled his hair back into place. “Since you seem to be finished with your drink…let’s dance
.”

He knocked back the Old Fashioned he’d left behind earlier—apparently, he wasn’t a sipper either—and proceeded to grab my hand and guide us into the throng of carefree bodies.

The strobe lights twirling around us painted the crowd in hues of blue and purple. Cyrus slyly positioned himself behind me and moved his hands to my hips as he guided our movements to match the steady beat of the music. Tense at first, I eventually eased into the movements, leaning back against him. I felt a little more at ease once I realized his hands wouldn’t wander beyond my hips. I felt his breath tickle my 
cheek as he leaned in closer to me.

“With everyone here distracted, I could help you with more of your memories,” he murmured into my ear. Despite the music bouncing around us, he was so close that I could hear every word punctuated and clear.

I felt warm smoke brushing against the exposed skin on my sides as it spilled out from his palms in slow, snaking tendrils.

“Now that you know how it works, we can make the experience much more enjoyable,” he purred, letting the smoke inch along the hem of my top, right above my navel.


Does that mean he chose to make it so abrasive last time?
 

What a dick move. 

I turned to face him and took a small step back, putting some distance between myself and the heat of his body before responding. This didn’t break my contact with the slinking smoke tendrils. I could still feel their warmth as he used them to graze the sliver of skin just beneath my top. 

I grit my teeth against the sensation but forced my shoulders to relax and my jaw to unclench before I turned to face him. 

“No thanks. Really,” I said, trying to keep my voice meek. I didn’t need Cyrus back in my head, especially since I already had all of my memories back. 

Whether I can recall them with familiarity and ease is a problem to tackle another day. 

Cyrus kept his hands placed possessively around my waist, his face and mine only a few inches away, when I looked into his eyes. A blaze ignited behind his gaze as he swayed to the music. 

I narrowed my eyes and tried to mirror the desire that spilled from his own golden pools. I could tell my flirtatious act was working when his grip on my waist tightened, pulling me towards him. I leaned in closer and trailed a lazy hand over 
his biceps. I kept my voice sultry as I questioned him, “how come I can touch you so easily, so painlessly? There isn’t even a faint buzz against my fingers.” 

I brought my hand up to clasp the back of his neck, bringing his face down, closer to mine. “Zarina can’t even brush a hand against mine without us both leaving bruised,” I declared, my voice low. 

His eyes locked onto my lips, his own parting in a sigh before he responded. “I’ve known about you for so much longer,” his voice husky. “You require control, love, and Zarina could never provide that.”

I cocked my head. That’s an interesting way to phrase it.


He removed a hand from my waist to brush his thumb over my bottom lip, as if to emphasize his point.

“What do you mean?” I asked, lips humming against his thumb. It was sickening how close I’d pulled him towards me, but at least my attempt at deceptive flirting seemed to be working. 

He stole my chin in his hand, his grip not rough but not exactly gentle either. He tilted my face closer to his, our lips nearly touching. I had to remember not to curl my lip back in disgust at his possessive touch. 

“We don’t have
 to work on controlling our powers. We can’t kill humans with them. At least, not anymore.” His eyes lit up as he continued. “Zarina simply lets her emotions rule her. She never made it a point to learn control.” He brushed a kiss against my cheek, lips trailing down to my neck.

“It’s such a pity that she’s chosen to miss out on this
.”

I bit down on my bottom lip. Cyrus’ words stung, and I had to shift my gaze from his to prevent tears from brimming my charcoal-lined eyes. Even in a sea of people, the other bodies cramming against one another, Cyrus and I ended up in our 
own invisible bubble. The other club patrons, most of them human, kept their distance. Instincts must have gripped and directed their bodies without their minds even realizing it. 


She’s
 choosing to be reckless with me?
 I couldn’t stop the question from pervading my mind. My own doubts and insecurities rushed to the surface with practiced ease. Her latest actions were impulsive. And definitely reckless. 


“It’s so nice having you all to myself, no pesky sister interrupting,” he whispered against the skin between my neck and shoulder. “Such temptation…” 

I went from feeling tickles of warm breath against my skin to a faint warmth where his lips remained. The heat grew to a familiar sting, pulling me out of my confused headspace. I pushed myself out of Cyrus’ grasp, my steps shaky and uncertain as I made space between us. 

I would have fallen into the oblivious dancers behind me if Cyrus hadn’t breached the short distance between us, stealing my flailing hands in his to pull me upright. I ripped away from him, smoothing down the edges of my top to keep my fists from finding his face. 

“What the hell was that?” I hissed at him, unable to extinguish the anger invading my voice and face. My fingers shot up to my neck. The spot where his lips last touched was hot beneath my hand. 

His tongue snaked across his lips and he looked at me through heavy lids and dark lashes, a satisfied grin turning up the corners of his lips. He kept his gaze pinned to my neck. 

He tried to take a step towards me. “I just wanted to feel your effects for myself,” he started, but I turned on my heel and stormed back to the bar. I needed something to quell my nerves. 

“Tequila,” I demanded from the bartender. “Neat.” My tone 
was cold and flat, and I felt a spark of guilt after throwing my own frustrations onto the unassuming worker. The simmering anger in my tone must have freaked him out, too. He seemed to move with a little more intensity and speed. I winced as he flashed back nervous glances while making my drink.

I sulked, pushing my anger further into the pits of my stomach. I kept my eyes glued to the opposite side of the bar—the least I can do is keep my glare directed elsewhere.
 

I pulled out my phone to use the screen as a mirror. I needed to get a better look at the new mark. Though it wasn’t nearly as dark and obvious as Zarina’s had been, it still looked like a trashy hickey–the type I’d outgrown in fucking high school. It remained hot to the touch and stung under the pressure of my prodding fingers. 

Cyrus was a silent, oppressive presence behind me. Even though I knew he was there, I decided to ignore him until I got my drink. The bartender slid the drink my way and spun towards the next customer without a second glance. I grasped the glass and let the flavor of tequila burn against the back of my throat. 

Cyrus gave up his position looming behind me and took a seat next to me. He rested his cheek against the palm of his hand as he watched me finish my drink. His eyes were still hazy and leering. 

I took in a shaky breath and turned to face him. “What the hell did you think you were doing?” I seethed. My voice lost its flirtatious overtones, settling on disgust. “Did you think I wouldn’t notice?”

Cyrus shrugged. “I just got caught up in the moment, don’t tell me you weren’t right there with me?”

I glared at him. “Coming here was a mistake.” 


Zarec was right. And Zarina tried to warn me how many times? Stupid, stupid Elyria.

 My nails dug into my palm in a last-ditch effort to suppress my bubbling anger. 

“I came here because I thought you could help,” I shook my head, regret hitching my breath. “You’re just in it for something else, and I can’t tell if it’s so you can have your hands all over me or so you can barge into my memories.” 

He was using me, like I was just a quick ride or a puzzle he was trying to solve for his own self-satisfaction. And for what? Don’t I still deserve to be treated with some damn respect? 



Was I not using him, too?
 The semi-rational part of my brain chimed in at the most inconvenient moments. 

Cyrus stared at me wide-eyed, a hint of remorse softening his otherwise sharp features. 

“I’m doing this for us
,” he murmured. His voice came out like silk as he continued. “For the connection we share. Can’t you feel it when we’re together?”

“What connection?”


The only thing I feel for you right now is disgust
. If I wasn’t so desperate for answers I knew he had, I would have kept my honesty brutal and pointed. 

His brows scrunched together, as if my lack of affirmation took him by surprise. He tried reaching his hand towards mine, but I flinched away from him. A warm flush spread to his cheeks, but he was quick to reorient himself, smoothing his brow back into place, maintaining distance. 

“Maybe I’m wrong,” he stated, but he continued to study my face, eyes cold and questioning. 

I chewed my bottom lip in apprehension. His words sent a chill down my spine. Cyrus didn’t strike me as someone who saw himself as “wrong.” He believed what he said, and he was confused why I didn’t believe it, too. 

I ignored the subject all together. I didn’t want to play into 
the delusional fantasy Cyrus was creating, his proposal of whatever we
 were, his insistence on our connection
. If the pit in my stomach hadn’t expanded twofold, I might’ve had the courage to even laugh in his face, to admit that while I felt nothing for him, despite his goading, I felt everything
 for Zarina. I was more certain on my elusive connection with her than I ever would be with Cyrus. 

“Zarina said before that your powers can be intimate.” I followed with the question that had been lingering at the edge of my thoughts. “Is that why you keep insisting on using them on me?”


Is that why Zarina finished the job before he could?
 I kept the latter question to myself. 

“Of course not!” He waved his hands in front of me, an eager dismissal of my accusation. 

I narrowed my eyes at him, ready to probe him further when I felt my phone buzz next to me. I looked down to see a text from Leafy: 


Sorry for the hold up, Ava needed more help than I thought. Be there in 5.
 


I flipped my phone back over and returned my attention to Cyrus. I had a few more minutes left alone with him; not nearly enough time to launch a full-scale interrogation of his intentions.

As if sensing my disturbance, Cyrus’s gaze softened.

“I should have been more honest with you,” he admitted. “Just come to the estate tonight and I’ll explain things in the morning. You must be tired, and I imagine Leafy is, too. You two head back early. I’ll meet you in the morning.”

“Yeah, whatever, sure,” I grumbled, unsure of whether spending the night at Cyrus’ place was still the right decision after all. I slid out of the bar stool and stepped back, keeping 
a safe distance from his wandering hands. 

“I swear if you try anything while I’m staying with you…” I left the threat open-ended. He could make use of his imagination for that.

“Of course,” his effortless facade returned. He straightened his posture and stepped away from me, his gaze directed over my shoulder as he moved.

I looked back in the same direction. When I saw Leafy making her way towards me, I released a sigh of relief. Exhaustion dimmed her eyes, shoulders slumped as she dragged one foot in front of the other. 

I realized too late that she was standing on the same side of my neck that Cyrus marked. When I looked up at her, Leafy’s face was growing red, her eyes widening as she locked her gaze onto the faint purple mark. She hooked a defensive arm around my own, pulling me closer to her.

“The driver said we’re leaving already?” Even though she was staring daggers at Cyrus, she directed her question to me. 

“Yeah, for once I’m happy to leave a club early,” I replied, turning towards her with a small smile.

“Text me when you make it to the estate. I’ll see you in the morning,” the words were curt. They were all Cyrus said before he turned on his heels and began walking towards the other side of the club.

“What the hell did he do to you?” Leafy demanded as we turned and walked towards the exit.

When we made it out the door, the cold breeze whipped past the sensitive skin on my neck. I placed a tentative hand on the mark, hoping to alleviate the pain of shifting temperatures. I flinched at the contact, cursing as a fresh wave of pain left a harsher sting at my throat. 

I gritted my teeth, releasing a pained exhale before I explained the mark to Leafy. “He caught me off guard and tried to siphon off of me, which I didn’t expect since he knows he can’t
.”

“We can’t trust him. We never should have come.”

“I thought the same thing, too,” I admitted. “But we have nowhere else to look.”

“You’re right,” Leafy spoke between pressed lips. She kicked a soda can in front of her, sending it crashing into a nearby dumpster with violent force.

“It has to be worth it,” I swallowed back my doubts. “We won’t be there long. I promise,” I tried to reassure her, but my words didn’t hold much weight in that moment. 

“It better be.”
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T

he drive to the Sinclair Estate was long and quiet, both Leafy and I exhausted from our short stint in what increasingly felt like the siphons’
 world. Neither of us wanted to talk about our plans, either—not when Cyrus’ driver was only a foot away from us and would probably report whatever we said back to him.

I made peace with the calm of our silence. I rested my head in the palm of my hand, watching long expanses of moonlit fields and forests flit by once we were off of the highway and onto a backroad. 

I’d almost forgotten how much nature surrounded the bustling town I’d come to call home these past few months. Somewhere between the center of Valfor and the Sinclair Estate stood an expanse of trees and meadows I’d never laid eyes on. The small glimpses of darkened greenery were energizing in their own precarious way. 

Soon the shifting natural landscape gave way to barren, undeveloped properties whose muted beige and brown infrastructure weighed my eyelids down. 

It felt like I had only blinked before Leafy was gently nudging me awake.


How long was I asleep for?
 I yawned and stared out the car window. 

“They took down meadows and forests for this
?” Leafy scrunched her nose at the sight. “The decorative plants aren’t even native to this part of the damn continent.” She pinched the bridge of the nose and closed her eyes, shaking her head. 

I couldn’t hold back my own laughter at her snaring critique of the home’s landscaping. My giggles spilled out of me like cold ceramic breaking under hot water—unexpected and jarring, but somehow it made sense. 

As my eyes wandered over the landscape, it struck me how similar this newly erected estate was to the Sinclair’s childhood home in Silverpines. The siblings resided on a sprawling stretch of land miles west of the city and featured many of the same colors and materials from my memories. 

I swallowed down the growing lump in my throat as I recalled the joy I felt during those visits. Memories of Zarec and Zarina tugging my arms and the three of us tumbling through soft fields of grass flashed across my mind. With Leafy moving out of the vehicle first, I stole a second to squeeze my eyes shut and force the memories to slow down, to settle into the contours of my mind. 

When I opened them again, Leafy was popping her head through the car door. 

“Ready?”

“Yeah,” I nodded my head and slid out of the vehicle, taking in the full view of the property. We took our time stretching outside of the car. It seemed like neither of us were eager to approach the doors of the Estate.

Pristine, dark oak fences wrapped around the building, but 
beyond those fences were fields of meadow grass to the left and fresh pavement to the right. Two flashy cars, one bright red and the other an electric green, were parked next to the estate. The two-story building itself stood on two large black pillars, the walls a cold grey. 

The front yard featured vibrant, manicured hedges, a few rose bushes, and a large central fountain. The stony centerpiece was a 10-foot-tall angel with streams of water spilling from where its eyes should have been. 

The vision of the estate in its entirety felt eerie and placeless, as if it erupted from the ground but didn’t belong. I wouldn’t have been surprised if there was a whole other world of magic that conjured buildings from thin air. 

The woman who dropped us off handed us a key with a scribbled note from Cyrus:

Go ahead and let yourselves in. Your rooms are on the second floor at the end of the hall. Your bags should be in front of your doors. —Cy

Leafy and I quietly made our way into the house, staring in shock at the marble expanse that made up the entrance alone. Grey and white honeycomb tiles covered the floor and a large crystal chandelier lit up the space around us, its bright lights glittering down from the high ceiling. My eyes fell on the dual set of staircases winding up the sides of the entry. They met at a white pillared balcony on the second floor. 

You have got to be fucking kidding me. 

The idea of trudging up the steps in my exhausted state was daunting. After Leafy kicked off her heels at the door, we made our way up the stairs and followed the main corridor where we saw our bags sticking out near the end of the hall. We both left the doors to our respective rooms propped open while we checked out the spaces.

The entirety of the house was clean, polite, maybe even 
inviting—but the warmth was manufactured. The house itself felt like a performance of perfection and familiarity. Imagining anyone living in such a distanced place twisted my gut into tight knots. 

The marbled space evoked no feeling of home, especially in comparison to the small one-bedroom apartment Leafy and I shared. We’d taken a shabby space and made it our own: Leafy covered her room in plants and I kept our walls decorated in paintings and photos. We didn’t have crystal chandeliers and guest bedrooms, but we had a home
. 

“How much money do these people have,” I muttered, gawking at the private bathroom connected to my room.

“Oh my god, you have one, too? This is so ridiculous.” I jumped at Leafy’s voice, her comment breaking the silence. 

“But you love it?” I jested, knowing how excited she was to have a bathroom all to herself for the first time in months.

“This is the sketchiest vacation ever,” she laughed, rolling her eyes. 

The weight of the night settled on us, and after slipping back into silence, Leafy gave me a small smile before calling it a night. Once her door was shut, the light underneath disappeared only a few minutes later.

As much as I wanted to just crawl into bed and go to sleep, it felt like my skin was still crawling. 

I decided to take a scorching hot shower to replace the sensation, but it only left me more dehydrated when combined with all the alcohol I had downed tonight.

“Still worth it,” I muttered to myself, ignoring the weight of my tongue between syllables. 

I tried to ignore the growing thirst; sleepiness and nerves kept me pinned beneath a lofty comforter. Despite complete and utter exhaustion, I sat sleepless in my bed for what felt 
like hours. I struggled to ignore the raspy dryness of my throat the longer I evaded sleep.

Even worse, the heavy pressure on my chest burdened me with wakefulness as my mind raced around the possibilities morning would bring for me. 

Is Cyrus going to keep testing my powers tomorrow? What if he tries to siphon off me again? Does he even know how to make this all go away?


Should I even be here if I’m this worried?
 My bottom lip was probably swollen from all my time spent biting it, and my wrists and fingers ached from the wringing. I can’t spend all night dying of thirst. 


I ripped my blankets off and begrudgingly put on a pair of sweats. The house was much cooler than my apartment, so I was glad I slipped some warmer clothes into my bag at the last minute. After slipping them on and tugging a loose shirt over my head, I made the risky trip to the kitchen for some water—risky because I had no clue where the kitchen was and didn’t want to get lost in this mini-mansion of a house.

The glint of a metal frame under the soft hallway light caused me to pause. I turned towards the shining rectangle and found myself face to face with a family photo of the siblings. As expected, Zarec offered a shy grin in the photo, much in opposition to the beaming smile of his twin. Zarina’s lips were split into a wide, toothy grin as she stood between both of her brothers, holding each of their hands with one of her smaller ones. She held their hands up above her head, almost as if they were prizes she’d won. Cyrus smiled, too, but it wasn’t the smug grin I was used to seeing on him. His smile carried both the edge of a preteen and the warmth of a happy kid. 

All three of them looked happy. I trailed a hand over the 
frame.

What changed?

From what I knew, Zarina couldn’t stand Cyrus, Cyrus was willing to disregard Zarina’s feelings and abilities any chance he could get, and Zarec was in some type of moral quarrel with both of them.

I frowned at the photo, at the faraway faces of a trio of joyful kids. I swallowed back a dry lump in my throat, the action reminding me why I’d left my room in the first place. I only had room for one person in my existential pity-party. 

I took soft, cautious steps down the staircase, mostly in pursuit of the smells of chocolate wafting in from the other side of the stairs. When I finally reached the source of the scent, I closed my eyes to breathe in fresh hot cocoa. Hints of nutmeg and cinnamon inspired a sigh when I parted my lips to breathe in the warm aroma. 

The combination was unique and tugged at my childhood memories of winter at the Sinclair’s house, the twins and I cuddled together under warm blankets, mugs of hot cocoa in hand as we watched old Christmas movies.

When I released the memory and opened my eyes, Zarina’s sleepy gaze was locked onto me. She brought a steaming mug to her lips, narrowing her eyes at me over the rim. She blinked a few times before her eyes finally widened and she began to realize I wasn’t some sneaking apparition coming to haunt her.

I cleared my throat, eyes darting away from hers as I straightened my posture. I found myself backing into the wall, trying to slink back through the hallway and to my room. 


Maybe she didn’t
 really see me
. I held my breath as I backed away. 

I watched as her eyes followed my movement backwards. She definitely sees me
. 

I winced. I really fucked up

. I never told her I would be coming to the estate, and now here I was, in my PJs and freshly showered and she hadn’t even been aware I was in her
 home. My throat tightened just imagining what was running through her mind. 

“Why the hell are you in my kitchen?” She gripped the mug with trembling fingers.

“I thought Cyrus would’ve…would’ve told you…”

“Told me what
? Spit it out, Elyria.”

“He offered to help me with my powers, so I–I’m staying the night, but I didn’t know, didn’t think that, um…”

“Yeah,” she chuckled, “you didn’t think
, did you?” 

I frowned, reaching a hand to the back of my neck. I grew stiff trying to shrink away from the weight of her gaze. The action must have caught Zarina’s attention as her eyes darted to my neck, right where Cyrus left the weird hickey-esque mark. 

Shitshitshit.

I freaked out, trying not to let guilt and panic flood my expression. I wanted to cover the mark with my hand, make it disappear from her sight, but I was too late. The damage was done. 

Zarina froze, her expression unreadable. She placed the mug onto the granite countertop with careful attention, ensuring it didn’t make any loud clinks that might wake up the rest of the house. The fragile mug out of her grasp, she stalked towards me. Her movement was threatening and mesmerizing, as if I was watching a lion near its prey. She didn’t stop until I was fully pressed against the wall behind me, her body inches from mine. 

I made a small move to try and scoot past her and scurry back to my room, but she positioned both of her hands onto 
either side of the wall. 

“Seriously, Elyria…” her tone held a heady mix of anger and impatience. Her arms caged me in, muscles rigid and defined as they pushed against the unyielding wall behind me. She straddled a fine line between restraint and recklessness, and I couldn’t tell which way she’d sway.

“Zarina
,” I warned, but I did nothing to stop her. A part of me wanted to know what she’d do, what was coursing through her mind. We hadn’t been this close since the night she stole a half-kiss at Celestial Nights.

My heart thundered in my chest. I could feel the warmth emanating from her skin where her forearms nearly grazed my cheek. Her eyes were a flood of gold as they zeroed in on the violet marring my skin. She leaned her face down to the marked side of my neck, inching closer at a torturous pace. Her eyes flicked up towards mine, her brow raised in question. 


What is she waiting for?
 I was ready to burst into ashes just to close the scarce distance between us. My impatience was short-lived as her tongue snaked out, running over the course of the mark with a feather light touch. 

Reckless. Reckless. Reckless.

My eyelids fluttered shut at her nearness, heart backflipping. I wanted to snake a hand around her neck and wrench her closer, but she’d already risked more than either of us could bargain for. 

She flinched back before the usual sharp pain had a chance to hit us. She bared her teeth at me in a disgruntled hiss.

I could risk myself, give into temptation, press her buttons just to see how riled up she’d get, but I didn’t want to hurt her in the process. Even the small flick of her tongue set a sore sensation into the new mark. It was a reminder not to step too 
close, not to reach out and risk hurting Zarina more than I already had in a few precious seconds. 

“How could you let him do that to you?” she spoke between clenched teeth. “After I warned you?” Blood rushed to her face, imparting a deep rouge on her cheeks.

I wanted to avoid her hurt gaze, but she managed to slip out swift smoke tendrils that snaked over my neck and around my chin, keeping my face tilted up towards hers. Her eyes were simmering. 

“I didn’t let
 him do anything. We were just dancing and—”

“Oh? Just dancing?” She broke into a sharp laugh, the sound crackling like ice shards shattering over tile. “I’ve seen how you dance, tiger.” 

Her smile was knowing and cruel, her face burned through emotions, settled on a vapid distance. Flashes of hurt lingered behind her eyes. She balled up her hands into tight fists against the wall. I didn’t have answers for her. I was on a desperate hunt for my own, and tonight that meant hurting the person who put herself on the line for me only a few days ago. Memories could only take you so far, and mine left me with no knowledge of what I really was. 

Would she understand that?

One hand pulled away from the wall and she leaned in closer to me, dragging a stiletto-shaped nail down the side of my neck. She wasn’t nearly as close as Cyrus had been, yet the small touch brought my eyes fluttering closed and delivered a pleasant shiver down my spine. 

“Why must you be so impatient, Ely?” 

Ely.

The way she uttered my old nickname, distant and soft, stole me out of the moment. I tore my eyes open to face her again. I had to fight my instinct to reach out for her, to fold her 
into my arms and tell her everything and anything, whatever it would take to remove the distrust slipping into her eyes. 

Her chest nearly heaved against mine, eyes brimming over with a mix of possessiveness and distress. “What are you even doing here
?” her voice nearly broke while the implication behind her words cut into me.


Oh god, she thinks I’m here with Cyrus
. The thought brought the sting of bile to my throat. 

“Cyrus invited Leafy and I over.” Well, I invited Leafy over.
 “He has information I need. I saw it in the dream you helped me unlock.” 

I offered an apologetic grin, but her expression was unchanging. 

Her growing distrust ripped through me as I stumbled through the memory of her pleading voice, her warm touch, her coaxing powers. 

Even with the tension between us, I couldn’t help but wonder what it would feel like for her to try that again, or even better, to finally have her hands and mouth roam over me instead of wisps of teasing smoke. Her proximity was intoxicating, stealing my focus.

She leaned in close, eyes flicking down to my lips. I closed my eyes. Waited for the inevitable crash of her lips against mine. Our warm breaths mingled together in the disappearing space. 

A cool waft tore between us. The loss of warmth brought a chill back to me, and I wrapped my arms around myself to stay warm. She took a step back, hands hanging limply as she stared over me.

“I don’t have a choice,” I was begging her to understand. “This is where I have to be. I promise he won’t get in my head. I won’t let him.”

My voice broke. “It’s not the same with him.” 

I bit my lip as I spoke, eyes wandering down to Zarina’s bottom lip, blush red and plump.

“I told you not to trust him,” she spoke in a fierce whisper. “You should have known better.”

“I don’t
 trust—”

“And I
 should have known better than to think you’d trust me
 enough to stay away.” 

She ripped her face away from mine and took two broad steps backwards. 

“Your curiosity will burn you far more than we could ever hurt each other.” She turned on her heels and stormed down the hall. 

Her growing distance felt tangible, but I struggled to find my voice as her words pierced through me.

“Zarina, please
, I—”

She’d ignored me or didn’t hear me—she was too far away to tell. 

Either way, I was left alone. 

I slumped against the wall in frustrated defeat, my head knocking backwards in a dull thud. I stared up at the ceiling and willed the sting of tears away, swallowed down the humility of her pained rejection. 

“This better be worth it,” I mumbled before peeling myself from the wall, wiping the stray tears from my cheeks.
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A

n eager fist banging on my door startled me awake. 

“What the hell” I grumbled, burrowing myself deeper into the plush comforter I was wrapped up in. 

When the knocking became more insistent in my silence, I peeked my head out of the comforter and stifled a yawn. The downy material beneath my chin was unfamiliar, the expanse of mattress I stretched my arms against was too wide. 

It wasn’t until I blinked away the haze of sleep that I remembered I wasn’t at home. The voice that followed the thumps on the door reminded me just how far from home I was. 

“Are you going to sleep the day away?” Even with his voice muffled behind the heavy door, I could hear his agitation as Cyrus continued to rap at the door. I threw the pillow at the door, producing an unimpressive thud before it slid to the ground. 

“Out in twenty,” I responded. 

“Meet me at the bottom of the stairs.” I heard his feet padding down the hall and away from my room. 

I heaved my tired body out of bed and dragged myself into the adjoining bathroom to get ready. I texted Leafy while I brushed my teeth to make sure she was awake, too. 


Now I am
,
 she texted back. Cyrus is a rude host. I could hear him attacking your door.
 Despite her disgruntled exhaustion, she agreed to meet me in the hallway in fifteen minutes. 

The previous night felt like a fever dream, and the weight constricting my stomach kept me wary. I cringed when I caught my reflection in the mirror. My eyes were still puffy from crying, and I hated seeing the mark Cyrus left on my neck.

I don’t want to risk being alone with him again. Not after last night. 

The mark’s coloring seemed to take on a subdued purple, more vibrant than the initial  pinkish hues. I couldn’t decide if it was better that it looked less like a hickey and more like a siphon mark. I took my time applying a heavy layer of makeup. I was desperate to hide the unusual mark and the dark circles under my eyes. 

By the time I finished coating my lashes in mascara, I heard Leafy barge into my room. She didn’t even bother to knock. I raised a brow at her. “You’re here ten minutes after I texted you, but you complained about me asking you to come in twenty?” 

“You’re really going to shade me when I’m the only support you have in this creepy mansion?” she retorted. 

I laughed, waving my mascara wand in mock surrender. “Okay you win, no more shade from me.”

“What’s the plan for today? Do you think he’ll tell you something of actual substance for once? Or maybe he brought you here just to win you over with marble floors and in-suite bathrooms?”

I rolled my eyes at her before pulling a black t-shirt over my head.

“Hopefully with you here he’ll avoid being such a huge flirt,” I snorted. The idea of Cyrus trying something again sent a fresh wave of nausea to my stomach. “Just give him your usual dagger eyes and he’ll probably be too scared to try anything.”  

“Say less. Razor-edged glare coming Cyrus’ way.” 

Leafy winked at me, a steely twinkle lighting up her emerald eyes. I offered her a weak smile in return. I was starting to worry there wasn’t anything Cyrus feared enough to leave me alone.

I looked down at my phone and realized we were late, but I ignored the inklings of guilt stirring within me. It’ll be good for his ego to wait a little longer, anyway
. I took my time finding my ripped denim jeans before Leafy and I made our way downstairs. 

“Took you long enough,” Cyrus grumbled from below. His smile wavered when he saw Leafy follow behind me. He nodded towards her with a simple, “good morning,” before focusing his attention back onto me. “We’ll start in the library today.”

“What about breakfast?” Leafy asked, crossing her arms in objection.

She was definitely testing his patience; his mouth twitched as he tried not to roll his eyes. “I guess we can start in the kitchen then.” 

Leafy and I smiled at each other, enjoying just how easy it was to get under Cyrus’ skin. 

As we walked the short distance to the kitchen, I slowed and brushed my hand along the wall. A lone shiver crawled down my spine as I remembered the confrontation with Zarina only a few hours of sleep ago. The anguish betrayed in her 
eyes haunted me and sent a pang of guilt to my heart. All I could do was hope she would give me a chance to explain how desperately I needed to know what I was. After years of feeling like an outsider in my own family, I needed to know the truth.


Even if I have to pave that path with questionable decisions.
 

Cyrus was poking around in the fridge when I looked up again. He reached for fruits and yogurt and eggs—all quick bites to eat, presumably to hasten our trip to the library. 

“I’ll take that banana off your hands,” I said to Cyrus as he put the last of the fruit on the smooth granite countertop. “You might as well start explaining whatever you know now. My patience with you runs a shorter fuse the longer you make me wait.” 

Cyrus slid the banana towards me, his hands remaining frozen on the fruit even as I reached for it. My hand hovered over it so I could avoid contact with his skin. I wasn’t in the mood for any more mistakes.

A rogue tingle crawled over my neck. I sensed eyes pinned to me as I leaned across the counter. I felt hyperconscious and almost dropped the fruit as my nerves skyrocketed. I glanced over my shoulder. 

Her eyes didn’t meet mine, but I knew they were the ones searing into me seconds earlier. Zarina’s face was turned away, but a fresh wave of unease washed over me at her unexpected presence. 

She sat at the farthest corner of the dining table, which was already situated at the edge of the room. She angled her body away from the kitchen, creating her own island out of the isolated table. Most of the tabletop was covered in unopened boxes, disheveled files, unused placemats; she must have cleared a small space just for herself. All the other dining 
chairs were pushed into the corner, unused and out of the way. 

She looked deep in concentration, shoveling cereal into her mouth while she seemed to avoid looking in my direction. I had to stifle a laugh at the sight of her as she crouched over a bowl of fruit loops and gripped her spoon like a dagger.

Even with my attempt at restraint, a few giggles escaped me, and I saw her hand relax its vice-like grip on the spoon. I turned back around, smiling at the thought that my laughter could have any effect on her. 

“Where should I begin?” Cyrus stole my attention back to him, a sly smile spreading across his lips. 

“Finally,” Leafy chimed in beside me, chewing through a mouthful of yogurt and blueberries.

“Maybe you should tell her about what that mark you left behind means,” Zarina interjected, her tone icy. 

Her comment caught me off guard and I whipped my head around to look at her again, brows furrowed in confusion. Zarina’s posture had shifted from an angry slouch to rigid and upright, her eyes steeled against her brother’s as she waited for him to respond. 

“Ah, yes, that does seem to be an opportune place to start,” he smirked at her, unmoved by the predatory glint in her eyes. “So how is
 the mark that Zarina left on you all those nights ago, Elyria?”

“Um, it’s fading, I guess,” I mumbled, uncomfortable with Cyrus putting me in the middle of their fight. 

My mention of the fading mark inspired a beaming smile from Cyrus, while Zarina seemed to glower in her corner of the room. 

I frowned. Why does he care now?
 Why had I become the site for a possessive battle between the two of them? The rising 
tension between them elevated the nauseous tumult brewing in my stomach. 

“The one you made will fade, too, right?” I added, narrowing my eyes at him. 

“I’m sure it will.” His unfaltering smile dropped stones to the pit of my stomach. “Let’s move on, there’s still so much you don’t know.” 

From across the counter, I saw Leafy press her lips into a firm line. She seemed to be uncomfortable with Cyrus’ growing giddiness, too. 

“Dreamweaving, as you know, helps us manipulate people’s memories,” Cyrus started to explain. “We usually do it when we feed off of people, since it has…” he leaned across the counter, closing the space between us, “intriguing
 effects, as you’ve felt.” 

“Yeah, I know that,” I huffed, crossing my arms.


Is personal space just not a thing in this house?
 I took a step back.

Cyrus ignored my interruption. “It’s our choice whether the experience is pleasant,” his gaze seared into me. “Or…not
 so pleasant. The smoke we conjure is an extension of ourselves, of our will and desire the moment we release it.”  

His words made sense, in an abstract sort of way. Though there was something sinister in how he described the dual nature of their powers that I couldn’t shake. 

He leveled a patronizing stare at Zarina before adding, “this is why our parents stressed the importance of control
.”

Glass shattered behind me. I whipped my head around in Zarina’s direction. Her hand was gripping a shard of glass, leftover from the cup she broke. A small trail of blood slid from her palm to her wrist, dripping into her bowl of cereal and turning the milky surface blush pink. 

“I have control

.”

Leafy sucked in a breath. I was frozen in place. Eyes transfixed on Zarina’s bloody hand. It remained suspended, statue-still around an invisible cup. I closed my eyes for a split second, repressing a shudder at the bloody image seared behind them.

“Tsk tsk
,” Cyrus waved his index finger at Zarina, shaking his head. “No need to get defensive, I was just stating facts.” He didn’t even acknowledge Zarina’s bleeding hand.

“Now, onto my next point,” he said as he turned back to me. “You were concerned about the intimacy of dreamweaving, right?” Cyrus waited for my response, his observant gaze flitting between myself and Zarina. 

“Um, yeah.” Where is he going with this?
 

Cyrus continued to explain the details of the process again, but I struggled to focus when my concern for Zarina kept climbing into my throat, capturing my words and attention. I couldn’t keep my eyes from drifting back to her hand, still bloody and gripping the cold metal utensil. 

Why is she just sitting there? She isn’t even going to try to stop the bleeding?

My eyes roved upwards to her  intense expression. She was completely still, her cheeks sucked in by her clenched jaw. Zarina’s eyes seared into mine, locking me in place with their fervent golden hold. 

Cyrus clasped his hands together and the noise broke me out of my silent trance. He exhaled a stifled breath and continued. “So, yes, the experience is intimate, but Zarina exaggerates the whole ordeal, it’s—”

“Tell her about bonding, Cyrus,” Zarina interrupted. “Or I will.” Zarina’s voice was low but her threat carried across the kitchen. Her hand still held the blood-stained shard of glass. 

What’s that supposed to mean?

My neck was sore from whipping between the two of them as they levelled scathing glares at each other. 

Cyrus shot an icy glare at Zarina and cleared his throat. “Bonding is so trivial, it’s nearly pointless these days,” he released a shaky laugh. “Dreamweaving can
 be an intimate experience simply because that’s how siphons used to form bonds with their partners. Now most of us use it as a means to an end, whether that’s making the feeding process easier or whisking away a memory or two.” 

His eyes narrowed onto Zarina as his tone developed into a sneer. “Only someone completely out of their depth would mistakenly bond themselves to someone. If that
 is what you’re implying, Zarina.”

“I’m not a little kid anymore,” Zarina growled. She ripped herself away from the table, chair screeching against the tiles as she stood. “And you still aren’t telling her everything. I could sense your energy all over her when I helped unlock her memories. You’ve already started the process, haven’t you?” 

“What’s going on?” My pitch was high, my eyes flashing between the pair like a pinball machine. Neither of them answered my question; instead, the tension between them felt sharp, tangible. As if stepping between them would slice me in half. 

My gaze shifted to Leafy, but her’s was far away, pensive. She scrutinized the siblings back and forth; their unrestrained hostility had her full attention. 

Zarina’s breaths came out in heaves, shoulders pushed back. Her hands were rigid and clenched at her sides, the glass shard now a sprinkle of red crystals on the floor below. The bleeding had stopped completely. The rivulets were already drying to a rusty burgundy on her hand.


Can somebody please…?

 I thought I spoke the words aloud, but my throat clenched. The sound of Cyrus’ voice, low and threatening, stole my attention back to the kitchen bar, back to him.

“So that’s why you’ve been avoiding my powers, Elyria?” Cyrus’ lip twitched, his expression unmasked aggravation. “You have your memories back?”

All I could manage was a curt nod, my lips stitched shut. 

His spine straightened and his body tensed to a rigid stillness. His hands gripped the counter, sinister wisps of smoke whipping around his forearms. 

I took a cautious step back. I could hear my heart thunder in my chest, and I wouldn’t be surprised if the whole room could hear it too. It felt like a boulder crashed straight to the floor of my stomach, and for a moment I struggled to catch my breath as I paced through Zarina’s accusations. 

His energy? Started the process? Bonding?

I brought my hands up to my head, squeezing my eyes shut at the onslaught of thoughts. I was barely in control of my shaky breaths when I felt a hand squeeze my shoulder. 

I whipped my head around, sucking in a nervous breath. 

It’s just Leafy.

I stifled a sigh. I hadn’t realized Leafy had moved from behind the counter. Her face was a hard mask, a fuse of cold anger and protective instinct. Her eyes narrowed, flitting between Cyrus and Zarina. 

“What is wrong with the two of you?” she seethed. “First, you both force her back into this world all the while leaving her constantly in the dark about everything.” She pinned Cyrus in place with a stern glare. “Then you
 have the nerve to begin a centuries old process without even telling Elyria?” Her gaze filled with ire as she continued, “and then you—
” she spun 
around to level the same glare at Zarina, but I put a hand up to stop her.

I should have trusted my instincts. I should have known better than to trust two people who were practically strangers to me now. 

I shook my head, thoughts ricocheting. “Am I just some competition between the two of you? Do either of you care about what you both have put me through? In less than a week
, at that?” 


Did Zarina ever care? Was she even hurt last night? Or just angry at the idea of her brother winning?
 My heart sank deeper into my chest.


I turned towards Zarina, tears brimming in my eyes. “You know, I expected this from him
,” I jabbed my index finger in Cyrus’ direction without sparing him the extra glance, “but you?” My voice broke before I could stop it. “I thought we—that maybe—” 

I closed my eyes, unable to finish my sentence. I pinched the bridge of my nose in an effort to fight back the tears. 

Neither Cyrus nor Zarina responded to my question. I couldn’t decide what was worse: the weight of their silence or being confronted with another excuse from either of them. 

I’m done with this. I need to get out of here.

I released one last shaky breath. 

“We’re leaving.” I turned on my heel and stormed out of the kitchen. Leafy was close behind me, followed by an additional pair of light footsteps. 

“Elyria, please—
” I didn’t wait for Zarina to catch up and finish, my own footsteps outpacing hers as I rushed up the stairs and into my room. 

“I’ll get us a ride home,” Leafy said, tossing a worried glance over her shoulder before heading into her own room to pack. 

“I should have listened when they told me to stay away the first damn time,” I muttered under my breath. My heart ricocheted around my chest as my fingers sought something to grip, to punch. I transmuted my anger into aggressively shoving clothes and toiletries into my duffle bag. My breathing grew more erratic in the smothering silence of the room.

“Just breathe,” I coached myself, loosening my grip on the wrinkled t-shirt clenched in my hand. 

I closed my eyes and took in deep breaths, filling my lungs with cool air. On my third breath, I could make out notes of citrus in the oxygen that filtered through my nose and throat. 

Fixated on reigning in my blooming anger, I hadn’t noticed Zarina waiting in my doorway, her body tense and still as if she was avoiding breathing entirely. Her hand gripped the frame of the door as she stood with one foot inside of the room. 

I returned to throwing items into my bag; I refused to acknowledge her presence. Anger reached its boiling point inside me, and I feared with the sting of tears still at my eyes that I wouldn’t be able to form a coherent sentence without breaking down first. 

“I am so sorry,” she whispered, voice trembling. “I shouldn’t have blown up on Cyrus like that, not with you in the middle of everything. I–I shouldn’t have let you find out that way.”

“I’m fine.”

Caught in my own lie, my hands reached for my temples where a familiar ache wracked my skull. I turned my face away from hers, but not before I caught the dewy glisten of unshed tears in her eyes.

“I’ll let you finish.” She turned to leave, her hand lingering on the doorframe. 

“Just tell me there’s some way to stop it?” I blurted out. 

She spoke with her back to me, her voice still shaky. “There’s only one way to stop it once it’s already begun.” She sucked in a breath, “You would have to bond with someone else.” 

A question sat unspoken on her lips. 

“Oh,” was all I could muster. I went back to packing, afraid of what I would say if I kept talking. 

“I wish I had a better answer.” She clenched her hands into trembling fists at her sides. She turned around to face me, a deep sadness shading her eyes, lips fruitless forming silent words, whispered apologies. 

“Goodbye, Zarina.” There was an unexpected finality in my tone that took me by surprise. I shook the feeling away, tossing my packed duffle over my shoulder. I pushed past Zarina to leave the suffocating room.

She reached for my wrist instinctually, but the immediate sting ensured that she ripped her hand from mine only seconds later. I looked at her once more, struggling to mask the turmoil that created small calamities in my stomach. 




[image: ]










E

ven miles away from the house, Leafy and I sat in rigid silence in the back of the car. We only relaxed our shoulders and let out a relieved exhale when we saw the highway entrance approaching. 

No longer on edge, Leafy had begun rummaging through her bag, leaving me to stare at her in confusion as she pulled out t-shirts and jeans and makeup, setting it all on the middle seat between us. 

When she finally found what she was looking for, a rectangular object wrapped in one of her old shirts from the plant shop, she unwrapped it and smiled mischievously at me. 

“While you were distracting Zarina in the kitchen last night, I was doing a little investigating in the library—which is huge
, by the way. There is no way they read that much.” She chuckled at her own dig before putting up the object between us. “Look what I found.” 

She handed the leather-bound object to me, and my eyes lit up in recognition. Maybe last night’s chaos was worth it, after all. 

“This is the book from my dream,” I whispered in shock. “How did you manage to get this without anyone knowing? How did you even know this was the right one?” I brushed my fingers over the worn-down embossed lettering, History of Changelings.


“Honestly, it was a lucky guess. When I heard footsteps I  grabbed the only open book I saw in there,” she shrugged. “I’m sure they’ll know eventually. I think I took it from Cyrus' desk.'' She laughed, but nerves coated her words.

I sucked in a breath. “Seriously, Leafy? What—what the hell,” I stammered, wanting to throw the book out of the window. “There is no way he won’t realize we took it. He’ll come back for it.” My fingers trembled around the stolen object.

“Not until we’ve read everything we need to,” she chided, snatching the book out of my hands. “You are not going to throw this out the window.”

I groaned, shoving my face between my palms. 

“Sometimes I think you’re the rational one and then you do something like this,” I shook my head at her, but I couldn’t hold back my tense laughter.

“Some situations call us to be a little daring.” Her laugh was weightless, smile emboldened by my inadvertent approval of her recklessness. 

“More like a little stupid,” I grumbled, hiding a grin behind my hands as she nudged my side in opposition. “So I guess we have to crack this open right when we get inside. Who knows how long we’ll have our hands on it?”
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B

ack in the safety of our apartment, we plopped into our usual seats at the kitchen bar and stared at the golden embossed letters, History of Changelings
. My hand hovered above the cover, fingers twitching as I readied myself to peer inside. 

I wasn’t exactly sure what the coffee-colored pages would share with me, but there was a stone settling in my stomach, something solid, heavy—chilling
—pinning me to my seat. At the same time, gravity worked against my suspended hand, pulling my fingers down to the cover. 

The brown leather was aged but sturdy, and the gold letters were cool beneath my touch. There were lines and imprints sprawled across the cover; it felt as if I was making contact with those who held the book before me. The longer I sat with the cover, the more it left me with a sense of…familiarity? Nostalgia?
 

When I flipped the cover open and trailed my hand over the first parchment-page, the sensation of almost
 remembering intensified. 


I know these pages. Or I guess, I
 knew these pages.
 
I waited for familiar images to flit through my head, but none came. I frowned down at the first page, scrutinizing its words in hopes it would spark something, anything, from my collection of recovered memories. 
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I

furrowed my brow at the unfinished date. Leafy leaned in closer to me and let out a low whistle.

“Is this what I think it is?” she whispered the question under her breath, more to herself than me. She ran her index finger over the inscription, an awestruck smile forming upon her lips. 

She didn’t give me a chance to protest before she was sliding the book closer to her and flipping to the first page: a table of contents complete with different names, dates, and page numbers. The handwriting was different for each name, and some of the earlier entries had months written in older languages neither Leafy nor myself recognized. There was space towards the bottom for more entries, too. 

“What is it?” I asked Leafy. 

She was grinning down at the pages. “This could be a written history,” she replied. “Zarec’s boyfriend told me faebloods used to write down our history, but a lot of the books were lost or stolen throughout the last century.” Leafy thumbed through the pages, flipping past the first handful of entries until she landed on a page written partially in English. 


How is this supposed to help me? My mom is a siphon. My dad is human.
 My thoughts had me on the precipice of annoyance, and I had to control my expression to keep Leafy from noticing my dwindling patience. 

What if we took a risk on a useless book? 

I kept the concern to myself. I couldn’t think like that, not when the journal gave Leafy access to her own people’s history. I stifled a sigh, and the small noise seemed to stir Leafy out of her fixation on the text. 

She turned her face towards me. “From the inscription, this book was written by changelings,” she explained. She pointed to one of the underlined words on the page she had open. “Enthrallis. That’s where fae come from, where changelings come from.” 

“Enthrallis?” I repeated the words back to her. My brows scrunched together as I looked over the scattering of English words on the page. 

Home. Tired.


Blood.


“What does any of this even mean?” The confusion was going to give me permanent wrinkles. Leafy’s light laughter tinkled next to me. 

“I forget how new all of this is for you,” she responded, shooting an apologetic smile my way. She pointed to the inscription and explained. “Changelings are fae babies brought 
from Enthrallis—er, the fae realm—to here, Earth, when they’re deemed too weak to survive the fae realm.” 

I gave her a quick nod of understanding, urging her to continue.

“Weirdly enough, they do well here. They usually live a few years or decades longer than the average human—they’re still full-blooded fae, after all.” She paused and leaned back in her chair, bringing a finger to her chin in reflection. “Changelings are actually the reason faebloods exist here in the first place. Many of them were raised by humans and in turn, fell in love with humans.”

I nodded again, returning my attention back to the changeling history splayed out before me.

No entry was the same. They came in different lengths and languages, and even if we were lucky enough to find passages in English, oftentimes the handwriting was an illegible cursive or nearly faded. 

My enchantment with the anecdotes and stories I could read vanished when I flipped the page again. 

“Why are most of the pages blank?” I frowned.

Leafy sighed in response. “This journal seems to be unfinished.” Leafy squinted down at the pages, searching for even a splice of something coherent. 

“Maybe it’s one of the more recent journals?” I offered, but I wasn’t confident in my answer. 

Leafy’s lips skewed to the side. “You might be right,” she mumbled, flipping through passages. 

“When is the last section dated?” 

Ignoring Leafy’s huffs in protest, I slid the book back to my side of the counter and flipped to the last page with writing. It was located only a third of the way into the book. 

I leaned back in my chair and let out a low whistle. “Wow, 
this was written only twenty-one years ago.” 

“No way,” Leafy snatched the book back. “Valentin said there haven’t been any new Changelings for the last 100 years.” 

“Valentin? Zarec’s boyfriend?” I’d almost forgotten about Zarec’s faeblood boyfriend. Leafy must have spent more time with him in the last week or two then I’d realized—she’d been eager to learn more about her own powers, her own people. 

“He knows so
 much. He lived with faebloods his whole life.” Her mossy-green eyes dimmed, darkened with envy. 

Her turmoil was one we could share, and for a moment, we let it sit in the space between us. She’d lived most of her life thinking she was human, too, and when she’d finally found out she came from people far removed from our own world, she had no one to turn to. 

At least when I found out, I had her to confide in. 

She shook the sadness from her expression and returned her focus to the book. 

“Why does this look so familiar?” she asked, sliding the open pages towards me. 

I looked over the looping letters. The unique slopes of the F’s and E’s immediately caught my attention. I shook my head. 

“That can’t be right.”

“So it does
 look familiar?” Leafy searched my gaze for answers. “Could this be…”

A painful knot formed in my throat. 

This can’t be…she can’t be…

I hadn’t seen her writing, her words, in more years than I cared to count.

“My grandma’s handwriting?” I finished, my voice barely a whisper. 

I didn’t need to bring out old letters to confirm it, but my 
body moved of its own accord. I pulled out random trinkets from home and old books before I landed on a wrapped stack of letters, tucked away in a chest beside my bed. 

I usually brought out these letters when I missed home, but I missed my grandma too much to ever read through them again. Just holding onto them between trembling hands brought back old memories, residual feelings of home that were laden with misery.

I ran my hand over the spot where she wrote my name on the envelopes. The unique curves of my grandma’s E’s matched those we saw in the book. 

“Is it…do you think it could be…?” Leafy started to ask, her tone soft. 

“It’s my grandma’s writing. I’m sure.” I wiped away a stray tear before turning back around. 

“You okay?”

“I will be.”

I brought the letter over to the counter and placed it next to the open pages of the book. Just as we’d guessed, the handwriting was nearly an exact match, if not more legible in the book than in her letters. 

“So your grandma was a changeling?” Leafy asked. Her lip curved up in the beginnings of a grin. She struggled to hide her giddiness at the prospect, and I couldn’t blame her. 

My grandma. A changeling.
 

I wanted to be happy, too. To feel an inkling of success now that I was starting to piece together my own roots and supernatural genealogy. 

Instead, I swallowed back the growing lump in my throat. 

Almost two decades later and I was still grieving her death. After learning there was more to her than I ever knew, it felt like I had even more to mourn. When I looked down at the 
pages, reading her final words on the brown parchment stole the moisture from my mouth. I feared the growing knot in my throat would choke me to death.

My story should end here. 

—Idelmira Rose. May 16, 1998

She died exactly three years after the date it was written. 

The thought turned my limbs rigid. I never knew she was a changeling. She was simply my doting grandmother, with the smile lines and soft, wrinkly hands to prove it. She loved to garden, spending most of her days beneath a wide brimmed hat tucking flowers into rich soil. She made every trip into town, every random errand, a spontaneous adventure, a shared mission between the two of us. Our visits were steeped in stories, baked goods, and trips to the park. 

She was ordinary in the best ways possible. 

She wasn’t fae
. She couldn’t be. My parents wouldn’t keep that from me. 

My mom is a siphon. My dad is human. End of story. 

Right?

There was a sprawling ink stain that followed my grandma’s words. I tried to feel out the hidden words etched beneath the stain, but the dried pool of black blocked out whatever else had been written.

Leafy brought a hand up to my shoulder and squeezed. “You didn’t know?” she asked. We both knew I didn’t—how could I?
 —but she was giving me space to talk through my feelings. 

As much as that would help, my feelings were everywhere and nowhere. I took in a deep breath and released it, allowing my shoulders to relax beneath her hand. 

“Zarina did say she saw specks of green in my eyes the last time my powers surfaced. Maybe I’m faeblood, too.” 

“That would be amazing,” she gushed, a tinge of relief in her tone. 

I bit down on my lip, hoping the pressure would curb some of the unease twisting my insides. I forced back the lump in my throat when Leafy looked up from the book to give me a wide, toothy grin. I simply grinned back. 


At least one of us is happy.
 I kept the thought to myself. I didn’t want to ruin the moment for her, but something still felt missing, or maybe incomplete, about the answer we stumbled upon. 

She spoke in between page flips. “There has to be something in here that can help you understand your powers, Elyria. If your grandma was a changeling, maybe you just came into some,” she paused and gave me a quick once over, “unique
 powers. You never know.” 

I forged my best reassuring smile. 

If she’s sure about this, maybe I can be, too.

We spent hours scouring different entries. My grandma’s entries were sparse, only detailing how her powers helped heal people or grow award-winning garden crops. Her anecdote on an especially large and round tomato brought a smile to my face—she often let me play in the dirt while she tended to whatever fruits or vegetables were in season. 

When we moved onto the older entries, we struggled to decipher many of them at first. Though Google translate could cross the language barrier between Portuguese and English well enough, most of the words we read didn’t exist in any
 human dictionary. Despite our initial struggles, we eventually found our reading flow, taking turns translating different passages or decoding messy handwriting. We held onto the hope that at least one changeling had to have documented a similar power to mine. 

Unfortunately, we found exactly what we were looking for. 

It was a short and isolated entry, and the way they described their powers matched my own internal sensations to an eerie degree. The only problem was that this was the only journal entry for this changeling, and they spoke about these powers as if they were an uncontainable burden. 

All I do is take and take and take. It is never enough, yet all too much.

It will never be enough. 

My hands brushed over the words. They were etched in with severe pressure, as if writing them out was a burden in and of itself. As my hands melded against the engraved letters, a throb hit my temple, forcing me to squeeze my eyes shut. 

Behind the splotchy black of my closed eyelids, a set of devastating indigo eyes burned into my own. 


A distant memory, maybe?
 I couldn’t be sure. 

Fathomless eyes peered down at me with commiserating sadness. 


“You poor child
,” a distant, unfamiliar voice whispered to me, a memory wrought from the trenches of my mind.

“Elyria?”

I shot my eyes open at the sound of Leafy’s concerned voice. The indigo eyes disappeared, replaced by the words scoured across the parchment-colored page beneath my hand.

They want me to keep making them weak. They don’t care about the fire inside of me, how the flames lick away at my insides and shoot straight into my head. Every time I drain a siphon, I fear they take a piece of me with them. 

The elders say if I change enough of them, I will bring balance. Maybe then I will be free from this hellish power.

—Alcione Tavares, June 13, 1507 

My knuckles grew painfully sore before I realized I was 
gripping the countertop with rigid force. It was all I could do to keep my body steady as the words repeated in my head over and over again. 

All I do is take and take and take. 

My eyes were wide and dry, straining as they fixated on the blurring words scribbled across the page. 

It is never enough. It will never be enough.

It is too much.

Free.

“Elyria.” Leafy’s confident voice broke me out of my spiraling thoughts. “Don’t forget you’re just a faeblood,” she tried to reassure me, but the words fell flat. The ringing in my ears fought to be heard over her rational words. 

“It’s impossible for your powers to match that of a real fae, even a weaker one,” she added, her voice softening. 


Did Alcione ever release themselves from their powers? Will I be burned alive by my own abilities? Will using them corrupt me, or free me?
 I held onto hope for the latter, that eventually I could extinguish the flames completely. 

When I still hadn’t responded, she closed the book between us and pushed herself away from the counter. She returned seconds later with a glass of ice water, pushing it directly in front of my blanched knuckles, still gripping the counter. 

“Drink.”

I steadied my trembling limbs and brought the glass to my lips. The cold liquid spilled down my throat, and I managed to capture an ice cube in my mouth. I closed my eyes and worked the ice in my mouth, letting the shock of the chill bring me back into focus.

I pieced together the haunting details still settling into my mind. I needed to move past the changeling’s—no, Alcione’s
—description of how their powers felt. I needed to dig deeper 
into the sparing details of their story, of their purpose. 

Can I get rid of the flames throttling my insides, wreaking havoc on my skull? 

Was Alcione making siphons weak? 

And why—what were they bringing balance to? 

My stomach grew taut at my next thought. Or
 who were they trying to bring balance to? Themself?


“Elyria?”  Leafy asked. “Are you feeling better?” Her voice was full of concern.

“What if I can get rid of my powers?” I blurted. My voice came out shaky, matching my wavering confidence. 

“Elyria…” Leafy warned. She pressed her lips into a thin line and gently pulled her hand away from me as she took a step back. 

“Just listen, okay?” I started. “Alcione said they were weakening siphons. That they were bringing balance—isn’t that what you and other faebloods want?” My pitch grew defensive, and I could feel my heart rate picking back up as I rushed through my explanation. I threw my hands out in front of me as I spoke, hurling the questions at her. “An even playing field against the siphons?”

“Of course we do, but your powers, you—” Leafy was stumbling over her words, but I interjected before she could try and convince me to change my mind. 

“I don’t care about these powers, Leafy,” I snapped. “We both read what Alcione said. The flames. The pain.” I choked on the words, my fears and frustrations reaching a quick crescendo. 

“I get it, or at least I’m trying to,” Leafy replied. She wrapped her arms around her waist, holding herself tight as she tried to reassure me despite her own obvious apprehensions. 

“I just want them gone, Leafy,” I was pleading with her to understand. “If going after siphons will balance these powers out, it’s what I have to do. What I’m going to do.” My voice was firm, growing more resolute in her silence. 

My hands roamed over the sparse collection of words again, my fingers seemed to sink into the scrapes and inky indents on the page. I closed my eyes, breathing in a token of comfort from a soul perhaps as tortured as my own.

Leafy’s voice broke my meditation as she probed, “How much farther are you willing to take this? How long until the answers splayed in front of you are enough?”

I searched her eyes for a glimmer of understanding but struggled to find any, and eventually she tore her gaze from mine. Her arms released from their position around her waist, balling into loose fists at her side.

“I have to do this,” I pleaded. I couldn’t tell if I was speaking to Leafy or myself. “I need to.” Even if she said no, I was going. There were no options left for me. 

Leafy pushed away from the counter and out of her seat. I guess it’ll just be me.
 My heart sank.

She paused before heading to her room. “Okay,” she stated. “But this has to be the last risk, Elyria.”  

I exhaled, relief slumping me against the chair. “It will be, Leafy. I promise.”

This is what I need to do. 

This is how I can be free again.
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“
I

can’t believe we’re really doing this,” Leafy grumbled. She stood shivering beside me in line. 

“I can’t believe we didn’t bring jackets either. It’s fucking freezing out here.” 

Leafy elbowed my side, rolling her eyes. “Not in the mood for jokes.”

This is a reckless decision. I know that. 

Chickening out of this dumb plan probably would
 be a good idea. But I needed to know if what we read was true, and the only way to find that out was to really test out my abilities on a siphon. Where else could I do that except for Sinclair Lounge? Cyrus did
 say this was a hub for siphons, and if I could find one as sleezy as him, they probably had it coming. 


Though I’m still not completely sure what “it” really is.
 I kept my arms wrapped tightly around me, using friction between my palms and my shoulders to keep warm. The night air whipped up an unusually chilly breeze around us that brought goosebumps to my arms. 

“How much longer is this going to take?” I muttered beneath 
my breath. Every minute we waited was another minute closer to Cyrus or Zarina catching us. It’d been a week since I left the estate, and I’d been ignoring both of their calls and texts ever since. 

I wasn’t looking forward to a reunion right now, not with what I planned to do. Best case scenario, they would just kick us out of the club. Worst case scenario... I didn’t want to think about it. 

On the bright side, Leafy had convinced Zarec to keep tabs on them for us. If I wanted this half-baked plan to work, I couldn’t be interrupted. He’s more reliable that I thought he’d be, considering his siblings seem to be literal spawns of chaos.
 The thought didn’t quell my nerves as much as I hoped it would. 

The line moved painfully slow. I managed to get the weekend off to come here, but weekends at any Valfor bar were always packed—both a blessing and a curse. The bouncer waited for people to leave before he let in new guests, and he even turned some people away. I crossed my fingers that our tight black dresses, strappy heels, and full faces of makeup would be enough to keep the bouncer from excusing us from the club, too. 

Leafy and I shook out our nerves and pasted flirty smiles to our faces. Once we made it to the front, the bouncer eyed us. He glanced between our faces and our IDs a few times before finally lifting the velvet rope. Leafy flashed him a smile before pulling me through the door.

“Let’s not press our luck,” she whispered between her teeth as we made our way into the club. 

We were greeted by the familiar strobe lights and bass-heavy music. Flashes of blues and purples circled around us. Once we made our way into the throng of sweaty, moving bodies, Leafy released my arm to smooth down her dress. 

“I don’t think she saw us,” Leafy let out a relieved breath before explaining. “I saw Ava heading towards the bouncer. If she knows we’re here, she’ll definitely tell Cyrus.” Even though it was better not to get Ava further involved, I knew it still hurt to have to avoid the very first friend she’d made in the city. 

Leafy gripped my wrist and  pointed out Ava in the crowd. I watched Ava meet up with a man at the bar, his eyes a sinister and familiar gold. My eyes narrowed onto his wandering hand as it slipped behind her back, right where her dress opened to reveal smooth olive skin.

Leafy grew tense next to me. She eyed their movements like a hawk, carefully surveilling their shared smiles and fleeting touches. A hiss escaped Leafy’s lips when Ava reached her face up to his and brushed a kiss against the dark-haired man’s cheek. 

She took a small step forward, but I put a steadying hand on her fist and shook my head. “She knows what he is,” I reminded her. “And they're still in a crowded place. We can keep an eye on them.”

Leafy didn’t budge, and we both watched as unmistakable wisps of smoke inched up Ava’s back. The siphon’s eyes glowed brighter at the contact, and Ava’s lips curled up in a sultry smile.

“He’s siphoning from her,” Leafy bit out. 

“Look at her, Leafy. She knows
.” 

I kept my hand on her wrist as she stood eerily still in front of me. 

I walked in front of her to block the view, which caused Leafy to redirect her cold and accusatory glare away from the siphon and onto me. 

“This has to be the same siphon who practically drained her last time,” Leafy spoke between pressed lips, fists clenched 
into balls against her sides. “They’re always so careless.” 

Leafy’s skin was hot to the touch. Her eyes betrayed her own vitriol as she watched her friend lap up the attention of someone she deemed a monster, a menace.

“You—we,
 have to do something, Elyria,” she asserted.

As I thought through my next words, I felt a fresh wave of nausea hit my stomach. 

Leafy isn’t going to like this. 

“If they leave the dancefloor, we’ll follow them, okay? If we confront them now, the whole plan is shot, and we could all
 end up in an even deeper mess.” 

I hoped my plan would be enough to coax her out of any hasty decisions. I didn’t like the idea of waiting either, but it was our smartest option.

I looked over my shoulder, taking the unfamiliar siphon in. If his daunting height wasn’t intimidating enough, his well-muscled build made me swallow back the inkling of fear. I knew self-defense, but it had been a few years since my last kick-boxing or martial arts class. 

Time to shine, muscle memory. I can do this. We can do this.

I needed to trust my instincts, even if I was still rusty. I sent up a silent prayer to the universe that Leafy would follow my lead. The only way we’d be getting through the night was together. 

“Fine.”

Leafy shook her wrist out of my grasp. With her hands unclenched, warm blood rushed back to the whitened knuckles. “But if he tries anything
 at the bar, I won’t wait for you
 to stop him.” 

I expelled a sigh of relief. We moved deeper into the crowd, out of Ava’s line of sight. We could keep an eye on her from the dance floor. 

We caught the beat of the music and danced, but our movements were leaden with nerves. My eyes narrowed to slits as I watched the people moving around us. Their bodies bumped and brushed against me as I scoped out the rest of the club. 


Just how many siphons are here?
 I tried to keep the disturbed expression off of my face, but the surrounding sets of golden eyes made it difficult. Most were a safe distance away, often sticking to the edge of the dancefloor or lurking around the bar, but I couldn’t help but feel caged in. 

The hypnotizing movements of a long-haired brunette a few yards away caught my attention. The graceful woman stole every meandering pair of eyes in the room. With shimmering blue eyeshadow and a tantalizing smile, she moved to the thumping beat with reckless abandon. Dancing around her were two unsuspecting figures, enveloped in her rhythm, lost in a trance. 

It wasn’t until I saw smoke leak from her hands that I realized the men encircling her were in her
 crosshairs, not the other way around. I shifted my focus to the movements of her hands. They flitted between the two men, sliding trails of smoke along the arm of one before turning around to grasp the neck of the other. Each time she touched one of them, her eyes gleamed brighter. 

Satisfaction lit up her face when one man staggered a few steps away from her. He clutched the arm she’d been feeding off of before dragging himself towards the bar. She seemed to take that as her cue to bounce away from the other man and move towards another dancing couple.

I can’t watch this again. 

The men looked like your typical sloppy drunks as they ambled towards the bar, probably to chug water and sober 
up, but that wasn’t what set me on edge. Rather, it was the fact that they were completely unaware. 

They didn’t have a clue that they were a random, albeit alluring, woman’s snack. They’d return home and wake up to their human days and rationalize away the strangeness of the night by blaming any weird marks and fatigue on too many drinks.

I gulped down the unease crawling up my throat and ignored the chill slithering down my spine. I shifted my gaze away from her and tried to find an inkling of comfort in the fact that her victims were at least able to stand on their own when she was through with them. 

Leafy’s hand circled my wrist, breaking my focus. 

I looked back and saw Leafy’s eyes glued to Ava. The siphon was escorting the short brunette away, movements slowed and dragged the further away they walked. I kept my eyes trained on her back as she melded against the unknown siphon and followed him into a dark corridor on the other side of the bar. 

Leafy slipped her hand into mine and pulled me with her before I could protest.

We don’t even have a plan. What the hell are we supposed to do?

I didn’t have time to devise any semblance of a plan with Leafy before we made it to the corridor. We stood outside of the dimly lit hallway and eyed the row of doors in front of us. 

Leafy kept moving to the end of the hall, but I spared a glance behind us to make sure we hadn’t been noticed. Once I was certain we were alone, I caught up to Leafy with silent urgency.

The door at the end of the hall was cracked and I watched with apprehension as smoke spilled from the crevice. 

“Are we sure about this?” I whispered. I chewed the inside of my cheek. Unease wracked at my stomach. 
Am I prepared to really use my powers? For the first time?
 The thoughts inspired a burning warmth deep in my belly. 

“You can do this,” Leafy assured me. “Do it for Ava.” 

She spoke under her breath, and for a moment I thought she was speaking to herself. I nodded with flimsy confidence. Leafy braced herself one last time before she nudged the door open and slid into the room. I sucked in a breath and followed after her. 

The cover of black smoke obscured my vision. I squinted my eyes and could just make out the outline of a couch in the back of the room and a body sprawled across it. I strained my eyes to confirm it was Ava, but right when I locked my eyes onto her rising and falling chest, a large hand gripped my wrist.

On instinct I tried to yank my hand away and create some distance, but the stranger used my momentum against me to pull me to his chest. 

“Did you think I wouldn’t notice you following me?” a deep voice growled into my ear.


The siphon.
 I held my breath. So much for the element of surprise.
 

I could feel his powers simmering at the surface of his touch, his grip melted into my skin with fervid heat. 


He doesn’t realize who he’s dealing with.
 The thought sent a wave of calm over me. I could hurt him more than he knew, I just needed to catch him off guard. 

“I—I thought this was the bathroom,” I stammered out. 

Did he think I was alone? Where is Leafy?
 I could use some bailing out right now. 


His laugh was husky next to me. “Is that right?” he retorted.

“I guess I was wrong,” I laughed nervously. 

He pulled away from my face and met me with scrutinizing 
silence. His thin lips shifted into a haughty smirk, and his golden eyes darkened.

The sound of quick footsteps interrupted his focus, and he tore his gaze away from me and towards the location of the sound. 


“
Do it now!” Leafy declared. 

She’d made it across the room to Ava.

“Do what—” the siphon started to question, tearing his attention away from Ava and back to me. 

I ripped my wrist out of his grasp and wrapped my hands around his cheeks. All I knew was that skin-to-skin contact did something
, even I wasn’t sure exactly what. 

I forced his face to stay still in front of mine, and focused on the pain I remembered, on bringing it forward. The warmth that lit up my belly earlier was now a fire, but I had no clue where to direct it. 


What the fuck am I supposed to do now? This was a mistake. Why did I expect my instincts to carry me through this?
 If my hands weren’t already preoccupied, I would have palmed my face in frustration. 



Think, Elyria.
 My powers only sparked before when Zarina or Cyrus tried to siphon off of me. How can I make this one do that?


I pressed my palms into the siphon’s cheek, tightening my hold on his face. He remained still, a curious spark lit up his eyes despite his downturned lips, predatory intentions slipped from his mask and revealed the apprehension hidden beneath his haughty facade. 

I focused on sensing the energy bouncing between our skin, on the layers of resistance he seemed to conjure beneath my touch. I felt wildfires swarming through me, and I pictured the flames eating away at each layer, melting his willpower bit by 
bit. The process felt painful and slow, and for a moment I worried I was going to fail.

Though his mind hadn’t caught up, his tense body knew what was happening. 

He strained against my hands, his own coming up to grasp my wrists once again to pull them away from his face. I took advantage of the extra skin to skin contact, breaking through more of his barriers to force him into siphoning off of me.

That has to be it, right? 

Bile rose in my throat the longer I stared at him. Magma twisted and settled in the pits of my stomach. My temples throbbed in dull thumps. His skin burned into mine. 

I gritted my teeth as the familiar sting followed the onslaught of pain, the blistering sensation wrapped around my wrists and seared into where my palms met his cheeks. 

A spike of fear speared through me. 

This isn’t working. Not fast enough.

“Leafy,” I warned. My focus faltered. 

If I can’t do this, we need to get out of here. 

My grip loosened in search of momentary reprieve, but that small moment of hesitation was all the siphon needed to rip my hands away from his face and escape my burning touch. 

I cursed under my breath. I shook out my hands, but the scorching sensation remained. The flames inside of me turned into a consuming wildfire and my body moved of its own volition. I was stalking back towards him before my brain caught up with my actions. 

As I neared him, I could hear his breaths coming out in ragged pants. There was no longer smoke escaping his palms, and he stared at me wide-eyed, as if he’d seen a ghost.


I tired him out. I can finish this
. The voice in my head didn’t sound like my own. 

Wisps of smoke snaked around my face. I froze mid-step. I cocked my head, looking between his empty palms and back to the smoke around me. 

“Oh my god,” I whispered. I shook out my head. Am I seeing this right?


I looked down and watched growing streams of smoke escape my lips and nostrils with each labored breath. The siphon before me was frozen, his eyes locked onto my threatening form.

I ignored the puffs of smoke I created and continued to stalk towards him. He took small steps backwards, but his attempt to create distance was short-lived. I leapt towards him, and the momentum from our collision brought his body crashing to the floor.

“What are you doing?” he exclaimed, his voice shaking. Fear rolled off of him in waves, and for a fleeting moment I reveled in it. A cruel smile graced my face as I looked down at his face. I had him pinned to the floor. My legs straddled his hips while my hands pinned his arms to his sides. 

Once a predator, he’d become my
 prey. 

Without thinking, I crashed my mouth into his, and his body eased beneath mine as he tried to move his hands onto my thighs. Lust overtook his eyes before he realized what was happening. 

Small fires ignited along my spine as I continued to direct his power to me. My eyes burned as I strained to keep them open and vigilant. 

My eyes pierced into his as I willed the smoke escaping my mouth into his. I teased his unsuspecting lips open with my tongue and felt his body tense beneath mine as realization hit him. 

The more of his powers I stole, the more the flames licking 
away at my insides dulled. The throbbing at my temples abated as I forced more smoke into him, and his own powers seeped into my flesh. Fire died away to a pleasant heat beneath my skin, easing the tension in my muscles. A spike of energy flooded my bloodstream. My grip became frenzied, demanding. I pressed us past the tiled floor. I took us six feet under, deep into the dirt and decay of the earth beneath us.

His eyes shot open, directing a stream of cold anger into mine. The source of his powers hit me in an otherworldly slam. It was intoxicating
. His energy, his being, it all seeped from his body and filtered into mine. It came in turbulent waves, slow at first but building in momentum and force. Eventually his eyes rolled into the back of his head, and I felt a tremor run through his body beneath me as the last bit of his powers rolled into me. 

Once I was satisfied that he was unconscious, I moved my mouth off of his. 

I felt a small graze cut against my bottom lip. I moved my hand to my swollen lips and wiped away a small trickle of blood. 

“He fucking bit me,” I heaved out in frustration, glaring down at his paling form. He continued to let out shallow, uneven breaths. 

I pulled myself off of him and shook out the residual flames from my body. At the same time as the weight of what I had done settled over me, an indescribable levity washed over me. Rather than feeling burnt or erratic, I felt warm and composed.


This is working. This is better.
 I held back a satisfied smile. 

Leafy coughed behind me, and I twisted around to meet her gaze, but she kept her eyes fixed to the unconscious siphon. She hugged her arms across her chest, maintaining a careful distance from the heap on the floor. 


Or is she keeping her distance from
 me
?


Her knuckles were white where she gripped her forearms, a scowl took over her paling features. 

“Leafy?”

Hearing her name must have shook her out of the haze she’d been locked in. 

“Men have always been awful kissers,” she responded with a chuckle, but the sound was forced, and her expression remained grim and uncertain. Her eyes flitted between me and the siphon. 

I stole a glance back at the unconscious siphon. I’d rendered him powerless, unable to leverage his powers against any more victims.

I can get used to this. 

I can keep them from hurting more people. 

I stretched my arms above my head, cracking my neck and fingers to release the residual tension in my body.

“Your wrists!” Leafy exclaimed. The uncertainty washed from her face, replaced by pure concern.

I grimaced at the fingerprint marks surrounding my wrists. That was where the siphon had grabbed me, where I let him try to drain me. The unnatural violet hue made them look more like questionable tattoos instead of the supernatural wounds they really were. 

“I can’t let them touch me. I don’t want any more of these marks on me,” I bristled at the thought of being handled so violently again. “At least I do feel,” I paused, “I feel a bit lighter now. Maybe the book was right, maybe this is helping.” 

I smiled, but the action didn’t fit the sinking feeling in my gut. 


Should I really feel good about what I’m doing?
 Doubts made their way into my head, but I kept them to myself. We needed 
to finish what we came here for. 

“Good.” Leafy nodded before shifting her attention back to Ava. Her breathing looked normal on the couch where she slept. Leafy must have tended to her while I was finishing my…business
 with the siphon. 

We breathed a mutual sigh of relief at the sight. 

“What do we do now?” I asked Leafy. 

There was no way either of us could haul Ava’s ass out of the room without being noticed. Leafy understood my unspoken concern. In response, she pulled out her phone and called Zarec. 

Her foot tapped against the dark wooden floors as she waited for Zarec to answer. She didn't visibly relax until his muffled voice greeted her through the phone. 

“Don’t freak out,” she warned. “Elyria did it. She took a siphon’s powers. Well, at least we think she did.” She paused as Zarec let out a muffled squeal on the other end of the line. 

Leafy quickly explained the situation to him, only pausing for a quick beat to peer at the guy behind me before providing a description to Zarec. She placed extra emphasis on escaping unnoticed. I couldn’t hear what he said on the other end of the call, but it seemed like they had come up with a plan. Leafy muttered a quick “thanks” and ended the call. 

“Once he’s here, we’re going to leave the way we came.” She hesitated before continuing. “Zarec also said that this guy is one of Cyrus’ closest friends.”


God damn it. It’s just my luck for this creep to be connected to Cyrus.
 I should have known better. I shut my eyes and brought my hands up to my temples. Renewed stress brought back a budding headache.

“It’ll be okay,” Leafy reassured me. “Once Zarec is here, we’ll go straight home.” 

“And we won’t be coming back here for a while,” I added. Yes, I needed to get a better grip on my powers as soon as possible but coming here proved too dangerous. We caught ourselves feet away from someone we knew on our first steps into the lounge. I couldn’t risk being caught by Cyrus or Zarina next time, especially when I didn’t know how much help Zarec could even offer outside of a quick cover up. 

I jumped at the sound of knocking behind us. I turned around sharply and shifted into a defensive stance again. My shoulders relaxed when it was Zarec’s head that popped through the door.

He stepped into the room and let out a low whistle under his breath upon seeing the guy passed out on the floor. I hadn’t realized it before, but I had left him with the same purple marks as mine. I flinched at the sight. 

I felt just like them
. 

“You really let Taren have it,” Zarec said with a snort. 

So that’s the dirtbag’s name.

“I’ll get Ava home and clean this up. You both need to go. Now,” Zarec’s tone was urgent as he ushered us out the door. 

“Thank you,” we said to him in unison, rushing past him into the hallway. 

When we finally reached the club’s exit, I felt a chill slither down my spine. 


Someone’s watching us. Did they find out? Did Zarec give us up?
 

When I spared a glance behind me, no one was there. 
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I

hadn’t realized how tense I was until my jaw unclenched upon stepping into our apartment. The familiar space sent a rush of relief and safety through me. Leafy made her way towards the bathroom first.

“There’s no way I won’t be sore tomorrow,” I groaned to myself. 

I rolled out my neck and shoulders to ease some of the stiffness setting into my limbs. Tonight was a painful reminder of just how long it had been since I’d gotten a decent sparring match in. If I was going to make this a regular activity, I would need to keep my instincts sharp.

I took a moment to look up boxing classes on my phone. After finding a class that would leave my afternoons occupied for the next two weeks, I felt my resolve fortify. I can do this.
 

I heard Leafy exit the bathroom and made my way towards a steamy shower until I heard a shuffling sound outside of our apartment door. My heart leapt into my throat. 

He knows.

I silently padded over to the door, thankful that I took my heels off right after coming inside. When I placed my ear to the door to listen for more movement, I could hear the faint sound of knuckles brushing against the other side, followed by an achingly familiar sigh. 

While I felt an inkling of relief that the waiting figure wasn’t Cyrus, my apprehension soon resurfaced. I took a small step away. I wasn’t ready to confront who was waiting behind it. Not yet.


Please don’t knock. I don’t have the willpower to keep this door shut.
 

As if she heard my thoughts, Zarina’s shuffling feet turned to slow steps as she descended the concrete stairs.
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I

took in the expanse of glass surrounding me; ruby shards remained where I’d last broken through the crystal structure. Even with my memories back, this glass prison taunted me, confronted me with my otherness, with the vast unknown that stood between my past and my present.

I wanted to break each wall out of spite, to destroy the structure that sucked me back in every time I sought peace with closed eyes. My hands twitched at my side, bereft of the jagged stone I desperately wanted to hurl anywhere and everywhere. I whipped my head around, searching the floor for the rock. 

My eyes fell on the bare feet of the statue-still figure that took up the other side of the room. Its face was still turned towards the entrance, its body was unmoving. There was no shroud of lively smoke covering the being, either. 

I craned my neck, scrutinizing the side of its face. Cracks remained beneath the eyes, extending into its neck. Frustration gave way to curiosity. I abandoned my glass-shattering mission and dared a step closer. I reached a trembling hand to the 
jagged lines on the angled face. I expected something cool and hard beneath my touch. 

“What the hell,” I hissed and yanked my hand away from the warm, soft skin that met my fingers. 

The head moved towards the front of the room. Towards me. 

Its eyes seared into mine. 

A severe chill ran through me. Blood drained from my face. Curiosity died in my throat. 

The face I saw staring back at me, cracked and spilling fugitive streams of smoke, was my own
. 
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“
E

lyria?”

“Elyria, wake up!”

“Wake up, please
, you’re safe,” I felt Leafy’s hands on my shoulders shaking me into consciousness. 

I tore myself out of bed and ran to the bathroom. 

Nausea built in my stomach with a quickness, and I found myself bent over the toilet. My stomach was too empty for anything to come out, and instead I was left teary eyed and gasping with the sting of bile at the back of my throat.

Leafy had followed me in and placed the back of her hand against my forehead.

“You’re burning up,” she said. “Stay here, I’ll get an ice pack.”

As if I could even make it out of here. 

I scooted away from the toilet and slumped against the cool wall behind me. Leafy returned seconds later and placed something cold against my forehead. She moved my hand to the ice pack. “Hold this,” she commanded. 

When she finally took a step back and looked at me, she 
grew still. She sucked in a sharp breath and moved her hand to cover her gaping mouth. “Elyria, you have to get up,” she said urgently. Though her words were soft, she couldn’t hide her shock.

It took me three tries before I could securely plant my palms on the cool tile and lift myself off the floor. When I did, I leaned against the bathroom counter and secured my hands on the ledge for support. Once I felt stable, I shifted my focus to the mirror. 

My head felt like it weighed a ton, but I managed to lift it just enough to catch my reflection in the mirror. My vision was still blurry from the earlier onslaught of tears. I had to blink a few times before I caught sight of what had Leafy pursing her lips behind me. 

I reached a tentative hand up to my face and grazed my fingers over faint purple lines etched beneath each eye. They reached down in jagged lines a few inches into the middle of my cheek, fading as quickly as I’d noticed them. I tore my hands away from my face and gripped the counter, holding my breath until I was sure the purple hues disappeared from my skin. I only exhaled when I leaned into the mirror and confirmed the return of my normal reflection, but my relief was short-lived when I caught my eyes in the mirror. Faint golden lines wrapped around the deep brown edges of my irises. 

I backed away from the mirror on shaking legs, falling into Leafy behind me. She caught me in time, preventing me from hitting the floor. She managed to drag my limp body back into my bed. 

As I fell into my sheets, a sharp pain assaulted my head and I saw new memories build behind my eyes, each one eliciting a flash of pain before settling into permanence in my mind. Before I could tell Leafy what was happening, what I was 
seeing, the pain overwhelmed me.
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I

nestle into my grandmother’s side, my small frame finding easy warmth near her. She cloaks herself in knitted sweaters and heavy corduroy pants to escape the brisk cold of Silverpines winters. 

I watch as she leans over and hovers a wrinkled hand over her potted petunias, the pinks and purples oddly vibrant for the cold season. A green glow escapes her palm, and soon after, the wilting petals perk up again, some stems even jutting upwards an extra inch or two. 

Despite the waves of exhaustion staking claim over me, my eyes widen at the quick transformation. 

“Gramma, gramma—” I escape my nestled position to clamber over towards her. I prop my hands up on her lap as I stare at the flowers with excitement. My gaze returns to hers, where she looks down on me with a nostalgic upturn of her lips. 

“—will I ever be able to do that?” I ask her, my small hands brushing over bright purple petals with absurd gentleness as if the wrong poke or prod would cause the whole plant to collapse into itself. 

Her eyes light up at my question, but a sadness settles in soon after. 

“Perhaps,” she answers before nudging me back to my spot next to her. 

Cuddled up next to her again, the weight of sleep settles over me, dragging my eyelids closed as I listen to the urgent whispers of my grandma. Her fingers comb through the dark brown curls atop my head. 

With a heavy sigh, she closes the fairytale book she was 
reading only a few minutes earlier. 

“I’m not of this world, child,” my grandma speaks low, as if hidden strangers would jump out and hear her secret. “And in many ways, neither are you.”

“You have power within you,” she continues, resting her hand on top of my head. “It’s just not safe for it to be known yet.” 

Beneath her touch, a steady warmth spreads over and through me, coaxing me into the sleep my body was grasping for earlier. 

As I enter a warm world of dreams, I see a glass box sink to the bottom of my mind, an unfamiliar body confined to the crystal-clear cage. 

“This magic is old, older than either of your parents realize. Take care of it, okay?” She pats me on the head and then returns to combing her fingers through my curls.



T

wo days later she passed away in her sleep. 

Dad said it was peaceful, that she’s home now.
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W

hen I woke up again, I felt the prickle of tears at the corner of my ears. My cheeks were already cold and wet with those I had shed in my sleep. I hadn’t dreamt about my grandma in years, and her image left an aching hole in my chest. 

I was so young in that memory. I was surprised I could even recall it with such clarity, clear enough to bring a fresh wave of grief into my waking hours. I didn’t have much time with her, but what I did remember of my grandma was her warmth and joy. 

She was my dad’s mom. My dad’s humanness was a bit strange, but Leafy had explained that not all faebloods come into their power. He never seemed bothered by being human. I guess he chose not to dwell on it.
 

He used to be so hesitant to leave me alone with my grandma, but he never explained why. My mom loved her as if she was her own mother, though, and always made it a point to reassure him that I would be safe and comfortable—which always felt true when I visited her. 

My best memories as a little kid were spent on her sofa where she would read me stories from her book of fairytales. Each one was so different from the last, and all of them enraptured me, pulled me into their worlds. That book was the only thing she left to me when she passed away. When my parents gave it to me after her funeral, I was so distraught and hurt that I stored it away in the chest I kept by my bed. I’d left it untouched for years. 

Maybe I would have the nerve to open that book back up again someday. It’d be nice to get lost in someone else’s world. Then again, maybe all of that fantasy would just make me doubt my own reality even more. 

How am I even supposed to know what isn’t real anymore? 

As I thought back to her words from my last dream memory, a shiver creeped down my spine. 

“I’m not of this world, child. And in many ways, neither are you.”

I knew that she was a changeling—her written history had told me that much—but what did the last part of her statement mean? 

That I am not of this world? What is “this world?” The human world? I guess that would make the most sense. 

I shook my head, hoping to clear my mind of the unanswerable questions. My thoughts were still groggy and 
unfocused from my night of broken sleep, but at least the few hours of rest allowed my nausea to dissipate. 

I took that as a sign to roll over and check my phone. When I saw the time, my heart nearly leapt out of my throat. 

“Shit, shit, shit,” I muttered to myself as I jumped out of bed. 

Of course I’d wake up late for the first class.

I’d need to run if I wanted to preserve any chance I had of being on time. I rushed around the apartment in a frenzy to get dressed and pack my workout bag. In my rush to leave, I nearly missed the note Leafy left behind for me:


Your fever broke last night so I hope you’re feeling better today. I had to leave for work this morning, but text me when you’re up so I know you’re good, k? —Leafy


I sent her a quick text before shifting my attention to locating my sneakers. 

“This run will have to be my warm-up,” I grumbled to myself. I finished lacing up running shoes that hadn’t seen the light of day in months

I made it to Fresh Squeeze Fitness on trembling legs with barely contained, ragged breaths. I spared a minute to ease the burning in my lungs before I walked into the back studio. 

Peering my head in, I was surprised by the eclectic group of people spread around the tiny room. There was a cohort of giggling near the front where a trio of middle-aged friends engaged in animated conversations with plenty of arm waving and hand gestures that could have doubled as their warm-up stretches. Each of them sported bright, colorful hair and tattoo sleeves that extended past their shoulders. 

Towards the back, a few well-muscled men scrolled idly on their phones as they sat cross legged on the rubber mat covering the floor. I was most surprised to see a gaggle of 
teenagers huddled together in the middle of the room, whispering what I imagined to be inside jokes and hushed high-school gossip.

All of the different faces and people made the room feel more inviting. It was a beginner’s class, but by the time we started warm-up drills, it was clear to me that this was a routine class for most of the participants in the room. While I committed to my messy interpretation of the warm-up drills, many of the people around me followed them with seamless movements, often anticipating the next move before the instructor spoke it aloud.

Once we moved past warm ups, I finally felt in my element. It was an easy series of jabbing and punching drills, but I performed each one with fervent attention. 

I stayed in the back of the room the whole session. I didn’t want to draw attention to either my lateness or what was bound to be a messy interpretation of the warm-up drills that made up this first lesson. Muscle memory seemed to kick in the more I swung out in front of me. The solid stances made me feel grounded, and the intentional swings as my limbs shot out in front of me became both comforting and purposeful.

Seemed like all I needed to do was imagine Taren’s face or Cyrus’ smug grin in front of me the whole time. My fists punched out with ease and my abdomen remained stable and centered even as my right leg lifted off the ground for expert-level kicks. I could feel the beginnings of soreness.

If I kept this up, I’d feel a hell of a lot safer hitting the streets for some after-hour siphon-searching. I was certain their hunting grounds extended beyond Sinclair Lounge; all I’d have to do is keep a closer eye out. 

By the end of the hour, I was dripping in sweat and weighed down by the fatigue developing in my arm and leg muscles. 

I could get used to this. 

I chuckled to myself as I made my way to the locker rooms for an icy shower. 
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B

etween the high-intensity workout and the cold shower, all traces of grogginess had officially left my body. I might’ve already felt the onset of stiff muscles, but I was hopeful my walk to Celestial Nights would loosen up my limbs. The classes ended pretty close to opening, so I crossed my fingers that whoever closed last night didn’t leave me with the whole bar to clean up and put back together.

I entered the bar and flipped on the lights. I was met with the sight of polished tabletops and sparkling glassware.

“Thank all the gods, thank the damn heavens, and thank everything in between,” I sighed in relief, prepping the bar for happy hour. 

With a few minutes to spare, I pulled out my compact mirror and touched up my makeup. I needed to make sure any residual marks left from my last few entanglements with siphons were covered in a thick layer of concealer. 

With less sunlight shining through the front windows of the bar, I took the setting sun as a cue to unlock the doors and flip the bar sign to its illuminated “open” setting. I waited behind the bar for the first crowd to make their way in this evening. 

I hope people trickle in soon. 

While the workout left me feeling exhilarated, my body was still combating exhaustion. I felt restless and needed to reestablish some normalcy through a simple day’s work. All I wanted was to do some harmless flirting with my more amusing regulars.

Is that too much to ask?

As people meandered into the bar, one face stood out to me. I couldn’t exactly place where I had met her, but her sauntering gait and sultry eyes gnawed at my insides. 

“Excuse me. Excuse me, Elyria?” 

The incoming voice shifted my attention away from the new guest. 

“I’m so sorry about that, what can I get you ladies?” 

Once I took their orders, I split my attention between the mystery woman still looking around the bar and the flight of west coast IPAs for the couple across the bar. 

Who are you?

I scrutinized her face, hoping to catch a clue of just who this mystery woman could be. I watched as she eyed everyone around her with unbridled hunger. Her eyes were a grey-blue color, but they seemed to glow as she took in her surroundings. 

“She can’t be…?” I mumbled beneath my breath. I shook my head. Her eyes aren’t even gold. You’re being paranoid, Elyria, she’s probably just looking to hook up with someone.
 I released a nervous laugh. Can’t blame her for that
. 

I slid the finished Manhattans to the couple, and they thanked me in between conspiratorial giggles and playful swats. 

The bar was full of lovebirds and friends tonight. Nearly every table had some combination of raucous laughter, witchy cackles, and soft chuckles. I smiled at the sight.

I wouldn’t give this up for the world. 

The queer community found and stuck by each other with ease in Valfor; it was one thing I loved about the city. Even if that meant shacking up in creaky wooden chairs and old leather seats that were in desperate need of a reupholstery job. This was the first place to fold me in with warmth and welcome me for whatever—who
ever—I

 imagined myself to be. 

My adoration of Celestial Nights was interrupted by someone snagging my attention to place an order. When I swiveled my head toward her, I was confronted with glitter-struck mayhem. The woman I was fixated on earlier was now seated in front of me, her chest pressed against the bar in a tantalizing display of cleavage. She wore a skintight dress that was low cut enough to give me
 second-hand stress over a nip slip. 

I wanted to roll my eyes at the sight. People only acted this way when they were trying to get a free drink out of me. 


Little do they know, I’m trying to leave with a pocketful of tips. Free drinks for strangers will just get you taken advantage of.
 

“Hey hun, what would you like tonight?” I asked her. I took on my best customer-service voice and plastered a friendly smile onto my face. 

“You, if possible,” she purred. 

It took all my efforts not to roll my eyes straight into the back of my skull. When has that line ever worked for anyone?


“You look absolutely delicious,” she continued, and her eyes glimmered mischievously. When I peered into them, I could see the faint edges around the iris. 


She’s wearing contacts
. I swallowed down my nerves. Maybe my paranoia was justified after all. 

“Unfortunately, I’m not on the menu tonight,” I laughed, but the sound came out strained.

“Well, that’s no fun,” she replied. A playful frown tugged at her glossy lips. “I guess I’ll just have a Paloma, then.” 

A minor wave of nausea hit my stomach at my last memory of drinking tequila. I was downing the amber liquid like juice just to endure Cyrus’ presence. 

“Coming right up!” I smiled at her before turning around to 
seek out lime, grapefruit soda, and agave for the drink. The small pause was enough time to take in a few deep breaths and steady my racing heart. 

When I finally slid her the drink, she nearly grasped her hand around mine to take it from me. I knew what that would lead to, and luckily my instincts were faster than hers. I released my grip on the glass right before her skin could even graze mine. 

That was close.

She narrowed her eyes at me almost imperceptibly before she took on her flirty ambitions once again. 

“I’m Mayra,” she introduced herself while eyeing me up and down. “What’s your name, wildflower?” She fiddled with a silver chain dangling right above the hem of her top, drawing my attention back to her cleavage.

I couldn't stop the warm blush from sneaking up my cheeks. 

Why are the hot ones always so suspicious?

“Uh—um—just call me Elyria,” I stammered out. I mentally berated myself for sounding so flustered. “Is this your first time at Celestial Nights? I haven’t seen you here before,” I asked her. I made the mistake of leaning in closer to wipe down the counter space between us, my hand reaching dangerously close to hers with each sweep of my bar towel.

When a small spark passed in the millimeter space between our hands, I had my answer to who she was. That fleeting spark elicited an unsettling and hungry gaze from her, which only concretized my realization. 

My limbs went stiff. 

She’s the siphon I saw at Sinclair Lounge last night. 

Long brown hair. Sultry smirk. I had no doubts that the irises beneath her contacts gleamed gold, too. 

A small panic set in as I considered the havoc she could 
wreak on the other patrons if I didn’t keep a close eye on her. 


I’m going to have to flirt with her all night.
 I couldn’t tell if I was more annoyed or disgusted at the thought. She just wants a chance to siphon off of me. 


Lost in my own thoughts, I almost didn’t register her response to my earlier question. 

“Yeah, I just moved into town a few weeks ago,” she confirmed. “I’ve been checking out the different spots around here. So far, this one might be my favorite.” She winked at me. 

Gee, I wonder why?

Her hand moved closer to mine, slyly trying to angle herself closer to siphon off of me, but I moved just in time to avoid touch. She seemed to still think I was human, which I guess could be an advantage for me. Still, I wasn’t a fan of having to dodge sneaky touches from customers. 

“And what makes this bar so much better?” I flirted back, hoping I could keep up this dangerous game until she left. 

Before answering, she took a long, slow sip of her drink. She peaked at me from over the rim of the glass, and the look in her eyes sent fire ants racing down my back. Her gaze was searing, and not in the enticing way Zarina’s eyes lit up during our moments alone together. 

Instead, Mayra’s gaze reminded me of the looks Cyrus gave me whenever he got my guard down just enough to reach out for my hand or caress my face. It was painfully clear that Mayra was more eager to drain me than take me home for the night. 

I needed a moment to reign in my shaky breaths otherwise I wouldn’t make it through the night without having a full-blown panic attack. I didn’t wait for her to answer. I pretended to hear someone calling for me so that I could catch an inconspicuous break at the far end of the bar. 

She kept her eyes on me, waiting for me to return to her. She rested her cheek in one hand while her nails tapped impatiently against the bar top. After I stole a few minutes to brace myself and regain a calmer facade, I returned to Mayra’s spot behind the bar. 

I kept up with her flirting game all night. My only focus was on keeping the other customers safely away from whatever supernatural shit she was trying to pull here. It wasn’t until I noticed the utter silence of the room, devoid of any other laughing, whispering bodies, that I realized where I made my mistake.

I was completely alone with Mayra now, and the smug grin painted over her face meant that was exactly what she had been hoping for. 

Stupid, reckless, stupid Elyria. 

God damnit.

I wanted to throw my fist into the wall, but I couldn’t risk whatever meager bit of strength was left in my body on punching a fucking wall. My muscles had settled into an unpleasant soreness over an hour ago, and I was mentally drained, too. 

I could get in one, maybe two half-decent punches in my current state. I definitely wasn’t in any position to try and use my powers again. Nothing would make me happier than to wipe that prideful smirk right off of her face by stealing her coveted powers away. I felt a preemptive wave of fatigue at the thought of wielding my powers in full force again. 

That option is definitely off of the table. I need more time. 

“Waiting for a ride?” I asked. 

My hands trembled around the glassware I was cleaning. I hoped she wouldn’t notice, but the sparkle in her eyes confirmed that she very much had. She was reveling in my 
fear. 

At first, I was met with silence and a calculating gaze. I had just moved from the bar to clear off tables closer to the exit when she finally answered me.

“You could say that,” she purred. She licked her lips as her gaze raked over me.

Before I could make my move to run out of the bar, she was stalking towards me. Fear froze my limbs in place. My own instincts were failing me. 

Her eyes were dark and predatory as she backed me into the tables I had been cleaning. 

“What the hell are you—" I exclaimed. My voice came out more high-pitched than indignant. 

A small crash sounded from the backdoor. Mayra whipped her head towards the door, the noise distracting her just enough for me to slip away from the table and rush towards the back of the bar. 

The ruckus didn’t hold her attention for nearly long enough. I was at the corner, ready to slip behind the bar to temporary safety, when I felt a hand grip my shoulder and spin me around with rough force. 

I was face to face with Mayra again, and this time her expression was cold and angry. Her lip pulled back in a snarl. “No need to run, wildflower. I’ll make this quick.” 

When I looked down, dark smoke had escaped her palms and pinned my arms against the lower wall of the bar. The more I struggled against them, the tighter their grip became and the closer my sore muscles came to giving out. 

I thought about screaming, but I knew that wouldn’t help at this time of night. 

As if a human could help me out of this, anyway. 

I relished in the tiny victory that I kept Mayra from actually 
being able to siphon all night, even if that meant she was going to attempt an attack on me. 

She isn’t gonna like the outcome. 

I felt a prickle of fear at the thought of her reaction when she realized she’d lost out on a meal. My eyes flitted around the room. I needed to find something that would help me if she lost her temper. I was only a few yards from the back exit, so maybe the initial pain would distract her enough to make a run for it. 

She leaned in closer, her breath tickling my ear as she spoke. “You don’t need to go anywhere.” When she leaned back to face me, she brought her hand to my chin, gripping the fleshy skin beneath sharp-edged nails. “Just relax, you won’t feel a thing.” 

“Please, you really
 don’t want to do this,” I pleaded.

A sinister grin lit up her face. She used her free hand to run her fingers through my hair. She captured a loose curl and twirled it around her index finger. 

“Do what?” she asked innocently, cocking her head to the side.

I pressed my lips into a firm line. I needed to focus. 


The moment she tries to siphon off of me, I need to just let the floodgate open. I’ll eat ibuprofen for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, if that’s what it takes to get out of here in one piece.
 

Her fingers gripped my chin tighter, and I felt the seal of her siphoning powers waver. I closed my eyes, readying myself for the onslaught of pain when I heard the back door slam shut beside us. 

Mayra turned sharply at the noise, her grip loosening on my chin as shock replaced the cruelty in her eyes. I jutted my body out from her hold.

“Mayra?” a low voice growled, followed by the rapid 
approach of footsteps.

A familiar set of black stiletto nails wrapped around the grey-eyed woman’s throat. Predator became prey as Mayra found herself pinned against the bar in the same spot I’d just escaped.

“Listen, I—” she choked out, struggling to take in a full breath as the hand tightened around her neck.


Zarina’s
 hand.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Zarina hissed at her. Anger transformed her eyes into burning threats. 

With Zarina’s vice like grip on her throat, Mayra couldn’t make out a single word. Zarina loosened her hold just enough for the defenseless siphon to rasp out a few coherent syllables. 

“Cy-rus…El-yria,” she gasped in between fragmented words. “…F-ree to an-yone,” her eyes bulged out of their sockets, and for a split-second I worried the contacts would pop right out, too. 

I couldn’t help but flinch at the sight. Even if she does
 deserve it. 

I narrowed my eyes at her cowering form. Zarina stole a glance my way, and when her eyes zeroed in on my chin, I knew she saw the scratches Mayra’s nails left behind.

Zarina’s nostrils flared and her eyes turned to lethal slits before she turned back towards Mayra. She released Mayra’s neck just long enough to slip her hand around the back of it. Zarina let out a cruel laugh. 

“You must have forgotten what pain feels like for you to even consider doing that to someone, haven’t you, Mayra?” Zarina forced Mayra’s body over so that her stomach was parallel with the floor. “Let me remind you.”

Zarina brought her own knee up to Mayra’s exposed 
stomach, and the brute force behind the collision wrought a pained groan from the woman. Zarina let her body slump to the floor. 

Mayra’s eyes went wide. She gasped for breath as she curled up on the floor. A small trickle of blood escaped her lips, but she was too busy cradling her abdomen to wipe it away. 

Zarina rushed over to me. 

“Are you okay?” Her voice was hushed as worry etched at the corners of her eyes. She ran her hands over my hair, the action gentle and soothing. 

“How-how did you know?” was all that stumbled out of my mouth. The concoction of relief and confusion was making a mess of my mind. 

“I came to apologize for how we ended things,” she replied sheepishly. “But when you took so long to close, I got worried. Something didn’t feel right. I’m glad I checked.” Her eyes fell from mine, closing in on my lips, but she quickly returned to gaze at me with nothing but concern and longing taking up her stormy eyes. 

“You’re okay now,” she whispered. She brought a hand to my cheek, gently brushing away a stray tear I hadn’t realized was there. 

I wanted to lean into her touch, but Mayra’s muffled groans and fumbling limbs brought me back to reality.

Zarina tore her gaze away from me. Mayra’s interruption inspired Zarina’s ferocity to return, and she pinned her in place with nothing but a threatening glare. Zarina stalked forward and gripped Mayra’s arm, violently pulling her up to her feet.

Mayra’s body trembled with anger, her mouth contorting to suppress a slurry of curses waiting on her tongue. She kept her gaze locked to the floor beneath her, one arm clutched around 
her waist as if she were holding fractured ribs in place. 

“Don’t come back,” Zarina hissed. “And if you ever
 lay a hand on Elyria again, I’ll snap your damn neck.” Zarina punctuated her warning with an aggressive shove, pushing Mayra towards the front entrance of the bar. 

Mayra scampered to the door quickly. “And Mayra?” Zarina added.

The scurrying siphon flinched when she heard Zarina call out to her again.

“Share that last bit with Cyrus, too,” she stated, her tone cold and flat.

The door slammed loudly behind the crumpled siphon, and after watching her walk a block away, Zarina turned back towards me. 

I took a step back, crossing my arms over my chest as my eyes met hers.

“Thanks, Zarina, really
.” I couldn’t bring myself to meet her gaze. I bit down on my lip, my next words inciting a sharp pang to spear my throat before I even spoke them. “You should really go now.”

Pain marred the bright gold of her eyes, turning them dark again as hurt clouded her gaze.

“At least let me make sure you get home safe,” she pleaded, but she didn’t meet my eyes. “It’ll be quick. I drove here,” she added.

“I guess,” I mumbled. 


This is for the best. Who knows if Mayra is out there waiting for me in the shadows?
 Plus, Zarina would probably just follow me to make sure I got home safe, anyway. I might as well get a free ride out of it. 


Huh. I can really rationalize myself into anything.
 

Her car was parked in the alley behind the bar. 
Unsurprisingly, she drove a lime green Ferrari—a car with enough speed to match her hot-headed attitude. A ghost of a smile touched my face as I slid into the cool leather interior.
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e spent the first half of the drive in complete silence. I pressed myself into the side of my seat and kept my attention focused on counting the trees as we passed them. 

Soon they started to blur past my eyes, and I realized Zarina was picking up speed in the sleek sports car. 

We barreled down narrow suburban roads, just barely missing scurrying animals and late-night cyclists. Somehow, she had the luck to hit every green light—not that she even bothered to slow down enough to check. 

When I stole an apprehensive glance at Zarina, her hands gripped the steering wheel painfully tight. Her lips pressed into a firm line as she stared forward, gaze fixated on something out of reach. 

She was the first to break the silence. 

“Elyria, I—” her voice wavered.

“Zarina…” I interrupted, my tone a warning. It felt like the tether pulling us together was more insistent than ever before, but I didn’t have the nerve to lean into the taut line.

“I miss you.” Her words came out in a breathy whisper.

“It’s only been a week,” I mumbled. 
A week that’s felt like a lifetime.
 But I couldn’t tell her that. 

Before I knew it, the trees outside the window were taking on solid forms again. The car was slowing down until eventually it came to a stop. Zarina had us parked on the side of the road, completely ignoring the “No Parking” sign right beside us.

“Elyria, please, can we just talk?”

“I don’t know what to say,” I sighed.

“‘I miss you, too,’ works just fine,” she laughed, but the sound was broken. “Hell, I’d take ‘I don’t miss you, now leave me the hell alone’ if it meant knowing where we stand.”

I wanted to say I didn’t miss her. To tell her to leave me alone. But those weren’t just easy answers; they were blatant lies. 

“I don’t know how I feel. I miss you, but I don’t know you. Not really,” I whispered, unable to speak my truth any louder. “And you don’t know me.” 

“I do know you,” she objected. “God, Elyria, I do. I know we were just kids, but you were my best friend.” Her voice hitched, but she took a breath and continued.

“I used to know you better than my own reflection.” 

I could feel the weight of her gaze pinned to me, a silent plea to look her way. 


If I give in now, I won’t have the strength to get out of this car.
 

I kept my eyes down, focusing instead on the carpeted mat beneath my seat. It looked suspiciously unused, as if mine were the first feet to step onto it. 

“I used to daydream about the way your eyes shined like chocolate opals under the sun. The way you used to pull me around the corner when you were trying to get a good scare out of Zarec. How you would giggle when Zarec or I used your 
nickname, but you’d stick your tongue out at Cyrus when he did,” she chuckled, the ghost of a smile touching her lips. 

I couldn’t help but meet her gaze.

The memories struck at my heart, hitting the sensitive spaces I hadn’t managed to block off just yet. She held onto them with such clarity, such warmth. I only wished I could invoke my own memories with the same remembrance, but they were so much harder to pull from, to feel any familiarity with. 

The memories brought a nostalgic glimmer to her eyes as she stared at me. “I remember how much you loved fairy tales—you would recite them to me without needing the book, you had them nearly memorized.” 

Zarina laughed, and this time it was the enrapturing melody I remembered. The sound lit up every nerve ending in my body, and her words continued to elicit a fraught sense of warmth and contentment from me. “I swear you used to believe those stories,” she continued. “It made me want to believe them, too, just to fit myself into the worlds you built up around us, word by word.” 

She reached her hand towards me and caught an escaped curl, let it fall through her fingers before tucking it behind my ear. “I know a lot has changed Ely, but the core of you hasn’t. You’re still the vibrant, enchanting girl I remember. And I would love nothing more than to get to know you a thousand times over again,” she whispered. 

Her words, her smile, the way she was looking at me—it all sent my heart into overdrive. I struggled to find my place in all of it. I had to work
 to remember those details, to spin my head into a throbbing migraine for the visions she remembered so easily. I couldn’t be sure if I felt enough—if I knew enough—to be what she wanted. 


To be who she thinks I am.
 

I couldn’t meet the hopeful expression in her eyes—I was too afraid.

“We’ve been apart for years, Zarina,” I started. Speaking my thoughts aloud felt like a hand clawing through my stomach and ripping a detour through my heart. “I only just got my memories back. What am I supposed to do with that?” The words came out in a flurry, and my breaths felt ragged with unspent emotions. 

It was like I was saying nothing and everything all at the same time. I hated it. 

Zarina turned her face away, watching cars pass by. “I used to think forgetting you would be easier,” she admitted. “But I know now it wouldn’t be. I never let myself forget you, Elyria, and I did everything
 so you wouldn’t forget me, either. I was just a little kid, but damn it
,” her voice broke, and she turned to look at me again with unshed tears brimming in her eyes. “I tried
.”

I tore my eyes away from hers. It was the only way I could keep her from seeing the tears threatening to blur my own vision. I felt caught between my reintroduced past and an unknown future. All I really wanted to know was what the hell I was supposed to even do.
 I needed more than memories to trust her again, to believe whatever laid behind her sentimental words. I was still reeling from whatever the hell happened between us at the estate. 

How can I trust her not to just use me as a tool to piss off her brother? 

Even worse, being around another Sinclair reminded me of what Cyrus had done, how he tried to bind me to him—whatever the hell that even means
.

There was just too much
. 

Too much unspoken.

Too much unknown.

Too much everything
 between us for me to do more than accept a ride home from her. If just a simple kiss on the cheek could put us both into a painful spiral, how could either of us ask the other for more?

She might have tried then, but what about now
?

“You can’t even hold my hand. How much are you really
 trying?”

Zarina sucked in a sharp breath, but no words followed the shaky exhale.

Before I could blink, she had whipped the car back onto the main road and was once again speeding towards my apartment. The silence between us was suffocating, I felt myself drowning in it. 

Once she pulled up in front, I didn’t wait for her to put the car in park before I shoved myself out of the door. I swore I had been holding my breath before I stepped outside of the car. My first breath of fresh air tore into me, desperate to fill up my aching lungs.

I tried not to look back as I walked up the steps, but self-restraint wasn’t a strong virtue of mine. I stole a quick glance over my shoulder.

The full force of dejection in her eyes hit me with the force of a boulder. Her glistening eyes followed me to my apartment door. I tried to pretend I hadn’t seen her, but the weight of her gaze caused me to fumble with my keys, dropping them to the floor before I could unlock the front door. Impending embarrassment proved an ample motivator to get me through the door on my second try. I heard tires screeching as Zarina sped out of the complex.
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floated through the proceeding weeks without realizing how fast time was passing. I filled up my days with workouts, bartending, and hunting down siphons until the splitting headaches had me trudging back up my apartment steps. I felt plagued by exhaustion each night, barely waking up in time to start the routine all over again.

Every night felt the same. The only change was which siphon I was inflicting my abilities upon. I took their powers one by one in hopes that eventually I wouldn’t be able to anymore, that I would feel the balance
 the changeling history spoke of. 

I was starting to worry it would never come. Maybe I started too late. Maybe having my powers hidden from me did more harm than I thought. 

I could sense Leafy’s growing concern for me. I was never awake or around when she was home and dedicating all my attention to honing my powers meant I had left many texts unanswered, and a handful of lunch dates forgotten. 

The first few nights I had gone out looking for siphons following the night at Sinclair Lounge were the hardest. She 
would berate me each time I came home with new violet marks on my arms. 

It didn’t take me long to realize that the more I went out, the less marks I came home with. Eventually I regained the discipline and vigilance taught during my earlier years in kick-boxing studios. As it turned out, that was exactly what I needed to grasp onto my powers, especially the dark smoke that slipped from my lips on command now. 

I felt guilty about the growing distance between us, but something was pushing me to go out later and longer each night. Every siphon I left drained outside of a bar never felt like enough. I needed to chip away at their numbers, even if I was just one person. 

It’s all about balance, right? Isn’t this what the faebloods need—someone to take down the monsters making them feel vulnerable? 

At least that’s what I kept telling myself. It was more like I was on an endless pursuit towards freedom from these powers. Whatever Alcione described in their own changeling passage, I wanted it. Needed
 it.

My reasoning doesn’t even matter. Tonight will be no different from the last.

After wrapping up my shift at Celestial Nights, I walked for a few blocks to check out the new late-night café. On Thursdays they had live bands playing, so there was always a decent crowd, and a decent crowd meant at least one or two siphons could comfortably feed without notice. 

I walked into the sound of smooth jazz and the comforting smell of fresh brewed coffee. I put in an order at the counter for an iced mocha. With the nights dipping below forty degrees these days, my cold order inspired a lopsided grin from the barista.

Iced mocha in hand, I found a seat a small distance from the 
stage so I could people watch without raising any suspicion. 

It only took ten minutes of letting my gaze meander around the small space before I saw a man with shaggy blond hair and a lean, tall build leading who I could only assume to be an unsuspecting woman out through the back of the shop. I waited a few seconds after they stepped out before tossing my unfinished drink and following them. 

I tried to catch siphons in the act, to use their own distraction and sense of security against them. If they were going to just pick naïve victims to drain, I felt justified doing the same to them. 

I slipped out of the door, making sure to guide it shut to a complete close. 

The pair was pressed against the back wall of the building. They were a symphony of giggles surrounded by lazy streams of smoke. When the blond siphon leaned in to kiss the woman, I watched as her body grew stiff for a fleeting second before settling into his touch. 

I took that as my cue to jump in and pulled him off of the woman by his collar. 

“Dude, what the fu—” he started, his eyes growing wide in surprise as he turned to look at who was dragging him away from his victim. 

I packed quite a bit of strength in this short frame of mine. It only took a couple of weeks for my muscles to stop straining against the weight of full-grown men; now it just felt like tossing a wet blanket. Challenging, but not exactly difficult. 

I had him pinned against the brick wall, my forearm pressing into his neck while my other handheld his wrists at an unnatural angle behind his back. 

“You think you can just prey on any woman you deem an easy target, don’t you?” I asked him. My voice was low enough 
just for him to hear. 

He struggled against my hold, but my grip was firm. His useless fidgeting only paused when a timid voice spoke beside us. 

“It’s not what you think,” the woman’s voice shook as she spoke. 

Her words were directed at me. I heard her take a step closer, but when I whipped my head toward her, something froze her in place. 

God, just how bad has this dude freaked her out?

“Get out of here, you’re safe now,” I tried to reassure her, but my voice came out gravelly. Puffs of black smoke appeared at the corner of my vision. 

She took a step back on trembling legs, her eyes flitting between me and the man I had pinned against the wall. I shook my head and returned my attention to the predator in front of me. She just doesn’t know any better. 



“
Who are you? What are you doing?” The man’s voice was muffled as I pressed his cheek into the wall.

“You’ll find out soon enough,” I snarled. “Now just hold still.”. 

“Please, just let him go,” the woman pleaded a few feet away.


Is she afraid of
 me?


I pushed their voices to a distant place in the back of my mind. I needed to finish this before my own onslaught of powers consumed me instead of his
 powers. 

I focused all of my energy into breaking the blonde’s restraints. I could feel him trying to rush his powers back into his body, but it was too late. He had just tapped into them earlier, and that made breaking the seal damn near child’s play. 

The resurfacing of his powers fanned the flames building inside of me. Just as I was about to tap into them, I heard a new voice behind me. 

A firm hand gripped my shoulder, urging me to turn around. 

I whipped my head around, pinning a frustrated glare to whoever decided to interrupt me. 

I cocked my head at the familiar face in front of me, and the unsuspecting figure caused me to loosen my grip on the siphon. It was just enough for him to finally wriggle out of my grasp and run back towards the woman.

My insides revolted at the sudden loss of energy. I had to shake Zarina’s hand off of my shoulder to prevent myself from redirecting my powers onto her. The flames continued to climb up my throat, but for once their urgency was waning. 

“Elyria?” Zarina’s tone was questioning and cautious. “What are you doing? Kyle is harmless.” Her voice was soft, coaxing even, as she tried to talk me off of a power-driven edge. 

A bitter laugh broke from my tightening throat. “Harmless? He was about to drain her.” I rolled my eyes. I know what I’m doing. I have this under control
. 

“That’s his girlfriend
, Elyria. She knows
. How can you not see that?” Zarina shook her head at the question, disappointment and impatience added an edge to her countenance. 

She took a step away from me, pointing towards the couple to punctuate her point. “Or have you forgotten that humans and siphons can be together too—like your own parents?” 

I looked between the two strangers before me, scrutinizing the blond siphon—Kyle—with added wariness. The woman was on her tiptoes, his face turned in her hands as she inspected the scratches on his cheeks. When she turned around and caught me staring, she glared at me. 

I flinched at the icy hatred in her eyes. I thought I was helping. 

“I couldn’t have known that,” I huffed out. I crossed my arms defensively and turned my face back towards Zarina. 

I had not seen Zarina since she saved me at the bar, and since then I was building a safe distrust for siphons—it didn’t matter who they were. Making them human wouldn’t kill
 them, so it was easier to just drain-first, ask-questions-later my way through the night. 

Zarina looked me over, her eyes wary. “He’s an old friend of Zarec’s, I swear. I wouldn’t lie to you,” she said the last part softly, as if she was urging me to believe her, to trust her, even if it was just for this one moment.

I weighed Zarina’s words, glancing back at the human woman doting on him—there wasn’t an ounce of fear for him in her expression, just pure concern. 

I didn’t need to go after Kyle tonight, not if what Zarina told me, what my own eyes were seeing, was true. And if she was wrong, I would be back tomorrow, anyway. 

“Go,” I tossed the word at the couple, who were still frozen to their spot. I zeroed in on Kyle, his eyes maintained the surprise from earlier along with intermingled fear. 

“Before
 I change my mind,” I added, my foot tapping with impatience and unspent energy. When I looked back at Zarina, something flashed across her widening eyes—fear?
 I couldn’t be sure.

I uncrossed my arms and wrung my hands out. A sudden wave of self-consciousness swept over me. I felt ashamed of what she caught me doing, as if I was doing something wrong. But I wasn’t. 

Right?


I never wanted
 her to be scared of me.
 The thought alone made 
my heart sink into my stomach, singed by the flames already taking up residence in my core. When had I started wanting
 anyone to be afraid of me?


“I’m sorry you had to see that,” I started. And I was. I’m sure I don’t look all that welcoming with some random man pinned against the wall.
 “It’s been a while, I guess.” The words came out clunky and awkward.

It wasn’t just the passage of time creating a wall between us, that much was clear. 

“You changed your hair,” she said. She reached up a tentative hand to hold an escaped dark brown curl but changed her mind when she noticed me lean away from her touch. 

“It’s a lot less obvious than bright blue,” I laughed, but the sound was shaky. “I learned my lesson a week ago when some of the siphons started to catch on. They sought me out, tried to catch me by surprise.” My eyes darkened at the memory. I hadn’t been sure then if I could take them all, but it wasn’t just the siphons who discovered that when my powers urged me to take more, I was unstoppable. 

I slept for eighteen hours straight that night. Leafy was worried I wouldn’t wake up. 

But I did. I just felt like shit afterwards. 

“What happened?” Zarina’s eyes grew wide. She was taking in my form with fervor, looking for bruises and scrapes—some sign that more than a scuffle had occurred. 

I shrugged. “They learned their lesson too.” 

“Sounds like you. I’m glad you’re okay,” she replied. Her smile was surprisingly sincere, despite the nervous chuckle.

I missed her smile. I wanted to lean into it, into her, but I couldn’t ignore the question lingering at the forefront of my mind.

“I hate to have to ask this,” I started, unable to hide the suspicion coating my words. “But why are you here? Why now?” I crossed my arms over my chest, trying to keep a small barrier between us until I knew her intentions  

She bit her lip and shifted her gaze from mine. “I needed to see you, to see if what Cyrus told me was true.” 

So Cyrus has been keeping tabs on me. 

I assumed he would be, but the thought still sent shivers down my spine. I hadn’t heard from him since the last time I was at their club, and even if that struck me as suspicious, I didn’t test my luck. The days and weeks I stayed away from him felt borrowed, manufactured. Even weeks later I still expected him to pop up at the bar. I was surprised I ran into Zarina before him—especially after how our last conversation went. 

The longer the silence extended between us, the more aware I felt of the space around us. I felt acutely aware of the sounds of mice darting up and down the narrow alley. Despite the chilly breeze whipping past us, the goosebumps rising on my arm weren’t from the cold. 

Zarina’s arms were wrapped around her waist, goosebumps raised along her forearms where the sleeves of her sweatshirt were rolled up. I could see her working her jaw as if she was testing out different words in her mouth before she spoke. Eventually she settled on her words. Her eyes lingered on the spot behind me where I’d had Kyle pinned to the wall minutes before.

“Are you really able to take our powers?” She sounded confused; each word was laced with doubt. 

I should have expected her question. She had
 caught me in the act. The earlier pricks of shame needled into me. 

“Yes.”

I waited for her reaction before I continued, but she kept her eyes pinned to the wall behind me. 

“Why?”


Isn't the answer obvious?
 She saw what Mayra almost did all those weeks ago. If I was human, I never would have made it out of the bar without Zarina stepping in. In fact, I was very not
 human and still felt skeptical of my odds with the aggressive siphon that night. Since then I’ve learned that Mayra wasn’t unique in her cruelty—the siphons I’ve already dealt with have made that very
 clear. 

“Because I’ve seen what siphons do when their powers go unchecked,” I stated. 

Zarina’s eyes flickered to mine, and there was understanding there. Whatever I’ve seen, she was sure to have seen worse working at the club. 

“You can’t just go around taking people’s whole lives, that’s all most siphons know. They can’t help what they are.” Her words sounded forced, as if she was trying to convince herself—not me. 

“What’s the difference between what I’m doing now and what you did the first night we met?” I countered. “You left a man nearly unconscious for trying to roofie someone.”

And she was right to do it. Just like I am now. 


“What I did wasn’t permanent, Elyria.” My name was a reprimand on her lips. She brought a hand up to smooth down her brows. “You know that.” 

“Then why didn’t you try to stop me before now? You’ve known what I’ve been doing for weeks now.” I tore my face away, my hands balling at my sides. “You could’ve come sooner.”

She released an exasperated breath, and my earlier fears resurfaced.

What if she’s been too scared of me?

God, what if she still is?

“You know I would never do that to you, right?” I whispered. 

On instinct, I reached a hand towards her cheek. I stopped just before touching her, my fingers hovering in the space between us. She stared at my hand, but there was no hesitation in her eyes. It almost looked like she was willing me closer with her gaze alone. 

“Damn it,” she huffed. “I didn’t come here to interrogate you.” She brought her hand up between us and laced her fingers with mine.

I sucked in a breath. “Zarina—what are you—” 

I felt frozen in place, reduced to an immobile vessel as I waited for the flames to lick at my stomach, my throat again. My eyes widened at the sight of our hands clasped together. I only managed to release a shaky breath when I realized there was nothing but the soft feel of her skin against mine.

“I don’t blame you for what you’re doing,” she whispered, her eyes watched my shifting expressions. “Not anymore, at least.” 

I tightened my fingers around hers. I hadn’t been able to enjoy having her skin so flush against mine before. I was still in awe that such a simple touch could make my heart hammer away in my chest. 


Finally
. The voice in the back of my head wasn’t my own, but I agreed with the sentiment. I was so transfixed on our touch that I ignored its vague familiarity. 

I only had one question on my mind.

“How?” I blurted out. My other hand gestured at our clasped ones. 

“I’ve been practicing.” A rosy blush creeped up her cheeks. 


I guess my words struck the right nerve.

 The pull between us felt insistent again.

“Is this why you’re really here? To show off?” I raised a brow at her. 

“Is that not a good enough reason?” she retorted, squeezing my hand.

“I guess not,” I shrugged, pulling her forward with me so we could leave the alley. I wasn’t exactly keen on sharing this moment with scurrying mice. 

She let me lead her out of the alley, and we ended up in front of her green Ferrari. 

“I could drive you home?” she offered. The heated look in her eyes revealed that home wasn’t exactly where she’d like to take me, and I couldn’t blame her. I still felt lingering nerves at the thought. I knew we still needed to catch up, but I wanted nothing more than to just make the most of being able to feel her against me for the first time. I wasn’t sure if I could keep my hands off of her now that I knew it was safe. 

“I’m not in a rush.” My eyes flicked down to her full lips. I couldn’t stop my tongue from snaking over my own. It didn’t help that being so close to her meant I was surrounded by sunshine and citrus bliss—a welcome reprieve from the mingled smells of car exhaust and pinecones I’d been confronted with on the streets each night. 

She didn’t miss my lingering gaze, but instead of acting on it, she opened the passenger door for me. She leaned in, her lips against my cheek.

“After you,” she murmured. 

The tickle of her breath against my ear sent pleasant shivers down my spine. Her hand slipped out of mine to press against the small of my back, guiding me into the car’s dark leather interior. 

“You move fast,” I teased. “All it took was one successful touch and now you’re dragging me wherever you want?” I looked up at her with a quirked eyebrow. She laughed and rolled her eyes before closing my door.

When she slid into the driver’s seat beside me, she answered my question. “If I was dragging you wherever I wanted, I wouldn’t just be driving you home
,” she retorted, mischief sparkled in her eyes. 

A blush crept up my cheeks. I hadn’t realized how much I had missed her mischievous quips until now. 


I missed you.
 I couldn’t speak the words out loud, not yet. 

I’d been moving on autopilot so much the last few weeks that I never let myself dwell on the small pit  she left in my stomach. It ate away at me the first few days, but I had been able to distract myself with work, boxing classes, and supernatural vigilantism after dark. 

“Did I steal your breath away?” She brought her thumb up to my face and brushed it over my bottom lip. Her eyes were transfixed to my parted lips as a smirk pulled at hers.

I laughed, the sound shaky and uncertain as I captured her hand in mine again. “You could say that,” I whispered. 

“Can I show you something?” Her eyes lit up with excitement.


I like where this is going.
 I nodded and leaned in, anticipating her lips on mine any second. 

She grasped my chin between her thumb and forefinger and tilted my face up to hers. “You’ll love this,” she whispered against my lips before pulling away from me. “Safety first, I can’t drive if you don’t have your seatbelt on.”

I wasn’t ready to go home yet, to give up more time with her, so a field trip was fine by me, but did she have
 to lead me on first? I couldn’t stifle my own groan. I shoved her shoulder 
gently.

“You’re such a flirt, you know that?”

The moment my seatbelt clicked into place, Zarina was speeding down the road. We were headed west, out of the city center, opposite the direction of my apartment. “You’ll love
 this,” she repeated, her voice giddy.

Her excitement was punctuated by the ungodly speeds of her Ferrari as we hit the backroads. I stared out the window and watched the buildings dwindle until they blurred into maple and hemlock trees. Valfor wasn’t too far from the western forests and meadows. If we drove an hour further west, we would find ourselves face to face with the pacific ocean. 

“We’re here!” Zarina pulled off of the main road and parked in a patch of gravel a short way into the forest. 

I couldn’t help but scoff at her parking spot choice. 

Zarina shifted her attention from the gear shift to me. “What?” Her brows scrunched together in curiosity.


I could never park a car this expensive in the middle of the woods, but to each their own, I guess
. 

“Nothing,” I laughed and stepped out. “So what is it you’re so eager to show me?”

Zarina grabbed my hand and began pulling me into the woods. I kept my feet rooted to the ground beneath me and my other hand on the lime green door handle of the parked car. 

“There’s no way in hell I’m going in there
,” I asserted. I shook my head at the darkening expanse of trees and shrubs before us. 

I appreciated her bravado, but I was not
 going into a random forest in the middle of the night.

“I think you’ve forgotten that we’re probably the most 
frightening creatures out here tonight,” she held onto my hand but didn’t try to pull me with her again. Instead, she watched the wheels turn behind my eyes as I weighed her words. 

She was
 right. I released my hold on her car and took a step forward. That was all it took for her to pull me over to her and turn us around. She wrapped her hand around my waist and pulled me to her side before we ventured into the parting trees. 

I took in a breath of fresh air, the smells of damp wood and wild herbs greeting my nose. Though it was dark, the full moon shined just enough light for me to make out the crooked, bare branches of maple trees surrounding us. We stepped over damp leaves and heard the snap of twigs beneath our feet. With only the noises of the forest surrounding us, I felt sure we were the only two people out at this hour. 

The trees broke in density to reveal a small expanse of unforested space before us. The moon shone down on an array of purples, pinks, and reds. The vibrant field of tulips and snowdrops delighted my eyes and their floral scents wafted up to my nose. When I closed my eyes, it was as if I was bathing in their aroma. 

Zarina wrapped both her hands around my one, stealing my attention away as she grazed a kiss against my knuckles.

“You love it, don’t you?” She smiled against my hand, the gesture reaching her eyes as she gazed at me through dark lashes. 

“This is incredible,” I whispered, awe-struck at the enchanting image before me. I returned her gaze. “How did you find this place?”

Zarina’s smile faltered. “When you first left, the only place I found any solace in was the meadow near my house. The way the sun and moon made the petals glitter felt like magic.”

She pulled me into the field of flowers, both of us toppling into the lush carpet of petals and greenery. The chill from the water drops seeped through the thin sleeves of my top, but I didn’t mind the cold. 

Not with Zarina right across from me, her golden eyes searing into mine. 

“When I found this place, it reminded me of the first fairytale you ever told me.” Her warm breath created foggy puffs in the cold air between us. “Do you remember it? The one about the little girl who saved her town with a small bundle of flowers?”

How could I forget? 

My grandma told me this one the most, and I never stopped her from repeating it. Anytime a petal would blow past the window, or my dad would drop me off with a bouquet of yellow roses, she would sit me down and tell me the story all over again. 

I might not be able to tell these stories verbatim anymore, but I remembered them. It had been a while since I’d told one. 

“She bathed wild roses and tulips under the full moon,” I started, flipping onto my back to stare up at the moon beaming down on us. “She presented them to every devilish creature that entered her town with malevolent intentions. They’d leave peacefully, and every full moon afterwards they came back with flowers of their own, from their own realms.” I spoke to Zarina and the sky, hoping if my grandma was up there, she could hear me telling her story again. 

“My grandma always said a little kindness and beautiful things could reach anyone's heart—even if you weren’t sure they had one beating in their chest.”   

Zarina released a content sigh beside me. “I always loved that one.” 

She propped herself up on her elbow to look at me. I turned my head to watch her, enjoying the pillow of flowers cushioned beneath me. 

“I don’t think I’ve ever shared the fairytale I was fed as a child,” she confided. 

I raised a brow at her in encouragement—my interest was piqued. I was a sucker for a good story, and any words slipping from the melody of Zarina’s voice were ones I found myself more than eager to hear. 

“What kind of fairytale?”

“You could call it a siphon origin story, of sorts—one of many.” 

I smiled at her, enjoying the way the moon lit up her skin. The flowers parting turned her into the very vision of a fairytale—shrouded in the petals of purple and red, moonlight shone over slivers of exposed mahogany skin, violet constellations stared back at me from the golden fathoms of her eyes. Tight dark curls framed her face and bounced against the petals crowning her head. 

Zarina put her hand up to the vast night sky, the deep browns catching the light of the full moon. “According to most myths, we were made of darkness. They say that those with midnight skin once sought out smoke and shadows, imbuing them with the ancient magic of dream weaving to give corporeal form to their powers.” I watched as she released small wisps of smoke into the air, their dark forms climbing towards the moon in a fruitless pursuit. 

She stole her hand away, resting it on the ground between us as her fingers dug into the dirt. “I know we are not all darkness, though,” she continued. “We craved more than the dark, more than the shadows at our fingertips.” Her tone grew fervent, convincing.

“We wanted to see more, so we captured the stars and replaced our eyes with their golden light. We took strands of twilight and speckled the gold with violets, giving us more time beneath a waning sun just before the moon rose and illuminated the sky in its stead.” 

She fell onto her back and folded her hands across her chest, her eyes locked onto the moon above us. “But the light is never the same. Distant stars cannot bear the burden of the sun after it sets.”

Zarina’s words sunk into me. I felt her desperation as she clung to this little detail of starlight eyes, but I also understood the power within this story—myth or truth, it didn’t matter. It never did. 

That’s the magic of fairy tales, right? 

For Zarina, this story was a testament to the turmoil striking out territory within her. She saw herself as a child of darkness, and thus somehow innately evil, as if the elements of light were merely peeking out of her, the way the bits of amethyst lit up the enduring depths of her golden eyes. 

I wiggled my way closer to her, lifting myself up on one hand to look down into her eyes. I lifted a tentative hand to her cheek. I was still getting used to the feel of her skin beneath my touch, of being able to feel her without hurting either of us. I stroked the soft skin in slow circles. 

“You tell me this like darkness isn’t bathed in moonlight, as if shadows don’t exist in the spaces sunlight touches. Nothing is so simple, Zarina,” my fingers lingered at the corner of her parted lips, “especially
 not you.”

Her eyes grew wide, a single tear escaping their golden fathoms. I wiped it away with my thumb—only Zarina could make confusion look beautiful and haunting at the same time.

Her vulnerability buoyed me with its warmth, but I didn’t 
need it to know of the goodness that lied inside Zarina Sinclair. She was always trying, and true evil doesn’t try
 to be better
. Good and evil were never moving targets. They were blurred lines in a constant embrace, pressed tightly against one another, always shaping and molding one another. 

My eyes flickered to her lips, where they parted with the promise of more stories—her
 stories. I wanted to devour them all. She leaned her cheek into my hand, staring up at me with those twilight-speckled eyes. I scooped my other hand beneath her waist and shifted us both to a sitting position. Our gazes now parallel with one another, I brought my other hand up to her face and held her cheeks in a delicate embrace. 

When I stared into her eyes, she was nodding before I even had a chance to ask. My eyes flickered back to her lips, parted and waiting, before I sealed my own against hers. 

Words weren’t enough for what I felt. I needed to show her that she was deserving of light and good, that she is
 light and good—it didn’t matter whether that light came from the sun or the moon.

The kiss began tenuous and gentle, her lips soft and warm against my own. She sighed against me, the sound a breathy release of longing and pleasure. Before I realized it, I was melting into her, guiding us back to the petaled meadow floor until I was straddling her hips and flush against her body. 

Sparks radiated through every nerve ending in my body as Zarina tugged on my bottom lip with her teeth, transforming the kiss from hesitant to hungry. I was desperate for more of her, slipping my tongue between her lips. 

My hands grasped at her sides, slipping beneath her shirt to feel the heat radiating from her skin against my own. Her hands reached up between us, sliding up my back until they were buried in my hair, pulling me closer to her.

We were falling into each other, devouring the time we spent apart in shared breaths and grasping hands, we consumed everything that stood between us until it was just our lips left melding against one another. 

Kissing Zarina felt like embracing the sky, it felt like the stars, the moon, and life itself were being breathed into me with each exchange of breath, with each flick of her tongue against my own. 

The rumble of thunder caused us to pause for a fleeting moment, but before I had the chance to look up at the sky, Zarina’s hand on my neck pulled me back towards her. My lips crashed into hers once again, this time the warmth mixed with the cool droplets of rain sprinkling around us. My hands slipped out from beneath her shirt to cradle her cheeks again. They were warm between my hands despite the cold water soaking into us. 

I was directly above her, blocking out most of the rain from hitting her body. Despite the heat radiating throughout me, I couldn’t block the involuntary shiver from being soaked in the freezing cold. When my teeth clattered together while our mouths were pressed against each other, Zarina was the first to pull away. 

She tucked damp curls behind my ears and scrunched her nose. A teasing smile touched her lips. 

“I don’t want to be the reason you get sick,” she mumbled, her words coming out breathless. 

Her eyes still shone with desire, and her lopsided grin revealed her regret at being the first to pull away. 

I groaned and fell against her, my ear pressed to her chest where her heart thundered between her ribs. 

Rain be damned, I could stay right here forever. 

I didn’t have to think about anything but the steady beat of 
her heart, the feel of her lips, soft and warm against my own, the mingling smells of citrus and flora as I laid with her in the moonlit meadow. 

“Ely…” she coaxed, but her hand remained at my back, pinning me against her. 

“You don’t want to leave either,” I mumbled against her chest. “Admit it.” I closed my eyes, waiting for her response. 

“Of course not.” I didn’t need to look up to know she was rolling her eyes. “But even those of us who aren’t human can catch colds.”

I found the willpower to pull my face away from her and sat up, still straddling her hips.

“You’re right,” I sighed. “Let’s go.” 

I pulled her up with me and we ran far from the rain and towards her car, our laughter mingling behind us during the short sprint back.
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f it weren’t for the stories Zarina and I swapped back and forth on the ride home, I would have been a soggy, miserable mess the whole drive. As the cold seeped into my skull, the beginnings of a dull migraine struck me, but I swallowed down the familiar pain, focusing instead on the leather seats I found myself frozen to for the first few minutes of the drive—it took damn near forever for the seat heaters to melt away the chill caused by my drenched shirt and jeans. 

The leather seats transformed into bastions of heat, facilitating the release of my shivers and eventually the throb in my temples. I forced my gaze to the vehicle’s floor until the raucous hammering at my temples subsided. I grimaced down at the carpeted mat beneath my mud caked boots, the pristine grey transformed into a dark and splotchy brown after our careless steps through rain-soaked soil. 

Zarina’s voice tore me from my disgruntled focus on the muddy floor mats. “What else do you remember?” she asked, an excited lilt to her voice. 

We spoke in between chattering teeth and fits of shivers, 
but that only made us laugh harder as we tried to continue our stories unfettered. I had to piece through all of my old memories to pull out the ones I wanted, but the more I conjured with Zarina, the easier they were to recall on my own. We traded favorite memories like playing cards, most of them featuring a spooked and timid Zarec. 

“We were
 kind of mean,” Zarina admitted in between laughs. 

“It was just so fun to chase him! I couldn’t help it.”. 

When we finally made it back to my apartment, Zarina walked me to the door. We both waited in silence, neither of us sure how to end our brief night together. 

I felt guilty leaving Zarina behind—her clothes were still soaked and stuck to her shivering skin. I looked between her and my front door, chewing the inside of my cheek as I mulled over how I would ask. 


I don’t want her to think I’m just trying to get into her pants.
 

“So,” I started, biting my lip as I avoided her eyes. “Do you want to come in and dry off? I can give you dry clothes to change into.”

“Elyria!” she gasped, throwing a hand up to her mouth. “Are you trying to seduce me?” 

“You’re ridiculous.” I rolled my eyes at her, but a peachy flush still rose to my cheeks.

She raised a brow at me to emphasize her feigned disbelief, but the hand across her mouth couldn’t hide the rumbles of laughter.

“I’d appreciate that. I’m probably two more shivers away from pneumonia at this point.” As if on cue, her teeth clattered together between her toothy grin. 

I unlocked the door and gave her a playful shove, escaping the winter bite outside. She waited in the entryway even after I 
followed her inside and began digging through my drawers for towels and warm clothes. 

I settled on sweats and two T-shirts, tossing a bundle her way. “The bathroom is the first door on the right, feel free to take a shower to warm up if you want to.”

Survival won out over the heat in her eyes and she bolted to the bathroom. I heard the rush of water from the showerhead only seconds later.

I stayed in the living room and paced back and forth in front of my bed, trying to preoccupy my mind while Zarina showered a few feet away from me. 

Leafy was out for an overnight trip—she and Ava were a few towns over scoping out new plants for Poppy’s Plants. Having the apartment to myself with the temptation of Zarina a mere touch away felt like a special brand of torture reserved just for me. 

I had jumped into things too quickly with her the first time and I didn’t want to risk whatever this was. We had begun bridging old and new memories, rekindling the fires I felt between us when I saw her at the Lounge. 

That feels like a lifetime ago. 

I thought I was human then—I had thought everyone
 was human. I had a better idea of what I was now, and even if my powers put me in opposition to Zarina’s siphon nature, I couldn’t help but be drawn to her on every level. Something pulled us together with insistence, and while it sometimes felt outside of my control, I didn’t mind it. I enjoyed it, enjoyed being in her presence, being with her
. 

The way the world fell apart and we melted into each other was proof enough for me—who was I to argue with the universe?

Lost in a spiral of thoughts, I didn’t hear the water cut out 
or the door close behind her before I felt Zarina’s hands wrapped around my waist, bringing my anxious pacing to an abrupt halt. I leaned into her touch, forgetting that I was still drenched from the rain as my back pressed into her chest. 

Her lips were warm as they pressed against my cool cheek, brushing a kiss against my skin.

“Thanks for the clothes. And the hot shower,” she whispered, her voice husky as she added, “though I probably should have taken a cold one.” 


Now
 I might need to take a cold shower. Pneumonia, here I come. 


“Patience really isn’t your virtue, is it?” I turned around in her embrace, holding her cheeks between my hands.

She pushed her bottom lip out in a pout—another temptation I struggled to resist. I reached my face up to hers, ready to give in to the full lips before me, when pain cracked behind my eyes. 

I stumbled backwards, gripping my stomach as wildfires lit up low in my belly, clawing their way high and higher. Zarina managed to grip my hand and pull me back towards her. 

“What’s wrong? What’s happening?” 

Her eyes searched my face for answers, but I could only barely bite out the words between the sharp throbs of pain beating against my temples.

“This—” I pressed my palms to my eyes. “This is—the third time this week,” I broke out. 

“When’s the last time you fed off a siphon?” Zarina tilted my chin to her face, and my hands fell to my sides. I squeezed my eyes shut, willing the pain away. 

Fed? They aren’t a meal for me, not like humans are for siphons. 

“I—it’s not—,” I shook my head. It can’t be that. 


“When, Elyria?” Her grip slipped from my chin to my temples, rubbing slow circles where the throbs struck out 
against my head. 

“Four.” I ground out. 

“Hours?”

“Days.
”

Zarina’s eyes stormed over, and her lips pressed into a severe line. 

“I know you aren’t exactly a siphon, but your powers are so similar,” she spoke softly, coaxing me to heed her words. “Even we can’t go that long. Your body starts to expect more.” 

I pulled against her touch. She was speaking my fears out loud, too loud. They tore in my reality and there was nothing I could do to force the truth of it back. 

Somehow, I knew this. That was why I’d been so eager to ignore the people around me earlier and finish the job with the blond siphon at the coffee shop. 

I didn’t want to acknowledge that I was more like them
, like siphons, than like Leafy and other faebloods. 

They heal—plants. Animals. People. Why aren’t I more like them?  

All I do is take. 

“Is Leafy coming home tonight?”  

Shit.

“No,” I groaned.

Energy seeped out of me, my legs wobbled, my thoughts reduced to an incoherent muddle as the pain pressed against my skull with renewed force. 

“I don’t think you should be alone, not like this,” she whispered. 

Zarina tucked my dry set of clothes underneath her arm before guiding me by the elbow to the bathroom. 

I forgot I was still soaked and cold. My jaw felt wired shut as I tried to suppress the pain, my teeth unable to clatter in their fixed position. It wasn’t until I started walking with 
Zarina that I registered how aggressive my shivering had become.

“Can you dress yourself?” She placed a warm hand to my cold cheek as she held out sweatpants and t-shirt with her other hand.

“I think so,” I mumbled, grabbing the clothes with trembling hands. 

Zarina didn’t leave the bathroom, instead she turned around to give me some privacy. 

While I was able to get dressed, discarding the heavy wet clothes left me dizzy and worsened the ache building behind my skull. I gripped the countertop and reached for the bottle of ibuprofen on the sink. If I knocked two or three back, I could at least dull the pain until tomorrow night.

“Damn it,
” I hissed. The bottle was empty, not even a faint rattle came from the container when I slammed it into the trash can. I loosened my grip on the counter, sinking to the floor as the sting of tears blurred my vision. I sucked in a breath and widened my eyes, hopeful that the air would dry out my tears before they could escape. Curling into myself, I hugged my knees against my chest with rigid intensity, willing the throbbing and shivering to stop with unnatural stillness. 

I can deal with the pain—I’d
 been dealing with the pain—but being this pitiful in front of Zarina after weeks apart? That is embarrassing.
 

Zarina was by my side in a matter of seconds, pressing a warm hand to my cheek. “It’s gonna be okay, Ely, your body is just a little tapped out right now. Let’s get you to bed.” Her voice was soothing, reassuring. 

I separated my arms from around my legs with mechanical efficiency, but when I tried to stand up, I stumbled forward and crashed into Zarina. If she hadn’t grabbed onto the 
doorframe in time, we both would have fallen straight to the hard tile beneath our feet. 

She had one hand on the door frame and her other arm wrapped around my waist, keeping me from belly flopping back onto the floor. Her muscles were taut at the effort, but she pulled me flush against her with ease. Once I was stable, she slipped her arm behind my knees and scooped me up off of the floor, cradling me to her chest as if I weighed nothing at all. 

The way she handled my useless limbs with such grace was almost annoying. Almost
. 

When I turned my head to look up at her, she was staring down at me, eyes wide with concern. I couldn’t be annoyed at that
. All I could manage was a pained exhale in response as she carried me to my bed and tucked me into the covers. 

Before she could walk away, I reached for her wrist and pulled her towards me. She practically toppled into the bed, and might have fallen right onto me, if she hadn’t reached out her other hand in time to break her fall. Her face was only an inch from mine as she waited for me to speak.

“Lie with me for a while,” I mumbled. “To massage my head again. It helps.”

I really just wanted her near me, to keep me from being alone as I waited for the pain to dissipate. 

“Okay,” she murmured, placing a gentle kiss against my forehead. She crawled into bed, nudging me to turn around so she could place one arm under my head and curve her body against my back. When she started massaging my temples, I let out a sigh of relief.

How is this working better than the pills ever did? 

The answer didn’t even matter, I was just happy that her hands seemed to push away the hammering beneath my skull. I found it curious that Zarina’s touch, that of a siphon

, could ease my pain and lull me to sleep. Anytime Leafy tried to help with these headaches, I found myself staring into a bottle of headache medication hoping a human remedy would solve a supernatural problem.

I melded myself into Zarina, smiling when I felt her warm breath tickle my ear. 

“Let me show you why they really
 call it dreamweaving,” she murmured. 

Black tendrils of smoke snaked over my eyes, causing them to flutter closed as I was eased out of consciousness. Her gentle touch soothed the pain wracking my brain while the smoke coaxed me into sleep. When my heavy eyelids won out, I saw visions of the full moon and vibrant meadow again behind my closed eyes. I could even smell the damp soil beneath my feet and lingering notes of fresh rain. 

I woke up in a tight embrace, someone’s warm nose nuzzled against my neck. My body stiffened against the touch before my mind caught up to what had happened only a few hours ago. I stared out the window, and the moon was beginning to slip beneath the horizon. I’d only slept for a few hours, but somehow, I felt more rested than I had in weeks—even after the migraine that ripped through me just a few hours ago. I eased back into Zarina, turning my chin to breathe in her familiar scent of sunshine and citrus.


Pure bliss.


I took a few more minutes to revel in her presence, enjoying the light snores that escaped her while she slept. I slipped out of her arms and crawled over her to get out of the bed, yet somehow the movement didn’t interrupt her sleep in the slightest. I stifled a giggle before heading to the bathroom to shower. 

Whether I’ll need a cold one or not is still up for debate.

I grimaced at my reflection. Mascara streaks ran down my cheeks, mixing in with the light concealer that had been masking the dark circles making a permanent home under my eyes. After washing away my raccoon eyes, I stepped into the shower and let the pressure of the hot water knead away the tension in my back and shoulders. 

Zarina’s sleepy voice at the bathroom door almost made me slip and crack my head open in the shower. 

Of course I left it open.

“Is this an invitation…?” she baited me, giggles anointing the partial question. 

“You almost killed me!” I let out a nervous laugh, feeling thankful for the opacity of the shower curtains.

Knowing she was so close sent a flush of heat through me, from my cheeks to the sensitive area between my thighs. 

I heard the door click shut and risked peaking my head out from the shower curtains. My own aching gaze met Zarina’s hungry eyes, her tongue snaking across her lips.

“I can go…” she offered slowly, her eyes glued to mine. 

My gaze lingered on her. Please don’t
, I wanted to respond, but all I could do was stare, my eyes transfixed on her thighs, pressed together while she leaned against the door. 

My eyes grew wide, unrelenting desire wracked through me as I realized she was just
 wearing one of my t-shirts. 

I bit my lip and sighed, which must have encouraged her because Zarina took a bold step forward. I smiled, a wicked grin lifting my lips as I slipped my hand from behind the shower curtain and offered it to her. 

“I’ll take that as a yes.” She smirked at me before quickly pulling the shirt over her head and putting her dry hand in my soapy palm, stepping naked into the shower with me. 

I guided her hips, turning her until our positions were swapped, her skin glistening under the rush of warm water. My hands maintained a gentle grip around her waist, tethering her to me, to this moment. 

If I hadn’t felt her soft skin beneath my touch, I’d think I was back in a dream. My gaze wandered over her, drinking in the sight of her angular face, eyes closed, chin tilted back in steamy bliss, the taut muscles of her biceps, tensed where she reached up to run her hands over the pile of curls on her head, the soft curves rounding out her hips and thighs. With her head tilted back, the water splayed over her, coating her skin in a liquid embrace I wanted to replace by melting into her, by capturing her parted lips between my own. 

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her. How did I get so lucky?
 I bit back my lip. The image of water dancing over her stiff brown nipples lit up every nerve ending in my body. As the stream flowed into one stream meeting between her full thighs, I felt a rush of heat pool to my core. Having her waist beneath my fingers wasn’t enough—I wanted to feel all
 of Zarina. 

A few inches taller, she looked down at me through slitted eyes, a knowing smile lit up her face as the water continued to spill over her delicious curves. The gesture brought a renewed glimmer to her eyes, the pupils dilating while the specks of violet became twilight notions in the starlit gold of her irises. 

“Zarina
,” her name was a breathy promise on my lips. 

I took a step closer to her, closing the small space between us until my own stiff peaks brushed achingly against hers. She closed her eyes, releasing a stifled moan as I leaned in even closer, our bodies slipping against each other under the steady stream. I snaked my hand around her waist, my fingers splayed across the small of her back as I pulled her flush against me. 

Her breaths were impatient huffs, her eyes surveying my every move with unclouded desire brewing in their depths. I stood on my tiptoes, closing the vertical distance between us. My cheek brushed against hers, teeth grazing her earlobe.

“Not even the gods themselves could steal away the memories we’re about to create together.” I bit down on her earlobe, relishing in the feel of her body shuddering against mine. I brushed gentle kisses down her neck, travelling back up to whisper in her ear.

“You’re so beautiful, Zarina.” Her name was music rolling over my tongue, a taste I could no longer live without. “I’m going to make sure you remember that.” My hand roamed down her waist, slipping between her thighs. 

Despite the hot water rushing over us, her whole body shivered beneath my touch. Her shallow breaths matched mine as she leaned into my touch, grinding against me.

“Elyria
,” she moaned into my ear. 


I could get used to this.
 I pressed my mouth against hers, catching her next moan between my smiling lips. My hands moved between us with building fervor as I claimed her lips with mine, a desperate hunger roiling low in my stomach. 

Her breath hitched, her body tightening around my hand in a plea for more
—but I wasn’t ready to give her release, not yet. 

My hand grew still, the only movement between us the slip of my lips away from her. She groaned, bucking her hips against my hands, but I resisted the urge to give her just what she wanted. I hid a mischievous grin as I trailed kisses down her neck. When she pressed herself further into me, I moved my fingers with tantalizing leisure, her body trembling beneath my slow touch. 

Unable to resist any longer, my mouth crashed into hers, moaning against her lips, spiraling into the waves of pleasure winding around us. This is everything.

 Stars exploded behind my eyes, sharp tingles danced over my spine, pleasurable flames staked out territory in the center of me. 

Her lips molded perfectly against mine, my tongue teasing them apart to claim more of her. She tasted like the warmth of a summer day, like the sour-sweet of tangerines at the height of their season. I smiled against her mouth, the sensation inviting me into a blissful haven. 

I slipped my lips away from hers to hear her moan again just as I positioned my thumb over her clit and slipped my index finger into her. 

“Oh my god
,” her eyes rolled back as her whole body tensed around my fingers.

I returned my lips to hers, capturing her mouth fervently as I pressed her back against the rear wall of the shower. My fingers moved with insistence, purpose. She bit down on my lip before teasing her tongue into my mouth. She wrapped a leg around my waist, pulling me deeper into her as I slid another finger into her. She continued to stifle her building moans with insistent kisses as my fingers increased in speed and pressure between her thighs.

“Just wait until I have more than my fingers between your thighs,” I whispered against her lips as her whole body went taut. Her first orgasm shuddered through her as a series of breathy moans spilled against my waiting lips. 

Before I could voice my own satisfaction, she gripped around my waist with demanding hands and flipped me around, my chest pressed against the tiled wall I had her pinned to only seconds before. 

“My turn,” she growled, nipping at my ear lobe as she trailed her own hungry kisses down my neck. 

I let out a sharp gasp when I felt her bite against my neck 
before replacing teeth with tongue. Her hands moved roughly over me, the sensation adding to the growing ache between my thighs as she continued to tease her hands over me. 

I moaned softly when I felt persistent fingers dancing over my nipples, turning them into peaks before her hands wandered even lower, one grasping my ass and the other cupping me between my thighs.

“You’re all mine,” she whispered into my ear with enticing authority before moving her hands expertly between my thighs. “You always have been
.”

She grasped my chin with her free hand, turning my face towards hers to claim each moan that escaped me, all the while her fingers moved quicker, bringing me desperately closer to the edge. 

Feeling my ascending climax, she pressed me firmly against the smooth wall and gently bit down on my neck again while I sighed a slurry of curses under my breath. Right as I relaxed against her, she moved both of her hands up to massage my breasts between her hands.

“I’m not nearly done with you, darling,” she whispered. Smoke rushed from her palms to wind around my legs and pull me closer to her.
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W

aking up next to Zarina sent my heart dancing between my ribs. Although the quick turn in our relationship should have given me whiplash, it felt so natural
. I wracked my brain for the perfect words to explain it, but I didn’t have them. Whatever it was, it was beyond the language I could conjure on my tongue. The thread connecting us felt tangible, and the more time we spent together, the less on edge I was. 

For once, the exhaustion sweeping over me was blissful, derived from hours spent in a very different
 type of sparring than what I had grown used to. 

I swung a leg over Zarina’s and pulled my head back to take her in. Golden eyes looked back at me, brighter than ever before, and her full lips curled up in a satisfied smirk.

“Keep looking at me like that and I won’t be able to resist repeating all of the fun we just had,” she said, darting closer to nibble on the sensitive skin at my neck. 

“What, you’re going to keep biting me like a damn vampire again?”

She laughed and rolled onto her back. She continued to 
brush tendrils of smoke over my bare skin, tracing lines from my ankles to the tops of my thighs. Her touch was soothing—maybe even healing. I hadn’t experienced even a dull ache at my temples since the night before. 

“Don’t pretend you didn’t like it,” she snuck a sideways glance at me. 

“Mm, I’m still deciding,” I brushed my hands up and down her waist, enjoying her shivers beneath my touch. When I turned to look up at her face, a wicked grin was sprawled across her lips. 

“Let me help you make a quicker decision,” she said before ducking down to leave gentle bites along my neck, bringing my skin between her lips to suck on it before I could protest the blush red marks she left behind. 

“Zarina!” I laughed and pushed her off of my neck. “You’re clearly taking that whole vampire thing to heart.”

“But still no blood!” she added with a self-satisfied smirk. “I just don’t want anyone to forget you’re mine.”

“You’re acting like a raunchy high schooler,” I giggled, rolling my eyes at her. 

She leaned forward and pressed a claiming kiss against my lips, our bodies melting into each other once again. My fingers interlocked with hers, and I matched the fervency of her lips—

Until the tune of “Smack a Bitch” by Rico Nasty blared from Zarina’s phone. 

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” she mumbled, her mouth still hovering over my lips. 

“Just ignore it.” I trailed kisses from the corners of her lips down her neck, only stopping to leave a mark of my own along her collarbone. 

“I wish I could,” she groaned, waiting for me to finish before she untangled her limbs from mine and swung her legs 
over the bed. “It’s Cyrus. I completely forgot I have a shift at the lounge today.” She squinted her eyes at the clock on the oven. “In less than an hour. Shit
.” 

She rushed towards her bag and pulled out her phone, firing off a few texts before searching the apartment floor for her clothes. 

I sat up. “What time is it even?”

“Noon—can I borrow another shirt?” She stood in front of me with only pants and heels on. 

I chuckled at the sight before handing her an old fundraiser shirt from Celestial Nights. She pulled the shirt over her head in a haste. When she tugged it straight to look down at it, she stared back at me with an exasperated frown. 

“Thanks
.”

“You are so
 welcome.” My lips pulled up in a mischievous grin.

I was relishing in my own imposed irony when I remembered that I was also
 supposed to be somewhere soon—like, in-the-next-fifteen-minutes
 soon. 

I started a scramble for clothes of my own. “I should be on my way to my kickboxing class right now.”

“Need a ride?”

“Please
.” With her driving, I’d probably arrive with time to spare. I pulled on a pair of joggers and a sports bra before I looked back at Zarina. I took in the frown still etched onto her face. My brows knit together.

“Everything okay?”

Zarina’s eyes were glued to her phone again, brows furrowed in agitation.

“Apparently a handful of our siphon clientele are being riskier than usual.” She rolled her eyes. “Cyrus wants me to deal with it.”

My lips twisted into a sneer, my eyes narrowing as I stared at the door behind her. Nausea roiled low in my belly, threatening to make my empty stomach home to the burn of acid. No matter how many siphons I dealt with, there always seemed to be more stirring up trouble.

I need to get back out there tonight. 

Zarina caught onto my silence. Her eyes met my distanced gaze. She cleared her throat, stealing my attention back to her. She fidgeted with the edges of her phone case, her voice tentative.

“This might take a while, can I meet you again after work tonight?”

I welcomed the change in topic. She didn’t need to deal with my anti-siphon brooding, not when she was about to deal with them on her own. I smiled at her, the warmth reaching my eyes with ease.

“I’d love that.”
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A

fter Zarina dropped me off at the gym, the rest of the day flew by in a series of jabbing drills, fast food, iced coffees, and far too many flirty customers once I made it to my shift at Celestial Nights. 

“Jusss one drink El?” Sam asked in a tipsy slur. My haughty regular batted her long lashes at me. 

“How about some water,” I tried to laugh off her fifth attempt to get a free drink off of me. I slid a cold glass of water her way—she didn’t need even an ounce more alcohol in her system. 

She’d be insufferable
 then. 

“Tuh,”
 Sam scrunched her nose at the tasteless liquid in front of her but gripped it with both hands and took long gulps out 
of the straw. 

My shoulders relaxed and a small smile touched my lips when I saw a yellow cab pull up in front of the bar. Sam was my last customer of the night, and once I loaded her into that car, I could close up the bar early. 

I hoped that with the extra fifteen minutes I could get a hold of at least one siphon before I saw Zarina again. I didn’t want to believe I was anything like them, but the oscillating returns of dull throbs at my temples forced me to reckon with the truth in her words. 

Even if I didn’t feel a boost of energy afterwards like a regular siphon would, my body was somehow growing dependent on me using my powers. The last time I was able to go a week without using them was right after Mayra attacked. Since then, I found myself wielding them, familiarizing myself with the rush of power, every other day, and then daily, until it became a casual part of my nightly routine. Sometimes I even slipped in an afternoon feed if I caught an especially clueless siphon slipping up, but that was a rare occurrence lately. Eventually it only took a few days between feeding for the headaches to split my head in two. 

I hoped using my powers more would make it easier to push them away, to control them enough to lock them back deep inside. Maybe that was a foolish hope. It felt like the current headache might just shatter my skull into fragments if I didn’t get the hell out of here and find a siphon. I’d even take up Kyle again, if I had to. 

I hated myself for the thought, forcing the careless idea to the trenches of my mind before I returned to my botched cleaning job. I rushed through closing tasks, muttering an unheard apology to whoever would be opening tomorrow afternoon. I grit my teeth as I barreled through the backdoor, 
primed for a short sprint to the nearest late-night bar and a quick feed to ease the ache in my skull. 

A sudden grip on my wrist stopped me in my tracks. I looked up to Zarina pulling me to her where she waited next to the back door. 

“In a hurry?” She raised a brow at me before brushing a chaste kiss against my cheek. 

“Um…”

I wasn’t sure how to answer. Her proximity incited all types of flames to riot in my abdomen, to creep up my throat. It took all my restraint not to gasp out puffs of inky black smoke, not to reach out and drain the nearest siphon, drain her
, without second thought. Her presence forced me to confront the need building inside of my stomach. 

She was here earlier than I anticipated, and I was losing any reasonable grasp on how to deal with the need for power building inside of my stomach without freaking her out. 

Scuffling feet stole me out of my inner turmoil. Someone cleared their throat.

We aren’t alone.

I discovered the source of the noise cowering next to Zarina. Her nails dug into the shoulder of an unfamiliar dark-haired man. Scratches extended down his cheeks and forearms in jagged edges. His shirt collar and sleeves were stained in streaks of rusted blood. His shoulders caved in at the iron grip of Zarina’s hands. 

I grimaced at his disheveled state, feeling a pang of worry for him despite the golden tones beaming underneath hazel contacts. His lips twisted in an unappealing sneer.

“Who is this?” I took a step back from him and eyed Zarina. “Did you do this to him?”

“His name doesn’t matter,” Zarina dismissed him with a 
loose wave. She didn’t even spare a glance at the aggravated siphon. 

My eyes flitted between her manicured nails and the man’s mauled arms and face. The scratches weren’t deep enough to come from Zarina’s sharpened claws. They looked shallow, more irritating than outright painful. The jagged lines had already scabbed over on one arm. 

I sucked in a sharp breath. Realization of this man’s crimes struck me with force. 

Those were self-defense wounds. 

From someone else.


Flames sunk their own claws deeper into me, drawing out my rage. I leveled a glare at him, but he avoided my gaze. His lip was pulled back in a preemptive snarl—on some instinctual level he anticipated what I was. What was about to happen. 

I stepped forward, rolling my neck and cracking my knuckles. Dark tendrils of smoke slid up my throat. I exhaled in thick puffs from my nose and lips with each released breath. I took another step forward and leaned over him, black coils obscuring the space between us.

“What did you
 do?”

“None of your business, bitch,” he spat. “I don’t kiss and tell.” 

He pulled his swollen and cracked lips into some semblance of a smug grin. His face made my nose scrunch, my upper lip twitch.

Disgusting.

I reached my hand towards him, ready to take back the power he seemed so eager to impose on others. A snarl erupted from him at my touch. He was quick to abandon false bravado as he turned to the side and tried to make a run for it. 

But Zarina’s reflexes were much

 quicker. 

Her hand shot out, grasping onto the back of his collar. She yanked him back to her side, and this time her nails dug into the back of his neck where she held him in place like a misbehaved dog. 

“Doesn’t feel too good, does it?” she asked. “I’m sure the woman you were with would agree.” Her laughter rang out as she spoke, but it lacked its usual melody. It came out sharp and staccato, taking on a sinister edge the longer she stared down at him. Her eyes held a cruel spark, all the more threatening as she directed her next words to me. 

“I didn’t want you to get another headache again tonight, so I thought I’d solve your problem early.” Her voice was sweet despite the icy stare she pinned on the man. “I thought it would be better if you took his powers before
 he turned himself in to the cops for assault.”

“You brought him for me?” My eyes widened as I looked back up to Zarina for confirmation. She met my gaze and nodded.


She’s
 helping me drain siphons?
 

I was caught between the strange contrast of her thoughtful action and the bloodless violence that was about to ensue. I chewed the inside of my cheek as I looked at the siphon in front of me. I wish I didn’t have to touch him. Sick bastard.
 I took in a few deep breaths to steady myself, and with each exhale black puffs of smoke obscured my view of him. My body anticipated my decision before I did. Fire spread through me with urgency and fervor, leaping into my throat to demand more
 from the powerful creature in front of me. 

Before I lost myself to the sensation, I snuck one more glance at Zarina. I felt a wave of self-consciousness slip into me as I settled into the burning heat. 

Would it be weird for her to witness the full extent of my powers—for her to see what I’m capable of doing to any siphon? 

She gave me another encouraging nod, and I turned my attention back to the dark-haired siphon. I locked his face between my palms, suppressing a cruel grin as I spoke to him.

“This will only hurt a bit.” 

He hissed at the fleeting sting where our skin met. He struggled against Zarina’s grip on his neck, squirmed in my hold on his face. His eyes seared into mine, and not even the contacts could contain the gold taking over their entirety. 


He must think he can save himself by siphoning off of
 me. 



Wrong
.

All he did was make my job that much easier. I took advantage of his poor judgement, drawing out his powers in easy, steady pulls. His writhing came to a standstill and his smug grin devolved into a thin, pressed line. He was rendered immobile as I continued to drain him. The gold in his eyes waned, and his shifting pupils sought out their own escape route. 

It was a wasted effort. He was trapped, and I was nearly through with him. 

The fires simmered away, no longer crawling up my throat and down my spine with predatory urgency. The siphon grew limp beneath my hands. I released his face with a gasp, stumbling backwards as I swallowed an icy breath of air. 

The winter chill helped abate the flames rioting inside me. I wouldn’t be surprised if steam lifted from my skin—I was burning hot despite the sleeveless top I wore. As the wildfires released their hold within me, the dull pain at my temples disappeared with them. 

She stared down at the unconscious heap at her feet and let out a low whistle. “This is a good reminder not to get on your 
bad side again. I’ll call an ambulance once we’re in the car,” she prodded him with her booted foot. “I’m surprised he’s still breathing.”

I reeled back at her words. “Of course he’s still breathing. I don’t kill
 siphons.”

She crossed her arms and shrugged. “He’s going to wish you did when he wakes up without his powers in a hospital bed.” 

She stepped around him and came over to me, hooking her arm around my waist. 

“We have better places to be anyway, don’t we?” Her gaze lingered on my lips as she pulled me to her side and guided us out of the alley and towards her waiting car. 

“That didn’t freak you out?” I slipped my arm around her waist, locking us together. I wasn’t ready to meet her gaze just yet.

“He had what was coming to him,” she shrugged. “I’ve done the same to human men like him, so it’s nice to have the playing field leveled out for humans who don’t know any better.”

I exhaled and tension released from my shoulders. It was easy to believe her and comforting to know our moral standards aligned in their own precarious ways. 

When I looked back up at her, her eyes glimmered with heat. She continued to look down at me with mischief on her eyes. She pressed into my body, backing me against the passenger door before sealing her lips against mine in a hungry kiss. 

“I could never be scared of you, Ely,” she whispered against my lips. “Only enthralled
.” 

I smiled, my hands eager to explore the tantalizing curves beneath her top. I’d slipped my hands under the hem when she stole my hands and laced her fingers with mine. I nipped at her 
bottom lip in protest, and she responded with breathy laughs. I held her hands tighter, tracing slow circles against them with my thumbs. 

Her lips worked a divine magic against mine, and I felt warmth sink and settle into the core of me. I couldn’t suppress the moan that escaped me when she stole my bottom lip between her teeth and bit down. She slipped her tongue between my parted teeth, and I let my own dance with hers. 

She grasped my chin between her thumb and forefinger before pulling her mouth from mine. She tilted my face towards her, peering down at me with a storm of desire in her golden gaze.

“I’m glad you’re feeling better.” 

“How could I not be?” I raised an eyebrow at her.

“Let’s go home,” her voice was low and husky, which only lit every nerve in my body on fire—the pleasant
 kind. 

By the time we reached my apartment, I practically tore the car door open, ready to leap up the stairs and back into my bed with Zarina. When I looked back, Zarina was still in the car, her eyes pinned to the faint light coming from my apartment’s living room window. I could see the outline of someone moving around the living room behind the thin curtains. 

So much for another evening alone. How had I forgotten Leafy would be back already? 

I trudged back to the car, not wanting to give up more time with Zarina just yet. It probably wouldn’t be a good idea to bring her back into the apartment. I hadn’t gotten a chance to explain things to Leafy today. It wasn’t exactly the right thing to discuss over text. 

I can’t believe she didn’t at least text me that she was back.

I gave Zarina an apologetic grin once I was back in the car. 
“Leafy must’ve come back while I was at work.” 

“It’s okay,” she said. Her shoulders were tense, and her gaze remained on the lit window. She cleared her throat. “There’s something else I need to tell you.” 

I cocked my head as I looked back at her. I slipped my hand over hers where it was balled up on her thigh. I felt my heart rate pick up, and I had to will my hand to still.

“What is it?”


Please don’t be about Cyrus. About something fucked up.
 I steeled myself for the worst—for the possibility that I would need to leave this car again, hurt and confused. Right when everything felt so right.
 

That might break me. 

“Do you remember the day your memories were taken?” 

I frowned, my brows knitting together at her unexpected question. 

“Um,” I bit back my tongue, unsure how to answer. “I guess.”


Technically I have the memory, but do I remember it?
 I’d only sought it out one time, but I struggled to remain in it, to occupy my younger self. She was so vulnerable then. 

“So not really?” Zarina turned around, her eyes searching mine for something
. 


Nostalgia? Fear? Recognition?
 I couldn’t be sure. 

“There’s a reason it took me so long to get control of my siphoning powers,” she started, her voice shaky. “Most siphons get a handle on feeding, on touch, before they even attempt dreamweaving. It’s usually for the best—obviously, you don’t want to drain every human you touch.” She laughed, but the sound was dry and humorless. 

“For a long time, I found being a careful siphon—like Zarec, Cyrus even—so unimportant.” She gritted her teeth at the 
admission. “After what I saw happen to you in my moms’ study that day, that’s when it became unimportant, a trivial show of control to me.” She sucked in a breath and closed her eyes, as if mentioning the memory conjured it fresh beneath her eyelids. 

“That day I found out siphon’s can endure a far worse fate if they fuck up their dreamweaving than if they leave a human with a bruise or two,” she finished, her voice barely a whisper.

I leaned in closer to her, ignoring how the gear shift pressed into my stomach. I squeezed her hand, a silent encouragement for her to continue. 

She exhaled and opened her eyes again, their depths searching my own again. “Before that day I didn’t know how powerful dreamweaving is, I didn't know what it could do,” she looked down and shook her head. “I didn’t realize what it could do to memories, or that…” She struggled to get the words out.

“It’s okay, I’m right here.”

She looked up to me again and brought a hand to my cheek.

“It would be best if I just show you, but I don’t want to make you relive that memory again. Not if you aren’t ready.” She bit back her bottom lip, waiting for my answer. 

I couldn’t hide from the memory forever, and who knew if I ever would be ready—I would avoid it forever if I could. But Zarina needed to show me something, was desperate
 to, and I needed to know what that was. 

My throat grew tight, gripped by the uncertainty of what I would see when she conjured the memory for me. I reached my hand towards hers in response. 

I hesitated before making contact, and she waited for my skin to press against hers before she entwined her long, delicate fingers with mine. Her hand felt warm, and the smoke 
tendrils inching out between our pressed palms tickled the back of my hand. 

“I’ll be right here, okay?” she reassured me; a sad smile touched her lips. Smoke travelled up the length of my arm, crawling across my cheeks. I felt the familiar rush of adrenaline as blackness consumed my vision and transported me to a different time, an old memory.
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T

wo adults kneel before me. They shrink their intimidating stature to level with my smaller frame. 

Even as they give me reassuring smiles, the absence of that smile in their steeled golden eyes turns my legs to noodles. My eyes shift erratically around the room, seeking out escape routes.

Sensing my apprehension, Dana Sinclair leans forward but she maintains a careful distance from me.

“It’s okay, Elyria, you won’t feel a thing,” she coos. 

I take a small step back, hesitating when I see Zarec and Zarina’s eyes peeking out from under the desk their moms stand in front of.

Zarina’s eyes lock onto mine and she presses a small finger to her lips, a silent gesture to keep me from revealing they’re there. They aren’t supposed to be. 

My eyes flicker between the twins and their moms, and for a moment I forget to try to run away. That small hesitation is enough for Dana to trap me in opaque coils of smoke. I try shaking the coils off of my arms, but the hold is too tight. I feel tears prick at my eyes and my bottom lip quivers. Veronica Sinclair glares at me from Dana’s side. 

What’s happening? Is this my fault?

I don’t understand how vapor can restrain me in this vice 
like grip. The tightness of the coils doesn’t hurt, but my limited movement is stifling and uncomfortable. The smoke that escapes Veronica’s palms slinks towards me. Disgust flashes across her eyes. 

An impenetrable black haze consumes my vision. A tremor crawls up my spine and I squeeze my eyes shut. A weight seeps into my skin, through the muscle, into my blood, surging up and up and up until even behind my closed eyelids I can see streams of smoke flooding my head. 

It feels like something is grasping around my mind, sifting through my thoughts, grabbing at my memories with uncontained force. A throbbing pain hammers away inside my skull. 

“This hurts,” I whimper. My quivering lips soon transform into silent sobs. I struggle to open my eyes through the pain, but when I do, I watch Zarina shove a small hand forward, her own fugitive smoke stream rushes towards me. Zarec’s wide eyed expression matches my own as we watch her wield a power neither of knew she could use. 

The smoky coils stealth across the floor in faint whisps. The tendrils inconspicuously intertwine with Veronica’s dark streams as she wreaks havoc on my memories. The presence of Zarina’s power soothes my mind, eases the sharp aches to dull throbs.

She works in quick movements, piecing together the memories her moms break, but she doesn’t know where they go. She can’t return them to their original spaces. She pauses for a fleeting moment, puts my mind and the flurry of memories at a standstill. With a final push of power, she binds the memories she can gather and tosses them far into my mind, away from the reach of Veronica’s voracious dreamweaving. With the memories secure elsewhere,
 Zarina pulls at her 
conjured smoke. She tries to tear herself from my mind, from me, but the power takes on a will of its own. 

The stream of smoke forms into the shape of a hand. A glass box manifests before it where another stony hand reaches out from the transparent prism to grasp onto the smoky hand. They lock together, and the union sends a searing heat through my head. My eyes sting as the hands begin to separate, brushing against each other with reluctance. A small trail of smoke lingers around the hand once encased in glass. It slips around the wrist like a hazy bracelet. The presence is both foreign and welcome in the confining space. 

I blink my eyes open just as two women step away from me, something dark slipping into their palms. I feel an emptiness plague me, my body running cold as a shiver erupts over me. 

What’s happening?

Where am I?

A tall woman peers down at me with a look of satisfaction. She clasps her hands in front of her, an icy smile painted across her lips. 

When my vision blurs and I start to fall backwards, I feel strong arms swooping me up and carrying me out of the room. My mom’s face hovers over mine, full of concern and fear. Her hand brushes a curl away from my eyes, but she’s careful not to touch my skin.

My dad turns around to walk us out of the room. 

I peer over his shoulder, staring into two sets of unusually golden eyes.

Why are they so sad? 
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T

hat was worse than I expected.
 A tremble overcame my body as I forced my eyes open. Tears threatened to spill over my cheeks. What her mothers did to me, what they forced me to undergo—it was
 cruel. 


I knew they were the ones who stole my memories, but I never had the courage to seek out the precise memory of them doing it. I never knew exactly what to expect, but I assumed it would be overbearing loneliness. Isolation. Grief. 

Oddly enough, it was none of those things. I wasn’t alone—not exactly. Zarina only had the might of a small child, but she did try. 

She did more than try. 

These small reprieves weren’t enough to make the memory any less painful. Tears continued to slip in silent streams down my cheeks. It took everything in me not to choke on the sobs confined to my tightening chest.

I sucked in a breath, and aromas of citrus and sunshine soothed me. 

My eyes opened wide right onto Zarina’s. I’d fallen into her, staring up at her with questions in my eyes, forming on my trembling lips. 

“I’m so sorry, Elyria,” she spoke in between sniffles. “I’m sorry you had to go through that. I’m sorry I couldn’t do more. And I’m so sorry for making you remember.” She pulled away from me to look into my eyes before she spoke again.

“I needed you to know that you weren’t alone, that I—that we, Zarec and I—we tried to be there. To make sure you saw us again even if you didn’t know who we were.” 

“Was that…did you…?” I wasn’t sure how to ask the question, but I already knew the answer. 

Two warm palms encircled my cheeks. I hadn’t realized how cold they were until Zarina replaced my tears with soft, dry 
hands.

“I’m sorry it took me so long to tell you,” she whispered before planting a gentle kiss against my forehead. “I wasn't sure how until now.”

“I was just a kid, I didn’t realize what I was doing, I was just trying to help. It wasn’t until you were taken away from us for good that I realized it,” she looked into my eyes, her own dewy with unshed tears.

“That day, I—I started a bond,” she murmured. “Not on purpose, god I wouldn’t create that type of pain on purpose. It felt like a hole was torn from me, a piece separated that I couldn’t get back.”

The first tear escaped her eyes, and it was my turn to bring up a hand and brush the stray droplet away.

“Why did you wait so long to tell me?” 

I searched her golden eyes. A haze of regret marred their brilliance.

“I didn’t want to force you into a decision. Not after I realized what Cyrus had tried to do. Cyrus may think bonding is a frivolous ordeal, but it means something to me
.” She shook her head, small storms brewed behind her eyes.

“It’s more than just a simple connection. You can only bond with one person, and nothing is more intimate, more meaningful than that bond. You’re entwined with the other person, your emotions, your powers, your very lives
 are connected. Forever
.” Her eyes seared into mine, willing me to understand her words, her intentions. 

“I’m not like him
.” She rushed the words out before I could respond, her breath hitched on the start of a sob. Her hands slipped from my cheeks, locking together in her lap.

“I’m nothing
 like Cyrus.” 

“I know that,” I murmured to her.

Her eyes refused to meet mine; she stared down at her lap instead, brows contorted together in frustration. 

“I’ve spent so much time honing my dreamweaving and not my siphoning, so that I wouldn’t accidentally bind myself to anyone else. No one should feel that pit in their heart, that pain. Mine didn’t lift until I saw you at the lounge. I finally felt whole again, even if we didn’t recognize each other just yet,” her voice dropped to a whisper, “being near you put me at ease. It always has.” 

“I know the feeling.”

That thread between us, always insistent and taut, it made more sense. I believed our relationship was more than a few chance smoke tricks, though. Otherwise I’d feel the same pull towards Cyrus after what he’d done with purpose
. 

I only wanted Zarina
. I wanted her hotheaded, wily nature to keep testing me, pushing me forward. I took Zarina’s chin between my fingers and tilted it up so that her eyes could meet mine. 

“I understand,” I said.

“Just the small amount of time we’ve been apart is already creating embers in my chest, and I try to ignore them, but they won’t go out,” Zarina spoke again, her voice timid but resolute. “They hurt when we’re apart, but when I’m with you...”

She sucked in a breath. I found myself ripping the car door open.

“Ely? Ely, where are you—”

I was at her side in an instant, opening her door and pulling her up from the cramped leather space. I wrapped her into my arms, circling her in an embrace that she melted into with ease. 

She heaved against me before her breath hitched and her 
body rumbled. She buried her face into the nook of my shoulder, sobbing into my neck. Her tears left a damp trail down my throat and soaked into my shirt. 

Before I knew it, I was a blubbering mess, too. I leaned back and lifted the only dry part of my shirt—the very bottom—to wipe her tears first. 

“I want more for us,” she whispered. She brushed her thumb across my bottom lip.

“I want more than a few stolen kisses and fleeting touches. I want to steal your breath away, to be what you need and what you want. We can have that, and still, I’ll always want more,” she hesitated, bringing her forehead to mine and closing her eyes before she continued. 

“I want all of you, Ely. I want all of you, and I want to give you all of me
, when…if
…you’re ever ready.”

I understood what she wanted—she meant completing the bond, to give ourselves to one another in the most profound way possible. I needed that more than anything. 

I wanted to just lean into what we had, what we could be, but I still needed more time. I needed to make sure that what we had was sustainable—not just a fleeting passion, the result of an immortalized childhood accident. I needed to figure that out for myself, and I could only do that with time—time she was more than willing to extend. I pulled myself away from her and looked down at the silver bracelet on my wrist, her
 bracelet, and fiddled with the chain. 

“I—we
 will need time,” I started. “We deserve that.”

She kept her eyes pinned to mine, and the glimmer of hope that struck them was not lost on me. 

“This,” I gestured between us, “whatever it is, whatever it can be, we deserve time to figure it out.” 

God there are so many things to figure out. 

“Take all the time you need. I’ll be here.” She offered me a sly grin. “I can be patient when it counts.” 

I couldn’t help but smile back. 

We sat in silence for a few more moments, my arms around her waist as her back pressed into the side of the car. I nearly slumped against her as a wave of exhaustion washed over me. 

The last twenty-four hours were…a lot
. 

I leaned forward, bracing my wrists against the car, careful not to crush her own body against the vehicle. I brushed a kiss against her cheek. 

“Thank you,” I whispered against her skin. “For everything.”

She turned into the kiss, bringing my lips against hers instead of her cheek. I smiled against her mouth, reveling in the tender insistence of her. 

“Can I see you again tomorrow? After you get off work?” She murmured the question against my lips. 

“Of course.” I barely got the words out before she claimed my mouth in a devouring kiss, her lips demanding me in ways I was more than willing to give. I was breathless, damn near delirious with want, when she pulled away from me. 

“I’ll see you soon,” she promised. 

The promise of another tomorrow with her left my whole body in flames–except this time, they didn’t burn.
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T

he apartment was a mess from how I left it this afternoon—both Zarina and my own wet heaps of clothes were sprawled across the backs of chairs and hanging from the bathroom door to dry. There were pillows and random clothing items piled around my bed where Zarina and I had made use of both
 the queen-sized bed and the plush rug laid out beside it. 

All I wanted to do was crash headfirst into bed and sleep until tomorrow’s shift, but Leafy’s expectant gaze as I entered the apartment meant that I would have to wait at least another hour or two before sleep claimed me. 

I returned Leafy’s stare with a sheepish grin. Her arms crossed over her chest as she waited for me to speak. 

“I can explain,” I felt my cheeks turn rose red.

“I would hope so,” her tone was teasing, but there was a glint of concern in her eyes. 

I spent the next hour or so in Leafy’s room while she unpacked and situated her new plants. I explained everything that happened since she’d left—minus all of the steamier 
details. Her shoulders tensed up when I explained Zarina’s belief that I needed to use my powers more frequently, that they were similar to how a siphon’s powers worked. 

She shook her head, narrowing her eyes at me. “You’re a faeblood, not a siphon. We just need to figure out what else your powers do, how you can use them to connect with the earth, plants, people—I don’t know, something
—like they’re supposed to.” 

I frowned back at her. 

“If I could do anything else, I wouldn’t be out so late every night draining siphons. You know I hate it.” 

At least I’m pretty sure I do. 

Hate might be too strong of a word for what I felt just a few hours ago. I didn’t exactly hate
 taking that dirtbag siphon’s powers. I couldn't tell Leafy that, though. She wouldn’t understand.

“We don’t even know what you’re doing to yourself, let alone the damage you’ve already done. I hear you coming home groaning every night and I see the empty bottles of pain meds,” Leafy droned on. “This can’t be safe.”

She didn’t get it, wasn’t understanding. “I know I felt a hell of a lot better after draining a siphon tonight.” I spared her the more gruesome details, but I needed her to understand that the headaches, the pain I felt, none of that went away until I used my powers the only way I knew how—to take
. 

“You sound like one of them
, Elyria.” Her lips contorted into a frown, disapproval settling into her gaze.

“I’m not
,” I insisted, but even I wasn’t sure I believed that. If Zarina was right about the demands of my powers, it didn’t matter whether I was a faeblood—my powers gave me the same needs as a siphon. 

Leafy stepped forward. Her lips tugged up in a smile, but 
the gesture didn’t reach her eyes as she spoke.

“I just don’t want you to relegate yourself to that—that lifestyle
,” she twisted her lips, searching for the right words. “Like I said, you’re a faeblood
, you’ve got a world of potential inside of you.” 

“Right,” I muttered, averting my eyes. My gaze landed on my bed, the plush comforter calling to me. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You said it first—what was it?” My fingers tapped against my forehead in mock reflection. “Oh, yes, I remember now: I sound like one of them
.”   

“That’s not what I meant, I’m just—"

“We can talk about this tomorrow.” 

I didn’t wait for a response. I was too exhausted to keep up with her accusations, to explain things neither of us fully understood. A hot shower and many hours of sleep were calling my name.

I started towards the bathroom, but Leafy’s hand gripped my shoulder, stopping me in my tracks. 

“Brinne,” I warned.

“You can’t just ignore this. I—I won’t let you.”

I laughed, the sound dry and brittle as I shrugged her hand off of my shoulder. 

“I’m
 not ignoring anything. I’m accepting things as they are
.” I spoke over my shoulder through gritted teeth. 


What if this is just how I am? Will she—
 I didn’t want to dwell on the question. This conversation is over. 


“What can Zarina possibly know about faebloods?” Leafy asked with laughter punctuating her words. “She’s a siphon
. You give her another chance and she’ll just hurt you again. It’s what they do
.”

I flinched at her words. Is she trying to hurt me?
 I took a step 
back, distancing myself from her. 

“She’s not the one making me out to be something I’m not,” I hissed before storming into the bathroom.

“Elyria, wait, I’m s—”

I slammed the door before she could finish. Anger roiled low inside of me, and I felt a familiar warmth creep over my skin—small wildfires ignited in my stomach, crawled up my spine, heat seared through layers of muscle and skin. I gripped the countertop; it was all I could do not to crash into a heap of ashes onto the tiled floor. 

Glaring at myself in the mirror, I reeled back at the face that stared back at me. Wisps of smoke snuck out through flared nostrils and a tinge of gold encircled the irises. Dark brown curls lied limp around her face. Her top lip pulled back in the beginning of a snarl, a demand for something
 steeled behind her inhuman eyes. 

I looked away, swiping a hand over the mirror to cover the foreign expression surveilling me behind the reflective glass. I sucked in a deep breath and tore myself from the mirror. I turned on the shower faucet and shoved myself under a stream of icy water, ignoring the bite of cold against my skin as I scrubbed soap over raised, shivering flesh. 

I’m fine.

Tendrils of smoke crowded the narrow tub. I held my breath. 

I. Am. Fine.

I ramped up the water temperature and waited for steam to obscure the smoke, muddling it into an ashy grey before it dissipated around me. 

I exhaled a ragged breath and welcomed the sting of external heat as the flames within me slipped into their own drawn-out simmer. 

My skin was raw and pruned when I stepped out of the shower, my eyes struggled to remain open as I dragged my feet towards the bed. I pulled myself into the plush escape and let exhaustion weigh my lids down. 
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T

he next afternoon, I trudged through the unnatural silence that settled over the apartment in Leafy’s absence. She was always gone by the time I got up for the day, but there was no trace of her presence in either the bathroom or kitchen.

No half-closed bottles of moisturizer left out for me to put away or missed scatterings of coffee grounds to brush into the trash can. I frowned into the dark kitchen—for once she’d even remembered to turn off the light before heading out. It was as if she was minimizing her presence in our shared space, slipping out of the apartment and into work without her typical shouted goodbye as she ran out the door. 

Last night’s blow up reminded me that we had been avoiding each other for weeks now—or maybe I was the one avoiding her. I couldn’t tell, but I did know we needed to hash things out after I got home tonight. 

I fazed through the rest of my day in a weak blur. 

My punches smacked against the sandbags during my boxing class, and I nearly fell on my ass testing out an uncoordinated kick. My cheeks took on a peachy flush even though I hadn’t even broken a sweat. I slipped out of the class twenty minutes early, too embarrassed to stick around and see how many more times the punching bag would strike me back. 

The sun had already slipped behind the distant hills as I trudged towards Celestial Nights, begrudging the start of my shift. If it went anything like my workout, I saw spilled vodka, 
broken glass, and many remade drinks in my future. 

I considered calling Zarina while I walked; maybe hearing her voice would pull me out of the funk I was in. I pulled up her contact information on my phone, my finger hovering over the call button. 

Would that be weird? We're already planning on seeing each other again tonight—the third night in a row. What if she’s busy at work? 

I was debating the green call button beneath my thumb when I heard shuffling sounds behind me. I was usually the only person on this path to the bar. I took the outskirts to avoid people and enjoy some much-needed silence before entering the hectic, chatter-driven space.

Just to be safe, I pulled up the front facing camera on the phone, hoping it would be a sly way to figure out if the person behind me was a random pedestrian or a threat. I heaved an impatient sigh as I brought the phone screen up to my face and surveyed the dark pavement behind me. 

I didn’t want to be paranoid, but the more I went out and exercised my powers, the more other siphons started to recognize me. I had overestimated both the size of the siphon community and my own ability to remain under the radar. Dyeing my hair a mundane dark brown was always a temporary solution; I knew they would start to recognize me again sooner or later. 

I angled the view towards the shuffling noises behind me. I caught the edge of my own frown in the corner of the camera as I took in a scene of agitated pigeons and raccoons huddled around a full trash can. My shoulders relaxed at the sight of striped tails and black eyes blinking back at me. 

Just your typical dumpster-divers out to play. 

I laughed at my earlier suspicions. Siphons weren’t things that went bump-in-the-night, after all. It would be almost out 
of character for one to sneak up on me this early. 

Even with the confirmation of my own lonely trail right behind me, each scamper and shuffle that neared me set me further on edge. Once I made it the safety of Celestial Nights, I forced an exhale to loosen my tense muscles. 
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T

hree remade cosmos and a broken handle of tequila later, my shift went just as poorly as I thought it would. I muddled through it in a slurry of sorries and sheepish grins, but when I ushered out the last customer, I muttered curses at myself the entire time I cleaned the tables and organized the back cabinets. My one reprieve was knowing that in a few minutes, Zarina would be outside waiting for me. 

Even with all of the questions I needed to ask her—about the bonding process, about her powers, about her life after I left—I looked forward to brushing a kiss against her soft lips more than anything. The thought inspired my first genuine smile of the day, the image distracting me as I slipped out of the backdoor and locked up the bar. 

A gust of air struck my face. 

“Zari—?”

The back of my head slammed against rough stone. Pain reverberated through my bones.

Heavy footsteps scraped against asphalt. Hands slammed against each side of my ringing skull. Small, dusty pebbles bounced off my shoulders where I tensed at the sudden prison of muscled forearms. 

I narrowed my eyes, both to refocus the tripled outline of a person in front of me and to hopefully inspire an ounce of intimidation in whoever thought they could ambush me
 in the 
middle of the night. 

A well-muscled form towered over me, wisps of dark hair nearly obscuring his angular face. When I zeroed in on thin lips pulled into a familiar smug grin, my confidence took a minor stumble into my stomach. 

“I think some words of gratitude are in order,” he bit out, but the spiteful glint in his eyes turned the words into a threat. 

“Taren?” I ground out. 

Shock was replaced with renewed anger as I recalled the condition he’d left Ava in the last time I saw him. Even with him hulking over me now, I knew I could take him as a human. I’d dealt with more threatening creatures since then. A few well-placed jabs and a quick kick and he would be left tending his own wounds, including his pride, yet again. 

I was just about to bring my knee up between his legs when he clucked his tongue and flipped me around, pushing me against the wall with unexpected force. My cheek landed roughly against the craggily wall, I could feel the indentations being etched into my skin. 

“You’re not getting the upper hand again,” he bit out. “You’ve really underestimated me this time.” He brushed his lips against my neck. 

“What the fuck do you want?”  

I need time to figure my way out of this. 

My hands were pinned close to my sides, but my keys were still gripped in a closed fist, all I needed to do was wriggle one out enough to be a makeshift weapon. I’d probably end up with a few cuts on my palm, but it was a better alternative compared to whatever the hell Taren was planning

“No need to be rude,” he chided. “I just wanted to thank you for what you did for me all those weeks ago.” He nipped at my neck, teeth grazing against my skin. 

“Who would have thought being human would be so exciting for you?” I retorted, ignoring the feel of his hastened breath against my throat. I positioned the sharpest of my keys just outside of my fist.

The deep laugh that spilled out from him caught me off guard, but I focused myself again. Taking advantage of his head tilted back, I crashed my own sore skull against his nose before he could lean into me again. 

He gasped and stumbled backwards, providing me with the room I needed to turn on my heels and stab the sharp edge of the key into the soft flesh of his shoulder. Rather than melt into his flesh, the key bounced back into my hand, the metal unblemished and dry in my fist. 

I only had a moment to stare down at the keys, my brows turned down in confusion. 

Taren’s eyebrows furrowed and his lips contorted in rage. His eyes shifted from mine down to my knuckles, where he fixed a hungry stare onto the bloody scratches where gravel dug into my flesh. 

I hadn’t seen it before, but the bright gold of his irises was now a deep and unsettling purple, a hue I hadn’t seen in any siphon—and definitely
 not any humans.

I need to get out of here. 

His distraction provided me enough time to edge my way backwards, towards the open street just outside the alley. 

I kept my eyes on his face as I moved. I swallowed down the bile as I watched his tongue snake across his lips, his eyes still transfixed on my bloody knuckles. His lips pulled back in the beginning of a snarl, his tongue now smoothing over long, pointed fangs—sharp enough to tear my throat out if I got too close. Terror dumped lead into my legs and the keys in my fist clinked as my hands trembled.

If I keep up this pace I’ll never make it out of this alley.

I risked my neck and my life, turning my back to the fanged creature before me to sprint out of the alley. I heard the scrambling of boots on concrete as Taren leapt after me. He was a second too late, his hand only grazing my shoulder. 

Taren thundered after me and I closed my eyes, willing my legs to run faster, harder, as I neared the main road. The image of Taren’s violent purple eyes and elongated fangs burned into my eyelids, forcing my eyes back open just in time to barrel into someone’s chest. 

“Move, fuck
, you don’t
 want to be here right now.” The words rushed out as I pushed against the muscled chest in front of me. 

I took a step back to ground myself before pushing against the statue-still form with more force, but I reeled back when I was met with Cyrus’ surveying gaze. He stood before me unmoving and nonchalant, hands tucked into the pockets of his slim jeans.

He greeted my confused frown with a smug grin, and I barely had time to ask him what he was doing here before I felt hands jolt out from behind and pin my arms to my sides. I sucked in a sharp breath as cold, sharp teeth sank into my throat. 

At first painful, the area soon grew numb, and my eyelids weighed down despite the adrenaline coursing through every vein in my body. As the teeth inched out of my throat, an unnatural calm washed over me, turning my limbs to mush as I lost the fight to remain conscious, my eyelids fluttering closed. I felt my limp body falling forward and into sturdier arms, I forced my eyes into a squint. Cyrus stared down at me with a wide, gleaming smile, and his face was the last I saw before my vision faded into black oblivion.
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“
T

hank you for coming. I know it’s been... a while.”

“Mira, dear, fifty years may be a lifetime for you, but it’s passed in the blink of an eye for me. As a matter of fact, I can still remember your first steps as if they were just yesterday.” Kind eyes settle on the older woman, their warmth dispel the nerves crawling up her spine. 

She breaks into a conspiratorial laugh.

“Child? I look close to my age yet youth consumes you to this day. Not a strand of silver hair or wrinkle in sight.” Her verdant eyes crinkle with her smile,  but the gesture loses its kindness with her budding impatience. “I wish we had more time to catch up.” 

Her gaze rests on the veiled stroller parked next to their small table. Occasional heaves of breath are the only sign of life beneath the flannel covering. 

“What is it, Idelmira?” 

She closes her eyes before sucking in a breath, steadying herself for the request she will soon make. 

“It’s my son. He—him and his partner, they have lost so 
many children already. I can’t let them lose another,” her voice breaks, and she swallows a weighty lump before finishing. “It might tear them apart.” 

“I am no healer.”

“I know.”

“I cannot save her.”

“I know
.”

“Then what is it you would ask of me?”

She shifts her eyes away from the familiar indigo pair boring into her.

“I—she doesn’t have much time left.”

“All creatures must pass. It is not up to us to decide when. I know that better than most,” their resonant voice drops off to a whisper, their eyes darkening with the pain of memory. 

The woman’s head whips around to face him again, fury muddles the misery staking out territory in her eyes. She does not have time to dwell on the past—her focus is an ever-forward pursuit. 

“I am well aware of this fact. I’m looking for an exchange, not a miracle.”

“There is a scarce difference between the two, dear.”

She grits her teeth. Her hands dig into the fabric of her loose cotton pants and her grip brings a dull pain to her thighs. Her son will not suffer another loss—not if she can help it. 

“Will you take me or not? We both know my power is too weak to return on my own.”

“There’s no guarantee you will find a match, let alone one weak enough to blend into the human realm.” 

“There will be. There has to be.” 

Her friend’s full brows knit together, their distant façade fades, concern washes over their expression as their gaze follows the woman’s steeled eyes to where the hidden baby 
shifts in and out of restless slumber. 

They tear their indigo eyes from the pitiful sight and look into their lap, folding right hand over left, pressing their interlocked fingers onto the wooden surface of the table. Their lips flatten into a firm line, their eyes flash. The indigo depths grow fathomless as they peer deeper into the desperate woman’s emerald gaze. 

“I will do it.”

Idelmira’s eyes soften with renewed hope and her shoulders relax for a moment. A momentary reprieve from the battle before her. 

“Thank you,” she replies, her voice a fierce whisper. She brings her hands forward, palms up on top of the table. Her immortal companion places their hands into hers and squeezes them gently. Their face becomes a determined mask. 

“Go home. Rest. I will meet you there in two days’ time. I have to finish up some business in Valfor before we depart.”

Idelmira squeezes their hands, her eyes dewy with tears, glossed with preemptive mourning. The firm set of her lips hardens her expression. This is not a moment for smiles, but a glint of hope softens the edges of her eyes. 

A broken cough from the veiled stroller steals Idelmira’s attention away. She slips her hands out of her old friend’s grasp and stands up on trembling legs. Her hands grip the stroller’s handles and she offers a wordless nod, the constricting muscles of her throat stealing her voice away. Her white-knuckled grip pushes the stroller out of Bespoke Café, her steps growing steadier the further she walks. 

The indigo-eyed being forces their gaze away from the woman and the weight of their promise settles into their abdomen, the muscles of their body tense for a fleeting moment.

Four Hundred and Ninety-One Years. 

A sigh escapes their parted lips. They place both palms on the wooden table and push themselves out of the creaky chair they’d melded into. 

It has been nearly five hundred years since they left their old home. 

A devastating place.

An expanse burdened by beings both like and unlike themself. 

A realm drowning in a murky array of memories. 

They smooth down the lines of their deep blue silk button-up and black slacks. Their well-worn leather dress shoes incite a metered beat against the light-grey porcelain tiles of the coffee shop. 

“Good afternoon.” Their voice holds the depth of age despite the youthful facade of their sun kissed brown skin. 

The barista looks up from her register, her eyes widening on the curious creature before her. It isn’t just the voice that causes her to falter. It isn’t the waves of soft, black locks teeming around the being’s face, either. It’s definitely not the business attire wrapped around their tall, lithe form. Somehow, those pieces all fit together in their own ethereal way. 

It’s in the eyes, in the aura surrounding the unearthly being’s calm disposition. Their lips turn up in a polite smile, not an ounce of impatience in the full lips. The smile adds warmth to the oblivion of indigo irises and midnight black pupils.

“Sorry–sorry about–” she stumbles over her words. “My bad.” She laughs, the sound shuffled and awkward.

“What can I get you?”

“No worries, dear,” they chuckle. They grew used to mortal confusion hundreds of years ago. “I’ll have a local drip coffee. 
Black. No room, please.” They give the barista their name, pull out a few ones to pay, and leave a crisp twenty-dollar bill in the tip jar. 

The barista smiles wide, her embarrassment seemingly dissipating as she grins at someone making drinks in the space next to her. She hands the curly-haired teenager an empty ceramic mug, her voice smooth and confident as she repeats the order to him.

Minutes later, a voice echoes over the saxophone melodies ambling out of a stereo in the back of the room. 

“Al—um…Alk…no that’s not right,” the voice falls into a confused mumble. “Black coffee for Allison?” the voice calls out with an inquiring pitch. He frowns and places the steaming cup of coffee on the counter.

Steady hands slide the hot mug off the ledge, careful not to spill even a single drop of the full beverage.

“Alcione
,” they correct with a warm smile.
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