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Prologue
With a champagne bottle cradled firmly in the crook of their arm, Welkin picked their way through the choked undergrowth of an ancient alpine forest.
They had made this trip many times before, but never by land, and certainly never by foot. The craggy terrain and steep incline were far more challenging than it had ever appeared from above. Though Welkin was anxious and eager to arrive, their cargo was too precious to risk unchecked hurry. They would get there when they got there; they had to be careful.
But they also had to be getting close by now. Welkin had been hiking for hours. Here the air was as thin as it was cold. The forest whispered, years of time settled thickly over the trees like dust. There was magic in this place, Welkin could feel it vibrating between every atom that made up their corporeal form.
It wouldn't be long now.
Gingerly they pulled the bottle out from beneath their many overlapping layers of scarves and cloak. Holding it aloft, they inspected it in the fading light of day. Instead of bubbling crystalline drink, the bottle played host to something far more precious. Floating ghostlike in the glass was a nebula in miniature. Glittering vapour swirled in jewelled shades of purples, blues, and golds. Twinkling lights drifted lazily around a bright, pulsing nucleus, like planets orbiting their sun.
"We're almost there," Welkin murmured against the opaque green glass. 
This was the reason they had to make the journey on foot. This was why they had to travel with gentle strides and a soft hand.
Their eyes searched the swirling spectre inside the bottle, looking for changes that could signal trouble.
Had the glow dimmed?
Were the lights blinking out?
But, no, all was well. Satisfied nothing had changed since their last fearful examination—hardly an hour earlier—Welkin tucked the bottle back beneath their robes and pressed onward through the trees.
The world was draped in shadows by the time they stepped into the small meadow at the base of the cliffs. They knew that in the light of day the clearing was dotted with hardy wildflowers, marking a colorful path that led to a gaping cave mouth that yawned from the mountain's stone. In the sun, this place was tranquil and inviting. But in the evening gloom it felt as dangerous as Welkin's reason for being there.
From the cave, a milky figure emerged like a spirit. It stood tall and watched Welkin cross the meadow with curious stillness.
"You've caught me by surprise, Welkin," said the figure in a voice that seemed eerily detached in the darkness. "And after all my many years, that's not an easy thing to do."
After making their way to the foot of the cliff, Welkin could see the figure more clearly. Towering upright on two powerful hind legs, a feline creature blinked down at Welkin with magenta eyes that glowed bright in the evening shadows.
"I've come to collect on a debt you owe me, Emandi," Welkin announced.
They retrieved the bottle and held it high between them. The Emandi's eyes sparkled with amusement.
"With a drink? I've never known you to imbibe, my friend. Although, if that's all I must do to settle the score between us, I dare say you're letting me off easy."
Welkin stepped closer and hoisted the bottle into the Emandi's face. Only then did the creature's luminous eyes spot what was held inside the glass, and they grew wide with comprehension.
"Is that..." the Emandi looked to Welkin, aghast. "How? Whose?"
"They killed her, Emandi," Welkin answered. Their voice was tight with the strain of saying the words aloud—as if uttering the truth was the only thing that made it so. "They killed the only person I have left in this world and what's in this bottle is all that remains."
Flick went the tip of the Emandi's mighty tail—the only sign the creature was perturbed.
"Perhaps this is for the best," they said. "With her gone, perhaps at last you can begin to let go."
"No," Welkin growled. It was both a proclamation and a threat.
Flick, flick.
"Then what would you have me do, Welkin?" the Emandi asked. "Why are you here?"
"I'm here because you're going to help me." Welkin pressed the bottle firmly into the Emandi's hand-like forepaws.
"Together, we're going to save her.
Together, we're going to bring her back."
***
✨ Thanks for reading! If you like my work and would like to support me, you can...✨
⭐ Subscribe or donate at Ko-Fi.com/Maggie
⭐ Share this story with your friends on social media








Chapter One
[Content warning: Strong language]

It was early. The warm rays of sunrise were only just starting to seep through the wooden slats of the window shutters. 

May had been lying awake for quite some time. She had awoken suddenly in the morning twilight, wrestling herself from a vague and formless dream. Not a nightmare per se, and there was nothing specific about it she could recall now. A dark mood had been waiting for her when she opened her eyes. 

Taking a deep breath, May tried to focus on something happy. 

You get to spend another day with Omi, she tried hopefully, evoking a mental image of her beloved nephew's smiling face. 

It didn't help. 

In fact, thinking of Omi only succeeded in making her feel worse about herself. At times it felt like her young nephew was the only person in the whole town who didn't look at her with disdain. A small part of her wondered if that was ever going to change.

Sometimes when May found herself in a mood like this–unable to focus on anything except everything that was wrong–she'd listen to the crash of the surf and imagine packing up and leaving it all behind. The whispered stories of a dangerous and unruly mainland be damned – it couldn't possibly be worse than living life as a pariah.

Not that she could ever do it. For starters, she wasn't nearly that brave. For another, the island-born, even one of such questionable heritage as herself, didn't just leave Hoku. Besides, she chose to believe that she was done disappointing her family. She owed them at least that much.

With a heavy sigh, May figured she might as well get on with her day. If nothing else, the early start gave her more time to stretch and practice her dance routines before getting washed up and heading to her sister's place in town.

Before stepping out the door, she paused in front of the mirror to scrutinize her clothing one last time. Even though she had worn the skirt plenty of times, she tugged at its scalloped hemline compulsively. It still hung a couple of inches above her knees, just like it always had. It was appropriate. There wasn't much else she could do with the pressed collar of her sleeveless blouse but she fidgeted with that too.

Eventually she let herself accept that she looked respectable; she had to stop worrying.

You're fine, she thought to herself. It was the mantra she repeated every day before she made the trek into town. You're going to be just fine.

She always walked the same route, and it was all so familiar–so much of the same thing day in and day out–that anything out of the ordinary should have caught her attention right away.

But today she was so deep in a daydream she almost missed it; a mound of colour off to her right beneath the shade of a cluster of palms.

"Who the heck are you?" she muttered to herself, craning her neck to get a better look at what appeared to be a dozing body.

At least she hoped it was dozing. She waited a moment until she caught a glimpse of the rise and fall of breathing before she released a sigh of relief. Just another north shore drifter backpacking the coast. It was rare that they veered this far off the main road–in fact, May couldn't remember the last time it had happened–but it wasn't unheard of. She pretended she wasn't jealous of the stranger's freedom and gutsy pursuit of nothing, but who was she kidding?

Consumed with a new daydream, she continued her walk into town.

***

It wasn't until the sixth sighting of the north shore napper–still very much in the same place they had been all along–on what was then the third evening that May thought something must be wrong. She paced about her kitchen, wondering what to do.

Should I call someone?

No, what if it was honestly just someone who had found a nice spot they enjoyed and she ruined it for them by calling on authorities? She was embarrassed just thinking about it.

Oh, no... She fretted, clutching her hands to her chest out of rising panic. What if they're hurt and I've just left them there for the last three days?

Maybe she would just go back and check. Then she could call for help if it was necessary.

But what if they're some dangerous, drugged-out... Criminal or something?

She was starting to get worked up.

But no, she decided, she couldn't just do nothing. She'd never be able to live with the guilt if something bad had happened to this person and she had done nothing to help.

Still, she was nervous. As a precaution, she grabbed a small paring knife from her kitchen drawer before throwing a sweater over her shoulders and stepping out into the final throes of the day. She had no idea what she'd do with the knife if she actually needed to use it, but she figured having it was better than nothing.

Faster than she liked, May found herself standing only a few paces from the stranger. They were, as expected, still sleeping.

They were also, May was surprised to find as she leaned a little bit closer, apparently a woman not much older than herself. Dressed in lightly coloured, dirty jeans and a hooded sweatshirt, May wondered how this woman could have possibly spent the last few days sleeping through the island heat. It may have been spring, but it was always hot.

May moved around the stranger, trying to keep quiet and at a safe distance. Long, silver hair flowed from beneath the hood drawn tightly around her face, the colour starkly at odds with the youthfulness of her features. It was the almost complete lack of colour to her skin that stood out the most, as if someone had sketched out her edges but forgotten to colour her in.

"Oh, no." May felt her heart sink. "No, no, no... Hello? Hey, are you okay?"

She rushed forward, legs shaking. She had waited too long. She should have checked sooner. How was she going to explain a dead body on her end of the beach? What were people going to think?

She reached out, willing herself to roll the body and check for a pulse. The dead woman inhaled sharply. She stretched long and flailed her feet outwards as she rolled onto her other side. She would have kicked May in the ankles had she not already stumbled back out of fright.

"Are you freaking kidding me?" May cried, grasping at her racing heart. Suddenly she didn't really care whether or not this stranger was asleep or dangerous or anything else for that matter.

But the woman kept sleeping.

May glanced around for clues. For a camp site of at least three days, the space around them certainly didn't look occupied. There was no evidence of a fire or shelter, just a backpack that had been cast off to the woman's side.

"Alright, lady. Let's find out who you are," May muttered, pulling the pack toward her and taking a seat.

Placing her kitchen knife at her side, May gave the stranger one last wary look before she began. Pulling open the flap and opening the bag wide, it was still difficult to make out many of the contents in the dwindling light. Strapped to the outside was what May assumed to be a tent, and inside the pack was a small bundle of clothes, a few packages of dehydrated food and what looked to be an ornate compass mounted in a leather sleeve. May raised it high to get a better look and caught what seemed to be words engraved into the back of the leather. She squinted through the hazy rays of the setting sun trying to read what it said.

An unfamiliar voice rang out, startling her.

"Who the fuck are you?"

***
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Chapter Two
[Content warning: Strong language]

May jumped, blood running cold at the sound of an unfamiliar voice. The strange woman was now very awake. She sat half-raised, staring wide-eyed right at May.

There was no time to think, only react. May dropped the compass on top of the pack and scrambled to her feet, snatching up the knife as she went. She brandished it in a way that she desperately hoped made it look like she knew what she was doing.

"Woah!" The stranger raised her hands and shuffled back as best she could from her place on the ground. Her eyes were a light, crystalline blue, unlike anything May had ever seen. They flicked nervously between the knife and the eyes of the woman holding it. "Holy shit, take it easy!"

May blinked. This woman didn't look like the kind of person who used such colourful language. It threw May off.

She shook her head and tried to regain her composure.

"Who are you and what are you doing on my beach?" May demanded, sounding a whole lot braver than she felt. She had no claim to this beach, it just felt like the right thing to say.

"Your beach?" The woman croaked, casting a quick glance around. The look on her face melted from incredulous disbelief to concern. "Holy fuck, what is going on..."

Again, May was surprised.

She has no idea where she is.

"Are you drunk right now? High?" May balked. To her it seemed like the only thing that could explain how a person could fall asleep for days without knowing where they were.

"What?"

"Stand up." May demanded.

"Okay, I'm standing." The woman grumbled, getting carefully to her feet. She gave May a critical once-over.

May felt panic leaden in her stomach.

Oh, no. What am I doing? Her mind reeled. If she comes at me I am so screwed. I can't fight her! What am I supposed to do?

"Listen," the stranger said, taking a cautious step forward. "I think we're both just a little freaked out right now. Can we start over? Maybe we could start by putting the knife down?"

"No!" May shrieked, unexpectedly loud enough to make them both jump. "Don't you come over here! Stay where you are!"

This was a disaster. May had just been trying to help, not take a prisoner. But she was mortified at having been caught rummaging through this woman's things and now she wasn't completely convinced that said woman hadn't just been sleeping off a bad trip. May wanted to get as far away from this person as she could before anything else went wrong.

"Okay," the woman spoke low and slowly, trying to keep her voice even. It was a dreamy sort of sound and it made May shiver. "Take whatever you want. Seriously, take it all. I don't want any trouble here. I'll leave right now."

May blinked.

"Wait, what?" She shook her head. "I don't want your stuff!"

"Then..." The stranger looked confused. "Why the hell are you going though my pack?"

"You've been asleep on this beach for three days!" May threw her hands up, making her hostage jump again. The woman's eyes stayed fixed on the knife that was being so carelessly flailed around.

May was exasperated. "I was trying to find out who you are because I thought you needed help."

The woman's face was awash with shock. "Three days? Are you sure?" Her gaze became unfocused as May nodded.

She looked around again, pushing back her hood as she ran her hands along her scalp and through her cascading silver hair. Even in the faint light it shimmered, and for a moment May was captivated by everything about her: the hair, her ghostly complexion, those icy blue eyes wide with worry.

"Are you okay?" May slowly lowered the knife to her side. Feeling somewhat foolish, she tried to shift the mood a bit. "Is there someone you need me to call?"

The strange woman rubbed her forehead and sighed, somehow managing to look tired after all that sleep.

"No," she groaned. "No, and I'm sorry. I didn't mean to scare you. I'm sorry for trespassing."

May flushed. "You–you're not trespassing," she replied meekly. "This isn't my... I mean, I don't know why I said that."

An awkward silence hung between the two of them. The stranger looked hard at May in a way that made her feel as if she was reading her mind. May knew that the scrutiny should have made her uncomfortable, yet she couldn't help but feel like someone was seeing her for the first time in ages. For some reason, it felt good having this person's attention.

The woman smiled weakly. "I, uh, like your hair," she said, causing May to sputter and reach instinctively for the rose gold waves of her short bob. "It's cute."

This hair? Mine? It was such a random thing to say at a time like this.

Nothing about this person–the way she looked, the way she spoke, the very fact that she was here–none of it made any sense. But it was in that moment May knew she didn't have to be afraid of her; that she hadn't from the very beginning.

"What's your name?" the stranger asked.

May hesitated a moment before answering softly. 

"It's May."

And just like that, something changed. The strange woman's face lit up, faint colour rushing to fill the apples of her cheeks and a warm smile spread across her lips.

"May," she repeated. "That's a nice name. Listen, you can relax, okay? I promise I'm not going to hurt you."

A violent flush rose up May's neck and spilled across her face. When she didn't respond, the woman held out her hand and tried again.

"I wouldn't say it if it wasn't true."

May looked at the woman's outstretched hand. Cautiously, she accepted, shaking it politely.

"And who are you?" she asked.

"I'm Em."

Em.

The world around them started to swim until Em was all that May could see. With her deceptively warm hand in hers, May stood transfixed. Maybe it was the unusual circumstances, or perhaps it was the way Em's pale skin seemed to glow in the twilight, but May was convinced for a reason she couldn't quite place that this moment was important.

Em gave May's hand a gentle squeeze, bringing her back to the real world. There was more blushing, a mumbling of an apology.

"May, I'm sorry I scared you. But I'm going to be honest with you: I have no idea where the hell I am and I'm really not sure how I got here." She paused. "And to answer your previous question, I'm neither drunk nor high."

May felt like a complete idiot. Gesturing vaguely, she held the knife away from her body like some repugnant dead thing.

"I'm sorry too," she replied. "I don't know what I was thinking waving this thing at you."

"Yeah, I could kind of tell." Em laughed.

May exhaled and managed to crack a smile. It was as if they were old friends patching things up after a petty fight.

With the mood lightened, May felt the overwhelming desire to be helpful. The words spilled out of her before she could even consider what she was saying.

"Y'know, you don't have to sleep out here. My place isn't far. You're welcome to stay the night. On the couch or... I have a hammock, too. I promise I'll put this thing away and everything." She motioned to the knife.

Em didn't answer right away, surveying May with that same intense stare. As if she could catch any hint of ill-intent just by looking at her.

She thinks I'm nuts, May thought. She thinks I'm absolutely crazy. This is crazy, isn't it? What am I doing...

But Em smiled.

"That would be way better than this. Thank you."

May couldn't hide her surprise. She hadn't actually thought that Em would say yes. She felt a twitch in her stomach that normally would have been the swell of anxiety.

But this feeling was different.

This was excitement.

This was a slow heat running from her flushed cheeks to her pounding heart.

This was attraction.

***
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Chapter Three
[Content warning: Strong language]

The walk back to May's home wasn't a long one, but with the awkward air hanging between her and Em, it felt like an eternity.

May was struggling for a way to break the silence when Em laughed softly.

"I can't believe this is happening," she muttered, more to herself than to May.

May nodded, agreeing the situation was indeed pretty incredulous."It's probably pretty scary, not knowing how you got here."

"I meant the whole 'going home with a stranger I just met on the beach' thing. A stranger who pointed a knife at me, no less. I must be fucking crazy."

May felt stung. "Hey, I'm just trying to help," she grumbled, crossing her arms and locking her gaze straight ahead. "I'm taking a risk here, too."

From the corner of her eye she saw Em press the heel of her palm into her forehead.

"Okay," she sighed, turning to look at May for the first time since they set out. "So we're both crazy. Just promise not to murder me in my sleep, okay?"

May scoffed. "Only if you promise me the same."

Em raised one hand and covered her heart with the other. "I solemnly swear."

Silence fell between them again. May watched as Em absentmindedly gathered her hair in a messy bundle at the top of her head only to let it fall back down around her shoulders.

Em held out a lock and regarded it critically. "When did it get so long..." Frowning, she quickly glanced down at her disheveled appearance.  "Ugh," she groaned, looking sheepishly back at May. "Listen, if I smell, I'm sorry. It's clearly been a while since I've enjoyed the comforts of civilization."

May hadn't given Em's grimy aesthetic much thought–backpackers weren't exactly known for their hygiene–but now she was curious.

"Why?" she asked. "What were you doing before you wound up here?"

"That's a long story."  Em grinned, casually linking her fingers and stretching her arms above her head. "The short version is, I was backpacking through the mountains trying to get to the coast. The long version is–"

She stopped short, gaping at the space above May's head. Confused, May turned and followed her gaze.

"What is that?" Em cried.

May smiled.

"That's where I live!" she replied proudly.

"You live in a treehouse?" Em was flabbergasted. "How? That is so cool!"

From the leafy branches of a massive old tree protruded the deck of what appeared to be a house. Above its edges, Em could just make out sliding glass doors and a slanted roof disappearing into the darkness of the boughs.

"Well, it used to really be a treehouse." May smiled fondly up at her home. "When I was little, a storm tore out a bunch of branches in the middle so I built myself a treehouse in the gap. It was really just a couple of platforms, but it was my favourite place. When it was time for me to move out, my papa helped me turn it into an actual place to live. Pretty cool, huh?"

Em was too enthralled to acknowledge May's question.

"I've always wanted to live in a treehouse," she whispered.

May laughed. Making her way over to the metal spiral staircase that lead to the door, she motioned for Em to follow. "Come on, let me show you around."

Once inside, Em's backpack hit the floor with a thud. 

"This is fucking wild!" She exclaimed. "You built this yourself?"

"With my papa, yes," May corrected. "He's been building houses in town forever. I mean, it was my idea, but he helped me figure out how to make it work."

Em was no less impressed. Her eyes swept the room; it was small but airy, with a high ceiling resting over top of an open space containing the living room. That room opened on one end out to the deck, and to the kitchen behind it on a raised level. The whole home seemed to be built up in steps, following the natural shape of the tree that cradled it. A short hallway ran back from the left of the kitchen, and branching off from it was a small, exposed staircase that lead to what Em assumed was a loft-like bedroom.

"The bathroom is back that way, down the hall," May explained, as if that was somehow the most important detail of this remarkable home.

"You get running water up here?" Em marvelled. "Electricity?"

"Yep," May replied, flipping on a lamp to prove it.

"Amazing." Em let out a whistle, turning on the spot. "I am legitimately impressed."

May beamed. This was the first time she had ever been able to show off her home to anyone other than family.

She watched as Em made to take a step forward before stopping mid-stride.

"Y'know," said Em, looking down at herself. "Maybe I should get cleaned up first. Do you mind if I take a shower?"

"Oh! Sure, I'll go find you a towel." May hustled off.

When she returned, Em was rummaging through her pack.

"You'll have to do for now," she murmured to a wadded ball of clothing she held up in her hand.

May pressed her lips into a tight line to keep from laughing. Whoever this woman was, she wasn't like anyone May had ever met on the island.

While Em showered, May fussed about the kitchen. Now that she was alone, the reality of having a visitor–especially one she didn't really know–was setting in. She nervously set to work, rummaging through her cupboards and refrigerator, attempting to put together something for the two of them to eat. The meager spread she came up with made her realize just how unprepared she was to entertain another person.

May had just moved on to digging out a spare blanket out of the hall closet when Em emerged from the bathroom.

"Holy shit, that feels better."

Her wet hair was piled into a hasty bun atop her head and she wore a badly wrinkled t-shirt and shorts. She was a mess, but she did look refreshed.

"Glad to hear it." May smiled. "It's not much but there's some food on the counter if you're hungry. Do you want some tea or something?"

Em hummed, tapping her chin thoughtfully.

"Do you have anything stronger?"

May stepped back from the closet, blanket in hand. She was about to ask Em what she meant when the answer came to her.

"Oh!" She blinked. "Um, I think I have a bottle of wine. Let me check."

Soon the pair had settled on the couch, a respectful distance between them. Draped in the blanket, Em watched May pour their glasses before pulling her feet up to sit cross-legged.

"Cheers!" Em grinned, clinking her glass against May's.

They smiled politely before falling into a wordless holding pattern once again.

After a moment or two of sipping in silence, Em spoke.

"Hey, are you even old enough to be drinking?" she raised an eyebrow.

May spluttered through the sip she had been taking and shot a glare at Em.

"Excuse me?" Her voice came out a bit more high pitched than she would have liked.

"Sorry," Em laughed. "You just look really young."

May shifted awkwardly, tucking her elbows close to her sides and holding her glass up to her mouth in an attempt to obscure her body. Her thin frame and wide eyes had never really helped her look her age, but it was her woefully underdeveloped physique–hips, chest and the rest–that embarrassed her most. She had a hard enough time being taken seriously without people taking one look at her and assuming she was still just a girl, and compared to how Em was built... Well, to call her a bit insecure didn't quite cover it.

"I'm twenty-four," she muttered defensively, looking away as a blush crept across her face.

If Em had caught onto what May was being a sheepish about, she thankfully kept it to herself.

"Okay, okay." She grinned. "I just wanted to make sure I wasn't being a bad influence."

Em raised her glass at May before helping herself to a generous taste.

"What about you?" May asked, watching her guest throw back her wine as if it were whisky.

"Oh, who knows anymore," was Em's vague response.

Puzzled, May opened her mouth to ask what Em meant but she was cut off.

"Is that you?" Em pointed at a framed picture on the wall, a family photo taken at her sister Ora's wedding six years earlier.

May hated the photo but it was the only recent one of everyone together. She nodded curtly.

"You look so different with long hair." Em studied the photo for a moment. "Whose wedding?"

"My sister's," May answered. "The whole family is there. Except for Omi, of course. He wasn't born yet. He's my nephew."

She watched as Em did a double-take.

"Your family?"

May spared her from having to ask the obvious but awkward question. "I'm adopted," she laughed.

A wave of comprehension washed over Em's face. The figures surrounding May in the photo all shared a similar palette of rich, glowing brown skin and glossy black hair. May's pale limbs and deep blue eyes, framed by curtains of rose gold waves of hair, stood out starkly - she could not have looked more out of place.

Em shifted under her blanket. That she wanted to ask something was clear, but she didn't seem to know how. May sipped at her wine before saying anything.

"I was born on the island but my parents were mainlanders, like you," she explained.

It had been years since she told this story – living her whole life in the same small community meant by the time she was a teenager, everyone knew how a pale and lanky child wound up calling a traditional family her own and their isolated island town her home. She'd had no one to share her story with for so long that she struggled to find the words to tell it succinctly.

"They didn't live here long – I don't think they had ever planned on staying. But they made friends while they were passing through, including the couple who wound up taking me in when they had to leave."

Even with so few details, Em was completely enthralled.

"So, why were they here in the first place? And why did they have to leave?" She asked the questions like a child during a bedtime story.

"I don't know all of the details, to be honest. All I know is they apparently got themselves into some kind of trouble and had to leave. The way mama tells it, they wanted me to have a better life than they could give. Didn't want to drag me into whatever it was they had gotten themselves into or something. So, after I was born, they asked my mama and papa if they would take me in. Then they left."

Em waited, but when May didn't continue she frowned. She hesitated before asking her next question.

"What did they do that was so bad that it made them leave their kid behind?"
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Chapter Four
May's expression grew dark. "I already told you, I don't know what they did. I don't know what was so bad they had to leave me behind."

"Have you ever tried to find them?"

"No."

Em was dumb-founded. "But... don't you want to?" she asked. "Giving up your kid is kind of a huge deal. Doesn't it bother you not knowing?"

It had been a very long time since May felt insecure about where she had come from, and now that feeling manifested itself into a bristling sensation running up her back. Her eyes narrowed over the rim of her wine glass.

"Does asking insensitive questions bother you?" The words spilled out before she could even think about what she was saying.

It was clear Em was both taken-aback and embarrassed. She gaped wordlessly for a moment before dropping her gaze into her glass and taking a long, hard swallow.

"You're right, I'm sorry," she murmured.

But, in a way that was so typical of her, May was already starting to feel guilty for snapping. She sighed and took a couple more sips in the silence that hung between them, taking the time to choose her words carefully.

"When I was little, it did bother me," she admitted finally. "A lot, actually."

She gestured back to the wedding photo on the wall.

"I mean, clearly I've never exactly blended in around here. It was hard growing up and always knowing I was different from everyone else in a way I couldn't change."

Em nodded slowly, her eyes somewhat unfocused as if she had started thinking about something else.

May swapped her glass into her left hand and held out her right so that Em could see the ring on her middle finger. A roughly cut yet truly stunning stone was set into a band of ornately engraved gold. With its almost gritty, salt and pepper-like quality, the gem was unlike anything Em had ever seen and she leaned in to get a closer look.

"Oh, wow," she breathed.

"Apparently it was my mother's wedding ring. She asked mama to give it to me when I was old enough. I guess it was her way of leaving me with a piece of them both."

Smokey as the stone was, it seemed to catch the light in just such a way that made it sparkle brilliantly. Even the reflection of the dull evening light seemed bright enough to get caught in Em's eyes, because for a moment May thought they looked like they were glowing.

But then Em blinked and the light was gone. She sat back and looked softly at May in a way that almost made her blush.

"That's a nice gesture," Em said. "It's a beautiful ring."

May smiled gently and gave a shrug.

"By then I was old enough to appreciate that it was all for the best. This life is all I've ever known. It might not be perfect, but it could definitely be worse. And, I mean, it's not like they ever came back for me, y'know?"

"Hmm..." Em hummed in non-committal response.

Now May really was blushing.

She couldn't really remember having been that honest about what it had been like growing up as an outsider before, and it had been years since she had spoken about her birth parents. Normally she never would have dared hint she was hurt by them abandoning her. On the island, people didn't ask if she was curious about where she had come from; the implication had always been she was lucky to have been taken in at all – to have grown up in such a beautiful place with a respected family, generally shut off to irresponsible mainlanders like her parents.

She accepted this all as fact from a very early age. Who was she to be anything but grateful?

"What about you?" she asked finally, hoping that Em couldn't tell how exposed she felt. "Where's your family?"

Em considered the question over another long drink of wine, draining her glass.

"Well, it's just, uh, dad and I these days." The way she seemed to struggle with the word 'dad' caught May's attention. She cocked her head questioningly but Em powered on as if she hadn't noticed.

"Mom and I were tight when I was a kid, but she died when I was thirteen. Then I was kind of a drifter for a while."

"Oh!" The confession took May by surprise. Em came across as such a laid back person that May found it hard to imagine she had experienced such devastating loss. "I'm so sorry."

Em shrugged.

"Don't be. She was sick my whole life. Besides, it was a long time ago." Catching the mildly scandalized look on May's face, she clarified. "I mean, it sucked and it was hard, but that's life."

May reached for the bottle and refilled both of their glasses.

"So, where's your dad then? Do you think you should get in touch with him?"

"Why?" Em seemed genuinely confused. "Oh, because of the whole mystery island business. No, honestly he's a bit, uh, hard to track down." She paused. "Although in his defense I guess I haven't made staying in touch easy either."

May abandoned the sip she had been about to take.

Now it was her turn to ask potentially invasive questions.

***
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Chapter Five
"How come you haven't stayed in touch with your dad?" May asked.

Em shook the blanket off her shoulders and relaxed into the back of the couch. "As I was saying before I was interrupted by your super cool treehouse, I've been backpacking through the mountains for the last month or so. I have a phone but it's been dead for a while, what with there being no electricity in the wilderness and all."

May was intrigued. She couldn't fathom the idea of spending that much time living with only the things on her back out in the middle of nowhere. But at the same time, it did sound kind of exciting. She wondered if she was the type of person with the gumption to pull it off.

"Why were you out there?"

"Trying to get to the coast."

"What was on the coast?"

"I don't know." Em grinned over her glass. "That's why I was going."

At this point, the wine was warming May's face. She could feel herself loosening up and Em's coy responses made her laugh loudly.

"Are you going to keep making me ask questions or are you just going to tell me your story?"

Em laughed back.

"My story, huh?" She paused and seemed to consider her words carefully before continuing, "Well, for the last couple of years I was actually living in a mountain town called Tenna. Have you ever been?"

May shook her head. "I've never left the island."

Em raised her eyebrows in surprise.

"We'll come back to that," she said and May giggled. "Anyway, I worked for the region's emergency response team. It was a great gig–cool teammates, got to help people. Tough but worth it... What?"

The fascination was written so plainly on May's face. "I have so many questions!"

"Well, ask 'em!"

 May had so many that she wasn't sure where to start.

"What does an emergency response team do?"

"Everything," Em replied. "We find lost hikers, do avalanche control in the winter, manage forest fires in the summer – all that good stuff. Tenna is one of the only towns in that part of the mountain range, so it's a bit of a junction for travellers trying to get from one side to the other. Someone's gotta look out for them."

It all sounded so adventurous to May. She regarded Em in a new light, trying to see her as a life-saving hero instead of the wandering vagabond she had originally written her off to be.

The questions kept spilling out.

"How do you even get involved in something like that? And why did you leave? Did something happen?"

Em stretched and smiled. "No, nothing happened. It was just time to move on. As far as how I got into it, that's a much longer story but it'll have to wait. It's your turn again."

May opened her mouth to protest but Em cut her off.

"What do you do with your life, May?"

Had it not been for the placating effects of the wine, May might have insisted on hearing the whole story right then and there. But Em's question reminded her of the foul mood she had been in earlier in the week and her normal polite demeanor was waning.

She downed what was left in her glass and and sat up prim and proper, shaking her short hair back from her face.

"I'm a nanny," she said with false saccharine sweetness, emphasizing the word 'nanny' with air quotes.

"Yikes!" Em laughed. "You sound so, uh, proud?"

May sighed and slouched back into the couch. "It's actually not that bad." She felt a little guilt poking its way through the haze of wine. "I help my sister take care of Omi."

"Huh," was Em's uncertain response.

May continued, trying a bit harder to be diplomatic. "I know it's nothing glamorous but it's actually kind of fun in a way. I love spending time with him... But I also dance!"

"Oh?" Em's grin was full of mischief. "What kind of dancing do you do?"

Feeling bold, May leaned forward and gave Em's knee a playful slap.

"Nothing perverted," she huffed, not so intoxicated that she couldn't pick up on the insinuation. "Dancing like, in a theatre. Here, I'll show you!"

She moved swiftly around the coffee table and pulled herself skillfully up onto her toes. Despite the warm buzz coursing through her, the transformation was effortless. She raise her arms and gave a graceful twirl.

Em knew nothing about dance, but even she could tell May was talented.

"Very nice. But could you do it without the wine?" She joked, leaning back to dodge another swat from May. "Where'd you learn to do that?"

"We studied a bit of dance in school," May replied airily, dancing her way back around the table to her place on the couch. "It wasn't much but I really enjoyed it so I just kind of kept at it. I watch a lot of old movies, usually musicals. Actors used to dance in movies all the time back then, so I like to practice their routines and stuff."

Em blinked. "Wait, so are you saying you pretty much taught yourself?"

"Well, I'm just getting back into it," May answered, and Em wasn't sure if she hadn't heard the question properly or if she was just ignoring it. "I actually just started dancing in a spring showcase with the performing arts group in town and–"

She stopped. Eyes suddenly wide, she turned quickly to the clock on one of her shelves.

"Ah!" She gasped. "When did it get so late?"

"Probably after the second glass," Em replied, eyeing the empty one in her hand. "Why? What's wrong?"

"Tomorrow's Friday!" May groaned, rubbing her temples. "I have to dance a show after looking after Omi all day."

Tipping back what was left in her glass, Em stood.

"I guess that means it's bed time, huh?"

May looked up at her and frowned. While she wouldn't have admitted it out loud, she was disappointed at having to call it a night. She was really enjoying having company for a change.

"Yeah, I guess so," she sighed. She looked at the blanket and pillow Em was gathering into her arms. "Do you need anything else?"

"No." Em smiled. "I think the hammock and I will be very comfortable. Thanks again for letting me spend the night."

May blushed. "No problem. Sleep tight, Em."

"Sweet dreams, May."

***

May wasn't sure how long she laid in bed, wide awake and staring at the ceiling.

Sweet dreams.

At this rate, any kind of dream was a long way off, but it was a nice thought.

It was at least long enough for her buzz to wear off, the heavy sensation of reality settling into the void the wine left behind.

Only a handful of hours ago she had found a stranger on the beach, waved a knife at her like a lunatic (every time she thought about that part her whole body flushed with humiliation) and then invited that woman to spend the night in her hammock. And, if all of that wasn't surreal enough, this strange and wonderful woman had said yes.

A thrill rushed her stomach every time she thought about how much she had enjoyed spending the evening talking with Em instead of doing her regular nothing alone. May relived every moment of their conversation; from each truth revealed, to the looks and smiles insinuating parts left out. There was so much May hadn't told her, but she had a feeling there was just as much Em kept to herself too.

Now that she was alone, May could think of question after question she wanted to ask her enigmatic house guest. Glancing at the clock at her bedside, she groaned; at this rate she may as well have just stayed up talking. She wondered if Em was laying awake too.

Closing her eyes, May tried to clear her mind. It didn't matter if Em was awake or not; she had to be up early. But instead of blank nothingness, May's mind wandered back to Em; her face swimming vividly in front of her mind's eye. The way those unbelievably icy blue eyes crinkled in the corners when she flashed a mischievous smile. May imagined the long shimmering silver hair cascading like a flowing stream around her ghostly face and over pale bare shoulders and lower still.

Except May had never seen Em's bare shoulders, nor the rest of her the way she was imagining her now. So much pale skin reflecting the moonlight...

Her eyes snapped open as the embarrassing truth hit her: she had been completely willing to offer up her home and risk her safety because of a beautiful woman.

Em's was an eerie sort of beauty, but it was beauty nonetheless.

She couldn't deny it.

May was smitten.

***

✨ Thanks for reading! If you like my work and would like to support me, you can...✨

⭐ Donate at Ko-Fi.com/Maggie

⭐ Share this story with your friends on social media







Chapter Six
"Oh, noooo... No, I'm a terrible person!" she wailed, smothering her burning face into a pillow. 

What had she been thinking? Had Em caught her staring? Was it obvious? May's stomach twisted at the thought. It had been so long since she had been around a woman she was attracted to. She couldn't tell if she had been coming across too strong. Could Em tell? And if she could, had it made her uncomfortable? The very idea made May feel sick.

She hadn't seemed uncomfortable, though.

May pulled the covers over her head and rolled onto her side, feeling a new swell of dedication towards falling asleep and blissfully forgetting how foolishly she may or may not have acted that night.

But she was too still and too quiet. She was so frustratingly conscious and, as if on cue, in crept the thoughts that haunted her whenever she let her guard down.

The darker corners of May's mind imagined Em hearing the rumors people still whispered about her all these years later – bits of truth mixed in with so many lies. She imagined that mischievous grin twisting into a frown of disgust, a contemptuous glare flashing in brilliant eyes. Whatever good Em might have seen in May wouldn't survive knowing what everyone else already held as truth and, just like that, it didn't matter whether or not she had noticed May's dreamy stares or awkward, albeit unintentional, excuse for flirting.

She tossed again, clenching her eyes tightly.

"Stop it," she hissed to herself. She took a few deep breaths, trying to focus on the rhythmic crash of the surf until her heartbeat slowed.

Eventually, unable to handle being alone with her thoughts any longer, May crawled out of bed to her small window and pushed open the shutters. She searched through the tree's gently swaying boughs, spotting the brightest star in the sky.

This was what she did sometimes on nights when she felt most alone; staring up at a glittering night sky helped calm her and reminded her that, in this whole great universe, her problems were really quite small. Even though it was childish, she liked whisper a wish to the stars like a secret prayer. She always wished for the same thing.

"I wish I could live my own life – without having to hide or be alone," she whispered up at the star she'd chosen. Then she thought about it, and added something new. "And, if you could make sure Em..." she bit her lip, embarrassed, "Just, don't let her think I'm weird or anything, okay?"

She breathed deeply until calm gradually crept into her veins.

Back in bed, she listened to the ebb and flow of the ocean until, at last, she fell asleep.

***

The next time she opened her eyes, May stood alone on the shore.

The night was at its darkest, lit only by a glittering dome of brilliant stars overhead. A warm breeze swept gently off the ocean and the familiar sound of rolling waves surrounded her. It all should have been comforting but, for some reason, May sensed something wasn't right.

Little was visible in the dim light of the stars, but when her eyes dropped to the water she saw the waves coursing backwards, away from the sandy shore.

Something on the horizon drew her gaze up and away from the tide. Somewhere out on the ocean hovered a light, dim at first but glowing steadily brighter without getting bigger.

Her stomach fluttered. In the back of her mind, she thought she ought to be afraid. Yet, despite the sense of dread knocking on the edge of her awareness, she knew what she had to do. Em's pack rested abandoned at her feet. Without a second thought she hauled it from the sand, pulled the straps over her shoulders and walked out across the water, toward the light.

It could have been hours, it could have been days, but May walked across the ocean until quite suddenly the light was very close. It was so bright and she was squinting through the rays when a voice called out, crystalline and clear.

"May!"

She blinked. The light dimmed, allowing her to see the source.

Em stood in the center of the light, serene, her pale features glowing brightly. She smiled wide and embraced May like an old friend.

"I knew you could do it," Em whispered, holding May back enough to look her in the eyes.

All at once warmth filled May's chest, any sense of fear or foreboding vanished. Slowly, Em's light intensified again until they both disappeared into a blinding whiteness.

***

May shielded her eyes, blinking through the morning light pouring in through her window. She had forgotten to close the shutters before she went back to bed and now her room was bathed in the light of day in a way she simply wasn't used to.

For a moment she floundered, the residue of the dream still clinging to the edges of her mind. Hadn't she just been standing in the middle of the ocean? No, of course not, that didn't make sense... But Em had been there, and...

May shot straight up, suddenly very awake. Scrambling out from beneath the covers she threw the sliding door of her room wide and scampered down the stairs.

"Em?" she called out, rushing across the house to the deck.

The glass door was closed. The hammock was empty, aside from the blanket folded neatly in the centre. May hurried to the bathroom, but it was empty too.

There was nothing, not even so much as a note.

Em was gone.

***
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Chapter Seven
Numb, May wandered aimlessly back into the living room, slowly letting disappointment wash over her. She'd had no reason to expect Em to be there when she woke up, but she had at least hoped for a chance to say goodbye.

Back to being alone, I guess... she thought. Emotion welled in her chest but she pressed it down.

May pushed herself to at least try and sneak in some practice before she had to get ready to head to Ora's house. Half-heartedly, she shoved the coffee table tight against the couch and moved through the paces of her morning stretches. A swan-dive forward, hinging at the waist. Hugging her calves, May pressed her thin torso tightly against her legs and let her head hang loosely, stretching her neck long.

She held the position for a few breaths, letting the deep pull in her muscles distract from everything else. It felt good in a way that moving and pushing her body always had. She focused on the moment. She rolled her spine up until she was standing again, and exhaled.

When she felt ready, she struck a pose. Lifting her arms gracefully and rising to her toes, she gave a smooth and steady twirl.

But it was the same move she had shown Em the night before, just as the wine had warmed her up and she had started to feel bold.

With her concentration shattered, May let out a groan of frustration.

"Forget it," she huffed and stomped off to the bathroom to get ready for her day.

She took a longer shower than usual, letting the hot water trace rivulets down her body until her skin glowed pink. Combing her fingers through her wet hair, May remembered the way Em had called it cute. She buried her face in her hands, burning with embarrassment.

"I'm such a disaster," she moaned.

It was only a short while later, as May packed her dance bag for the night ahead, when she heard a bang from downstairs.

She froze. Was that the door? 

"May?"

She all but fell through her bedroom door.

There, out of breath and flushed, stood Em, her skin slick with sweat, giving it the appearance of being dusted with glitter.

"What, uh... What happened to the living room?"

"I was practicing." May replied, distracted. "Where did you go?" The question came out more demanding than she intended.

Em blinked.

"I was out for a run," she replied, slightly taken aback at May's tone. "I woke up early and I've always wanted to run on a beach, so I went for it. Is everything okay? You look a little out of it."

"I thought you left," May said quietly. She crept down the stairs without taking her eyes off Em, as if she might disappear if May looked away for even a second.

Em looked down and May followed her gaze down to where the backpack still sat by the door.

"Ugh," May groaned. "Of course. I'm sorry, I'm not used to having house guests and I guess I just... I don't know."

"I figured," Em grinned playfully. "You don't strike me as the kind of person who brings someone home on the first date."

A furious shade of crimson swept over May's face and Em laughed.

"I'm just giving you a hard time," Em said with a wink. "Listen. If it'll make you feel better, I won't bail without saying goodbye first. Fair?"

Thoroughly embarrassed, May could only laugh and nod in reply.

"So, this town you mentioned last night," Em began, deftly diffusing the awkwardness, "Either it's really far away or I was running in the wrong direction."

May's stomach dropped.

"Why?" she asked, hoping the slight panic in her voice wasn't as obvious as she felt it was. "Do you need something?"

"Not really," Em replied nonchalantly. "I was just curious. I figured I'd come to it eventually. Except I didn't."

"It's that way, the direction we came from last night," May explained, motioning to the east. "It's about a fifteen minute walk."

"Wow." Em looked genuinely surprised. "And you're out here all alone? Why do you live so far away from town?"

May shifted uncomfortably while her mind scrambled for an answer that sounded plausible.

"This is where the treehouse was," she offered, hoping it would stick.

"Huh..." It didn't look like Em was sold by the excuse, but she didn't push it either. "So you walk to and from town every day just to look after your nephew?"

The colour drained from May's face.

"Oh, no!" she gasped, scrambling back up the stairs without so much as an explanation.

Em didn't have time to move from where she stood before May flew back down, leaping over the last few steps altogether.

"Holy shit!" Em cried, reaching out to catch May if she stumbled. "Be careful!"

"I'm sorry!" May panted, not acknowledging Em's concern. "But if I don't leave right now I'm going to be late! I'm so sorry to have to take off like this, I-"

Em jumped out of the way to give May a clear path to the door. "No, I get it! I'll just, uh..."

May spoke before she could think the words through.

"Please stay."

***
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Chapter Eight
[Content Warning: Strong language]

The two looked at each other in silent surprise. Even May couldn't believe she had said it, but after spending the morning moping in disappointment she knew now wasn't the time to be shy about what she wanted.

"I mean, you can do what you want," she forced herself to be bold. "But I'd really like it if you stayed."

She fumbled with her shoes while Em gaped for something to say.

Throwing the door open, May gave Em one last look and tried not to think that this could be the last time they'd see each other.

"I'm so sorry I have to run like this."

But Em just smiled.

"It's cool. Go!"

And with that, May darted out the door and down the spiral staircase.

At least Em hadn't said goodbye.

***

"Are you sure you don't want to come?"

It took May a moment to realize the question had been directed at her. She had been crouched over her bag, fully involved in unceremoniously flinging her things inside. She snapped her head up when it dawned on her, wide-eyed and flustered..

Bodies pushed around her as she awkwardly took up space right in the middle of the crowded changing floor. They were like a pack of dogs pressing to a gate, ready to run. May could tell they were eager to get moving, some even to the point of casting thinly veiled looks of impatience her way, knowing that Lenaia–their unassuming alpha–wouldn't give the command until May gave her an answer.

She looked up at Lenaia, and at the genuinely welcoming smile on her peachy round face. She also looked at the small contingent of performers Lenaia had managed to round up in what had been no time at all. She was magnetic that way. It was a wonder she wasn't a performer herself. She had an infectious kind of energy about her May quietly envied in others. Sure, May was the one on stage, but she would never be the one to spontaneously whip up the rest of the show's cast into a random night of drinking, dancing and who knew what else.

An invitation like this never happened. The fact that it was happening tonight of all nights, left May agitated. The part of her desperate to re-assimilate, to do whatever it took to slip quietly back into the social fold, screamed at her to say yes.

But against all logic, she screwed up what she hoped was a convincing look of regret.

"I'm sorry. It's just that I already made plans tonight." She wondered if anyone believed her. "Next time for sure though. I promise!"

A low murmur made its way through the growing group gathered by the door, but May opted to focus on Lenaia's effortless acceptance of her excuse and friendly wave goodbye.

Whatever the others thought May wasn't saying–oh, who was she kidding? She had a pretty good idea of what they were whispering about–they couldn't be more wrong.

Slinging her bag over her shoulder and pulling her hood down over her rosy curls, May gave a distracted wave as she slid past her castmates and out into the night. She set a brisk pace and quickly made her way to the outskirts of town. Eventually the steady roll of waves replaced the white noise of civilization. While this would normally be the part of her commute when she started to relax, tonight she was too lost in thought to let go.

What was she honestly expecting to find when she got home? Her stomach tightened regardless of what outcome she imagined. May took a second to remind herself to breathe.

Soon enough she was standing on the beach staring up at her house. Even from down by the surf it was hard to see onto the deck. There was definitely a light on inside – probably the lamp by the couch. Had she left it on before leaving that morning? Or was she just getting her hopes up?

She climbed the stairs but stopped short of opening the door. Fumbling awkwardly, she pressed her ear up to the door and listened for a moment.

The waves were still the only sound.

What are you doing? May berated herself. Open the door. It's your house!

Taking one last deep breath, she pushed the door open quietly.

The quiet was short lived. Her bag got caught up on the door handle and she stumbled gracelessly inside.

"Oh, shit! Are you okay?"

May froze.

Relief mixed with mortification. She willed herself to look to the deck. A pair of icy blue eyes stared back, full of concern.

Those eyes, pale and striking. May wasn't sure she'd ever get used to them. Then again, she still wasn't sure if she'd get the chance to.

"Em," she breathed. "You're still here."

Em frowned in confusion. "What?"

Straightening herself out, May cleared her throat and tried to shake it off. "I wasn't sure you would still be here."

Sitting upright in the hammock, Em laughed. "I told you I wouldn't leave without saying goodbye, didn't I?"

May smiled down at the floor in an attempt to hide her relief. "Yeah, I guess you did."

But when Em started to pull herself to her feet, May scrambled.

"You don't have to get up!" She rushed to the deck as Em hovered uncertainly with one leg on the ground.

Em raised an eyebrow and May laughed in spite of herself.

"I, uh... Can I get you some tea?"

A few minutes later the kettle came to a boil while May dropped a couple of freshly made tea bags into mismatched mugs. An evening breeze wafted in off the ocean through the open sliding deck door, unseasonably cool. She shivered as a trail of goosebumps snaked down her arms. May glanced over her shoulder and out to the deck where Em had settled back into the hammock, long silvery hair trailing over the side. It caught the moonlight just right and shimmered like the gentle waves that rolled into the surf.

May made her way carefully down the split levels, a mug in each hand, and leaned out the door.

"Do you take anything in yours? I've got some cream, lemon... Maybe a bit of sugar but I'd have to look."

Em smiled at her and took the mug May held out. "No, I'm good. Thanks. You're such a considerate hostess."

"Ha!" May laughed, dragging an ancient folding chair across the deck with the tip of her foot. "How sweet of you to say so."

They shared a couple peaceful moments, allowing the tide to fill in the silence. Em blew on the surface of her tea absentmindedly, staring intently across the dark ocean. May took small sips and watched her guest surreptitiously out of the corner of her eye. All day she'd gone over the things she wanted to say Em since the previous night, but suddenly she couldn't remember any of it.

"So," Em spoke first without looking away from the water. "How's showbiz treating you?"

May smiled into her mug.

"Oh, y'know," she shrugged. "Just pretending to be a star."

"Remind me to snag your autograph." Em grinned, finally looking to May and giving her a wink. "And before I forget, thanks again for everything. The hammock, the tea, all of it."

"It seems like the least I could do after rifling through your stuff."

"And lest we forget: accosting me with that kitchen knife."

May spluttered halfway through her sip.

"I did not accost you! I was just... playing it safe." When Em cocked an eyebrow, May swatted at her. "You could have been a drugged-out crazy person for all I knew!"

"Hey, I'm just glad you didn't hurt yourself with that thing." Another wink.

May pretended to be offended, hiding her smile behind her mug, "I totally knew what I was doing."

Em let out a loud bark of a laugh. "Sure you did."

May rolled her eyes.

"I'm just bugging you," Em said. "Also, thanks for not secretly being a murderer."

"Ditto."

Em was still essentially a stranger and yet it was so easy for May to banter with her. It had hardly been a day since they'd met, but she already felt so comfortable; it was as if they had riffed off each other this way their entire lives.

She hadn't realized she was staring until Em cocked her head, breaking May's reverie.

"Where'd you go?" She laughed and May gave her head a shake.

"Oh! I'm not really sure..."

They drifted back into their easy silence, May sipping and Em staring out to sea. After a moment, May tried to revive the conversation. "Any luck figuring out how you wound up on the island?"

At the question a faint glow grew behind Em's pallid cheeks. She went rigid and stole a quick glance at the stars, the way someone might look to a friend for support when they don't have the right answer to an awkward question. The stars must not have had anything for her because she didn't say anything, pursing her lips instead.

May shifted awkwardly.

"Sorry, I didn't mean to make you uncomfortable. I just want you to know you're welcome to stay until you figure out what your next move is."

Em's turned quickly to face May. For the second time that night, those pale eyes were wide with concern.

"May." She breathed.

May tensed.

"You don't have to do that," Em said softly. "Letting me spend a night or two is generous enough."

"I don't have to." May agreed. "But I want to."

Em gave an incredulous grin. "Sure, but why?"

May paused and considered Em's blunt but fair question.

Because you don't have anywhere to go?

Because you don't even know where you are?

Both were true but neither were the right answer. There was only one true answer. An answer she knew she could never say out loud.

Because I'm not ready for you to disappear.

***
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Chapter Nine
May shifted again, trying to figure out the right way to say what she was feeling.

"You're alone right now and I– I dunno..." May could feel the heat rising in her face again. "I guess I like spending time with you? I'd like to learn more about you."

"Learn more about me?" Em looked like she couldn't have possibly heard correctly. "What was all that talking we did last night?"

May stared Em down. This moment felt important – as if she could screw things up very badly if she wasn't careful with her next move. She didn't know why she felt such a strong need to push on this. All she knew was she couldn't let this ghostly stranger leave yet.

She spoke slowly, sensing her inhibitions slip away, feeling brave. "I feel like there's something you're not telling me. I want to find out what it is."

Em looked genuinely shocked and again turned her eyes quickly back to the stars. Tension rose up like a wall between them. When Em didn't respond, May felt her bravery trickle away.

"Em, I'm sorry. That didn't come out the way – I don't know why I said that, it was completely out of line. I'm sor–"

Em sat up, waving May back as if she could bat her words right out of the air.

"No, May, it's fine." She wasn't looking at her, but instead staring hard through her. She seemed to be at war with herself. May sat still as stone, heart caught in her throat, silently reeling over how quickly things were falling apart. What had she been thinking, saying something like that?

The moment hovered heavy between them.

Em broke the silence with a long exhale.

"I'm not upset." Em spoke softly through a shaky smile. "To be honest, I'd like to get to know you better too. And you're right; I haven't been completely honest with you. But I've been thinking about it all day and... I think I'd like to be."

May blinked in surprise. She had hardly dared to believe she'd be right, but she certainly hadn't considered Em would be feeling the same way. Her stomach fluttered, feeling hopeful.

Em set her cup on the worn deck, then stood with a sigh and turned slightly to stare out across the ocean. Her hands clenched, released and clenched again absently at her sides. May waited.

"I want you to know the truth," Em announced. She looked down at May, still hunched over her mug on that old folding chair, and gave her a weak smile. "If it's too much, just say so, okay? Just say the word and I will get the hell out of your life."

May's mouth went dry. Suddenly she wasn't sure what she wanted anymore.

"O-okay?" she agreed meekly.

Em nodded. She shook out her hands, taking a step toward the edge of the deck. 

She stepped onto one of the posts that lined the edge, balancing precariously.

May tensed.

Glancing over her shoulder at May, Em smiled again. "Last chance. Are you sure you want to get to know me better?"

Breathless with curiosity and a growing sense of worry, May nodded ever so slightly. What was happening?

Em stepped forward from the post and off the deck, feet touching air.

May's mug of tea shattered at her feet, abandoned.

But her panic for Em's safety was soon replaced with panic of a different kind.

Em had not, in fact, plummeted to the ground beneath them.

She floated eerily in the air. A  gentle pulsing emanated from where Em hovered, suspended much like one might look if they were under water. Em's already spectral skin had a gentle glow to it now. Her long silver hair wafted effortlessly around her.

Em turned. Everything about her flowed dreamily. She locked eyes with May, those pale eyes shining bright. She grinned as if she couldn't help but find the whole situation humorous.

She spoke, breaking the dream-like haze between them. "Here's the thing..."

***
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Chapter Ten
[Content Warning: Strong language]

"I've been trying to figure out how to explain this to you all day. Then I realized it was probably easier to just show you." Em grinned widely as if being airborne was the funniest thing that could be happening. "If you can handle this, the rest should be easy."

But May wasn't handling anything very well at the moment.

Em wasn't sure what she had been expecting. Wonder? Excitement, perhaps? Whatever it was, she certainly hadn't expected the look of terror on May's face. The fear was so real, so visceral. Em quickly realized her approach perhaps hadn't been as clever as she had first presumed.

Of course she's afraid, Em thought, the weight of her miscalculation dropping like an anchor in her stomach. What the fuck was I thinking?

"What's going on?" May's voice was strained with confusion and panic.

Em was overcome with guilt; guilt for being the reason the light and playful curiosity in May's eyes had been replaced with dread. It was stupid of her to think this virtual stranger would somehow easily accept a truth so surreal it would seem out of place even in a dream.

But she had felt something, hadn't she? Something inside told Em she could be honest with this awkward little recluse of a woman. Besides, it was too late now. She would have to trust that May would come around. If not... Well, in that case her unexpected island vacation was about to be cut short.

"May," Em spoke, coaxing gently for the second time in as many days. "I'm so sorry. Believe it or not, this seemed like a good idea at the time."

"How are you doing that?" was May's strangled reply. She covered her eyes, breathing rapidly. "I'm dreaming again, aren't I?"

"Again? Have you been dreaming about me?" Em pried playfully, desperately hoping to lighten the mood.

But May didn't reply. She lowered her hands in front of her mouth, her eyes still wide and staring right into Em's, but she didn't say anything.

Em felt awful. Nothing was going according to plan.

"Okay," she sighed. "I'll tell you what. I'm going to go down there–" she motioned to the sandy beach beneath her "–and when you're ready, I promise I'll tell you anything you want to know. And if you don't come down... Well, if you don't come down I'll take the hint. You won't see me again, I swear."

May clenched her hands in a white-knuckled knot in front of her chest. Still she said nothing.

Not good. Em was growing anxious.

Pushing back carefully, Em floated away from the deck. Her hair swirled around her. She held back as much of it as she could with one arm so it wouldn't obscure the eye contact she held with May. Was it her imagination or had May's gaze softened a bit? Em could have sworn she saw a spark of curiosity flare up amid the fear still swimming in the dark pools of May's eyes.

It could have been wishful thinking, but it could have also been a step in the right direction.

Em gave May a weak smile before drifting downward, Iike a stone cast into the ocean.

Once on the sand, Em breathed deeply until her glow dimmed. Hugging her arms around her middle she turned her eyes toward the deck and waited. Nervous as she was, that feeling of hope–trust, it whispered like a friend in her ear–still lingered.

***

May held it together better than most might. For starters, she didn't scream. She also didn't run back inside and lock the doors, although it was debatable whether or not that was due to bravery or simply because she was too scared to move.

Yes, she was scared. Terrified, even. How else was she supposed to feel at the sight of a human being suspended mid-air? Floating and glowing like some kind of ghost...

May paced tight little laps in her living room.

"What do I do?" she whispered to herself. "What is she?"

She wondered if she should run. It would be hard, but maybe she could climb out a window and into the branches of the tree. Could she get down to the ground without Em noticing?

"No, no, no!" She clutched at her head desperately.

There was no running from this.

She could wait. She could leave Em down on the sand until she realized that May wasn't coming and left.

But was that what she wanted?

May looked toward the door. She imagined Em walking away (Or would she fly?) and an absurd thought crossed her mind;

Would Em keep her promise?

Would she still say goodbye?

***
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Chapter Eleven
[Content Warning: Strong language]

As crazy as the circumstances were, May couldn't suppress the small laugh that bubbled to the surface.

"What is wrong with me?"

Again, she looked to the door. As her heart rate finally settled so too did her thoughts.

When she told Em she wanted to get to know her better, she'd had a feeling there was something different – something Em wasn't saying. A small, unrealized part of May had dared to imagine that this haunting vagabond might have some fantastic story to tell, but she never could have imagined it would be... Well, whatever this was.

But she had asked. And, if May was being honest with herself, she still wanted to know.

***

Down on the sand, Em looked for a way to calm her nerves.

"Great," she muttered. "Guess I fucked this one up."

She wandered, looking for a way to occupy herself while waiting. A stray branch of driftwood inspired her; she'd build a fire.

Collecting bits and pieces of wood and branches, Em made trips back and forth to deposit the spoils of her labour in a pile a few paces from beneath May's deck. She figured she'd set up a small camp and let a bit of light burn in the night, wondering subconsciously if it might make the beach more inviting.

Each trip back and forth brought her further and further into the forested perimeter beyond the beach. She didn't think she had wandered that long or far, but on her last trip it took her a while to get back to the sand. When she finally came back into the open, the sight of a figure in the moonlight made her jump.

"May?" she called softly. "Is that you?"

The figure shifted slightly and waited a moment before saying anything.

"Yeah. It's me."

Breathing a sigh of relief, Em hurried out to meet her, stopping short on the opposite side of her makeshift fire pit. May still looked frightened, but her arms were folded tightly in front of her and there was a sternness in her face that made Em think fear wasn't the only thing she was feeling.

Em set the wood in her arms down gently and cleared her throat.

"Thank you," she smiled. "For coming down. I–"

May raised her hand sharply. Em stopped. The action was firm, but Em saw a slight tremble.

"You said you'd tell me anything I want to know." May's voice was low but steadier than her hand.

Em nodded slowly. "That's right."

May looked over her shoulder and out across the ocean. Shuffling her toes in the sand, she spoke without looking at Em.

"How..." Her voice cracked slightly. "What..."

Em shifted uncomfortably. She felt awful watching May struggle to articulate what was clearly an awkward question – likely one she never imagined having to ask anyone. It probably wasn't much different than when she had saved Em from having to ask about her family. Em decided to return the favour.

"It's kind of a long story. Do you wanna sit maybe?"

"No," May tensed up. "And I'd appreciate it if you didn't call me that."

Em blinked. "Call you what?"

Even in the dark, Em could tell that May was blushing. It was in the way her silhouetted shoulders rose to her ears, her small body tense with self-consciousness.

"Sorry," May muttered down at the sand. "I thought you were calling me Maybe. It's a nickname my family calls me. I just– never mind."

"Aw, that's cute!" Em cooed in spite of herself.

May glared.

Em took the hint. Clearing her throat, she straightened herself and tried again.

"What do you know about the Stars?"

May raised her eyebrows. "The stars?" She peered up at the glittering canopy above them.

"Not the flaming-orbs-burning-out-in-space stars. The Stars. Capital S." Em felt like she was floundering. Why did everything sound better in her head? "You know... Mythologically speaking?"

May frowned. "On Hoku, the Old Stories tell us all natural beings are entities in their own right. There's the story of the Moon and how she fell in love with the Ocean, and the Sun with the Earth. And one couple brought about the flora and the other the fauna. But the Stars..." she looked up again, "they control fate and destiny."

"Right!" Em snapped her fingers and pointed at May excitedly. "Yes, pretty much. I mean, I don't know about the Sun and the Moon or anything like that, but the Stars – that's something I know a little bit about."

May hesitated. "Okay, but what does that have to do with anything?"

Em rolled her eyes and shrugged. "Well, considering their job is to maintain order in the universe I'd say it has a lot to do with everything."

"That's not what I mean, Em." May growled through clenched teeth. "You said you would tell me anything I wanted to know. I want to know what you are, not hear some bedtime story! Why are we talking about the Stars?"

"Because it's true," Em blurted, startled by May's sudden hostility. "It's all real."

It was such a ludicrous thing to say that May laughed, loud and hard. "Let's say that's true–"

"It is!" Em insisted. "Believe me, I should know!"

"Oh?" There was a dangerous look in May's narrowed eyes. "And why is that?"

"Because I am one, May." Em snapped. She was done with being delicate.

"I am a Star."

***
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Chapter Twelve
It took a moment for May to realize Em was absolutely serious.

"Em," she said, voice stern. "This isn't funny."

"I'm not trying to be funny." Em was exasperated. "You wanted to know what I am, right? I'm trying to tell you."

"A Star, Em?" The octave of May's voice was growing steadily higher. "I thought you were going to say your were a witch or possessed or something!"

Em gawked at her. "And that would have been easier to believe?"

"I don't know!" May was mentally hovering somewhere between panicked and furious.

Rubbing her hands down her face, Em groaned loudly. "I know it sounds crazy but I wouldn't say it if it wasn't true."

May eyed her. Against all logic, there was a small part of her that believed Em.

Still...

"May, I'm trying really hard to be honest with you. Please, just hear me out."

Anxiously, May chewed at the edge of her thumbnail as she considered her options. 

"Fine." She huffed at last, dropping to take a seat in the sand.

Em pursed her lips and considered her next steps carefully. She glanced at the pile of wood she had been collecting and got an idea.

"I'm going to tell you a story." She crouched next to the fire pit. "But first, let me set the mood a little."

Under May's skeptical watch, Em hovered her hands over the wood pile. She concentrated silently, slowly bringing her hands closer together.

Just as May wondered if she was imagining the heat emanating from the small space between Em's palms, a spark flashed and took to the dry driftwood hungrily. May let out a small yelp and quickly pulled her legs up to her chest.

"Sorry," Em laughed. "I wasn't trying to scare you. That trick's a bit harder to control but, shit, it sure comes in handy when you're backpacking through the woods."

In stunned silence, May watched Em settle down on the other side of the fire. After a moment or two, a comforting warmth bathed her limbs and face. Despite her fear and confusion, May couldn't help but relax a little.

"How did you do that?" she asked in a quiet voice.

"That might be easier to explain if I start at the beginning," Em replied gently, not wanting to disrupt the waters now that May had calmed.

May settled in, gradually letting herself get comfortable. When she was ready, she nodded. Em began.

"Once upon a time there was a little girl."

"Really?" May interrupted, her brow furrowed. "'Once upon a time'? That's what you're going with?"

Em's eyes narrowed. "I thought you wanted to hear this."

May threw her hands up in mock surrender. "I'm sorry, please continue."

"Right," Em grumbled. "This little girl. She was a sweet kid but she had a bad heart. Since the day she was born, she had been sick. People weren't sure if she would get to grow up, that's how bad it was."

May frowned. "Didn't you say your mom had been sick?"

"Are you going to let me tell the story or what?" Em asked. 

May winced. "Sorry, I'll stop."

"Transposition of the great arteries." Em barrelled onward, ignoring the apology. "It's when the arteries that bring blood to and from the heart are backwards. She had to have surgery right after she was born. Usually kids with this condition have a pretty decent chance of living a long life but things are never really normal for them."

She paused to give May a chance to add in a quip but there was only silence, so she continued.

"Being sick meant she couldn't do most things kids get to do growing up. She was always meeting with doctors and had to take it easy because her heart was so weak. She spent a lot of time alone."

Em paused for a moment to stare up at the sky. May wanted her to continue but was afraid to interrupt again. She could relate to a childhood spent mostly alone. She wanted to say so without making this about her.

"That's a hard way to grow up," she offered.

Em nodded, distracted. She brought her eyes back down to meet May's, blinking to regain focus.

"Her grandmother liked to tell stories to keep her mind off things. When the girl was really young, her grandmother told her the legend of the Stars. The little girl thought if the Stars could hear when people made wishes on them, then maybe they could hear her all the time. So she started talking to them like friends. Every single night before bed she would tell them about her day, the things she learned, questions she was wondering – stuff like that."

"Is that true?" May asked. "About the wishes?"

"It's true they can hear you," Em said with a shrug. "But the part about granting wishes is just a human fantasy. I mean, they can, they just generally choose not to."

May squirmed, remembering her own wish, cast to the stars the night before. "Why not?"

"Because they have everything planned out." Em said this as if it was perfectly common knowledge.

She continued.

"As it turns out, the girl was right: someone was listening," she said, words spilling out faster, as if she was just as enthralled with the twist in her own story. "One Star in particular had become fascinated with the girl. They listened to her stories every single night.

"After years of listening to her talk and watching her grow up, the Star decided they had to meet. It was risky and the Star knew they shouldn't, but they had made up their mind. After meeting, the two became close friends. The girl–at this point a young woman–would whisper her stories at night and, when the Star could get down to Earth, the two would spend time together. They were as inseparable as two beings living on two different planes of existence could be."

At this, Em paused again, rubbing her hands together slowly and staring aimlessly at the fire for a moment before swallowing hard.

"Eventually, the woman was grown," she continued without looking away from the fire. "To celebrate her coming of age, the Star gave her a gift. Even though they weren't supposed to, the Star offered her a wish – anything she wanted, as long as it was just for her."

May frowned. "But what about the plan?"

Em shook her head.

"That's how much the Star cared for her; they kind of went rogue. I think they were probably hoping that she'd wish for health – or that she might at least be able to live a long life without fear."

May was captivated. The flickering of the firelight and the soothing sound of Em's voice lured her in, wrapping her in a blanket of comfort so that she had all but forgotten to be afraid. The Star, the woman – May wanted to know everything.

"What did she wish for instead?" she whispered, her voice soft and her gaze holding the sight of Em through the dancing flames until the other finally looked up and their eyes locked.

"She wished for a baby."

***
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Chapter Thirteen
[Content Warning: Strong language]

Em let the answer hang between them, waiting for May to catch on.

It only took a heartbeat for what she was implying to settle in.

"It was you!" May gasped. "You were the baby, weren't you?"

Em just smiled in reply, a hint of sadness behind her eyes.

"Oh my gosh," May babbled. "What happened to your mother?"

"The woman and her daughter had thirteen awesome years together. She made a great mom and raised her little girl to be feisty and independent."

At this May couldn't help but smile.

"But she was still sick. One of the complications of her condition were arrhythmias. Her heart wasn't beating right. She died of a heart attack when she was thirty-two."

Even though she had gone into the story knowing it wasn't going to end well, May was still shaken by the truth. "I'm so, so sorry."

"Don't be." Em shrugged. "They both knew that it was a possibility. The woman made sure her daughter was as prepared as she could be."

May knit her brows. "Why are you talking about yourself in the third person like that? You are talking about you and your mother, aren't you?"

Again, Em shrugged, dropping her gaze to her hands which she was nervously twisting into knots.

"It's in the past." A vague answer.

May wanted to push her on it – Em had said she would tell her anything she wanted to know – but seeing Em so downtrodden made her lose her edge. She opted to drop it for now.

"What about the Star?" she tried instead. "Is this the 'dad' you were talking about last night?"

"Ah, the ol' celestial baby-daddy." Em laughed, her spirits improving slightly. "I said 'dad' because I wasn't sure what else to call them, but that's probably not the best way to describe our relationship." She tapped at her lips thoughtfully. "They're still around, sort of."

May wasn't quite sure how to talk about Em's heavenly parent. "Do you think they know how you wound up here?"

"Oh, probably," Em huffed, leaning back on her elbows and staring up into space. "But they've been conveniently difficult to get in touch with lately." She yelled the last part skyward, as if hoping to get their attention.

"You've tried?" May wasn't sure why this surprised her, but it did.

"Last night after you went to bed, again when I was out running and once more after you left for the day. Haven't heard a damn thing."

"Oh..." May wondered what trying to get in touch with a Star entailed.

The two were quiet then, minutes stretching out before them with only the crackling of the fire and the rushing of the waves to fill the silence. May absentmindedly patted at her cheeks, warm and rosy from the flames, as she mulled over everything Em had told her.

Did she believe her? It was all so fantastic and unreal – how could she possibly? But still, Em was right – how else was she supposed to explain what she had seen?

May glanced quickly toward Em and was surprised to see her staring back. A weak smile tugged at the corners of Em's mouth.

"You think I'm fucking crazy, don't you?" There was a melancholy in Em's voice that May hadn't noticed before.

May didn't answer right away. She tugged gently at one of her curls, staring off into nothing and trying to think of the right thing to say.

"No," she answered at last. "I don't think you're crazy, I just..." She hesitated, forcing herself to look Em in the eyes. "Why did you decide to tell me all of this?"

"Because you asked?" Em offered. May shook her head.

"No, I'm serious," she demanded as gently as she could.

"I don't know, May." Em threw her hands up in defeat. "I guess I just felt like I could trust you. Having to pretend to be normal is..." She paused, "I don't know. It's lonely when nobody really knows you."

"Normal?" May was confused. "Why would you want to pretend to be normal when you're..." She grasped for something to say, gesturing vaguely at Em, "When you're so special."

Em laughed bitterly.

"Special is just another way of saying different, and being different isn't all it's cracked up to be."

"What do you mean?"

Em rubbed her forehead. She looked so tired.

"I don't know," she muttered. "I just thought – I thought after what you said last night about not being able to fit in because of something you can't change... I felt like you might understand."

The flush in May's cheeks deepened, but this time it had nothing to do with the fire's heat.

Never in her life had what made her different – what made her most insecure about herself – been something anyone tried to bond with her over. She was completely out of her element, and yet...

For the first time since Em stepped off the deck and turned everything upside down, May felt like things were going to be okay.

Still, she struggled to find the words. Nothing felt like the right thing to say and so instead she stood, shuffled over, and brought herself back down to the sand beside Em. May couldn't quite bring herself to look at Em yet, but even from the corner of her eye she could tell Em was surprised by the move. They let the moments slip by, May watching the fire burn down and Em sitting stock still as if even the slightest movement might shatter the peaceful calm they seemed to have found.

May eventually spoke first.

"I'm not going to pretend I understand what's going on. There's a part of me that feels like I'm going to wake up tomorrow and this will have all been a dream."

Beside her, Em chuckled softly.

"But," May turned to face her finally. "I just wanted you to know that the offer still stands."

Em blinked. "What offer?"

May let out a long breath, steeling her courage. Here I go again...

"To stay. With me."

***
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Chapter Fourteen
"May?"

The following Wednesday, May was at Ora's house and completely distracted.

"May, are you listening to me?"

She wasn't.

May was going back and forth, trying to decide whether or not she should have turned down Em's offer to feel what it was like to float. She had a small fear of heights ("How can that be?" Em had laughed. "You live in a tree!") and the idea of being held aloft by a hovering half-human hadn't struck her as a good idea at the time, but now she was regretting saying no.

I'll bet she'd let me try again if I asked, May thought.

"May!"

After two failed attempts at getting her sister's attention, Ora resorted to raising her voice, breaking May from her reverie.

May gave her head a shake with a small sound of surprise. "I'm sorry, what were you saying? I was miles away."

"Apparently!" Ora laughed but May was all too familiar with the many ways her sister masked annoyance. From the breakfast table, Omi looked up to watch their exchange; he clearly recognized it too. "I asked if you were still planning on coming to dinner on Saturday. We missed you last weekend."

May tensed. She and her siblings usually gathered at the family home for dinner with their parents every weekend. The tradition had started after Ora–the eldest of the three–first moved out. It was a rare thing to miss it, and the fact that she was now going to have to cancel two in a row made May's insides squirm.

"I don't know," she cringed, unable to look Ora in the eyes as she lied. "The show is taking up more time than I was expecting. They might call me in early for rehearsals again."

May hated lying to her sister, but what else could she do? She didn't want to leave Em alone more than she already had to, and she couldn't tell anyone about her either; at least not yet. Many people in Omaea were still wary about mainlanders. If her family knew May had opened her home to some unknown woman? She shuddered just thinking about it.

The first day after Em's confession had been a tense one. Still, May had been willing to try and understand. When she removed Star-powered magic from the equation, Em was still the charming stranger May found herself so inexplicably drawn to. That certainly made it easier to suspend her disbelief.

Not that it was fair to call either of them strangers now. Opening up to May brought out a whole new side of Em – a side that was more confident and talkative than before. After a brief warming period, she won May over with her eagerness to share anything and everything.

Many of the days following Em's big reveal involved sharing from both sides. Em had watched with genuine admiration as May showed her the conveyance system she had developed for harvesting and moving fresh water around her tree-top home. She had been just as impressed when May offhandedly mentioned that she knew how to surf.

"That is so cool," Em had marvelled. "You're so damn talented, May!"

"No, I'm not," May demurred, acting humble despite being thoroughly flattered. "This is an island – you either learn to live with water or you drown."

For her part, Em demonstrated the scope of her otherworldly abilities with the zeal of a stage performer.

"What other magic tricks can you do?" May had asked, watching in awe as Em twisted gracefully mid-air for what had to be the dozenth time. It was a mesmerizing thing to behold; almost like dancing.

Em pulled a face. "Calling it magic makes me sound like some kind of hokey birthday party magician."

"What do you call it then?" May laughed, waving a hand in the space beneath Em's feet as she hovered.

Em tapped the top of May's head with her toes before gently bringing herself back down to the ground. "I call it an ability. There's nothing mystical about it as far as I'm concerned – I'm just able to manipulate the energy around me in a way that other people can't."

"What does that even mean?" May cocked her head with curiosity. She had never heard of such a thing before.

"I'm not sure how to explain it," Em admitted with a shrug. "All I know is, I experience the world differently than you. There is energy everywhere – everything has it. I feel it very clearly and I can interact with it in the same way."

"Well, aren't you special," May teased.

"I know, right?" Em grinned.

Without saying anything more, she brought her hands together until a blue flash of glowing light ignited between her palms. She let it expand before tossing it into the air. An unseen shockwave fired after it, forcing the orb to explode into a fireworks-esque display. May watched in delight as the residual energy gradually dispersed back into the atmosphere like stars flickering out at daybreak.

And so went their days together. Any waking moment May wasn't taking care of Omi or dancing, she spent with Em. May tried teaching Em to dance (Em, as it turned out, was woefully bereft of any sense of rhythm – a fact they both found incredibly entertaining) and Em taught May how to throw a punch ("The key is to use your shoulder," she instructed, holding up a couch cushion for May to practice on. "That's where the power comes from.")

They cooked meals, swam in the ocean, and talked. For hours, well into the night, the two would talk about anything and everything. They were an odd pair, but each truly enjoyed the time they spent together.

The following Saturday, the day of May's second cancelled family dinner, the two finished cleaning up from a late breakfast before settling onto the couch to watch a movie.

The day was overcast and gloomy; perfect for holing up indoors. At Em's suggestion, May chose one of her favourite old black and white films where the actors both sang and danced. May hesitated; in the wake of Em's personal revelation, she had become self-conscious of her more mundane interests.

But Em insisted.

"I'm sure they're considered classics for a reason," she concluded, filling a bowl full of berries leftover from their morning meal.

They sat close together on the couch. May tried not to burst with nervous excitement as they shared a blanket draped across both their laps.

A dramatic meltdown from the film's leading lady made Em snort.

"Stop!" May laughed. Not for the first time, she nudged at Em playfully with her elbow.

"Oh, c'mon," Em grinned, not looking away from the screen. "It's meant to be funny! I'm supposed to laugh."

May gave her an exasperated look, but couldn't suppress her smile.

"Okay, give me another," Em said a moment later.

May chose a plump berry from the bowl and flipped it skyward. Em skillfully caught the flung fruit in her mouth and went back to watching the movie as if nothing had happened, making May giggle.

Thoroughly satisfied with herself (she'd had May tossing her berries since the movie started) Em slumped comfortably deeper into the soft couch. Perhaps it was unintentional, but when Em's shoulder settled gently into her own, May tensed.

A kaleidoscope of butterflies collided against the ceiling of her stomach. She tried her best not to react. What would happen if she relaxed back into the cushions too, just enough to bring them a little closer together? Would it be too obvious? She'd have to move slowly; make it look natural...

Just as she steeled the courage to make her move, Em sat up with a jolt.

"What is it?" May asked, flustered.

"Did you hear that?" Em cocked her head, straining to hear over the swelling movie soundtrack.

May reached for the remote and hit the mute button. The quiet revealed the sound of many pairs of feet stomping up the spiral staircase.

A look of horrified realization washed over her face.

"Oh, no."

***
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Chapter Fifteen
As if in reply to May's dread, a deep voice boomed cheerfully from the other side of the door.

"Oh, Maayyyybe!" it called, loud despite being muffled by the door. "Surprise! If you're not going to have dinner with us, then we're going to have lunch with you!"

The door swung open to reveal a large man, looking as upbeat as he sounded. His long, sea-swept hair was held back by a bandana and he carried a paper bag filled to bursting with groceries in the crook of one thick, bronzed arm.

His dark, shining eyes fell on May and Em. The smile slid from his face.

May leaped up, sending the bowl clattering to the floor, berries skittering in every direction.

"Kai!" A woman's voice sounded from behind the stunned man in the doorway. "Don't just stand there! Let us in!"

May groaned, dragging her hands through her hair in dismay. Em shifted a puzzled stare between the two as more people piled into the small entry.

Two women–one old, the other younger–were followed by a man carrying a young boy. The chattering group was brought up by a stout older man who shepherded them all inside.

"Don't leave me out here," he barked. "The rain is coming."

One by one they fell silent at the sight of May and Em. For a moment the world stopped; no one said a word. Then, as if on cue, the clouds split open, dropping the first of many fat raindrops loudly onto the treehouse roof.

"Who–" the elder woman gasped, only to be cut off by a squeal from the little boy. He was the only person in the room who seemed happy to be there.

"Auntie!"

Taking advantage of his father's slack-jawed surprise, the boy wriggled down to the floor and darted to May, wrapping her knees in a tight hug.

Sinking down to the the boy's level, May forced an unsteady smile across her face, trying to shake off the mortification. "Hello, Omi."

"Oh," Em whispered, comprehension washing over her.

The younger of the two women rushed from the doorway and snatched the boy back just as May stood with him in her arms.

"What is going on?" she hissed with narrow-eyed fury.

May sighed.

"Everyone, this is Em," she croaked.

Glancing back at Em over her shoulder, May smiled weakly. "Em, this is my family."

***

"What in the world were you thinking?" Tiio Alana, May's mother, wagged an accusatory finger in her daughter's face. Small but mighty, she was a matriarch not to be trifled with even on the best of days.

May winced, shrinking back from her mother's rage. This was exactly what she had been worried about – the very reason she had kept Em a secret.

"She was sick, mama," May lied. "She got lost while she was backpacking around the island and she needed help. What was I supposed to do?"

Ora, who had been leaning back against the counter with her arms crossed, scoffed loudly.

"Help her, sure. But did you need to let her live with you?" Ora stalked forward, stooping down so as to force her sister to look her in the eyes. "Do you have any idea what this looks like?"

May flushed a deep and violent crimson.

"That's not what this is," she shot back in a harsh whisper, desperate to lower the volume of the conversation. She glanced miserably toward the deck where Em sat alone in the hammock, exiled by May's family so that they could all speak privately.

Yes, this was exactly what she had been hoping to avoid.

Her father, Kaleo, sighed.

"Then what is it, May?" he asked.

Her heart clenched at the disappointment in his voice. She hated the look that strained his face whenever she let him down. She could only shrug in response lest her voice give away her facade of indifference.

"You have come so far, Maybe," her mother said, placing gentle hands on May's cheeks. "And we have been trying so hard to make things easier for you. But this?" She gestured across the kitchen and toward the deck, "This isn't going to help."

May took a deep breath, trying to remain calm. As much as she hated disappointing her family, something about being interrogated like this struck a nerve. After four years of being on her best behaviour, she was tired of the constant scrutiny.

This isn't fair, her mind burned furiously. I am not a bad person.

Stalling, May evaded the accusatory stares of her parents and sister by watching as her brother, Kai, edged closer to the sliding doors. In hushed tones, he started a conversation with Em, and she engaged him with a genuine smile.

"I'm not just going to turn away someone who needs help," May huffed, crossing her arms.

Her mother's eyes sharpened ominously. "Well, she looks like she's feeling better to me."

"I don't know," commented May's brother-in-law, Grey, as he hopped up the few short steps into the kitchen. Omi squirmed in his arms, on the verge of a tantrum. "She's awfully pale, don't you think? What's wrong with her?"

"Kai!" Tiio shouted, making everyone jump. "Time to go."

May watched as her brother shot Em an apologetic look before moving toward the door, scooping up the bag of groceries as he went.

With little else said, May's family left just as quickly as they arrived. She stood still and tightly drawn well after the door closed and the sound of Kai's loud junker of a van dissipated down the beach. She was numb from the onslaught of emotion. Embarrassment, anger and defiance mixed, lingering somewhere just below the surface.

"May?" Em called gently, climbing the steps from the living room to the kitchen. "Is everything okay?"

May shook her head, rubbing her eyes hard.

"I'm so sorry," she replied in a voice as weak as she felt. "I promise they're good people. That was so..." She trailed off, unsure how to explain away her family's behaviour.

"It's okay," Em smiled, trying to lighten the mood with a playful swing at May's arm. "I'm sure they're just worried I'm an escaped convict or something."

"No." May couldn't even bring herself to humour Em's joke. "That's not it. Besides, they treated me like a child and they didn't even give you a chance."

For a moment, neither spoke. Em bit her lip, watching nervously as May took a series of deep, calming breaths.

"Is there something I can do?" Em asked quietly.

May blinked as a thought crossed her mind. She didn't have much to lose now. The damage was done and she found herself past the point of caring.

She looked to Em and smiled.

"Yes, actually. Do you want to come to my show tonight?"
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Chapter Sixteen
May did her best to prepare Em for the staring.

"We don't get many visitors, let alone mainlanders," she explained as the two of them made their way to Omaea. "They're going to stare."

People did stare. Some even glowered – whispering and pointing when they thought the girls weren't looking. Em watched them with a knot in her stomach.

"How can they tell I'm from the mainland?" she whispered to May without looking away from streets and people around them.

May motioned to the milk-white skin of Em's bare arm. "Something tells me you stand out wherever you go. And even if you didn't, this is a small community. When there aren't many people coming or going, it's easy to spot a new face."

"But the people here look like they come from all over the place."

The way May spoke about the town of Omea, with its small population, conservative traditions, and resistance to outside influence, Em envisioned the locals as a homogeneous group. She hadn't expected the diversity in skin tone and accents milling around her.

May gave a small wave that went unreturned by a merchant she knew tending to a sidewalk produce stands. "I already told you – things used to be different here."

May had spent plenty of time telling Em about the island of Hoku and her hometown of Omaea. Hoku was populated by different groups of people that had landed there seeking respite and refuge over the course of many centuries. For a long time it had been a safe haven of sorts, and its reputation was one of peace and order.

Despite never being big enough or interested in hosting a tourist economy like some other island towns, Omaea had always been receptive to visitors. That is, until a group of aggressive mainlanders terrorized their way across the island. What they had been looking for differed depending on who told the story, but there was one consistent detail: those people relentlessly harassed local families and looted businesses while they hunted for treasure unknown.

For reasons no one understood, the group focused much of its violence on Omea. In its wake, the town collectively closed itself off for years until it eventually gained a reputation for being inhospitable to strangers.

"We're more bark than bite," May admitted with a shrug. "It's not like anyone has ever been particularly awful to the backpackers, not even when they're from other islands. Most people my age and younger don't even remember what happened, so we're more curious than anything. If you can handle the gawking, I'm sure you'll be fine."

Em kept this in mind as she homed in on a single seat in the far back of the theatre when they arrived.

May smiled as she watched Em settle in.

"I guess I should go get ready," she said. "I'll see you after–"

"Wait!" Em lurched forward as May turned to leave, grabbing her by the wrist. "You haven't told anyone, right?"

May frowned, a little hurt she felt the need to ask. After confiding in her, Em begged May not to tell a soul about her secret. May had joked, saying no one believe her if she did, but Em insisted. This was serious–this was important–but she wouldn't say why.

"Of course I haven't," May replied, placing a reassuring hand over Em's and giving it a squeeze. "You said you felt like you can trust me, and you can. Your secret's safe with me, I promise."

May disappeared to get ready for the show. Em sank low into her seat. She hadn't expected this first trip into town to stir up so much anxiety, but the staring and whispering made her jumpy.

They're looking at you because they don't know you, she reminded herself. No one knows who you are. You're safe here.

The theatre was unlike any Em had ever seen. Strings of lights and long, sheltering sheets of colourful canvas draped between towering posts that lined either side of the outdoor venue. The stage was a large and elaborately decorated bandshell with a hodgepodge of small tables, lounges, and chairs packed onto the audience floor.

This was the place to be, it seemed; by the time the show started there was hardly an empty seat to be found.

The show itself was something of a variety showcase: single and group acts took turns bringing the stage to life with song, dance, and music. May had told Em she would perform three times, the first of which was a group performance she was filling in for ("The fourth girl broke her foot a week before the run," May had explained. "I usually dance alone.") Each member of the group wore a similar costume in bright, vibrant colours and the dance was lively.

Em enjoyed the swirling display and quickly came to appreciate the unfamiliar but festive music. Pulled in by the audience's enthusiastic participation, she clapped along with the song everyone else seemed to know by heart.

But it was May's second time on stage that truly captured Em's attention. A solo act, May had choreographed the performance herself. Dressed in flowing, gauzy skirts, her lithe limbs moved gracefully, translating the mournful instrumentals into a language anyone could understand. Em couldn't venture a guess as to the style. She just knew it was beautiful. May was a dream in motion.

Enthralled as she was, Em couldn't help be distracted by hushed murmuring. From her shady spot in the back she saw different pockets of men bend their heads in close to whisper. They grinned salaciously, trading remarks with their friends as they nodded toward the stage. It turned her stomach. Em saw the way their eyes feasted shamelessly on May's long, bare legs, her thin frame shielded only by the shimmering fabric of her costume.

Em's protective instincts flared up, coursing from somewhere deep inside her. The surface of her skin prickled as if receiving round after round of static shocks. She forced herself to stay seated, willing the fury, and the lack of control that came with it, to pass.

While she managed to avoid making a scene, Em was still seething many acts later. Fixated on glaring at one group of half-drunk young men, she didn't see someone trying to get her attention until they stepped into her line of vision.

Between acts, a small contingent of smartly dressed hosts and hostesses roamed the floor, taking orders and dropping off drinks to people in the audience. Em watched them work, wishing she had cash on hand to order something. A strong drink seemed like just the thing to soothe her nerves. It was a hostess standing in front of her her now, holding out a glass full to its brim. Em resisted the urge to snatch it up.

"Sorry, I think that's for someone else."

"Nope," the hostess replied with a grin. "May asked me to make sure you were being taken care of."

Em was surprised but didn't argue. Taking the glass tentatively, she gave the colourless drink a sniff – whatever it was, it smelled strong. "If the lady insists."

"She does," the hostess grinned. "I'm Lenaia, by the way. Let's get you a better seat."
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Chapter Seventeen
Em opened her mouth to protest but Lenaia had already turned on her heel, sashaying toward the stage. Em tossed back an ample swig of her drink before hurrying to catch up.

"Are you performing tonight too?" Em asked, trying to be friendly.

"Me?" Lenaia laughed. "Not a chance. My uncle runs the theatre company. I'm a server at a restaurant in town, so when he's running a show I like to help him out on the floor. It's really just an excuse to hang out with some friends from one of the bands backstage between acts. But it makes him happy."

Em raised an eyebrow. "You hang out with them when you're working?"

"Hey, I earn my breaks," she replied, feigning offense, but offsetting it with a wink.

Lenaia's idea of a "better seat" turned out to be stage left. From the shadows of the velvet curtains, Em had a perfect view of the stage without the distraction of an audience.

Hovering at Em's shoulder, Lenaia lingered. "So, you're a friend of May's?"

Em hadn't given much thought to the nature of her relationship with May before now. They just... were.

"Sure," she replied casually, keeping her gaze locked across the stage. She didn't need to look at Lenaia to know she was staring intently.

"Good," Lenaia broke at last, joining Em in gazing beyond the curtains. "She's a nice girl. People still say awful things but I don't think she deserves it."

Em glanced at her quickly, a shadow blending in with the darkness backstage. "What do you mean?"

Lenaia hesitated before answering.

"You'll probably hear some rumours if you stick around long enough. But they're not true."

As if on cue, May stepped out onto stage and struck a pose. The spotlight was lit. Em beheld her in a single breathless moment: all black lace and skin, glitter and red lips. Rose gold waves were pinned up and an ornate mask framed dark blue eyes. Moments before the music started, May turned a heavy-lidded gaze in Em's direction and smiled.

It was May as Em had never seen her before. She was electric.

Lenaia, watched Em gape while she grinned knowingly. "Most of the rumors aren't, anyway."


Em wasn't blind; she had always known May was cute. But this – this was something else altogether. As May drew her eyes away, the memory of every fleeting touch and lingering gaze came rushing back to Em in an overwhelming instant.

Blind she was not, but oblivious?

Not anymore.

***

After the show, Em loitered backstage near a large cork board plastered with layers of photos. The collection seemed to be a long-standing tradition; an instant film camera hung by its wrist strap from a tack on the board, ready to capture spontaneous memories of life behind the theatre's velvet curtain.

Em hunted until she found one of May. Between the faded colours and May's long hair, Em figured the photo was fairly dated. In it, May beamed at the camera, grinning cheek-to-cheek with another equally happy girl with dark features and a brilliant smile. Both were dressed in similar sparkling dance costumes.

Em leaned in to take a better look and was startled by a tap on the shoulder. May smiled at her when she turned, almost as widely as she had in her photo.

"Well? What did you think?"

For a split second, Em was jarred by the disconnect between the alluring character May played on stage and the sweet, unassuming person standing before her now. Gone were the shimmering costumes and dark makeup – May was herself again, skin covered by leggings and long loose sleeves. Her smile was anxious as she waited to hear Em's verdict.

She was the same and yet, all at once, somehow different. It hadn't just been the form-fitting outfits or the seductive glance – Em had glimpsed another side of May through the passion she poured into her craft. Em was intrigued. She wondered if she had ever really seen May before this moment.

The unflinching confidence she had shown onstage was like a secret May kept hidden beneath layers of quiet and awkwardness. Now that Em had seen it, all she wanted to do was drag it out into the daylight. Even in the afterglow of her performance, May shone with infectious happiness and excitement. Em wanted to find a way to bask in that light a little longer – to see May smile like she had on that stage again. She wanted May to smile at her that way.

"You were wonderful!" Em exclaimed. Without thinking, she reached out as if to... What? Embrace her? She paused awkwardly before pulling her arms back to her sides and cramming her hands into her pockets.

May flushed and bobbed a tiny curtsey. "Thank you!"

"She was wonderful, wasn't she?" Lenaia materialized unexpectedly beside them both, placing a firm hand on each of their shoulders. "Now hurry up or you're going to miss the rest of the crew."

Em and May exchanged a bewildered look.

"Where are we hurrying to?" Em asked.

"We're going dancing, my pale friend." Lenaia patted her on the cheek. She pointed to May, "You promised you'd come out next time. Well, welcome to next time. I don't want to hear any excuses!"

Before either one could say a word, she whirled away to rally more party-goers,

"I vaguely remember making that promise," May cringed apologetically.

Em lit up. "Well then, what are we waiting for?"
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Chapter Eighteen
May fidgeted with the hems of her sleeves. Casting anxious glances, she tried to avoid making eye contact with anyone as she took in the crowd.

It had been years since she had gone to one of the theatre's  cast parties on the beach. She wondered what people would say when they saw her there, with Em in tow no less.

When the two arrived on the beach, Lenaia, ever the hostess, got them both started with a beverage from a shanty-style beach bar before disappearing into the crowd to socialize. 

May had been right about one thing: her peers were far more interested in Em than they were apprehensive.

The pair settled next to one of the bonfires dotting the shoreline. While people gave May plenty of space, curious strangers chatted with Em, who affably answered the same questions about where she was from and why she was in Omaea again and again. 

May was relieved no one asked Em about her–why they were there together or how the two knew one another–even if it was clear they were whispering about it among themselves. They would rather indulge in the novelty of Em without letting the shadow of May's involvement obscure the shiny newness of this mainland stranger.

The people of Omaea may have found themselves at a point where they tolerated May's presence, but they clearly weren't ready to forget.

For her part, Em was either enjoying being the centre of attention or aware enough not to bring May up on her own. 

Em had learned certain topics were off-limits with May. Who were her friends? Why did she live alone so far from town? Each time Em ventured to ask, May shot the conversation down.

"It's complicated," she had responded when Em asked why May's family had been so upset that morning. She had winced in such a way that told Em it was better not to push the subject. May had been very gracious with her hospitality – Em figured the least she could do in return was respect her privacy.

A band from the theatre began playing and, between flaming torches and colourful paper lanterns, people danced. As May finished off her drink, Em stood.

"C'mon," she said, reaching a hand down to May. "Let's have some fun."

Thrilled as she was at the prospect of dancing with Em, May kept a modest distance. She felt people watching them and didn't want to give more ammunition for gossip than they had just by being there.

Still, she couldn't pretend she wasn't having a good time

A second round of drinks later found May laughing loudly at Em, who was enjoying herself rather enthusiastically, dancing to every song the band played.

"Where were these moves when I was trying to teach you to dance?" May shouted over the music.

"You're giving me way too much credit," Em grinned, swinging her hips with exaggerated gusto. "I'm just twitching to the beat!"

The rest of the party unfolded in much the same way. They drank and they danced, drifting closer and closer as the night wore on. They laughed with people as if there was absolutely nothing uncomfortable about them being there, until finally it came time to wave goodbye and begin the long stagger back to the treehouse.

At some point along the beach, well away from the lights and sounds of the party, May sang a purposefully exaggerated rendition of a song someone had sang on stage. Em doubled over in laughter.

"Stop!" she wheezed, clutching at her sides, "I have to pee and if you make me wet myself I swear I'll throw you in the water!"

May howled, drawing in deep, gasping breaths. "You wouldn't dare," she replied, wiping tears from the corners of her eyes. She casually linked arms with Em, half because her inhibitions were low and half because she was a little wobbly on her feet.

"Don't tempt me, woman."

May shoved her shoulder into Em with just enough force to make them both teeter slightly.

"That's it," Em cried, ducking down to heave May, startled but cackling, over her shoulder with surprising, otherworldly strength. "In you go!"

"Em!" May shrieked, trying to squirm her way to freedom. "Em, no! Don't you dare!"

After letting her struggle for a moment longer, Em set May down on the edge of the surf. May, wasting no time while Em's guard was down, lunged back after her. They wrestled, trying to shove each other into the water until they wore themselves out.

May and Em fell into each other, giggling and breathless, their limbs still locked defensively. The night was warm and it made the heat in their closeness smoulder. Their eyes met. The moment seemed to hang. 

Half drunk and dizzy at the proximity between herself and Em, May saw her chance. Casting caution and fear of consequence aside, she took it.

Pressing her body tightly against Em's, May leaned in and kissed her – hard. She felt greedy and selfish, savouring the heat trapped between them, knowing she only had one shot at this.

Em pulled back with a small gasp. May fumbled after her, confidence washing away with the tide.

"I'm sorry," she apologized. The weight of what she had done had an instantly sobering effect. "I just–"

Em gazed back with such an indecipherable look, May lost track of what she was saying.

In a swift and wordless motion, Em took May by the waist, pulling her in roughly and kissed her back. It started slow and deep but May, elated, moved into it. Again and again their lips met, each kiss growing with desperation. 

They consumed each other feverishly. Em pressed a firm hand into the small of May's back, pinning the small body against her own while May clutched and pulled at whatever part of Em she could get her hands on.

At last they broke away, panting and tangled tightly in each other's arms. For a moment they simply took each other in, lips hovering as close as they could without touching.

"This isn't how I thought you'd react," May admitted in a breathless whisper.

Em searched May's face questioningly. "Are you disappointed?"

"No. Just surprised." May smiled, bringing her face in close so her lips grazed Em's cheek while she spoke. "Pleasantly surprised."

Minutes later the pair crashed into the treehouse. May hardly had a chance to work the lock before Em was upon her, pushing her through the door and kicking it closed behind them.

They kissed each other fiercely. May draped her arms around Em's neck, hands tangling in the long, silvery strands. Em steered her toward the couch and pushed her onto her back before crawling to kneel between her legs.

All May could hear was the sound of her own heart thundering in her ears. 

This was actually happening.

A coy grin crept across Em's face as she grasped May's hips and dragged her closer. May gasped, Em's boldness taking her by surprise.

Hungrily, Em kissed her way down May's neck, tasting the soft skin of her throat as she went. She roamed a hand freely down the side of May's body, her fingers teasing a trail along the hem of her shirt. 

Caught up in the spark she felt when her hands touched May–in the excitement of what they were doing–Em didn't notice they were no longer in sync. Somewhere in the moment, May stopped moving.

"May," Em whispered between kisses. "May, is this okay?"

When May didn't reply, Em stopped. She looked up in alarm.

Even in the moonlight, Em could see the glassy sheen of tears in May's eyes, the quiver of her lip. The magic of the moment vanished like a dream at sunrise. May let out a soft sob. 

"I'm sorry," she wept, face ashen with distress. "I can't."
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Chapter Nineteen
Everything hurt.

May groaned as she rolled onto her side and smothered her pillow over her face.

"Is this what death feels like?" she muttered miserably. "Because I think I'm dead."

"I have it on very good authority this is not what death feels like," came a groggy voice from beside her. "You're just very hungover."

Startled, May scrambled up to sit. She hadn't expected anyone to reply.

A sharp pain struck between her eyes and she groaned again. Squinting, she saw Em stretched out beside her, an arm draped over her eyes.

"You'll want to drink that," Em grumbled, pointing passed May with her free hand.

A full glass of water sat waiting on the bedside table. May picked it up gingerly.

"Thank you," she mumbled, taking a small sip. Em grunted in reply.

As she slowly rehydrated herself, May's memories from the night before came creeping back.

She looked down at Em.

"What hap–"

"Nothing else happened," Em cut her off, anticipating her question. "I helped you up to your room, you asked me to stay, and we both passed out."

"Oh." May blushed, relieved.

It didn't take long for that relief to be replaced by a flood of embarrassment.

'Em," she spoke quietly. "I'm so sorry."

"Don't be." Em rolled onto her side to face May. "You're allowed to change your mind. I'm the one who should apologizing."

May blinked in surprise. "For what?"

"For making you uncomfortable." Em buried her face into the pillow without looking up.

May sighed. It was just her luck the first time she was allowed to say no was with someone she actually wanted to say yes to.

"It's not that I didn't want... I just panicked a little, I–"

"May." Em put her hand over May's free one and peered up at her. "It's okay. You don't need explain."

May swallowed hard. "Yes, I do. I don't want you to think that I don't like..." She trailed off, too nervous to finish her thought.

"It's fine." Em smiled, closing her eyes again. "I like you too, you fucking nerd."

May hadn't expected such candor. She laughed even though it made her head throb. "I was worried it might have just been the alcohol. I wasn't sure if you... You know."

"Liked girls?" Em filled in the blank yet again. "Surprise."

May gave another weak laugh. Placing the glass gently on the table, she squirmed back beneath the covers. With her head on her pillow, she watched Em until she opened her eyes again.

"So," May hesitated, feeling her cheeks burn. "Does this mean I can keep kissing you?"

Em snorted.

"That depends," she replied, smirking into her pillow. "Am I allowed to call you Maybe yet? If we're kissing each other, I think I should at least get to call you by your nickname."

May couldn't suppress her grin. "Fine, I guess so."

Em closed her eyes again. "It's a deal then."

Hand in hand, the pair drifted back to sleep until an unfamiliar sound startled May into wakefulness. She propped herself up on an elbow and listened.

"Em," she gave the other a shake as the sound went off again. "Em, do you hear that?"

Frowning, Em groaned and turned her face deeper into her pillow.

Again, May heard the unfamiliar ringing. It seemed to be coming from down in the living room.

This time Em shot up, fully awake.

"Shit, that's my phone!"

Without another word she hovered out of bed and, completely airborne, maneuvered out the bedroom door. It all happened so quickly the air she left swirling in her wake tugged the bedding straight to the floor. May sat up, watching the whole thing in surprise.

Em's voice rose up excitedly. She was talking to someone but May couldn't make out the words. Curious, she hauled herself out of bed and weakly made her way down to the living room.

"Sorry, bud," Em laughed into a small mobile phone. "It died ages ago and I only just got around to charging it."

She paused to listen to the reply on the other end as May made her way into the room. Even from where she stood, May could hear a man's loud voice booming from the ear piece.

Em laughed again. "Actually, I'm on an island!" Another pause. "Well, it's kind of a long story."

Glancing to the side, she caught sight of May and beamed excitedly. "Hang on. Can we video chat? There's someone I want you to meet."

May felt what little colour was left in her face drain away. She felt like garbage and imagined she probably didn't look much better.

Before she could protest, Em initiated the video. She held the phone up while the feed connected.

A knot formed in her stomach; in no way did she feel prepared to find out who was on the other end of this call.
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Chapter Twenty
"Sorry," Em whispered, finally noticing May's discomfort. "I plugged this in days ago and completely forgot about it. I don't get many calls, clearly."

A new sound announced the connection had been established and a man's smiling face flashed onto the screen. He probably wasn't much older than May or Em, but his scruffy beard made him look like he was. A mop of messy brown hair flopped into a pair of friendly hazel eyes.

"Holy shit, Emmy!" He laughed loudly. "You ladies look rough." He made a point to look directly at May. "No offense."

Embarrassed, May muttered something about it being okay while Em grinned.

"We are both extraordinarily hungover."

"Nice." He nodded, a proud look on his face. "A sure sign of a good night. So, are you gonna introduce me or what?"

Em looked at May and nodded to the screen, "May, this is Dom. Dominic, meet May. She's been letting me crash with her."

"Oh!" May exclaimed, recognizing the name. "Em's told me about you. You two worked together on the Tenna search and rescue team."

In the many hours the two had spent talking, Em had told May all about Dominic and the rest of the Tenna SAR team. Dom, as he was known to friends, had been the one to recruit Em after he found her in the woods during one of his camping trips.

"I was very, very lost," Em had explained.

An expert orienteer with an especially optimistic outlook on life, he had seen Em's unique abilities as an asset to the team. When May asked how much the team knew about her, Em had been fairly nonchalant in her reply.

"They know what I can do, but not what I am. You need to understand, there are a lot of different sorts on the mainland and, being the only spit of civilization along the only safe route through the mountains in that region, Tenna sees a lot of them pass through. I told them I'd be willing to help if they didn't ask too many questions. It took a bit of convincing, but the team eventually agreed. It worked out well for all of us in the end."

May had a difficult time imagining what "different sorts" inhabited the mainland for an energy-manipulating flying woman to seem plausible. The rumours and stories Hoku locals whispered about the mainland being a dangerous place were starting to make more sense.

Dangerous or not, Dom was the definition of friendly. As they bantered, he filled the girls in on the team since Em left: Trina, the youngest in the crew, was moody and briefly threatened to leave too.

"She's all talk," Dom assured them when Em balked at the news. "She loves us too much to leave."

Matti, the team's soft-spoken mechanic, was still asking Dom if he thought Em would ever come back.

"Aw, Matti," Em smiled with genuine glee. "What a sweetheart. I haven't been gone long enough for him to miss me that much."

Dom shook his head. "It's been at least a couple of months now. Feels like longer."

"Someone needs to do a better job of managing that poor bastard's expectations," Em said, her smile fading just a bit. "I'm not supposed to be coming back at all."

"Aw, c'mon, Emmy," Dom whined. "You can't expect me to believe you didn't even plan on visiting. I get you had to leave to figure your shit out and all but it's not like you can't swing back through every once and awhile."

May watched the exchange with a rising sense of dread. She liked Dom, but she resented him for trying to plant any idea that would involve Em leaving. It was petty and selfish, but she and Em had just made some pretty important progress.

A peculiar look swept across Em's face and she smiled widely.

"You know, I just had an idea." She draped an arm over May's shoulder,  pulling her closer so she was fully on the screen. "This one has has never been off the island. Can you believe that?"

May blushed again. As she opened her mouth to defend herself, Dom's eyes went wide.

"Oh, shit! Well, I think we know what needs to happen now! Hang on."

The camera became a smear of walking feet and hallway floors as Dom hurried somewhere within the SAR team's headquarters. The girls heard him apologize to the team's paramedic, Karin, as he pushed past her into a briefing room.

"Okay," he said, righting the camera. "What did you say the island was called?"

"We didn't," May replied, curious as to where this conversation was headed. "It's called Hoku."

Dom was silent for a moment as he searched a massive map of the world that was pinned across one of the walls.

"They use it to keep track of where people come from," Em explained to May while they waited.

"Aha!" Dom's eyes lit up. He jabbed at a small cluster of islands in the middle of the ocean. "In the Lewa archipelago?"

"Yeah." May was surprised to hear him talking about her part of the world with such familiarity. Forgetting that she was looking through a screen, she tilted her head in an attempt to see the map better.

"This could work, you know," Dom continued, tapping his chin. "If you two could get yourselves to Mondova, I could probably come and pick you up."

"Right, just pick us up. Way to make my month of backpacking through the mountains look like a day trip." Em turned to May. "Mondova is the city on the coast I was trying to reach."

"I'd like to know how you managed to skip Mondova and go straight to an island, by the way," Dom cut in.

"I flew."

"All that way? I'm calling bullshit."

"Wait," May jumped in, trying to prevent the two from going off on a tangent. "Are you guys serious about this?"

"Sure, why not?" Dom couldn't hide his excitement if he tried, and he certainly wasn't trying now. "We get to see Emmy again, you get to see the world. It's win-win, right?"

May hesitated. She thought about all of the stories she made up for Omi about great adventures and far off places. She had always been curious about what else was out there. The idea of finding out thrilled her. At the same time she wasn't sure if she was brave enough to actually leave. And what would her family say? How would people react if they knew she left the safety of Omea? It was rare enough that anyone travelled to another island, let alone out of the archipelago entirely.

Em must have seen the concern on May's face. She gave her shoulder a light squeeze and smiled reassuringly.

"We don't have to decide right now," she said gently. "Give us a bit of time to think about it, okay, Dom?"

Dom huffed dramatically but the look on his face said he understood. "Okay, but I am totally telling Matti you already said yes."

"You're a dick." Em glowered. May laughed.

"It's true," Dom grinned. "But you know you love me."

May smiled, relieved to not be on the spot anymore. As Em and Dom wrapped up their conversation, May looked out the deck windows and across the ocean.

It wouldn't be forever, she reasoned. Just a quick vacation, really.

She stole a glance and Em, shining and smiling happily. The idea of an adventure with her didn't sound that scary at all.

Maybe, May thought, she was braver than she gave herself credit for.
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Chapter Twenty-One
May woke up to darkness. Groping blindly around the bed, she wasn't surprised when she came up empty handed. It had only been a handful of nights since she started sharing her bed with Em, but already the feeling of being alone was enough to rouse her from a deep sleep.

This wasn't the first time she had awoken unexpectedly to find the space beside her empty. When it happened a couple of nights ago, she had made her way gingerly through the night and out onto the deck where she found Em hovering peacefully, staring up at the night's sky.

Em had apologized for waking her.

"I know you can't feel it," she said. "But the Stars are sending out such good vibes tonight. It's like the feeling you get when you listen to your favourite song."

That night, when Em extended her hand, May swallowed her fear of heights and took it. With her arms wrapped tightly around Em's shoulders, May experienced the closest thing to weightlessness. Suspended between the ocean and the stars, with the gentle swirling of displaced air rustling around her, she imagined she was without a body – just a mind, completely at peace and seamlessly a part of the universe around her.

Remembering how it felt–and how romantic it had been to share a long, slow kiss with Em while they drifted untethered in the night air–May smiled and slid out of bed. Perhaps tonight would bring more of the same.

The night was still and calm. An oppressive heat pressed down, signalling the arrival of summer on the island. May stepped through the sliding doors and out onto the deck, hoping for even a hint of a cool breeze rolling in off the ocean.

If Em was outside, she wasn't hovering like last time. The only light on the beach came from the stars and the moon in its last quarter. It wasn't much to go on, but as May scanned the shoreline, she caught Em's silhouette framed in the meager light down by the water.

She must have been too warm, May thought, watching Em in silence.

The last thing May wanted to do was disturb the moment. Smiling, she was struck by how content she was, sharing both this moment and her days with someone she found so enchanting. For the first time in years, she felt lucky.

Out on the shore, Em stood very still. Arms at her sides, she stared out across the ocean as the surf broke at her bare feet. 

May had just made up her mind to head down and join her when Em moved, slow at first, shoulders rising and falling in deep breaths. She took one step forward into the water, then another. May noticed how unsteady she looked. Before May could call out, Em scrambled forward, pitching herself wildly into the ocean.

"Em? What are you doing?" May yelled, taken aback by the violence in Em's motion. She didn't look like someone out for a casual midnight swim. May fumbled her way down the stairs and across the sand, continuing to call out to Em.

May heard Em crying out over the sound of the waves as they crashed over her. The words were unclear but her voice was heavy with anguish. 

May's heart dropped – she didn't know what was happening but she knew what it looked like.

"Em!" May screamed desperately, hoping to snap Em out of whatever delirious spell dragged her out into the waves. "What are you doing? Come back!"

Em wasn't even trying to stay afloat as the water beat down over her. Without pausing, May threw herself in, swimming against the tide. Tiny as she was, island life made a good swimmer out of May. She reached Em in a matter of moments.

As May tried to wrap her arm around a flailing and floundering Em, the frantic woman kicked and reached forward, trying to drag herself below the surface. It took some struggle, but at last May had a decent grip and, in a surge of adrenaline-induced strength, she hauled Em back to shore and onto the sand.

"What are you doing?" May shouted, throwing herself on top of Em to keep her pinned. Breathless and exhausted as they both were, Em still put up a fight, mindlessly thrashing and sobbing unintelligibly. "Please, just stop and talk to me. Tell me what's wrong!"

The sky filled with a bright moving light. May ducked low over Em as a shrill whistling shot past them, erupting in a blinding flash on the sand.

"No," Em groaned, her first coherent words since the ordeal had begun. "Not now. Go away! Leave me alone!"

Startled and confused, May crouched protectively over Em, watching breathlessly as the light swirled and manifested itself in a human-like figure. The brightness receded inward leaving behind the form of a person draped in a traveling cloak, glowing dimly with residual light.

May didn't need to ask. She knew who it was.
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Chapter Twenty-Two
Without a word, the figure stepped forward, reaching out a thin-fingered hand to gently ease May back. So resigned was she to her own futile efforts, May wasn't surprised when she felt herself lifted upward, as if she had been picked up around her middle, and placed softly one pace to her right. 

The figure knelt next to Em and, despite her growling protests, placed their hand along her cheek.

"That's enough." They spoke in a lilting voice. "It's time to rest." With an almost imperceptible transfer of light from their palm to her face, Em's eyes rolled back in sleep. 

Only the rolling of the ocean filled the space between May and the figure. She was afraid to draw attention to herself. May watched the figure gaze sadly down at Em, fingers twitching just above her face and hair as if they couldn't quite will themself to touch her again.

"You were doing so well," they muttered.

A pair of heavy-lidded golden eyes slid up to meet May's. Her breath caught in her throat.

"Do you know who I am?" the figure asked quietly in a melodic voice that made May shiver.

"I think so," she replied, a tremble in her words. "But I don't know what to call you."

The figure considered this for a moment before nodding slowly. "Your human tongue can't pronounce my true name, but Astrid called me Welkin. It's withstood the years. You may call me the same."

May cocked her head. "Who is Astrid?"

Welkin looked back down at Em, their brow furrowing ever so slightly.

"Her birth mother."

May's assumption had been correct. Welkin: the Star who had fallen for a human. The Star who had helped bring Em into the world.

She glanced from Em to the Star and back again, concern replacing awe. "Is she going to be okay?"

"She will be," they replied, fingers tracing lightly through Em's wet hair and pushing a few stray tresses from her face. "Do not worry; this will pass. She has been steadier since you came along."

May's eyes narrowed skeptically; she had no idea what Welkin was talking about. Crawling closer, she took Em's hand up in hers and held it tightly. She couldn't begin to compare her feelings for Em to the parental bond Welkin had claim to, but she also wasn't about to accept the Star's vague half-answers.

"What do you mean?" she asked as firmly as she could muster.

Welkin tugged the cloak away from their face, revealing gently swooping lines and sharp angles. A long narrow face was home to soulful eyes, with a thin pointed nose and a mouth pulled into a tight crease. Every one of their features were tinged with gold. Androgynous and beautiful, Welkin left May momentarily dazzled.

"She may not be the same person she used to be, but the memories are still there, simmering below the surface," Welkin explained matter-of-factly. "Sometimes they stir, although it happens less the more she settles into this new life. I only wish it weren't so upsetting to her. We're learning as we go. Giving the dead a second chance at life is hardly a perfect science."

Blood thundered through May's ears. She felt like she was about to fall, dizzy with dread.

"I don't understand," she whispered in a panic.

Welkin's gaze filled with uncertainty.

"What has she told you?"

May searched her memories frantically, trying to remember anything Em might have told her that lined up with the confusing things Welkin said.

"She said you were friends with her mother," May replied, speaking fast. "Her mother was sick and wished for a baby and you helped her. She told me she's half Star and that's why she can do the things she does. She says she..." 

There was something sympathetic in Welkin's eyes that made her trail off. May realized then they hadn't been dismissive with her - May was simply in the dark.

"Ah, so she hasn't told you everything after all," The Star's voice was hushed, their gaze downcast. "Well, come along then. It would seem we have much to discuss."

May sat, rooted and numb as Welkin gathered Em's body into their arms, standing effortlessly to make their way back to the tree house. She watched them leave – almost considered staying right where she was - until an involuntary shudder shook her back to mindfulness.

Weakly, May dragged herself to her feet and followed the Star as they carried the woman she thought she knew back into the house.

***

✨ Thanks for reading! If you like my work and would like to support me, you can...✨

⭐ Donate at Ko-Fi.com/Maggie

⭐ Share this story with your friends on social media







Chapter Twenty-Three
Em's slumber was deep.

In her sleep, she revisited a memory like a ghostly observer lurking in the periphery.

She watched, disembodied, as a bright, shimmering light made its way steadily through the night, down through a wood to the shore of a dark and rushing river. As it moved through the forest, trees interrupted its glow sporadically, casting eerie flickering shadows along its path.

The source of the light did not speak. It did not breathe. It just drifted, drawn to its destination by instinct.

Rustling leaves and the chirruping of night animals gave way to the crashing of flowing water and then, to the wracked sobs and hacking, gasping breaths of a figure standing waist-deep in frigid river. The figure came into focus as the light drew near; a woman whose face was obscured by curtains of wet silver hair. Her pale, icy skin reflected the beams that radiated from the light, making it look as if she were glowing too.

With mixed emotions, Em's ghost watched this reflection of herself from – how many years ago would it be now? She wasn't even sure anymore. What she did know was the woman standing in the water was still so new, so afraid.

The source of the light waited wordlessly from the damp grassy banks.

Em's past self shuddered repeatedly, from the cold, or her crying, or both. She knew the light was there but didn't turn to look.

A crystalline voice rang out, cutting through the darkness and the sounds of sadness.

"You need to stop this." The voice was firm, resolute.

The Em in the water let out another heavy sob.

"Leave me alone!"

"No."

The light faded slightly and with its brilliance dimmed, the sharp angles of Welkin's painfully elegant face became visible. Serious eyes stared out from beneath heavy lids. They watched the Em weep impassively.

"You have been given an incredible opportunity," the beautiful and bright creature said. "An opportunity most people would kill for. Why can't you see that? Why aren't you happy?"

Past Em turned slowly with a vehement glare.

"Do you really think this is what anyone would want?" She hissed the words through clenched teeth. "Everything I knew is gone. Have you even looked at me? I don't even look like myself anymore!"

"That's because you're not."

The woman buried the heels of her palms into her eyes to ebb the flow of fresh tears. How could they be so cavalier–so stoic and matter-of-fact–when she stood there, devastated in the wake of an impossible new reality?

"My name doesn't even feel like it's mine anymore."

"That's because it's not."

A rolling boil of rage and woe bubbled to the surface. Em's ghost shuddered as the version of herself in the memory screamed into the night, howling like a wild, wounded animal. The Star didn't try to stop her.

"What am I supposed to do now?" She let out a hiccoughing sob. "Just start over? No friends, no family... No idea of who or even what I'm supposed to be now?"

"Would you really go back? Think about it."

Welkin wasn't trying to be cruel. They were simply being pragmatic, as always. And, as always, their attitude infuriated Em beyond reason. That much, at least, had not changed.

But she knew they were right; even in that moment she knew her feelings about the life she used to know had changed. She couldn't bring herself to admit that the idea of going back didn't bring her any peace.

That didn't change the fact that she was completely alone. It didn't change that whether or not she went back was a choice she didn't get to make.

She let the sound of the river fill the silence between them. When Welkin spoke again, there was an unmistakeable sternness to their otherwise sparkling voice.

"A gift like this one doesn't come without a price."

"Yeah, well I didn't exactly ask for this, did I?" Em spat in vicious reply.

A sad smile cut across the Star's elegant, glowing face.

"That's the thing about gifts, isn't it?"

Welkin waited but Em said nothing.

"She wouldn't want you to waste this," they said, speaking softly this time.

A strangled laugh escaped from somewhere within Em. She glared into the dark water rushing around her numb and soaking body.

"That's why you really did this, isn't it?" She whispered, knowing they could still hear her just fine. "This isn't about me. It's always been her."

For the first time, Welkin shifted, radiating both guilt and discomfort at the turn in conversation.

"She only ever wanted you to be happy." There was a hint of sadness in their voice now. "She wanted you to live your life."

"And what about me?"

"You?"

"When do I get a say in what my life is or isn't going to look like?" Em held the gaze of her ethereal companion with tear-soaked eyes.

"Right now." They moved as close to the water's edge as they could without stepping into the dark swirl rushing beneath them. "Don't you see that? This is your chance. For the first time since we lost her, you'll finally get to live your life the way you want. There will be nobody dictating what you can and can't do because of what you are. No one gets to tell you how to live your life anymore."

"Just you," Em shot back, dropping her eyes once more.

"No, not even me." At last, Welkin stepped down into the water and moved effortlessly toward the crumpled, shivering mess of a woman before them. "All I ask of you is that you try to give this life a chance. Find people you can trust. Build new memories with them. Go see the world. Just, please, don't waste this gift."

For a moment, Em didn't respond. She didn't look up. Arms limp at her sides, she slumped with exhaustion. It was an effort just to steady her shaking breaths.

"When will I start to feel okay?" she asked quietly.

"Soon." The reply was gentle. "You just need to push forward. Life, believe it or not, goes on."

Em lifted her head. She didn't want to give up this fight but she was so, so tired. Carefully, the being held out a glowing hand; a peace offering.

"Please stop haunting this river." Firmness returned to Welkin's voice. The time to coddle was over. "You can't wash this away. Everything is going to be okay. I-"

"Wouldn't say it if it wasn't true," both Em and her ghost finished the sentence she'd heard them utter time and time again. "I know."

Sighing in surrender, she took their hand.

"You'd better be right."
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Chapter Twenty-Four
Welkin gently deposited Em's unconscious body on the couch before moving into the kitchen. May didn't bother asking what they were looking for.

Instead, she sat on the floor next to Em's head and watched her numbly. A part of May wanted to reach out and softly stroke the side of Em's pallid face until she woke up. Another, much stronger part, willed her to keep her hands to herself.

Despite all the time they had spent getting to know one another, Em still kept something from May. Something that, with what little Welkin had let slip, was somehow just as devastating as her being part mythical being. May swallowed dryly and tried to tell herself she wasn't hurt by the secrecy.

It wasn't as if she had been completely honest with Em either, after all.

"Don't be angry with her."

May jolted violently as Welkin's voice cut through her reverie. The Star stood above her, holding out a steaming teacup. May had been so caught up that she hadn't even heard to water come to a boil.

"No." She shook her head and looked away. She knew she was being rude but she was too upset to care.

Welkin pressed, undeterred. "Please, May."

A slave to her manners, May relented with a sigh. She took the cup with a slight nod of thanks and sipped at the tea politely. Instantly she felt the drink swirl through her belly and chase away the chill that had settled in her bones.

"Again, I ask you to not be angry with her," Welkin said, still standing close beside her. "I begged her to keep her secrets to herself. As it is, she has already told you more than she's told anyone else. I hope that fact can provide you with some degree of solace."

May pondered this for a moment before she spoke. Was it really supposed to make her feel better?

"Tell me everything," she said without looking up from her teacup. "After what just happened, I think I deserve to know."

Welkin hummed thoughtfully, circling slowly behind the couch and trailing a thin hand along its edges. They paused across from where May was crouched, the three of them in line like planets in orbit.

"On this island, your people follow the legends of the Moon and the Ocean and the Earth and the Sun, correct?"

May tensed, uncertain where they were going with this question. "Sort of, I guess. Some people more than others."

Welkin nodded sagely, continuing their circuit until they came to a delicate perch on the far arm of the couch. "And you know something of the Stars now, I presume?"

With her mouth shut tight, May opted to nod in reply. She worried she'd say something stupid about how the legends of the Stars weren't as important in the local lore - that she herself had hardly given them a second thought before Em came along - and how horrible it might be to admit that to Welkin's face. She reasoned they probably already knew, but still...

"In some parts of this world there are people who worship the Stars as devoutly as someone from the islands might revere the Ocean," the Star said as if they had just peeked in on May's thoughts, making her shudder. "They follow our legends and rules as their law. Does this make sense?"

May nodded again. "I suppose so."

Welkin turned their beautiful face toward the still-open sliding door. "Many years ago a piece of a wishing star fell to Earth in error."

Frowning, May couldn't help but interrupt. "But Em told me the Stars don't grant wishes."

"If that were true, she wouldn't be here," Welkin replied, their tone akin to that of a schoolteacher gently correcting a student. "It is a rare thing, but we do grant the occasional wish when it makes sense. May I continue?"

Embarassed, May averted her eyes and mumbled an apology, which Welkin ignored.

"The Star council responsible for this Earth turned to a particularly devout group of followers to help find the missing star piece." Welkin continued. "And find it they did. But instead of informing the Stars, the followers chose instead to harbour it selfishly for their own gain."

Welkin paused, drumming their long fingers along the back of the couch. Their face was impassive, and May found it disconcerting that she couldn't get a read on them.

"While the group had always intended to eventually return the wishing star, greed proved to be an exceptionally powerful motivator. The followers soon became at odds with one another; some wanting to do their duty and return it, others wanting to make use of its power. Any human in possession of a wishing star has the ability to make a single wish of it, something I'm sure you can imagine would be quite attractive to the average person.

"Despite the wishing star's potential, those who remained loyal to the Stars informed us of the others' transgressions. But before the wishing star could be retrieved, it was stolen. The council was furious."

Fascinating as Welkin's story was, May was growing impatient. She screwed up her courage to interrupt a second time.

"I'm sorry," she said, peering up at the Star from her place on the floor. "What does this all have to do with Em and bringing people back from the dead?"

Welkin hesitated, pressing their lips into a thin line and looking anywhere but at May. Then, with a sigh, they spoke again.

"The woman you know as Em is not the same person who was born to Astrid. You see, after the wishing star went missing, the followers who had remained loyal to the Stars went to desperate measures to stay in our favour. As they searched for the star they also hunted down and destroyed any trace of the selfish wishes that had been made on it. In most cases these wishes had been for material wealth, power, beauty; the standard fixations of human desire. But, like Astrid, a few of the wishes had been for children."

Fear settled in the pit of May's stomach.

"But Em was different! You helped Astrid have her. She had nothing to do with the wishing star. "

"No," Welkin agreed. "But she also made no secret of what she was, and these followers are not in the habit of taking chances. Humans have a great capacity to do terrible things out of fear and anger."

Shaken, May took up Em's hand and held it tight. "What did they..."

She wasn't sure how to ask for the answer hanging between them.

"Audrey," Welkin replied, a response to a different question.

May blinked. "What?"

At last, Welkin's golden gaze landed on Em. Their face was etched with sadness as they watched her sleep.

"Her name was Audrey then. In the beginning, before they found her."

The feeling drained from May's extremities, the way it did when she found herself looking down from a great height. Her mouth dry, she could only muster a whisper. 

"Oh my goodness." She felt faint as the weight of comprehension weighed down on her. "They killed her."
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Chapter Twenty-Five
Welkin did not need to reply for May to know she was right.

A heavy breath escaped her lips as she tried to wrap her mind around what the Star was telling her. "But then, how is she not dead?"

"By virtue of a very unorthodox and imperfect process that involved harvesting what was left of Audrey's life force and providing her with a new vessel in which to reside."

May knitted her brow as she deciphered Welkin's words. "A vessel? As in, a new body?"

"Of course," the Star replied. "Although building a new body is a skill I myself do not possess. I had to call in a debt owed by an acquaintance of the earthbound and, shall we say, mythical persuasion for that."

Welkin continued. "But as I said before, there is no perfect way to bring someone back from the dead. Em is Audrey, as best as I could salvage her. You need to understand there is no easy way to collect an evanescent soul, but I did the best I could. Even with assistance, there was still need to fill in blank spaces with pieces of myself and ultimately, of another, to make her strong enough to live again. Em as you know her is as much of Audrey as possible, while at once someone entirely new."

Welkin paused, collecting their thoughts as they watched May carefully.

"I never did right by her," they admitted quietly. "I wasn't there for Audrey the way I should have been. This, I thought, would be my way of making up for that. She still thinks I did it for Astrid. That it was because I loved her mother that I brought her back. I did not realize how much I hurt her."

Confused, May met Welkin's gaze and held it. "Hurt her how?"

"I gave her a new life without once considering whether or not she would want it," Welkin replied as though this should have been clear.

"How could she not want a second chance at life?" May asked, incredulous at the thought.

Welkin's face was heavy with sadness. "I felt the same. I thought I was giving her a chance to live without fear of persecution. I had no idea how terrible it would be to wake up as a new person; with feelings and memories you can't connect to, friends and family you can't return to because, even if you did feel the same way about them, people aren't supposed to come back from the dead. She is not who she once was."

May mulled this over. If she had been asked to imagine what it would mean to cheat death, she never would have fathomed it looking like this. But of course the sacrifices would be devastating. A gift like this could never come cheap.

"I asked her to be careful," Welkin said. "Once she was finally through being angry with me, I asked her to keep her abilities a secret. I did not want her to draw attention to herself a second time. But I had no idea how much loneliness I was damning her to by asking her to hide. Settling in to this new life has been... challenging for her, to say the least."

Without warning, Em sat up, startling May and Welkin both. She said nothing, pulling her hand from May's gentle grasp and hovering her way to the door as quickly as she could.

"Emanthy, wait." Welkin stood. It took May a moment to realize they were saying Em's name in full; not once had she mentioned it was short for anything.

"Don't let me interrupt," Em snapped without looking at either of them. "You've been doing a fine job of airing my dirty laundry all on your own." Em threw open the door and escaped across the threshold into the night. The door slammed shut behind her.

May made to stand–she wasn't about to lose Em to the ocean again–but Welkin's firm grip held her in place. From their hand radiated a calming warmth that wrapped around her pounding heart and lulled her into passivity.

"Let her go," Welkin said softly, guiding her to sit on the now-empty couch. "Everything will be fine."

A drowsy sensation creeped along the edges of May's mind.

"But, I want to help her." Her words came out slowly.

Welkin smiled at her kindly. "You already have. She trusts you, after all. And I would not say it if it were not true." Those long, warm fingers pushed May's hair from her face. Her eyes grew heavy. "Can you keep a secret, May?"

"Mhmm," she replied weakly.

"I wish I could live my own life – without having to hide or be alone."

Outwardly, the only sign that May understood was the quickening of her breath. Inside, her mind reeled with the horror of having her own secret wish – the same one she had whispered up at the night sky for years until Em had told her someone was probably listening  being recited back to her verbatim. She was mortified.  

"You want the same thing," Welkin whispered as they clasped her face gently between their palms.

May pushed her mind through the encroaching cloud of sleep. "We do?"

Welkin leaned close, their forehead pressing into May's. Her vision flared white as the Star began to glow.

"Why do you think I brought her to you?"

Before she could answer, May's mind gave way to the weight of fatigue. She fell into a deep sleep.

***
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Chapter Twenty-Six
You want the same thing...

The words repeated like a chant, swirling and rearranging until they wove together like a veil between sleep and wakefulness. Beyond the veil was a light that grew stronger with each passing beat of a pounding rhythm.

Bang, bang, bang.

You want the same thing you want the same thing...

Bang, bang, BANG.

May sat up with a jolt.

The slamming rhythm was not, as it turned out, some disembodied beat keeping time in a dream. Someone was knocking on the door. May peered around with sleepy eyes; she was still on the couch, under a blanket she didn't remember retrieving, and she was very much alone. Giving her head a shake, she stood slowly and made her way to the door.

"I was starting to think you weren't here!" smiled one of Omea's only two mail carriers. May pretended she didn't notice the way his eyes scanned the inside of her home.

He's checking to see if I'm alone, she realized, her heart sinking. The local rumour mill was clearly still alive and well.

Since moving to the treehouse, May had never once received mail. The only reason she recognized the face in front of her was because of the time she spent at Ora's house taking care of her nephew. She wasn't sure she liked him very much.

"It would have been disappointing if I had come all this way for nothing."

Whatever, I'm sure you're wishing you had just left this with my sister now that you don't have any gossip to bring back with you, May thought coldly.

The carrier handed May a single envelope and left with a wave. May said a word of thanks before retreating back inside to inspect her mail.

To Miss May Alana

At the Treehouse on the Beach


Ripping the seal on the envelope, May slid out an invitation to the end-of-show gala Mr. Anoki, owner and director of the Omea Theatre Company, always threw for everyone who had participated in his productions. In truth, these weren't galas in the traditional sense so much as they were dinner parties held at his gorgeous home, but the word made everyone feel important and the parties were always a high-end affair.

May half-read the card, her mind distracted by the memory of the last time she had been invited to one of Anoki's galas. Her life had been so different back then.

Memories flashed through her mind like a film in fast-forward. In an instant she relived every horrible moment and lonely night until at last the reel landed on Em and paused.

Glancing around the empty room, May sighed. There was never going to be a good time to tell Em the truth, but she was as ready as she'd ever be.

***

May had no idea where Em disappeared to, but she was fairly confident she would have stayed away from town. With this in mind, she followed the shoreline west to where the beach grew rocky and rose from the sea in a wall of cliffs. May scaled the craggy surface carefully.

She found Em sulking at the top. With arms wrapped tightly around her knees, her bloodshot eyes were fixed darkly on the horizon. The wind blew noisily up here, and Em didn't hear May approaching until she was almost at her side.

"Do you mind if I join you?" May asked gently. She tucked her hair behind her ears to keep it out of her face and smiled in the way that secretly made Em feel weak. All brooding aside, she knew she couldn't turn May away, so she relaxed and scooted over to make room instead.

For a few moments, the pair sat side by side and stared out at the ocean in silence. May didn't want to push. She would wait until Em was ready.

It took a while, but at last Em sighed and, keeping her eyes averted, she spoke.

"I'm really sorry."

"For what?"

"I don't know." Em shrugged in defeat. "For everything, I guess."

"I don't think you have anything to apologize for," May replied. It was true, even though she had briefly wrestled with feelings of betrayal the night before. "I'm sure he meant well, but Welkin shouldn't have done that."

Em gave a smile.

"They," she said.

Confused, May cocked her head in reply.

"Welkin goes by they, not him," Em explained, her tone gentle. "They're a Star, and believe me when I tell you the Stars have no use for the imaginary human concept of gender."

"Oh, I'm sorry!" May replied with a wince. She wasn't quite sure what Em meant, but she also didn't want to be rude. "I've never thought of things that way before. I guess that's why you don't like calling... them?" Em nodded encouragingly. "Why you don't call them 'dad', huh?"

"Among other reasons," Em smirked. "Anyway, they're pretty good at meddling in the name of good intentions. I swear I was going to tell you, I just... wasn't ready." She paused to take a few deep breaths. "I'm sure you have a lot of questions."

May considered this for a moment. She did have a lot of questions: What does it feel like to die? How did it happen? What were you trying to do on the beach and what happens now?

But she would be patient.

"I do," she said softly, tucking an escaped curl back behind her ear. "But most of them can wait until you're ready."

Em instantly relaxed at her words.

"Thank you." Her voice cracked. "I really appreciate that."

May nodded, but her look grew serious. "I do need to know though... Are you okay?"

Em laughed and rubbed her eyes. "I'm mortified, but I'm sure I'll get over it."

May frowned. "Are you in some kind of trouble?" The question reminded her of her parents. In her mind she saw their faces looking back at her with concern.

"No." Em shook her head. "Not anymore. Now I'm just supposed to stay out of it, really. These days I'm trying to find a safe place."

Biting her lip, May rolled this and all of its implications around in her mind. She reached out and gently laid a hand over Em's.

"Do you feel safe here?" she asked. "With me?"

Their eyes locked and for a moment they searched each other quietly. Then Em smiled, moving her hand so she could link her fingers with May's.

"With you? Absolutely."

Relief flowed through May like the tide washing against the cliffs below. She leaned in and kissed Em deeply, a gesture her partner accepted eagerly.

"I feel safe with you too," May said after she pulled away. "Which is why I have something I want to tell you."

***
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
[Content/Trigger Warning: Strong language, 
mention of implied sexual coercion]

The memory of their ill-fated tryst was still fresh in Em's mind. Just like on that morning, she could tell May was working up the courage to tell her something difficult.

"May, you don't have to–"

May waved her off. "I want to."

It was sort of true. She didn't want to have this conversation at all, but she did want to be honest with Em.

Em wasn't buying it, but she nodded anyway.

May took a deep breath and began.

"There used to be this guy in town named Kane. He was cool and talented and charming. Girls were crazy about him. Everyone thought he was so great."

"I'm guessing you didn't?" Em asked.

May scoffed.

"Not even a little bit. But he could play a bunch of instruments and normally played accompaniment for productions at the theatre. A handful of years ago he was doing the music for a show I was dancing in and, I don't know, I guess he homed in on me for some reason. He tried to get me to sleep with him. He was... really pushy about it."

"Ugh!" Em was visibly disgusted. "He was one of those guys."

"Hm," May replied vaguely, the look on her face distant. "He was also one of those guys who did not take rejection well."

Em went stiff beside her. May didn't look at her and Em didn't speak.

"He was so mad," May continued, her voice quiet. "He told me I had a lot of nerve, saying no to someone like him. That someone like me–basically a mainlainder–should have been grateful for the attention."

"What a fucking dick," Em growled. "Did he not know you're gay?"

May laughed. The sound was hollow. "That was part of the problem. No one knew."

She glanced at Em in time to see comprehension wash over her.

"Oh," Em muttered.

May sighed. "Well, one person knew. She was my sister's friend in school, but we were the same age so after Ora graduated we became good friends. She's one who convinced me to join the theatre; she was a dancer too."

Em remembered the photo on the wall backstage, the one of May smiling beside the girl with the dark features.

"What was her name?"

May didn't answer right away. Staring off vacantly, her right thumb tucked beneath her palm and flicked at the ring on her middle finger. It was a nervous tick Em had observed on more than one occasion.

"Mila," May said at last. She spoke the name like a word in an unfamiliar language. It had been a very long time since she had said it out loud.

"We were best friends. We spent all our time together. I don't even remember saying anything to her about how I felt, we just kept growing closer until we were... together, I guess."

"You guess?" Em asked, struggling to keep her voice neutral. She wondered if there was anyone out there who didn't find it uncomfortable to talk about past lovers with someone they were interested in.

"It was a secret," May admitted with a cringe. "Her family was very traditional and..." she frowned deeply, leaving her thought unfinished.

"We used to stay late at the theatre after rehearsals so we could... be together." She continued, her voice growing shaky. "We'd offer to clean up or tell the others we were going to keep practicing."

May pulled her hand back, leaving Em grasping after her. Breathing heavily, she covered her eyes, giving herself a moment of privacy while she worked up the courage to keep going.

Em waited.

"One night, we thought we were alone," May's words came faster now. She brought her trembling hands down to her lap. She wouldn't look up. "We didn't realize Kane had stayed. He was... he was watching us. We didn't know."

Her voice cracked and Em reached out, wrapping her arm around May's stiff shoulders.

"There's a camera backstage, by that wall with the pictures," May's voice was so small now. "We use it to help with blocking or to goof around, but..."

Em gasped. "He didn't."

May nodded and started to cry. The tears came fast, streaming down her face faster than she could wipe them away.

"One picture," she sobbed. "He said he was going to show it to everyone. Mila panicked. She was so scared of what would happen if her family found out about her, about us."

"What do you mean 'she panicked', May?" Em asked, unease creeping over her.

May inhaled a shuddering breath.

"She asked me – she begged me to give him what he wanted. Anything to fix it and make the picture go away."

The implication took Em's breath away.

"Did you?" She hated herself for asking the moment the words left her lips. May covered her mouth tightly and stared blindly ahead, fresh tears snaking their way down her face.

"I didn't think twice," she admitted from behind her fingers.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
[Content/Trigger Warning: Strong language,  
mention of implied sexual coercion]

"Oh, May," Em whispered. "You loved her, didn't you?"

May's whole body wracked with a heavy sob. She only managed a small nod before covering her face and losing herself to another round of tears. Em pulled her closer and let her cry.

"I thought it would just be the one time," she wept. "But he wouldn't give me the picture. He just kept saying 'next time, maybe next time' and like an idiot I believed him. I just kept going back because I didn't know what else to do. Meanwhile he was telling everyone we were sleeping together. Before I knew it, there were rumors I was sleeping with everyone. I was so humiliated."

May paused to try and collect herself, pulling in one shaky breath after another.

"Everything fell apart. The rumors spread and no one wanted to believe me when I said they weren't true. People started treating me like I was some kind of filthy animal. My family was a mess over it and Mila... She cut me out of her life, like this had nothing to do with her."

May looked at Em, eyes wet and red. "Do you know what Kane said to me?" she asked in a small voice.

Em shook her head.

"He said I was getting what I deserved." She looked down in shame. "And that being with him would 'fix' me."

A rage unlike anything Em had ever known radiated from somewhere deep and dark inside. She pulled her arm away for fear that May could feel it pulsing through her.

"I was alone," May's voice was hardly a whisper now. "Eventually it felt like I had nothing left to lose. I didn't think it could get any worse, so I told him I was done."

May looked Em straight in the eyes and smiled sadly. "But I was wrong. If I thought things were bad before, it was nothing compared to what happened next."

"He released the picture." Em stated it like a fact instead of asking because inside, she knew. May nodded in a way that moved her whole body, rocking back and forth.

"It was horrible," May said. "People turned on my parents, saying they never should have taken me in. That I was corrupting people because that's just what mainlanders do. Mila's family was so ashamed. They completely cut ties with her. She ran away, some say to the north shore. Some people wanted my family to send me away too, but mama and papa held their ground. They were embarrassed but they stood by me anyway. I was the one who decided to build the treehouse and live away from town."

"And what happened to the asshole?" Em asked through gritted teeth.

May wiped at her tears with the back of her hand and laughed bitterly. "He left for some other island, chasing his music career. Everything worked out just fine for him in the end."

Em wrapped her arms around May once more. "May, I am so, so sorry."

For a moment they were quiet. The waves, the wind and May's quivering breath were the only sounds.

"I've been so scared about you finding out," May whispered into Em's neck where she had nuzzled in close. "For the past four years I've been on my best behaviour, trying to make people forget. I didn't want you to lose respect for me the way they did."

Em turned and pushed May back just enough so she could look her in eye when she spoke.

"Don't do that to yourself, May. These were terrible things that happened to you; that were done to you. But they aren't who you are. I know we haven't known each other long, but I hope you at least know me well enough by now to know I wouldn't hold something like this against you. I think you're awesome."

Out from beneath May's sadness and hurt bubbled a genuine laugh.

"Well, that's a relief," she smiled, giving her eyes another wipe. "I just wish I felt the same way."

"What do you mean?" Em asked sadly as she reached out to tuck the unruly waves of May's hair back behind her ear. May leaned into the touch.

"I've just spent so much time hating myself over all of this," she admitted. "There was a period of time where I couldn't even stand to look at myself in the mirror. That's why I cut my hair – I wanted to get as far away from myself as possible."

"And now?"

May blinked. She had spent years living with the ramifications of what happened–blaming herself and obediently trying to win back the favour of the people around her–she hadn't even paused to wonder what it might be like to find herself on the other side of that darkness.

Was this it?

She reflected on the last few weeks; precious time in which she felt more like herself than she had in ages. May recalled the release Em's arrival had brought into her life and in the back of her mind, a small voice echoed.

You want the same thing...

May smiled.

"Now, I'm just tired," she said. The truth spilled out, no longer content to be kept secret. "I'm tired of being sorry for everything and I'm tired of hiding who I am all the time. I just want my life back." She squinted, thinking over what she had just said. "No, I don't even want that. I want my own life, one where I don't have to feel bad about having mainlanders for parents or for liking girls, I just..."

She almost said it. I don't want to hide. I don't want to be alone.

But she held on to that part. I wish I could live my own life, she thought.

In her silence, Em smiled brightly. 

"Well, Maybe," Em said, leaning forward to plant a soft kiss on May's forehead. "Let's get started."

***
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Chapters Twenty-Nine & Thirty
[Author's Note: These chapters has been edited to adhere to Wattpad's "Everyone" rating. To read the uncensored version, check out the STARBORN MATURE CHAPTERS book on my profile]

May stepped carefully over a mess of underbrush and checked the map again as yet another question came to mind.

"What does being reborn feel like?"

From a few paces behind, Em laughed. "Thankfully, nothing like what I imagine being born normally feels like." She paused to consider a more serious answer. "It's like waking up from anesthesia after surgery. You're groggy and slow and it takes a while for things to start making sense."

"Does it hurt?"

"Nah."

This was how it had been in the days that followed their conversation on the cliff. May didn't want to ask her laundry list of questions all at once; she didn't want to be overbearing. Instead, she posed each one gradually, making her way through the muddled puzzle that was Em's story one piece at a time.

The only question she didn't have the stomach to ask was how it happened - how the woman once known as Audrey died in the first place, giving way to the person Em was now. Murder seemed self-explanatory enough, and given that Em wasn't offering up anything on the subject, May figured she made the right call keeping that question to herself.

Em had been happy to field every other query tossed her way. When May asked what she had been doing on the beach that night, Em did her best to explain.

"Remember when I told you my abilities are related to feeling and manipulating the energy around us? Sometimes being constantly connected to everything gets a bit overwhelming and I need a way to turn it all off. Have you heard of sensory deprivation?"

"No," May admitted, but she thought it sounded frightening.

"I sometimes use water as a crude means of blocking out my senses. It helps cut me off from the constantly bombarded of energy. I'm sure it's not easy to understand, but being submerged helps block the push and pull of the universe. It quiets all the noise just enough that it almost feels tranquil by comparison."

May hesitated before asking her next question, casting a furtive glance at Em before speaking.

"Welkin said something about your old memories... That sometimes Audrey's memories stir and it bothers you."

"Hmm." Em furrowed her brow. "It doesn't happen as much as it used to but sometimes I kind of... forget who I am for a second. It all comes screaming back to me for a moment or two and it throws me off." She looked guilty, squirming with discomfort. "Sometimes I wonder if it happens because they're thinking about her. Missing her."

"Who?" May asked, one part curious and another part horrified.

Em looked away. "Her friends. The people who loved her."

Of course. In a way it made sense that Em – hypersensitive to unseen forces as she was - might feel shockwaves of grief from Audrey's loved ones as they mourned her passing. The idea that Em could still feel the pangs from some shared broken heart made May's stomach lurch. Knowing that she so selfishly clung to someone others had no option but to miss...

But Em wasn't Audrey, that much she made clear. Audrey had been another person, and whomever had loved her once were nothing but memories to Em now. She didn't want to talk about them. In truth, neither did May, so she steered the conversation elsewhere.

"What's it like to be dead?"

"Ridiculously boring. And frustrating as fuck. I didn't have a body; I was just a thought, stuck in the same space for who knows how long."

"Do you like the body Welkin made for you?"

"More or less. I would have chosen something a bit more colourful if I'd had a say in it though. Can I ask you a question for a change?" Em asked, coming up behind May and peering over her shoulder at the map in her hands. "How come you've never been camping before?"

May laughed. "I don't know, it's just not something my family does."

Together the pair made their way deep into the forest, looking for a place near a spring they found on the map May borrowed from her father.

May still wasn't sure if she was ready to make the trip to Tenna. In a stroke of what she called genius, Em suggested they go camping. Shaking out her backpacking gear, she had described each piece of equipment excitedly, painting a peaceful mental picture of sleeping by a fire with only the night noises for company.

"That sounds creepy," May had frowned. "People actually do this for fun?"

"Listen, at best you'll come out of it with a brand new skill set that would totally impress, say, a group of mountain dwelling locals." Em reasoned. May raised an eyebrow. "At worse, you'll have a character-building experience."

So far building character had entailed learning how to navigate using only a map and compass, something May had never done before but found herself picking up quickly enough.

"You know, it would be a lot faster if you just flew us out to the spot," May huffed as she checked her map against Em's compass. It had been a gift the team back in Tenna gave Em when she decided to leave - the same one May had pulled from her pack on the night they first met. In the light of day, May could at last read the inscription carved into the compass' leather sleeve.

E –

I hope you find what you're looking for.

– D

"There is no satisfaction to be gained in supernatural shortcuts, Navigator!" Em called over her shoulder as she forged ahead. "Besides, you may be a tiny thing but I still couldn't carry you and the gear all that way."

"Is there satisfaction to be gained in getting lost?" May shouted back. "Because I'm ninety-nine per cent sure you're going the wrong way."

May figured Em would tease her if she admitted it, but as they relaxed by the fire later that night she was feeling satisfied with everything she had accomplished. They found the spring without any trouble, and after a quick tutorial she was able to raise the tent all on her own while Em tended to the fire. Now, as they lounged on a blanket and watched the flames stretching up into the dark, May actually found the night noises surprisingly soothing.

"Oh!" she chirped, a new thought coming to her. "I haven't asked you the most important question of all."

"What's that?" Em looked a little uneasy but wavered when she caught sight of May's cheeky grin.

"Is your full name really Emanthy?"

Em laughed, a bright and bubbling sound rising up in the night. "I was hoping you missed that. Isn't it the worst?"

"No!" May replied earnestly. "I think it's pretty!"

"Yeah? Well, I think you're pretty."

May let out an exaggerated groan. "Super smooth, Emanthy."

"Whatever," Em stole a quick kiss that left May giggling. "I made you blush so I must have done something right."

"That's just from the fire," May muttered, patting her cheeks to hide the wild grin she couldn't seem to suppress.

The two leaned in close, hands finding one another in the flickering shadows. May stole quick glances at Em, heat of a different kind rising inside her. She was mesmerized by the way firelight danced off Em's alabaster skin, like sunlight reflecting off the waves. All at once she was overcome by a desire–a need, even–to feel that skin against her own.

Out of the corner of her eye, Em caught May watching her.

"Something the matter, Maybe?"

May cast her eyes downward, too embarrassed to watch the look on Em's face while she spoke.

"Remember that morning when you told me it was okay for me to change my mind?"

She could feel Em's grip on her fingers tighten for a fraction of a second.

"Yeah, of course. Why?"

May swallowed and forced herself to meet Em's gaze. She found it wide and still, as if Em was afraid to so much as blink lest she spoil the moment. "Can I change it back?"

It was as if they had each been unwittingly holding their breath, and in a moment they exhaled, unrealized tension dissipating like fire smoke from their lungs. Em closed the small gap between them - what may as well have been a chasm only a heartbeat before - and kissed May fiercely.

"Are you sure?" she whispered, her hands gently clutching around May's face, her neck, keeping her close.

May nodded and kissed Em back with confidence and need. Yes, she was sure.

Em pulled back just enough to speak again. "I want to make sure you feel good." Her hands itched to explore May's body. She restrained herself, needing to make sure May heard her first. "But if you want to stop, just let me know."

May bit her lip, not to be seductive but out of excitement. It drove Em wild anyway and May noticed. In one sultry motion she crawled atop Em, straddling her lap and pressing herself in close.

She had no intention of stopping this time.

***

Neither Em nor May noticed the fire dying down. Locked together tightly, the heat of the night was nothing compared to the warmth trapped between their bodies. They laid still, quiet and content in a hazy afterglow. 

May stroked her fingers along Em's scalp and through her hair, wanting nothing more than to stay exactly as they were for as long as they possibly could. Em's face nuzzled peacefully into May's bare chest, her breath so calm May figured she had fallen asleep. 

"What are you smiling about down there?" May asked as she suddenly felt Em grin against her skin. 

Em peered up, the fading firelight dancing in her pale blue eyes. "I was just thinking you're like the ocean, only better."

"What do you mean?" May replied, confused. 

"I can't remember the last time I felt this steady above water." Em looked a little sheepish. "When I'm focused on you, everything else gets quiet. There's no buzz of energy pulling my brain in every direction. With you I feel like I'm breathing underwater, and it's amazing."

May wasn't sure how that worked, but knowing she could somehow bring Em that level of peace made her heart soar. Smiling brightly, she gave Em's forehead a gentle kiss. 

"The Star and the ocean," she mused quietly. "How poetic."

***
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Chapter Thirty-One
[Content Warning: Strong language]

"I can picture it." Em's eyes were closed and she was sitting cross-legged on the deck. "You surrounded by all these little kids in leotards. It's fucking adorable."

From behind her, May giggled. Legs hanging over the edge of the hammock, she played with Em's long hair while the two of them enjoyed the morning sunshine.

"I think it would be fun," May said, deftly twisting the strands into an elaborate braid. "I love kids and I love to dance. Teaching seems like the best of both worlds. But who knows. There's a lot I'd like to try."

Em tilted her head back to look up at May. "Do you–"

"Don't move your head."

"Sorry." She dropped it back again. "Do you want kids? Like, in life?"

May leaned down and grinned in Em's peripheral vision. "Don't you think it's a bit premature to be talking about kids? Pass me the elastic."

"That's not what I meant!" Em forced a laughed, doing as she was told. She was prepared to joke her way out of the awkward corner she had backed herself into when a sound in the distance caught her attention. "Do you hear that?"

"No." May looked down the beach. She waited in silence, knowing Em's hearing was far better than hers. If there was indeed something out there, she would be able to hear it herself soon enough.

Within moments, the rumble of a struggling engine gradually filled the air. May caught sight of a van making its way down the beach like a shimmering mirage in the heat. She squinted through the sunlight.

"It's Kai."

"Really?" Em sat up and followed May's line of sight. "Shit. Should I hide or something?"

May shook her head. "He knows you're still here. The rest of the family isn't thrilled but Kai's pretty laid back."

Through everything that happened over the years, May's family had stuck by her. Yes, her parents had been everything from mortified to furious at the height of the scandal, but blood or otherwise, they cared about their children unconditionally. Ora hadn't spoken to May for months after the truth about her and Mila had come out, but even she had come back around in time, although May nursed the wound of knowing their relationship hadn't been the same since.

But Kai had always been gentle with her. The pair of them were less than a year apart in age, and had grown up as one another's closest allies. He believed every word May had told him about what happened – a fact not even their parents could lay claim to. He believed to the point that he had taken matters into his own hands, confronting Kane one evening shortly after the photo had gone public. The confrontation hadn't ended well for either of them, but May had been touched by his valour nonetheless.

Devotion to her sister aside, Kai was also a good son. He had never been one to defy their parents, a fact May kept in mind as she watched his van roll up and come to park at the base of the tree.

"Yo, Maybe!" Kai called from the sand. "Can I come up?"

"Door's open!" May shouted back.

Em watched quietly as Kai stepped through the door and called out a hello. Physically he was May's opposite in virtually every way; tall, broad and dark to her slight and pale. He wore his wavy dark hair to his shoulders, framing his round face and carefree smile like a halo. Just like the first time they met, Em watched that smile falter when he caught sight of her at his sister's side.

"Oh," he said, trying to regain his composure. "Hey. How's it?"

"Pretty great, dude." Em smiled as warmly as she could. "Good to see you again."

It was in a quick glance to May for reassurance that Em caught sight of something that made her stomach drop. How either of them managed to forget the fresh bruise blossoming across the side of May's neck, she did not know. What she did know was that there was no way Kai wasn't going to see it.

As was typical of most couples in the early stages of newfound intimacy, not a day had passed since that night in the woods where Em and May hadn't found an opportunity to be close. It took virtually nothing–a sassy comment, a suggestive glance - for them to throw themselves into one another. The bed, the couch, the hammock–it didn't matter where they were; clothes would vanish and the pair would lose themselves to pleasure. They had grown confident, trusting each other in a way that left May more than happy to explore somewhat new things including rougher, more intense ways of being passionate with Em.

The bruise on her neck was the incriminating evidence of what had been a night of just such exploration. Other parts of May's body were littered with similar marks left by both kisses and teeth. They had been laughing about it only hours earlier. Now, Em was kicking herself for not thinking of it before Kai walked in.

Unluckily for both of them, the wide-eyed look of terror on Em's face got Kai's attention immediately. His eyes looked to where she did, his face twisting the instant he noticed the mark.

May, however, did not pick up on what was going on between Em and her brother right away. She frowned in confusion.

"What are you look–" Her hand touched her neck. "Oh, no."

Kai's head snapped to Em, his face transformed by rage.

"What the fuck did you do to my sister?" he bellowed, making both of them jump.

"Shit!" Em scrambled to her feet just as Kai lunged in her direction.
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Chapter Thirty-Two
[Content Warning: Strong language]

"Kai, NO!" May cried, leaping up from the hammock just in time to plant herself between her brother and Em.

Kai took her by the shoulders, concern etched across his brow. "Did she hurt you, May?"

"What? No!"

"You can tell me," he pressed, shooting a murderous look at Em over May's shoulder. "How did you get that bruise?"

The idea of giving her brother an honest answer to that question made May feel sick to her stomach, but she knew he wasn't the type to back down. "For goodness sake, Kai! It's a hickie, alright?"

A heavy air of awkwardness settled between the trio. Kai's face fell as he looked between his sister and Em and back again.

"A..." Slowly he released his hold on May's shoulders. "Oh, for fucks sake! Are you serious, May? You told Mama and Papa that's not what this was about!" He kept his eyes firmly locked on his sister as he gestured wildly at Em.

May looked deflated. "Well, it wasn't then. But..." She turned to look helplessly at Em, who stepped forward and wordlessly took her hand.

Kai groaned and buried his face in his massive palms. "Maybe, you know I love you and if this..." He raised his face to give a pointed look at Em, who was starting to squirm at being spoken about as if she couldn't understand what was being said, "If this is who you are, then fine. But is this really the right time? Things were just starting to turn around for you."

"When is it ever going to be the 'right time', Kai?" May asked sharply, her eyes narrowing. "What am I supposed to do? Just wait for everyone to change their minds about me? Is that what needs to happen before I'm allowed to be happy?"

"That's not what I meant," Kai grumbled. "What about the rest of the family? You're not the only one who had to deal with what happened."

May let out a strangled, incredulous noise, but it was Em who cut in.

"Okay, I'm going to stop you right there."

"No, you're not." Kai stared her down. "This is between family."

"Right," she barrelled onward, emboldened. "This is you implying that a member of your family - someone I think you care very much about, I might add - should hide who she is and deny herself a chance at being happy just so other people don't have to feel uncomfortable."

"It's not that simple," he huffed, heat rising behind the rich bronze of his cheeks.

"I'm sure in a lot of ways it isn't." She wrapped an arm protectively around May's shoulder. "But at the same time, it is."

Kai crossed his arms and eyed the two of them quietly for a moment. He mulled over what Em had said thoughtfully, carefully considering his next move. But May gave a small, hopeful smile and Kai knew it didn't matter how much he wanted to act stern with her - he wanted to see her happy.

"Please, Kai," she said softly. "Try to understand."

"Oh, I doubt I'll ever really understand," Kai rubbed his chin absentmindedly. "But if you say you're happy then you know I'm going to have your back."

May beamed and opened her mouth to speak, but before she could, Kai continued. "Are you sure you're ready for how people are going to react, though?"

"Ready?" May replied. "Kai, it's not like people stopped believing it in the first place. If anything it would just confirm what they're all still whispering about. Pretending to be something I'm not hasn't done much to sway public opinion, has it?"

Sighing, Kai didn't bother to reply. She was right and they both knew it. Instead, he looked to Em.

"And you," he growled, pointing at her for emphasis. "I don't care if you're a chick. If you fuck with my sister I will hunt you down."

Em frowned and calmly pushed his finger out of her face. "You can ease up on the protective brother bit. I'm not here to mess with May. Of course, if you were implying something else then I–"

"Okay!" May stepped in. "That's enough, you two. Emmy, please don't push our luck. And, Kai... Are we good?"

Kai groaned again, dropping into the old folding chair in defeat. "Sure, May. We're good. Although you're totally going to have to cover that thing up when you look after Omi tomorrow. Ora would lose her damn mind if she saw it and you know she'll tell Mama."

May flushed and covered the bruise with her hand as if it would somehow help.

Em eased into the hammock, rocking on her heels and staring off into nothing. For a moment no one spoke. The silence made May antsy.

"So," she ventured. "Did you just come out to visit or did you need something?"

"Oh, right." Kai smiled at last, running a hand through his unkempt hair. "The Rocket's been running a little funny lately. I was hoping you could take a look at it with me. I feel like there's something I'm not seeing."

Em raised an eyebrow. "The Rocket?"

"His van," May explained.

Em did a visible double-take. "You know how to fix engines and stuff?"

"Sister, she knows how to do everything," Kai grinned at the dumbfounded look on Em's face.Turning his attention back to May, he added, "But if you have to dance today we can do it some other time."

May waved him off. "It's okay, the concert is wrapped up now."

"Is Anoki throwing another one of his fancy parties then?" Kai asked. "You gonna go?"

"Oh, shoot!" May jolted. "I completely forgot!" She hustled inside.

Once she was out of earshot, Em leaned forward and whispered. "Does she really know how to fix cars? How does know how to do things like build conveyance systems and design houses and stuff?"

"She picks up on things super fast. Always has. She's a genius or something. It's almost freaky sometimes."

Before Em could reply, May rushed back out onto the deck clutching an envelope in her hand.

"The gala's next weekend." She handed the invitation to Em. "But I'll be honest, I haven't given it a lot of thought."

"You should go, May," Kai insisted. "Everyone in town is talking about what a good job you did. Go capitalize on all this good mojo for a change! You deserve it."

May lit up. Until this moment she hadn't been sure if showing up at the gala would have been a smart move. But with her brother's encouragement she finally felt it was safe to entertain the idea. The very thought of it made her giddy.

She glanced back to Em who had just finished reading the invitation.

"Would you like to come with me?" she asked quietly, suddenly sheepish at the idea of asking Em on what was essentially a date.

"If you're going to let the world know you two are a thing I can't think of a better place to make it official," Kai jibed.

Em could tell he was taking a swing at them, probably more out of concern for his sister than anything else. But Em didn't care. Turning her attention back to May, she smiled brightly.

"It would be my pleasure."
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Chapter Thirty-Three
[Content Warning: Strong language]

May fidgeted in front of the bedroom mirror.

"I'm having second thoughts about this dress," she yelled, frowning at her reflection.

"What do you mean?" Em shouted back from the bathroom where she was getting ready. "What's wrong with it?"

There wasn't time to respond; Em was already trotting up the stairs.

"It's kind of tight, don't you think?" she asked as Em's face peeped through the doorway.

Out of the corner of her eye she could see Em's face light up at the sight of her, shaking her head in earnest. "First of all, you were very excited about that dress ten minutes ago. Second of all, I definitely don't think it's too tight."

May groaned. "You know what I mean. I don't want to look trashy or anything."

"You do not look trashy," Em assured, stepping into the room. "It's a classy dress and you're a babe in it. Although if you insist on changing, I volunteer to help you undress."

"Pervert." May turned to shoot her a teasing look but fell short when she saw what Em wore. Given that there weren't many occasions to get dressed up in the backcountry, Em didn't have a dress of her own. Nothing in May's closet would have fit Em's hourglass figure. They reached out to Lenaia, who had been delighted by both the chance to play dress-up and at the fact both girls would be at the gala.

Lenaia's little black dress clung to Em's curves perfectly; its delicate straps and plunging neckline sent a blush racing across May's cheeks.

"I see you checking me out," Em grinned.

"You really fill that thing out," May replied, laughing weakly. "You look fantastic."

Em looked like a pinup. Her long hair was curled into starlet waves. A pair of blood-red lips smiled back at May.

"This dress does great things for my tits," Em agreed, looking down at herself and nodding in approval.

May pursed her lips, trying to hide her smile as Em stepped up behind her. She slid her hands around May's hips, locking eyes with her in the mirror.

"Don't be like that," she whispered into May's ear without breaking eye contact. "I know you like them too."

Em's hands slipped lower as she pressed herself into May's back, leaving a trail of slow kisses down her neck. It left May aching in all the right places.

"We've gotta go," May quavered.

Em hummed quietly. She nuzzled into May's hair, fingertips inching their way to the hem of her dress. "Would it really be the end of the world if we were a few minutes late?"

It took every ounce of willpower for May to turn and face her.

"Tell you what." She wrapped her arms around Em's neck. "We leave now, and I promise to take you up on your offer when we get back."

Em raised an eyebrow. "To help you out of that dress?"

May nodded. Em brought her face closer, lips close enough to kiss. She paused with barely a whisper of space between them.

"Deal," she purred before pulling away and sashaying toward the door.

"That wasn't very nice," May pouted.

Em tossed her hair over her shoulder and looked back. "You're not the only one who knows how to tease, darling."

Grinning broadly, May turned back to the mirror as Em slipped back downstairs. Looking at it again, she found the dress fit just fine.

***

Mr. Anoki's grand beach-side home was already alight with festivity by the time the girls made their way up the front steps. May felt the confidence and flirtatious ardor from earlier disappear at the thought of opening the door. She willed her hand forward and paused.

"What's the matter, Maybe?" Em felt May's nervous energy and gave her hand an encouraging squeeze in response.

May looked to Em, her eyes shining. "I can't do this," she whispered.

"Of course you can, babe," Em coaxed gently. "It's just a party with a bunch of people you already know. You've been looking forward to this!"

But May didn't have to say anything for Em to know it was more than that. May's eyes searched hers desperately. Em knew she had to swallow her pride.

"We'll tell them we're just friends," Em said.

"Em..." May's lip quivered dangerously.

There was nothing else to say. Em hit the nail on the head; May wasn't as ready for the world to know the truth about them as she had originally let on. Em was glad May didn't ask her if she was sure; she didn't want to have to lie. Besides, it wasn't as if they had talked about what was going on between them. Were they dating? Or where they just friends who fucked?

Either way, Em knew it didn't matter right now. Helping May feel safe outweighed the hurt. Smiling reassuringly, she reached out and knocked on the door.

At the sound of approaching footsteps from inside, Em gave May's hand one last squeeze.

"By the way, your ass looks amazing in that dress," she whispered with a wink, releasing May's hand just as the door opened.

"It's about time you girls showed up!" Lenaia squealed, pulling them both into a tight group hug. She looked dazzling as ever, draped in a gown of shimmering sequins.

Lenaia eyed Em approvingly. "Was I right about that dress or what?"

"I doubt I've ever looked hotter," Em conceded.

"What I wouldn't give for tits like yours," Lenaia grumbled before turning her attention to May. "So, what am I telling people? Are you ladies here as friends or-"

"Friends," May blurted, her expression tense.

Lenaia's eyes flicked to Em and back again. "Right... Well, dinner should be served soon, so you're just in time. But you might want to take care of that lipstick on your neck before we go in."

May's face blanched. Mortified, she stood rooted while Em quickly wiped the incriminating red smear from her skin.

"Don't worry," Lenaia said, her voice hushed as she stepped aside to let them inside. "Your secret is safe with me."

May wasn't sure what she had been expecting; a hush to fall over the room? Dozens of pairs of eyes turning in unison to scrutinize her and Em as they entered? Whatever drama she anticipated was all in her head; the opulent joint sitting and dinning room was packed with chattering people, hardly any of whom paid a moment's notice as Lenaia ushered the girls into the crowd.

"I'm on door duty," Lenaia griped through a gritted smile, waving someone over from the other side of the room. "I'll see you both at dinner, okay?"

As she stepped away, a sharply dressed man breezed into the space she left behind.

"May!" he exclaimed, embraced her warmly. "I was beginning to worry you weren't going to make it."

He led them both to the dining table and introduced himself to Em as none other than Mr. Anoki himself. She did her best to hide her surprise at how much younger he was than she had imagined as she thanked him for letting her tag along.

"Of course!" Anoki beamed. "Delighted to have you." He turned to May, giving her shoulder a light touch. "And so thrilled to have you back at our table, May. Now if you'll excuse me, I need to finish rounding up the guests. Dinner will be served shortly, enjoy the wine!"

The party drifted to the table, finding their seats amid loud conversations and laughter. One of the girls from the group May danced with during the concert struck up a conversation with her. Em watched, smiling fondly, relieved to see May loosening up and enjoying herself at last.

Em had just reached out for her glass when she caught sight of Lenaia through the crowd, wordlessly trying to get her attention. She looked panicked, pointing as subtly as she could at May.

Em gave her elbow a nudge.

"I think Lenaia is trying to get your attention."

May looked up just as the last of the guests filtered into the room, brought up by the band Lenaia was friends with. Em recognized every face except one.

She glanced beside her to find the blood had drained from May's face. She looked as if she was going to be sick.

"No," she whispered, a single syllable drenched with fear.

"What's wrong?" Em asked, hushed. She watched Lenaia mouth the words I'm so sorry over the newcomer's shoulder.

May's wide eyes met Em's.


"It's Kane."

***
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Chapter Thirty-Four
The drama was subtle. It was easy to miss the stolen glances at May each time a person realized Kane was in the room. The way conversations became hushed, bodies shifted – the signs were all there.

And yet, it was the way Kane acted as if nothing was amiss that unnerved Em the most. It was like he didn't realize May was sitting almost directly across the table from him; she might as well have been invisible.

But Em could see her - the way her chest rose and fell with each shallow, rapid breath. May's shoulders were tense, and the threat of tears made her deep blue eyes swim. It broke Em's heart to see her so looking so vulnerable, so afraid.

"I can't stay here," May breathed, her mouth hardly moving. "This can't be happening."

Em glanced around, but the time for a stealthy retreat had passed. Their seats backed up against a wall with guests flanking them on either side. Anoki stood to address the party and the girls shared a defeated look. Em felt helpless, unable to even reach out and offer May so much as a comforting touch. She settled for gently pressing the side of her foot into May's and hoped that would be enough for now.

As Mr. Anoki thanked the crowd for lending their talents and passion to the spring showcase, Em kept her eyes locked on Kane. He was, without question, a good looking man, with strong features and neatly buzzed hair kept stylishly short. His eyes were deceptively soft, and when he smiled they did too. Even from a distance, Em understood how people might easily succumb to his charms, yet all she felt was malice.

With the speech finished, food was delivered to the table. Platters loaded with expertly prepared gourmet dishes were set before the guests, who ooh'd and ahh'd appropriately. Conversation blossomed again, lively and loud. Em's stomach turned as she watched people joke and laugh with Kane as if the woman whose life he ruined wasn't sitting right there, shrinking into herself out of sheer mortification.

How can they act like everything is fine? Em wondered, incensed.

She turned her head ever so slightly, trying to check on May as covertly as possible, when she felt the world around her shift violently. The familiar, horrible sensation - like being slammed by a powerful gale - stole her breath away and made her gasp.

"Are you okay?" May whispered, shooting Em a concerned glance.

Em gave a small nod and what she hoped was a convincing smile. "Nevermind me. How are you holding up?"

A stupid question, she knew. May drew in a shaky breath and looked quickly at Kane. He still hadn't even so much as turned his face in their direction.

"I just want to get out of here," she replied, picking at her food with a trembling fork. "But I don't know how to leave without drawing attention."

All Em wanted to do was touch her – take her hand, hold her close, anything. She tried to focus on a calming sensation, manifesting the energy between them and pushing it in May's direction. Not that she was particularly skilled at manipulating another person's energy like this, but Em was willing to give it a shot if it could help.

"I'm so sorry, May," she muttered. "We'll sneak out as soon as dinner is over."

The girl from earlier asked May to pass the wine, and the exchange got the two of them talking again. Em was immediately grateful for the distraction, for it came just as she felt the world lurch once more.

No one else reacted. Em knew they wouldn't. Their realities weren't shifting, pulling threateningly at the edges. Just hers.

Not now, she thought. Not here.

This was how it always started. Quick jolts, like shots from invisible fists, would jar her perception; make her feel like she was stumbling. Then came a searing sensation from somewhere deep inside. It would work its way up her back to her shoulders and then, at last, into her head where it felt as if angry dogs were fighting viciously over what they found in there.

The surface of her skin began to prickle as though she had just been electrocuted. The sounds of the world around her became muddled by the soundtrack of memories from another life reverberating in her ears like stereo feedback. Em was losing her grip and there wasn't a thing she could do to control it. All she could do was anticipate the next phase and try her best to be prepared.

She looked to May is desperation. If only she could pull her close. It was getting hard to breathe.

But May was oblivious, focused intently on being nonchalant in her conversation. Her body was still stiff with discomfort. Em could see the minutia of it in the way she held herself. She could sense the way it mixed and swirled with everything else she could sense all at once.

Em's hand inched toward May. Her life raft. She was right there. All Em had to do was reach out and let her pull her to safety...

But, no. The evening was distressing enough already. Em kept her hands to herself.

She looked out a dark window. Her vision dragged as if she'd had too much to drink. If she could just get outside, to the ocean, maybe she could find some relief.

"I'm going to find the bathroom," Em informed May, interrupting her conversation. She hoped beyond hope her voice didn't sound as strained to anyone else as it did to herself. "Will you be alright?" This she asked more quietly.

May focused in on Em's eyes. She could tell something was amiss.

"What's wrong?"

Em didn't trust herself to speak. She forced a smile and moved on quickly before May could ask again. Mr. Anoki pointed her down a hallway. As soon as she was out of sight, Em took a rogue turn, pushing her way out the back door and into the night.

A salty breeze hit like a slap to the face. She inhaled it deeply. Carefully, Em made her way to the railing of the deck that wrapped around the full circumference of Anoki's stately home. Hand over hand, she guided herself slowly until she faced the ocean.

Her mind snapped back and forth. Darkness crept along the edges of her vision as it flickered in and out of focus. Once or twice in those brief glimpses of clarity she saw things that weren't really there.

"Why is this happening now?" Em groaned into the night air.

Squinting, she looked at the waves rolling in the moonlight. She wanted to go to them. It was going to ruin the entire night but she was too desperate now. She needed to submerge herself beneath the surf; she needed relief.

Taking a deep breath, Em thought of May. She thought of her sitting there alone at that table across from the person who had taken everything from her. Em didn't want to abandon her now, even if every fiber of her being ached for stillness and quiet the way an addict longs for a fix. She gave her head a shake and tried to clear her mind.

The motion sent her perspective careening again. Her knees buckled against the vertigo.

Clenching her eyes shut, she focused on her breath as the noise in her mind became deafening.

Her mind grew hazy, her thoughts an incoherent jumble of memories and identities battling for supremacy until all at once everything went black and she felt nothing at all.

The next time she opened her eyes, she wouldn't have been able to tell you who Em was.

Her name was Audrey, and she was furious.
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Chapter Thirty-Five
[Content Warning: Strong language]

Audrey stormed into the room and slammed the door behind her. She paced, trying to ebb the mix of panic and rage that threatened to undo her.

The door opened. She cursed under her breath.

"I do not want to see you right now," she shouted, whirling around on the intruder.

Jeremy–her dearest friend of so many years–froze in his approach, shock and fear written across his pained face.

"Aud, please," he said, reaching out to her carefully. His voice was thick with desperation. "It wasn't supposed to turn out like this."

Audrey charged up to him, planting herself imposingly in his face. "What wasn't supposed to turn out like this, Jeremy? You lied to me."

"I didn't lie," he replied. "I just didn't tell you the whole truth."

"NO!" Audrey was screaming now. She was sure the other guests at the small inn could hear every word through the thin walls of their room, but she was too angry to care. "You said this trip was a vacation - we were just getting away from it all for a bit. You said the Loyals approved it! I should have fucking known they'd never let us just leave like this. Shit!"

She paused in her ranting and stared at him hard. He didn't try to defend himself this time.

"I don't know what's worse," she spat. "That you lied to me about this or that you left Connor behind to deal with this mess on his own."

"He had the chance to come," Jeremy said, fighting to keep his voice steady. "He chose to stay behind."

"Great," Audrey sneered. "Thanks for giving me the same chance to stay out of trouble."

She stomped to the window, trying to get as far away from Jeremy as their small room would allow. He groaned miserably, digging his clenched fists into his temples in frustration.

"Audrey, if I had told you what we doing you wouldn't have come. Priva did some digging and she found someone who can remove the devices. We just had to be careful about getting to him so we wouldn't raise suspicion."

"You're an idiot," Audrey said. In all their years together, she had never been so harsh with him. "You can't possibly think the Loyals wouldn't realize what we had done. They'd lose their data, their tracking... Everything about the treaty would be-"

She stopped. Turning slowly, she looked at Jeremy, her eyes fresh with newfound clarity.

"That's why Connor didn't want to come," she whispered. "You want to blow up the treaty."

Jeremy's eyes narrowed. "So what if I do? Is this really how you want to live the rest of your life, Audrey? A lab rat under constant surveillance?"

The moment paused. The world around the pair glitched. For a brief few seconds, Em's consciousness was able to break through and take stock of the memory she found herself reliving.

Ah, she mused. The beginning of the end. Interesting choice.

Reality glitched again and Audrey was back in control.

She stepped menacingly back into Jeremy's personal space, challenging him with her presence.

"I think the question you should be asking yourself is whether or not this is how you want to die. Because I know my answer to that one. Do you?"

Another glitch. Em was getting stronger.

She was onto something, Jay. You should have listened to her.

The room went dark. The inn and everything around them faded into darkness until all that remained was Em and Jeremy, staring one another down.

This is new, Em thought uneasily.

"You're alive," Jeremy seethed, his expression as dark as the void that surrounded them. "You're back and you haven't even tried to find me."

What? A primal fear took hold of Em deep inside. She pulled back, fighting against the blackness.

"Losing you was one of the worst things that ever happened to us, to me," he shouted, his voice echoing. "How can you just move on and leave us behind?"

This wasn't part of Audrey's memory. Jeremy had never said these things. He didn't know that she was Em now.

No. Em closed her eyes to block him out. You don't understand. I'm not her... I can't...

She felt a flickering, the sound of the ocean and smell of salt water filled her senses for just a fleeting moment.

This isn't real, she reminded herself. I need to get back.

While the spectre of Jeremy continued to scream, assaulting her with everything she had left to feel guilty about, Em tried to focus on the beach. The Party. May.

Bit by bit she dragged her mind through the darkness until Jeremy's voice was drowned out by waves and her own slow, calming breaths.

Footsteps made their way across the deck. Guilt of a new kind washed through her. She must have been gone so long May had come looking for her. Em continued to breathe, determined to be as present as possible by the time May reached her.

May, Em thought, her mind struggling to stay in one place. I'm sorry. I'm trying so hard.

The footsteps stopped just behind her, standing close. Em felt lips move in close against her ear. Her nerves were on fire. It was hard to read May's energy.

An unfamiliar, musky scent filled the air. Em's eyes snapped open.

The stranger spoke, the sound of a smiling, masculine voice filling her ear.

"Well?" he asked. "Have you fucked her yet?"

***
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Chapter Thirty-Six
[Content & Trigger Warnings: Strong language throughout, 
mention of implied sexual coercion, homophobic intimidation]

Em whirled around, staggering back against the rails.

The memories of her past clawed at her, as if Audrey's ghostly grip was still trying to pull her under. Em fought for purchase in the present. She needed to stay in control now more than ever.

Kane stood before her, expression aloof. He seemed almost pleased with himself.

"Get the fuck away from me," Em hissed, righting herself against the railing.

"Easy there." Kane fished around in his pocket and produced a pack of cigarettes. "I'm just here to smoke. You mind?"

Em said nothing, choosing to let her glare do the talking for her.

Kane lit his cigarette and took a long, slow drag. Staring across the water, he didn't speak again until Em tried to leave.

"You didn't answer me."

"Too bad," Em shot back, gingerly taking a few uneasy steps.

"You must be fucking her." Kane didn't bother to look back. "I can't imagine why else you'd be here."

Em was in no form to have this conversation. Even if she wasn't currently floundering in the living memories of her former life, she still shouldn't have dignified Kane's baiting with a response.

But the aftershocks of Audrey's fury still coursed through her. Even without it, she couldn't bring herself to ignore the cheap shots he took at May.

"You're a fucking pig," she snarled.

He turned and took in her full length with a languid stare. Smoke curled around his handsome face and disappeared into the night.

"Oh, please," he drawled, sounding almost bored. "Don't take it out on me. She's a slut. We all know it. You aren't saving any face by acting all high and mighty about-"

Em didn't give him a chance to finish. A rage she hadn't felt since she was someone else flared up viciously inside of her. She struggled to make sure the hard shove she threw at Kane's chest was all she did.

"Woah, bitch!" His mask of indifference fell away. "What's your fucking problem?"

"What's yours?" Em threw back. "Have you made it your life's mission to keep ruining hers? What is it you're trying to accomplish right now?"

"I'm just trying to warn you-"

"You are the one who should come with a warning, asshole. The only thing you're trying to do is make sure she doesn't get to be happy." Em's anger made her already precarious mental stability falter. Audrey's voice echoed in the darker recesses of her mind, egging her on.

A dangerous look settled across Kane's features.

"She told you her little sob story, huh?" It was Kane's move and he used it to step into Em's space. "That bitch came to me. She knew what she was getting herself into."

Em didn't back down. She wouldn't give him the satisfaction. Invisible sparks of electricity raced beneath the surface of her skin as she spoke. "You blackmailed her, you piece of shit."

For a moment, Kane didn't respond. He took another long pull, maintaining tense eye contact with Em and blowing a steady stream of smoke directly in her face.

"I was doing her a favour."

"I think you might want to look up the definition of favour, jackass."

Frighteningly fast, Kane's demeanour went from standoffish to threatening. He drew himself up to his full height, towering over Em in a way that was meant to intimidate.

"You pussy loving bitches are all the same." He leaned in so close Em felt his breath on her face. "Pretending guys like me are beneath you when all you really need is a good dick to remind you of what you're missing."

Em knew how she wanted to handle this situation – the same way Audrey would have. The influence of her former self goaded Em to retaliate, to knock this self-righteous monster down a peg or two. Audrey's memory was a little devil on Em's shoulder, whispering into her ear.

"That's all I was trying to do." Kane pulled his mouth into a mocking pout. "She just needed a good fucking to set her right."

He gave Em a critical look and leaned in as close as he could get without touching her. His voice dripped cruel intention.

"Looks like I gave up on her too soon, though."

The whispers and fog in Em's mind cleared. In its place, Audrey's voice rang out, clear as a bell.

Get him.

She moved so fast Kane couldn't have reacted even if he had expected it. Em's tightly drawn first flew from her side, striking his face twice in rapid succession like a viper's bite. Kane fell back, crashing into the railings and crumpling to the floor.

At that very moment, footsteps Em hadn't even heard approaching came to a stop behind her.

"Holy shit!"

Em turned to see May and Lenaia, rooted in shock halfway across the deck.

"Em," May whispered from behind her hands. "What have you done?"

***
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Chapter Thirty-Seven
Lenaia was the first to move. She rushed forward and crouched over Kane, surveying the damage. Blood flowed from his nose and split lip, staining the collar of his dress shirt crimson.

"Okay," she breathed in relief. "He's not dead."

"Of course he's not dead." Em grimaced as she shook out her hand.

Lenaia looked up at Em, her expression torn between awe and fear. "I don't think you understand what you just did. I've never seen anyone move that fast! He's out cold."

May took hold of Em's wrist, pulling her around to face her.

"What were you thinking?" Her eyes were large with panic. "We spent the whole night trying to lay low and you go and punch out the town golden boy."

"He was talking shit about you, May!" Em's mind was buzzing again. She was dangerously close to shouting.

"Shh!" Lenaia hissed. "You two should probably get out of here. I'll take care of this."

Neither May nor Em argued. Whispering their thanks, they ducked under the windows and darted down the stairs to the beach.

Once they had stumbled far enough from the house, May paused to pull off her shoes. She kicked them into the sand in frustration and rounded on Em.

"You hit him!" she snapped.

"I told you, he was talking shit," Em massaged the side of her head, willing herself to focus. "I'm sorry, I just couldn't-"

"He's always talking shit about me, Em." May cut her off with a dismissive wave of her hand. "That's not a good reason to punch him out."

Em peered at May in surprise.

"I've never heard you swear before," she remarked quietly.

"That's because I haven't been this mad yet," May grumbled back, folding her arms across her chest. She was already starting to lose her edge. The adrenaline was ebbing - her fear and anger over what Em had done was slowly replaced by a certain fondness over why she had done it. "What were you doing outside in the first place?"

"I was trying to be discreet, believe it or not," Em tried to force a laugh but it came out more like a strangled sob. "My mind isn't... I'm struggling. I didn't want to pull you from the party so I thought, maybe I should try to get to the water but..."

May gasped. She had been so caught up she hadn't noticed Em's labored breathing and pained expression.

She stepped forward, closing space between them and wrapping her arms around Em tightly. "I'm so sorry. I didn't realize..."

Em leaned into the embrace, the electricity running through her body grounded under May's touch. She pressed her mouth to May's, kissing her once to apologize and then again to say thanks. She poured everything she struggled to say into the desperate meeting of their lips until, just like the night when they had first fallen into one another, they found themselves tangled and breathless on the beach. When they finally pulled away, Em's mind was her own again and May had forgiven her completely.

"How do you feel now?" May asked, gently stroking Em's cheek with her thumb.

"So much better," Em replied. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. "Thank you."

May studied Em's face in the moonlight. She didn't want to think of what would happen once word got out about the incident with Kane. The idea of facing anyone right now made her stomach twist. What she wanted more than anything was to hide away for a little while.

The idea came to her like a whisper.

"Maybe we should leave," May said. "Just until the dust settles."

Em opened her eyes to search May's. "Leave?"

May swallowed, her mouth dry. She tried not to look as anxious as she felt.

"If we could find a way to Mondova, do you still think Dom would come pick us up?"

***

They stayed up the rest of the night pulling the trip together.

While May packed, Em called Dom. He was ecstatic, waking Matti to rearrange shifts right there with Em on the phone.

The biggest challenge would be getting away for a couple of weeks without raising suspicion. When morning came, May called Kai with a plan.

It took some negotiating, as well as having to sit through some admonishing words, but eventually he agreed to take a couple weeks off work to watch Omi in May's place. He would tell the family he wanted to spend more quality time with his nephew in exchange for getting to stay at the tree house while the girls were away. He lived with a roommate and the prospect of privacy–in a tree house, no less–was a powerful bargaining chip.

He also agreed to drive May and Em up to the North Shore. A passenger ship left the island once a week, travelling to a couple other islands in the archipelago before heading to the port city of Mondova. It was the only passage from Hoku. May and Em had combined their meager savings for a pair of return tickets.

"I can't believe I'm helping you two do this," Kai groaned, breaking what had been nearly two silent and tense hours on the road. "I can't believe you want to do this, May."

May had anticipated her brother second guessing the plan. He was too well behaved for this sort of thing and she knew he was probably torn between helping her and doing right by their family's wishes.

"Think of it as a vacation, Kai," she reasoned calmly, using the same rationale she leaned on herself. "People go on vacations all the time."

"Yeah, to other islands," he shot back. "Nobody from Hoku goes to the mainland. I have a bad feeling about this."

"The mainland isn't as bad as you all seem to think it is," Em mumbled defensively from the back seat.

Kai gave her a pointed look via the rearview mirror. "That's easy for you to say. What if something happens to you while you're out there? What am I supposed to tell ma and pa when they find out?"

"If they find out," May corrected.

The van rumbled into the dockyard. Kai found a place to park and turned to May, his expression grave.

"May, I love you. But if our parents figure out something is up, you know I can't lie to them. It's a miracle they don't think me taking holidays just to look after Omi is weird."

May frowned but didn't argue. She knew they were putting him in a tough situation.

"I get it," she said with a nod. "Thank you for helping us with this."

Kai turned to look at Em over his shoulder. "Take care of my sister out there," he demanded sternly.

"You have my word," Em replied. Even she knew this wasn't the time to joke around.

"We're going to be fine." May gave her brother a reassuring smile. "Please, try not to worry."

Kai laughed and pulled her into a tight one-armed hug. "That's not going to happen."

As he held her, May realized this wasn't just brotherly concern – he was genuinely frightened for her.

"Are you sure about this?" he whispered, his voice laced with unease.

May nodded wordlessly into his shoulder. She was as sure as she could be.

Kai pulled back and forced a smile.

"Okay then. Here goes everything."

When it was time to depart, May cast one last look back to where her brother leaned against the van looking grim.

This was her last chance; she could still choose to stay.

"Ready, babe?"

May turned. Ahead of her, Em waited with her hand outstretched; warm and welcoming.

A thought flickered across May's mind. All at once she understood nothing would ever be the same once she stepped aboard that boat.

Was she ready?

Taking a deep breath, May put her hand in Em's.

Maybe this was a bad idea, but there was only one way to find out.

***
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Chapter Thirty-Eight
[Content Warning: This chapter has been modified in order to adhere to Wattpad's "Everyone" rating. To read the complete and original version of this chapter, check out the STARBORN MATURE CHAPTERS book on my profile]


It would take three nights to reach the mainland. May spent the majority of the first day at sea waffling back and forth between disbelief and worry.
As the wind whipped around her petite frame, she clutched at the handrail of the deck and watched Hoku disappeared into the distance. 
"I can't believe this," she whispered in awe. "I actually left Hoku. I've never been this far from home before."
Em smiled at her. "I'm proud of you, Maybe. This is going to be amazing. You're going to love it."
A handful of hours later, May's enthusiasm waned as the ship docked briefly to pick up more passengers. She eyed the shoreline as she twisted her fingers into knots. 
"What have I done?" she moaned. "I can't do this. I've never been anywhere before. Maybe we should just get off here and wait for the next–"
"Hey, look at me," Em interrupted, taking her gently by the shoulders. "You're not going to be doing this alone. Besides, you are so much more capable than you give yourself credit for. Just try to relax."
Taking a few deep breaths, May nodded. Em looked at her, an inscrutable expression on her face. 
"You're hard to pin down sometimes, you know that?" She laughed softly. 
May flinched. "What's that supposed to mean?"
Em cocked her head and thought carefully before answering
"Sometimes it seems like you're totally ready to throw yourself into the unknown," she replied. "Like you can't wait to leave all the bullshit behind and do your own thing. But other times it's like all you want to do is maintain the status quo and do as you're told. It's like you haven't quite decided what you really want yet."
"Is that bad thing?" May couldn't fight the discomfort of being dissected this way.
Em's eyes searched May's face as if there was a secret to be found somewhere in between her furrowed brows and uneasy stare. 
"No, I don't think it's a bad thing," Em conceded, reaching up to brush some billowing curls from May's face. Her fingers lingered, making May shiver involuntarily. "But I'll bet it's exhausting."
***
When she woke the following morning, May found her anxiety had faded with the islands.  A revitalized sense of adventure had flourished in its place.
She spent the day dragging Em around the ship, driven by her natural curiosity to explore every accessible nook and cranny - and maybe one or two that were technically off limits. Surrounded as they were by strangers, May chatted happily with anyone who would give her the time of day. Finally out from beneath the haunting cloud of her past, May seemed to blossom before Em's eyes.
By evening, May had virtually forgotten whatever she had been worried about in the first place. She embraced her newfound freedom and turned her attentions to Em accordingly. 
As the sun began to set, the pair strolled the decks aimlessly hand-in-hand; a luxury that thrilled them both. Something about not having to hide or be concerned with what anyone thought stirred up playful excitement in May. She flirted and teased, working a rise out of Em with stolen kisses and lust-drunk whispers. It took no time at all for Em to cave. She steered May back to the privacy of their quarters and pushed her against the wall before the door had even clicked shut behind them. 
It wasn't until later, when the pair laid naked and exhausted in bed, that May noticed Em's earlier vibrancy had been replaced by sullen brooding. She ran her hand back and forth along the smooth rise of Em's hip and watched her closely, her heart constricted with concern.

"Is everything okay?" she asked. "You seem a little distracted all of a sudden."
Em's eyes, which had been focused on the dark sky beyond their lone porthole, flitted back to May.
"Sorry," she murmured. She kissed May's forehead, but her attention was undoubtedly elsewhere. 
"You can talk to me, you know," May whispered softly, planting her own kiss on Em's cheek. 
Frowning, Em considered the offer for a moment before letting out a deep sigh. 
"Do you think it makes me a terrible person that I have no interest in finding Audrey's friends?"
May was taken aback. 
"Where did that come from?" She couldn't help but laugh. 
Em's expression remained serious. "Sometimes, when my mind slips and I lose sense of who I am, I relive some of Audrey's old memories. That's what was happening on the night of the gala, except this time it was different."
May's smiled vanished. "Different how?"
"The ending changed," Em said. "The friend in the memory called her–me–out for being alive and not trying to find them."
"Why would that happen?" May's stomach twisted.
Em shrugged. 
"I have no idea," she admitted. "It's never happened before. But I've been thinking about it ever since."
While things had been admittedly chaotic since the gala, this was the second time May had failed to notice when something was bothering Em. She berated herself privately, wondering why she was so bad at recognizing need from someone she cared about.
"What do you mean when you say you have no interest in finding Audrey's friends?" May asked, swallowing down the anxiety that rose like bile in her throat.
Em shifted uncomfortably. "I mean exactly that. I have Audrey's memories and I know these people meant everything to her. But to me..." she paused, choosing her words thoughtfully. "They don't mean anything to me. They may as well be complete strangers." She looked into May's eyes, her own heavy with sadness. "Pretty awful, huh?"
"I think you're being too hard on yourself." May was having trouble compartmentalizing how to feel about all this - how she might feel if she were in Em's place. "I wish I knew how to help you through this, but I do know there's no way I could ever think you're a terrible person."
At this, Em chuckled softly.
"Will you tell me about them?" May asked. Aside from Astrid, they had never really spoken much about Audrey's loved ones. As awkward as May found it, she wondered if perhaps Em needed to get it off her chest. The least she could do was listen.
Em rolled onto her back and spent a quiet moment in contemplation. May started to wonder if she had offended her when Em spoke.
"Not long after Astrid died, Welkin took Audrey away from what was left of her human family. She eventually met a guy named Connor. He was one of the people who had been born because of the wishing star. He was in a lot of danger from the Loyals." 
"Who are the Loyals?" May whispered.
"They're the people who stayed loyal to the Stars after the wishing star was found," Em answered, unfazed by the interruption. "The ones who wanted to return it right away."
Of course, May thought with a shudder. The same people who killed Audrey.
"Audrey was able to help Connor escape," Em continued. "Together they realized that, even though they weren't exactly the same, they had more in common with one another than they did with anyone else. They started trying to find other Wishes - people like Connor - before the Loyals could get their hands on them. By the end their crusade morphed into a bit of a ragtag family of outcasts - another Wish named Jeremy; Rue, who was a defector of sorts; and Priva..." she trailed off.
"By the end..." May echoed. Her mind was reeling; it seemed as though the more she learned about Em's past, the more mythical she became. Not for the first time, May found herself wondering what business an unremarkable mess like herself had running around with a daring and adventurous half-Star like Em. 
Beside her, Em shifted to face May again. Nightfall had settled in, making it impossible to read her expression.
"Even if I did still care enough to find them, it's not a way of life I want to go back to." Her voice sounded strained.
May couldn't fathom how to reply to that, so she hummed noncommittally instead. Her mind burned, preoccupied with possibilities and truths she hadn't realized existed before this moment. She remembered the way Em had begged her to keep her magic a secret and suddenly it made sense why. Could she still be in danger? And with so much history between them, could it really be possible for Em not to have feelings for those from her former life? Or was it all a ruse in the name of self preservation?
Em's arm circled around May in the darkness and pulled her closer. When they kissed, soft and slow, May could feel a dampness on Em's cheeks.
Neither one said anything more. Eventually they both drifted off to sleep, clutching each other a bit more desperately than perhaps they realized. 
May's sleep was restless, her dreams haunted by shadowy figures who swept in to steal Em away from her. Sometimes the figures were the Loyals of her imagination – intimidating and ruthless. In other dreams they were Audrey's friends. May was frightened either way.
In a breathless and panicked interlude between nightmares, May fumbled for Em in the darkness
Though she tried to press it down, one question haunted her like a spectre.
Was Em's past really something she could run from forever?
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Chapter Thirty-nine
[Content Warning: Strong language]

"Here we go." Em smiled over her shoulder. "Are you ready?"

May wasn't sure how to answer that question. 

The ship was navigating its way into the ports of Mondova; their journey was nearly complete. Before she knew it, May would be stepping onto unfamiliar soil for the first time in her life. Nervously, she fiddled with her mother's ring and tried to force a smile for Em's benefit.

Picking up on May's fretful energy, Em swooped in and peppered light kisses across her cheeks, forehead, and nose until she laughed.

When at last the time came to disembark, May hovered before taking that last step. This was it...

"Oh! Wait!" Em cried, dropping her pack and fishing around in one of its pockets until she produced her phone. She had taken to photo-documenting the trip; May's first big adventure.

"I'm starting to feel like a kid on their first day of school," May laughed, only slightly embarrassed.

Em paid her no mind and focused instead on framing her shot. She was so absorbed, in fact, that she didn't notice the man creeping up behind her. It took May a moment to realize what was happening herself.

She gasped loudly just as the man reached out, wrapping his arms around Em's waist and spinning her in a fast, nauseating circle.

"There you are, you little shit!" he boomed, clutching Em in an embrace so tight she coughed for breath.

Dominic looked exactly the same as he had that morning on the video call. He was taller than May expected though, towering over Em whom he held aloft as if she were a child. His face was alight with a smile so warm that May doubted she had ever met a more friendly-looking person in all her life.

Em wrestled her way free and turned to land a playful, albeit hard, punch to Dom's shoulder.

"You fucker!" she cackled. "You're making an ass of yourself in front of May. Be cool, I told her you're a decent person."

May, who had been sheepishly making her way forward, paused mid-stride just as Dom looked up to face her. He was much younger than his scruffy appearance made him seem. Twinkling, mischievous eyes stared out from a face that not even May could deny was handsome. She blushed despite herself as he reached out to shake her hand.

"Miss May, it is a pleasure." He grinned before pulling her into a friendly embrace. That he was a hugger did not surprise her in the least.

"The pleasure is all mine," she replied politely. She truly meant it.

"Thanks for making the big trip out here," Dom continued, shifting to hold May out at arm's length. "This must be pretty overwhelming, huh? Your first time away from home and all."

Relief swept through May, knowing she didn't have to act calm for his sake. 

"Just a bit," she smiled. "But I'm sure I'll get over it soon enough."

"Of course you will!" Em assured, hoisting the pack onto her shoulders and taking May by the hand. "Are you two ready to roll out?"

As the trio made their way to Dom's pick-up truck, May caught him gesturing at her out of the corner of her eye. Looking at Em, he mouthed the words well done, to which Em responded by reaching out and slapping his arm.

While the flushed, proud look on Em's face made May's heart flutter, she acted as if she hadn't noticed a thing.

*** 

The drive from Mondova to Tenna took most of the day. Every sight along the way stole May's breath away.

As Em and Dom chatted virtually without pause, May pressed her face up against the passenger window and took in the new world around her with breathless wonder. Bustling city streets that carried more people than May had ever seen in one place eventually gave way to lush, rolling foothills. In time, the silhouettes of giant peaks rose like a mighty fortress across the horizon. The mountains were nothing like anything May could have conjured in her imagination; everything was wild and raw and massive in a way that made her somehow feel both vulnerable and safe all at the same time.

It was breathtaking. Awe-struck, May understood at once why this was a place Em was so eager to return to.

By the time the truck rolled into Tenna, a small village of charming structures perched high atop a mountain plateau, May had also discovered something else she hadn't anticipated: it was freezing. At Em's insistence, she had sought out long sleeves and layers when she packed, but nothing could have prepared her tropically acclimatized body to the chill of the alpine in late spring.

"You'll get used to it soon enough," Dom assured her, eyeing the way she huddled in close beneath Em's sheltering arm for warmth. "But we'll definitely get you suited up with some of Trina's spare gear."

They came to park in front of the large, open bay doors of an oversized garage - Tenna's search and rescue headquarters. At the sound of the truck's arrival, a small group of people filtered out from inside.

"Speak of the devil." Dom grinned as a spritely woman came bounding across the courtyard and pulled the driver's door open.

"It's about damn time you got here," she crowed, tossing her short raven hair away from her face. "Did you take the scenic route or something? Sheesh."

May knew the woman was probably joking. Still, she couldn't imagine a route more scenic than the one they had just taken. The three piled out of the truck but May hung back to make room for the team as they clamoured in tightly to embrace Em in welcome.

"Okay, yes. It's good to see you, Emmy," shouted a tall, grinning woman from the back of the crowd. She had flawless black skin and strong, toned arms that May feel smaller than usual. "Now get over yourself, girl. Introduce us to your friend!"

Beaming, Em guided May forward with a reassuring hand on her lower back.

"Everyone, I'd like you to meet May. Maybe, meet the team!"

The tall woman was Karin, resident paramedic. May remembered briefly catching a glimpse of her on the video call. Trina was a recovery specialist and was built like May; willowy and slight. Her thin, angular eyes gave the pair both a knowing once-over and a wink. Matti, the mechanic, was the very definition of a gentle giant. He was thrilled to have them both there and shook May's hand gently in his dwarfing paw. Of equally dominating size, albeit much more trim, stood a man named Sean. His skin was like midnight and something about his laugh made May feel at home.

"Stephanson is in the booth," Sean explained, referring to the team's senior leader. "He sends his regards."

"The booth?" May asked.

"Our communications station," Karin explained. "It always needs to be monitored just in case we get a call."

With hands on his hips and a satisfied look on his face, Dom nodded at the crowd. "Now that everyone's had the chance to say their hellos, what say we move this party inside?"

As he reached into the truck bed to fetch the pack, May noticed a light like a camera flash come from the wooded area on the other end of the courtyard. She had to focus, but through the brush and boughs she could just make out a face.

The face glowed with a fading light that tinged the halo of flora it hid behind. May's heart skipped a beat as she locked in on a pair of golden eyes staring ominously back at her. 

It was Welkin, and they looked furious.

***

✨ Thanks for reading! If you like my work and would like to support me, you can...✨

⭐ Donate at Ko-Fi.com/Maggie

⭐ Share this story with your friends on social media







Chapter Forty
[Content Warning: Strong language]

"You ignored me."

Welkin paced across the forest floor. A trail of shimmering light–short-lived scatterings of stardust–followed where they stepped. It was such an enchanting sight May briefly forgot the Star was seething. 

They weren't wrong about being ignored; as soon as May had noticed Welkin lurking in the trees she had looked to Em in alarm only to find she had seen the same thing.

"We'll deal with them later," Em had whispered beneath her breath just as Trina slid between them and looped arms with them both. She had led the girls inside, gleefully demanding to be filled in on everything that had happened since Em left Tenna. It had taken hours before the girls found the opportunity to sneak back out unnoticed.

"We had literally just gotten here," Em addressed Welkin, sounding bored already. "What were we supposed to do? Excuse ourselves to go make-out in the woods?"

May groaned and watched Welkin turn slowly.

"I'm glad you think this is amusing." Something in their voice reminded May of an animal's warning growl moments before an attack.

If Em noticed, she didn't appear to care.

"It's not that I think it's funny," she replied flippantly. "I just think you're overreacting."

"Ah," Welkin's eyes flashed dangerously. "So, you know why I'm here then?"

Em crossed her arms. She didn't reply, but she looked uncomfortable for the first time since she and May had crept out from their dorm room to meet the waiting Star.

"Well, I don't know what's going on," May huffed, too agitated by the heavy tension between Em and Welkin to stay silent any longer. "I'd really appreciate it if someone would fill me in."

Welkin swept toward them, fallen leaves and pine needles scattering in the swirl of their long cloak.

"Seeing as I have apparently misread the situation perhaps you should do the honours, Emanthy."

May made a mental note to avoid ever falling on the receiving end of Welkin's particularly terrifying brand of passive aggression. She turned to Em expectantly. 

Em, seemingly reduced to a petulant teenager in the face of her parent's wrath, rolled her eyes.

"Welkin doesn't think it's safe for me to be here," she muttered, glancing away as she spoke.

"What?" Cold panic trickled into May's veins. "Why?"

"Emanthy was a bit too careless with her abilities during her previous stay in Tenna," Welkin explained, not looking away from their daughter as they spoke.

"I used them to help people," Em snapped. "How is that a bad thing?"

"It's a bad thing when it attracts the wrong kind of attention." Welkin didn't need to raise their voice to be intimidating. Em's bravado slipped and she glared at the ground instead of making a rebuttal.

"What kind of wrong attention?" May asked, looking nervously between the others.

"Let's just say word of Emanthy's abilities travelled fast," Welkin answered, addressing May with a softness they didn't offer Em. "And it put her on the radar of some less than savoury characters."

"Do you mean the Loyals?" May asked quietly.

"No one knows who I am!" Em shouted, cutting in. "Audrey is dead. Everyone knows that. People don't generally come back from the dead so it's not like anyone was going to draw that conclusion. For all anyone knew those rumours could have been about a witch or a forest spirit or-"

"Or a Wish?" Welkin interrupted, moving into her space.

"No Wish has ever been able to do what I can do," Em snarled back.

"Has that ever detoured the Loyals before? Were those rumours not the very way Audrey and her friends sought out other Wishes?"

"Stop it!" May cried, breaking in between their bickering. "You're starting to freak me out!"

Both Em and Welkin shared a look of surprise; the mood shifted instantly.

"Maybe, I'm sorry," Em pulled May into an embrace. "You've got nothing to worry about, I-"

"Don't you dare promise her that," Welkin said, speaking over Em with a threatening air.

May pulled back from Em's arms and started them both down. "One of you needs to be upfront with me right now. Are we in danger?"

Em shot Welkin an accusatory look and gestured for them to take the floor. Welkin sighed miserably.

"When it became clear that word of Emanthy's abilities was spreading, I asked her to abandon Tenna."

"Hence the whole backpacking through the mountains to the coast thing," Em added.

"Correct." the Star fought to maintain their composure. "Except she took her time, which is why I eventually stepped in and moved her to the island. To you, May."

May looked to Em, a mix of emotions welling up inside of her.

"Why would you want to come back here if there was a chance it would put you in harm's way?" she asked sadly.

Em looked flabbergasted. She stumbled for words to explain herself but all she came up with was, "May, I'm not going to let anything happen to you."

"That's not what I asked," May replied, her voice as small as she felt.

Welkin cleared their throat. "While I certainly think the decision to return to Tenna was foolhardy, the fact is you're here now. I only came tonight to make sure you were taking the potential for danger seriously."

"Oh, sure," Em snapped. "Backpedal now that she's mad at me."

May frowned. "I'm not mad at–"

"Enough," Welkin placed a firm hand on each of their shoulder. "If you insist on staying, I only ask that you look out for one another. Don't do anything to draw attention to yourselves and please, promise me you will leave at the first sign of trouble."

Scowling, Em nodded. "Sure, I promise."

May agreed as well.

With that, Welkin withdrew. They wished the pair safety and sound sleep before turning on the spot. Their form collapsed into a twinkling, glowing mass that rose slowly before flashing upwards into the heavens; a shooting star in reverse.

"Fuck!" Em shouted once the Star was gone. "Why do they always have to be so fucking dramatic all the time?"

"I'm guessing it's because they care about you, Em," May replied, her tone cold.

Her frosty demeanour was not lost on Em.

"You are mad at me, aren't you?"

"I'm a little upset, yes," May admitted, throwing her hands up. "Em, I don't want to be here if it means you're going to be in danger."

Em sighed. "May, I'm telling you, Welkin is overreacting. Besides, it's been ages since I was here last. It's old news. We're fine. And if it turns out we're not, we'll bail. I promise."

May eyed her uneasily, and when she didn't respond, Em tried again.

"I'm not going to let anything happen to you," she repeated.

May shook her head.

"It's not me I'm worried about," she said.

Em took a deep, calming breath. 

"Fine," she relented. "I won't let anything happen to us."

She sounded so sure of herself. 

May told herself she believed her.

But if that was true, why did she still feel like this trip was a huge mistake?

***

✨ Thanks for reading! If you like my work and would like to support me, you can...✨

⭐ Donate at Ko-Fi.com/Maggie

⭐ Share this story with your friends on social media







Chapter Forty-One
In the days that followed that first night in the woods, May made a conscious effort to throw herself into her new surroundings. Any concerns she had about not being cut out for life on the mainland were dwarfed by her worry that Em had knowingly walked them into a potentially dangerous situation. Em could claim they were safe as much as she wanted, but May was a worrier at heart. In response, she did whatever she could to busy herself to distraction.

Stephanson had struck a bargain with them; Em and May were welcome to stay in the headquarters' dorms and even earn a bit of money if they agreed to help out while they were there. For Em this had meant jumping back into her old role, but for May it had meant training, learning the ropes, and stepping out of her comfort zone.

She was able to apply some of her existing skills right away. Hours were spent under the hoods of team vehicles doing routine maintenance and repairs with Matti, who appreciated the company and conversation. At one point during a slow morning in the garage, Karin overheard May offhandedly mentioned that her mother was Omea's longest standing midwife. In her life pre-scandal, May had spent time apprenticing at her side until expectant mothers in town had become uncomfortable by her presence. But Karin saw only opportunity in her story and dedicated some of her downtime to teaching May first aid.

"Damn, you learn fast!" Karin exclaimed. "I wish everyone I trained picked up on things as quickly as you do. Keep this pace up and I'll be able to bring you on calls with me before you head home!"

May was sure Karin was just being nice, but the encouragement filled her with pride nonetheless.

When Dom found out Em had taken May on her first ever camping trip (a story during which both women left out their favourite part and instead shared a private, knowing smile) he became hell bent on making sure she had all kinds of unique experiences out in the mountain wilderness. He taught May basic tracking skills and about the local wildlife.

"I've never seen anything like this before," May whispered excitedly one afternoon as they watched a great bear lumber through the trees from a safe distance. "Is it dangerous?"

"They sure can be," Dom admitted. "You just have to give them plenty of space; don't sneak up on them or get between them and their babies or food. And, like, be prepared obviously. Bear spray is a must."

May eyed the animal's massive clawed paws and shuddered at the thought of making a creature like that angry.

Dom noticed and patted her on the shoulder. "Bears are nothing. Just hope you never run into a mountain lion. Those bastards will track you through the woods if you let your guard down and they always mean business."

May was sure to stay very close for the rest of the hike.

But her education included far more than mountain survival and lifesaving skills.

Since Em first revealed she was half-Star, May had been curious about how she had managed to make use of her abilities during her time working with the Tenna SAR team without anyone raising any concerns. After all, Em may not have considered her skills to be magical, but May was sure she wasn't the only one who disagreed.

Em had once told her the mainland was a place of many different sorts of people and creatures. It was as if she thought that diversity was somehow enough to excuse her supernatural ability to defy gravity and manipulate energy.

Then again, May had also thought Em's offhand mentions of witches and forest spirits during the argument with Welkin had been her way of pushing the Star's patience.

She couldn't have been more wrong.

Tenna was small but lively, and home both permanent and temporary to more than just people. May was suddenly grateful for early exposure to Em's otherworldly nature – it helped her adjust to being surrounded by equally fantastical creatures and magically inclined beings.

One morning at a café she wound up eavesdropping on a pair of young–witches? Wizards? Sorcerers?–as they nonchalantly discussed their preferred enchantments for luck and love over tea. She was tuned in for a good 20 minutes before Karin finally snapped her out of it. 

A local legend about the old inn downtown being haunted turned out to be completely true; Em even introduced her to the ghostly couple that originally owned the place and stuck around to make sure new management was up to snuff.

There were even plenty of people in town who weren't human at all. Just that morning May had walked right into a gentlemen covered head to foot in silky brown fur while she was distracted by a slow moving contingent of creatures that looked like people made of trees. No one else seemed to bat an eye as traffic paused to allow the creatures to continue their purposeful parade from one side of town to the other.

"I just don't get it," May remarked that night as she, Em, Dom, and Trina sat around a small, wobbly table at one of the local pubs. They were already a couple drinks in, and May was whisper-yelling over the ruckus of music and laughter pressing in from all sides. "If this is all so normal, how come I've never seen anything like it before?"

Trina and Dom shared look of confusion.

"Are you saying there are only humans on the island you're from?" Trina asked skeptically. "Like, no magic or anything?"

"No!" May answered, a bit louder than she intended. In a quieter voice, she continued. "Why do you think that is?"

The others shrugged and Em wrapped an arm around her shoulder. "I wouldn't worry about it, babe. The world's a big place. Imagine the stories you'll have to tell Omi when we get back!"

Even though there was nothing funny about what Em had said, May giggled anyway. The liquor made something about the idea of telling her nephew about the things she had seen on this trip seem ridiculous to her. While she laughed, Em leaned in and kissed her.

That was the other thing May found incredible about Tenna: here, no one looked twice when she and Em were affectionate with one another. May was nervous the first time Em took her hand as they walked through the village. But soon enough she too embraced the way they could openly flirt and kiss without so much as a sideways glance.

This particular kiss, fuelled in part by copious amounts of alcohol, had already morphed into a furious make-out session. May all but climbed onto Em's lap, their roaming hands always stopping just shy of inappropriate territory.

"Easy, kids. You're supposed to be professionals," Trina drawled. She cast a restless glance to the corner of the room as Dom signalled for another round.

Fresh drinks arrived just as the band came back from a break. They picked up their instruments and launched into a fast, folksy-sounding song that made Dom slam his fist on the table.

"This song!" he shouted over the scandalized voices of his startled friends. "I'm dancing to this. Who's coming with me?"

"Don't look at me," Trina replied. "I've got my eye on that hot little piece in the corner by the pool table. If he thinks I'm with you tonight, all bets are off. Fuck, you are such a shitty wingman."

"Whatever," Dom sang, standing up to make his way around the table. "You're not even trying. C'mon, Emmy. You're up!"

Em groaned as he heaved her from her seat and away from May's lips. The two of them shoved at each other as they made their way to the small, crowded dance floor.

Flushed and happy, May laughed loudly.

"They're such dorks," she grinned, watching them over her glass.

"Yeah," Trina replied, turning in her seat to get a better view. "I'm glad they can still be so cool with each other."

Pausing with her glass half-raised May frowned.

"Why?" she asked and continued with her sip.

"How many people manage to stay friends after a hook-up gone wrong?"

May spluttered, choking on her drink.

Trina's face fell.

"Oh, shit," her cheeks went red. "I'm guessing you didn't know about that, huh?"

"What do you mean?" May wheezed, still trying to catch her breath.

"It's not like they were dating or anything." Trina shifted awkwardly. "They were just super close, gave it a shot, and decided they were better off as friends. Which, for what it's worth, I completely agree with."

But May wasn't listening anymore.

She was watching Em and Dom as they danced wildly, making fun of one another's moves. They weren't even touching, but whereas only a moment earlier May had seen a couple of friends, she now could only see former lovers. Nothing felt as innocuous as it looked.

It was probably the booze working its twisted magic, but May was suddenly overwhelmed. Every little thing that had been eating away at her–the Loyals and the Wishes, Em returning to Tenna against Welkin's best efforts, and now this–hit her all at once and made her feel dizzy. Her mind raced, second-guessing everything. Why were they really here? What was Em really doing with her?

But it was a single voice in May's mind that rang out over the cacophony of her jealousy and doubt: did she even know Em at all?

May pushed her drink away and stood up on uneasy legs.

"I'm feeling kind of tired," her voice was taut with the threat of tears. She knew she wasn't fooling Trina but it was better than staying. "I'm supposed to be doing a ride-along on patrol in the morning. I should probably get to bed."

"May, c'mon," Trina pleaded, knowing full well it wasn't going to do any good.

With a shake of her head, May made her way into the crowd. She pushed to the door, giving Em one last glance before shoving it open and disappearing into the night.

***

✨ Thanks for reading! If you like my work and would like to support me, you can...✨

⭐ Donate at Ko-Fi.com/Maggie

⭐ Share this story with your friends on social media







Chapter Forty-Two
May was still upset when she climbed shotgun into Dom's truck the next morning. 

She had gone straight to bed when she arrived home the night before, feigning a deep sleep when Em had crept in shortly after. It had been hard to ignore the way Em whispered her name, softly yet overflowing with concern. But the alternative was actually talking to her, and May knew she wasn't ready for that.

Exhausted as she was, she rose early; well before her patrol shift with Dom was scheduled to start. Anything to avoid having to see Em before she left. In lieu of sleep, she spent the wee hours pummeling her way through a hangover on the punching bag in the team's training room. Her head screamed at her to stop, but her heart begged her to keep going.

Dom was his cheery self when he greeted her at daybreak, twirling the truck keys around a finger. He may have been impervious to the effects of a full night of drinking, but he wasn't immune to how uncharacteristically detached May was as they rumbled out of town.

For a while, neither said anything. Dom glanced at May out of the corner of his eye.

"Did you have a good time last night?" he asked, breaking the silence.

May shrugged. "I guess."

Sighing, Dom looked at her as best he could without losing focus on the road.

"Trina told me about what happened," he said softly. "Do you want to talk about it?"

May crossed her arms. Looking out the window, she tried not to think of how much of this defiance she had picked up from Em.

Dom inhaled deeply. "Listen, May, what happened between Em and I was a blip. It was never serious."

"That's not... It's not like I'm jealous or anything," she muttered, looking at him finally. The expression on his face made her falter in her conviction. "Okay, I'm a little jealous. But that's not the problem."

"Then what is?"

May had been trying to distill her feelings down to one single thought all morning and she chewed on her words carefully before answering.

"She didn't tell me," she said. "After all the time we spent talking about you and her time here and everything else, she never once mentioned that you two had ever been more than friends. And that seems to be the theme of this trip because the longer I'm here the more I'm finding out there's lots she hasn't told me."

"Well, you have only known each other a short while in the grand scheme of things," Dom offered. 

May glared at him. He was right, but still...

"Okay," he tried again. "Here's the thing: the Em you know is an almost completely different person than the Em I knew the last time she was here."

"So?" May wasn't sure that had anything to do with the problem at hand.

"When she was here, she was miserable," Dom explained. "Maybe not all of the time, but she was often just... sad. Really, really sad. Sometimes we wouldn't see her for hours and I'd end up finding her down in the river, soaked up to the waist and crying. She would never tell any of us what was wrong. I was worried she was trying to hurt herself."

May tensed. The water; she had forgotten that Dom had no idea what Em really was or what life was like for her. No wonder he was confused.

Dom slowed the truck and made a turn onto the gravel road that wound around the perimetre of Tenna. Sunlight streamed through the leafy canopy above. As they bumped along the path, dappled sunlight give the cab an almost ethereal quality.

"I haven't seen that girl since the two of you got here," Dom continued, shooting a quick glance at May. "Not once. Em is literally happier than I've ever seen her. Definitely happier than I was ever able to make her. And I'm pretty sure that has everything to do with you."

May swallowed. There was still a part of her that was angry, a part of her that wanted to hate Dom just because she could. But it was smaller now and harder to hear. 

"She made us promise not to ask too many questions when she came to us." Dom's brow was furrowed now as he spoke. "I regret making that promise. I always kind of hoped we'd eventually win her trust; that she'd finally be honest about what was going on with her, you know? But..." he shrugged.

Fiddling with the handheld radio clipped to her belt–mandatory for any team member out in the field–May tried not to let it show that she was starting to feel the slow creep of shame.

"I think you should talk to her. Tell her what you're thinking right now," Dom smiled at her. "If for no other reason than your own peace of mind."

***

It was nearly noon by the time May and Dom returned to headquarters from their rounds. She found Em in the garage bay, helping Sean with monthly inventory. Their backs were turned to the open door.

"I'm telling you, dude," she heard Em say. "She's insanely smart."

"I believe it," Sean agreed, his bald head nodding atop his broad shoulders. "I've never met such a quick study before."

Are they... talking about me? May wondered.

"No, I think it's more than that," Em said. "It's like she–"

May cleared her throat. Em turned, her face lighting up at the sight of her.

"There you are!" she smiled, jogging over to greet her. "I missed you this morning."

"Can I borrow you for a moment?" May asked, ignoring the pleasantries. Em's face fell.

"I supposed I could take a break." Sean stretched.

May turned and strode toward the door. Em scampered to keep up. As she passed Dom she looked to him questioningly but all he offered her was a tight-lipped smile.

"What's going on?" Em asked, reaching out for May when she finally caught up to her.

Pausing, May faced her. She exhaled, smiling in a way that didn't quite reach her eyes.

"Walk with me," she said. "We need to talk."

***
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Chapter Forty-Three
[Content Warning: Strong language]

Em wasn't stupid. No good conversation in the history of conversations ever started with the words "we need to talk".

"May, what's wrong?" Her mind was scrambling; she was trying to think of what she had done to bring this on. She felt like she was going to be sick.

"Why didn't you tell me you and Dominic used to be a thing?" May's words tumbled out like water from a broken dam.

"What?" Em stopped in her tracks. May spun to face her, cheeks flushed and eyes glossy. "Who told–"

"It doesn't matter who told me," May snapped. "The question is, why didn't you?"

Em was dumbstruck. She faltered, searching for words. May turned and continued stomping her warpath in the direction of nowhere in particular.

"You can't be serious right now," Em balked, scrambling to catch up to May yet again. "Is this really what you're upset about?"

"Yes, it is."

"Is this because I'm bi?"

"What? No!"

"Then why–"

"Answer my question, Emanthy."

Emanthy.

Her full name.

She really was in trouble.

"I didn't tell you because I didn't think it mattered!" Em cried. "It didn't mean anything. He and I are just friends. It was fling."

It was May who stopped this time, emanating hurt and fury that Em was powerless to stop. She hadn't intended to start this conversation with a fight, but here they were. May felt the hot sting of tears as they spilled out from her eyes and down her face.

"And what about us?" she spat. "Are we just a fling too?"

"You have gotta be shitting me," Em groaned. "Seriously, May, where is this coming from? What have I honestly done to make you think that?"

May hated herself for crying. Already the conversation had taken a dangerous detour – as if every little thing that had been bothering her since they left Hoku suddenly refused to remain contained any longer. She drew in ragged breaths and stared Em down.

"Why are we here, Em?" May shouted. "You knew coming back here could be dangerous. The people who literally killed you once already could be looking for you and yet Dom mentions coming back just once and suddenly it was the best idea you ever heard!"

"If I wanted to be with Dom, I would be with him!" Em yelled back. It was the first time she had ever raised her voice at May and it made her feel dirty and small. "And I sure as fuck wouldn't have dragged you along for the ride."

This time she was the one to storm off. While May didn't necessarily try to meet her stride, Em could feel her trailing just behind her.

For a while they both marched on in furious silence. They were too angry to speak, but things were still too unresolved for them to stop. They had made their way to a road that lead down and out of town. A popular trailhead rested at the bottom of the decline and a group of hikers were clustered along the shoulder ahead. Em stopped but May kept going, stubbornly keeping her eyes trained on the road before her.

Em reached out and grabbed her hand. May whirled around; sadness, shock, and rage took turns playing across her face.

"You've got a lot of nerve," Em hissed, dropping May's hand and keeping her voice low so the hikers wouldn't hear her. "Do you have any idea how much it hurt having to act like I was just your friend back at the gala? I get that you weren't ready but, fuck, May. And now here you are acting like I'm the one leading you on?"

May couldn't hide her surprise. She hadn't realized Em felt this way.

"I don't think you're leading me on, I–"

She stopped. Em wasn't looking at her anymore. Her eyes had narrowed as she looked over May's shoulder at the hikers on the side of the road.

"Shit," she snarled. "We have to break that up."

May turned to survey the situation. "Break what up?"

Em pointed to a tree above the crowd. Through the branches May could just make out the small, squirming masses of two young bear cubs.

"They're trying to take pictures of those cubs," Em grumbled, stomping passed May and making her way down the hill. Sure enough, one woman in particular had gone so far as to stand right at the base of the tree, the camera of her phone trained skywards. She made obnoxious clicking noises with her tongue, trying to get the cubs to look down at her.

"What they clearly don't realize is mama won't be far away," Em said without looking back. "Bears often leave their babies up in trees while they go–"

She froze.

Now she looked back to May, her eyes wide with panic.

"Call it in, May," she shouted before hovering upwards and shooting toward the crowd.

May blinked in confusion.

"Call what–"

Just then, an enormous bear burst through the brush. With a heart-stopping bellow, it raised a massive paw and brought it down upon the woman with the camera before she had time to react. A spray of blood stained the ground; the other hikers screamed and scrambled for the road.

The bear reared up on its hind legs, hundreds of pounds of wild animal drawing up to a terrifying, monstrous height.

May fumbled for her radio, unable to tear her eyes away from the carnage.

Terror was all she knew as she watched Em throw herself down over the fallen woman just as the bear came crashing down again.
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Chapter Forty-Four
Everything was happening so fast.

May let out a strangled cry. The bear beat down on the forest floor where Em and the injured woman lay huddled. Before it could rend them both, the animal flew backwards, hit by an invisible force.

If she had dared blink May would have missed it; an impermeable bubble rippled with light, distorting the world around it only in the instant the bear came in contact with it. Em was manipulating energy to create a protective shield.

"Comms, this is May!" she yelled frantically into her radio. "Please come in."

Static flared as a connection was established. May almost wept when she heard Matti respond. "This is Comms. May, what's wrong?"

She never would have imagined an animal that size could move as quickly as it did. Already the bear was back on its feet, roaring with fury as it slashed and gnashed at Em and the woman.

"A mother bear has attacked a hiker. Em is trying to protect someone but we need help!"

"Where are you, May?" Matti asked, his voice like a steady lifeline. "Is anyone hurt?"

"We're just down the east road leaving town," May replied, struggling to hear herself over the thundering of her own heartbeat. "Near the trailhead. One woman is hurt but Em has her."

"The team is on its way, May. Keep the area clear and stay away from the animal until help arrives."

Keep the area clear.

May looked around. Her brief training was already starting to kick in. Most of the other hikers had put a safe distance between themselves and the attack but no one had completely left. Tragedy was a tough thing to tear oneself away from.

"Everyone needs to move!" May shouted, waving the crowd up the road. "Help is on the way. Get to safety and leave room for emergency responders!"

Almost everyone listened. One woman remained rooted in place, closer to the scene than anyone else had been. May rushed forward and took her by the arm, breaking the trance she seemed to be in.

"Ma'am," May mustered as much authority into her voice as she could. "You need to get back. It isn't safe here."

The woman's grey eyes looked May over as if she were surprised to see her there. It took a beat for her to react.

"Right," she said, glancing back over her shoulder one last time. "Of course. I'll go."

May watched the woman retreat up the road before turning her attention back to Em and the bear. Over the panicked clamour, May could hear the injured woman shrieking in terror. Em seemed to be doing what she could to speak calmly to her, but her voice was drowned out. She looked exhausted. A new sense of dread hit May as she realized the energy it took to keep the bear at bay was rapidly taking its toll on Em. It didn't look like she would be able to hold out much longer and the animal wasn't giving up.

Mind racing, May tried to remember what Dom had taught her. What was it he had said?

Bear spray.

Well, she didn't have any of that on her. Em did, but she needed both hands now to maintain the force-field projection. Every time she thought she had time to reach down to her holster, the bear would strike again.

May searched the ground, looking for anything to distract the bear and hopefully give Em time to escape with the woman.

This is a bad idea, she thought as she picked up a baseball-sized rock from the ground. But what other choice did she have? Casting all caution aside, May lobbed the stone as hard as she could. It connected, cracking the animal right between the eyes.

The bear reared up, howling with rage.

"What are you doing?" Em shrieked.

It was then May realized the full miscalculation of her actions. Just as she turned to run, a pair of hands grabbed her. She hadn't even heard the truck arrive.

In one swift motion, Dom hoisted her in his arms and broke for the truck. As they moved in one direction, Sean stepped in from where they had come, a formidable gun propped and aimed in his arms.

A shot rang out. The bear howled.

May looked back in time to see the animal stumble, still trying to pursue through the haze of the tranquilizer already racing through its bloodstream.

After a few more wobbly steps the bear slowed and shuddered. With a bitter grunt it fell to the ground, unconscious.

Sick with adrenaline and relief, May looked back, only to find Em had done the same.
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Chapter Forty-Five
When Em came to, she found herself tucked neatly into an unfamiliar bed. She looked around at the sterile looking room; the hospital. 

Beside her, May perked up.

"Did they move the bears?" Em mumbled through the grog of wakefulness.

May made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a sob, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. Em had caught her crying.

"The team is working on that right now," May answered, smiling weakly. "I can't believe that's the first thing on your mind."

"I don't blame ol' mama for getting fighty back there." Em shimmied onto her elbows. "She was just looking out for her babies."

May made to stop her but Em shrugged her off.

"It's okay," she said, sitting up in full. "I'm fine. Just sapped. I'm out of practice and that bear was strong."

"Drink this," May insisted, handing her a small glass of something sweet-smelling. "The doctor said it will help."

Em pulled a face but did as she was told and sipped for a moment in silence. Carefully, May reached out and laid her hand on Em's leg.

"Emmy," she whispered, eyes welling up again. "I am so sorry. I thought I was going to lose you and all I could think about was how the last thing I did was yell at you."

Laying her own hand atop of May's, Em looked her in the eyes.

"You don't have to apologize," she said gently. "I understand why you were upset."

"No." May shook her head, a few rogue tears tracing their way down her cheeks. "I didn't want to fight with you. It's just... Ever since we left on this trip it's felt like I keep learning all these new things about you. First you tell me about Audrey's friends and then Welkin says the Loyals are still kind of looking for you. It made me wonder how well I really knew you. Then all that stuff about Dom... I don't know."

She looked away. A blush crept across her cheeks, betraying her sense of shame.

"I know it sounds stupid," she continued quietly. "But I felt like I was just waiting for something to happen. Like someone was going to sweep in and take you away, or remind you that you had this epic life you were supposed to be living and you'd leave. You're so much more than I realized and I..." She bit her lip and met Em's gaze. "I wasn't sure how someone like me fit into all that."

Em exhaled a breath she didn't realize she'd been holding. Giving May's hand a squeeze, she closed her eyes for a moment to think.

"You asked me earlier what we're doing here," she said. "I'll admit it: there's a part of me that wanted to see my friends again. You can't really blame me there - I don't have a whole lot of those."

May sniffled and chuckled in spite of herself. "That makes two of us."

"But the real reason I brought you here is so you could experience it yourself." Em leaned closer. She wasn't sure if what she was about to say made sense. She wanted May to understand. "I know you love your family, May, but the world is a big place full of amazing opportunities. And you're an amazing person. I wanted to show you that your life doesn't have to be spent waiting for people to forgive you for something you didn't do. You deserve to lead a great life and you deserve to have a say in what that looks like."

May gaped. She didn't know how to respond to that.

Looking sheepish, Em went on.

"I know all this Star business sounds impressive but it's not like I have some cool magical destiny or anything. I've got nowhere to be and nothing but time. All I know is, I like being with you." She placed her cup on the bedside table so she could bring her hand to cradle May's face. "But you're the one with ties, May; you're the one with a life to go back to, regardless of what happens here. If you want me around then I'd love to stay. I am one hundred per cent on board with giving us an honest shot. You just have to let me know."

The world around them seemed to fade away. In that moment all May could see was Em. The undeniable honestly in her confession made her laugh, light with relief.

"I like the sound of 'us'." May grinned, fresh tears of a happier variety spilling forth.

Em lit up. She pulled May close and kissed her deeply.

There was a knock at the door. A nurse poked his head in and smiled.

"You're awake!" he nodded to Em. "I'll let the doctor know. Miss Alana? There's someone in the waiting room who would like to speak with you."

May and Em looked at one another.

"Who do you think that could be?" Em asked.

"Not sure," May shrugged. "Give me a sec and I'll find out."

Stepping into the waiting room, May didn't see anyone she recognized.

"Excuse me?" came a voice from behind her.

She turned to find one of the hikers - the woman she'd had to ask to leave.

"Hello," May shook her hand. "Is everything alright?"

"Yes, I'm fine." The woman smiled, reciprocating May's handshake warmly. Now that they weren't under threat, May was able to get a closer look at her ruddy face and and long dark hair. It was difficult to tell how old she was; everything about her looked tired. "I was wondering if it would be possible to speak with your friend. The one who saved that woman's life? I wanted to thank her. What she did was so selfless."

May opened her mouth to respond when she caught sight of Em over the woman's shoulder. She peeked around the door that led to the treatment wing, her face awash with fear. When their eyes met, Em shook her head desperately and waved at May to return.

"I, uh..." May blinked. The woman glanced back but Em had already ducked out of sight. "I'm sorry, but she's still sleeping. Perhaps you could try back later?"

"That's alright. I don't mind waiting." 

May couldn't shake the feeling that this stranger didn't look as friendly as she had a moment before.

"If she's feeling up for it when she comes to I'll come find you."

They shared a wave and May walked as nonchalantly as she could through the door. As soon as she was out of sight she dashed back to Em's room.

When she got there, May found Em struggling to get the window open.

"What are you doing?" she hissed, glancing around for any signs of hospital staff.

"Lock the door and help me with this," Em grunted. She was still weak and the window was giving her trouble. "We need to get out of here, now."

May did as she was told, the tone of Em's voice chasing away any arguments.

"What's going on?" she asked, adding her strength to Em's. The window slid open. A shrill alarm cut through the air, making them both jump.

Em heaved herself over the sill and reached back for May. The room was on the third storey of the hospital; an escape was going to require strength May wasn't sure Em had. Still, she took Em's hand and let it guide her into her lap.

"Are you sure about this?" May asked, trying not to look down.

"We don't have a choice." Em wrapped her arms around May tightly and took a deep breath. Behind them someone banged on the door, shouts muddled by the shrieking of the alarm. "I recognized that woman in the waiting room." 

May blanched. She knew what Em was going to say next.

"She's a Loyal. We have to run."

***
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Chapter Forty-Six
Em had enough energy to get them to the ground safely. It was anything but a soft landing, but they made it nonetheless.

Winded and dizzy, Em didn't stop to catch her breath. She grabbed May by the hand and ran.

"Where are we going?" May cried, stumbling to keep up.

Em couldn't run and talk at the same time. She paused, meaning only stop long enough to wheeze out a reply when she spotted her.

The Loyal woman rounded the corner of the hospital. Her stance said she was ready to fight, but she hadn't spotted them yet.

"Shit!" Em dragged herself onward. May took up the slack, keeping a firm grip on Em's hand as she ran.

"Stop!" The Loyal shouted from behind them. 

The pair darted between parked cars and across the street. An oncoming truck laid on the horn as they cut dangerously close in front of it. They weaved through the people leisurely going about their day and ducked into a narrow pathway between two storefronts. 

"This is crazy," May panted. The path wasn't wide enough to allowed them to run side-by-side, so she followed as closely as she could behind Em who staggered and tripped along the way. "What do we do?"

"We need... to leave..." Em huffed, bracing herself against the building walls for support. May's mind was already racing, trying to figure out what she would do if Em lost the strength to keep running altogether.

The crunch of gravel sounded from behind her. The Loyal had found them. May's eyes widened with panic as the woman raised a hand. She was armed with something, but May didn't intend to find out what it was.

"Em!" she shrieked, launching herself onto Em's back. They spilled forward without a moment to spare; something whizzed past them in the space where they had stood only seconds before.

With a renewed rush of adrenaline, Em wrestled her way off the ground. She moved fast – the way she had when she had punched Kane. In an instant she had manifested a small, sparking cluster of energy in her hand. She turned, heaving her shoulder like she was throwing a punch and launching the orb at the Loyal. It collided with the woman's chest, an electric-sounding snap reverberating up the close set walls of the path as the impact sent her rocketing backwards.

May rose in time to catch Em under the arms as she wavered on the edge of collapse. Heaving with every ounce of strength, she barely managed to haul Em out into the open on the other end of the path where they collapsed behind the building in a heap.

"I.. can't..." Em gasped, her face cinched with panic and pain. "Need more... time."

Searching the space around them, May looked for anything they could use to defend themselves. Then, her eyes landed on Em's hip. Knowing that Em had only needed time to rest, hospital staff hadn't bothered to relieve her of any of the equipment she had on her person. May reached down and unclasped the bear spray from its holster.

Em laughed weakly. "Get the bitch, babe."

Heart racing, May stood with her back against the wall at the entrance to the path. She could hear the Loyal woman grunting as she pulled herself to her feet. She swore, her voice rough and gritted through what was no doubt a considerable amount of pain. May held her breath and listened to each step, biding her time until the last possible moment.

The footsteps drew closer. May armed the canister and pulled the collar of her shirt up around her nose. With her grip firm, May whirled around the corner, coming face to face with their pursuer. The woman was clearly surprised, and the split second she hesitated bought May the time she needed. Her finger pressed hard onto the trigger and a cloud of putrid, burning spray shot straight into the Loyal's face.

Even from where she stood, May could feel the bite of the spray as it quickly filled the narrow passage way. The woman shrieked in agony, clawing desperately at her eyes. Before May could think too much about it, she saw an opportunity. Raising her knee, she kicked out with as much force as she could muster. Her heel caught the woman in the gut and sent her toppling backwards again.

"Holy shit!" Em gasped. She was standing, albeit hunched and frail-looking. Coughing, May secured the canister and ran out to grab her. 

Together they hobbled behind the row of shops until they found a route Em recognized. Keeping a low profile, they moved carefully through town, taking alleyways and quiet roads until they finally made it back to headquarters.

Matti leaned out from the booth just as the girls stumbled inside.

"Guys?" he asked, his face flooding with concern. "Are you okay? What's going on? I thought you were at the hospital."

"Close the door, Matti... Hurry!" Em wheezed, sliding to her knees and into a coughing fit. 

Matti bumbled, torn between doing what she said and knowing that the bay doors were to remain open whenever the team was on a call. May stepped up, slamming her clenched fist on the door's down button. 

As the doors rumbled to life, she ran back to Em, who shook her head. "Go grab what you can... Need to move... now."

May didn't argue. She left Em with Matti and sprinted up the stairs to the dorms.

Even though he wasn't supposed to leave the booth, Matti crossed the floor and hauled Em up in his arms.

"What happened to you?" he asked, holding on to her gingerly.

At that moment, Dom ducked in under the closing bay door.

"Yo, Matti!" he shouted. "What gives? You know the door– Oh, shit." His eyes landed on Em. "What happened?"

"I don't know," Mattie admitted helplessly. "They just stumbled in like this."

Dom helped Em stand, watching her closely. "You're supposed to be at the hospital."

Em coughed and shook her head. 

"What do you need, Em?" he asked, rubbing gentle circles between her shoulder blades. He knew her well enough by now to know that arguing would get him nowhere. 

"To leave," Em spluttered in reply. She took a sharp, gasping breath in and coughed again. 

"Leave?" Dom looked to Matti who could only shrug helplessly. "Leave where? HQ?"

"No, leave Tenna," May answered, rushing down the stairs as quickly as she could. She had haphazardly crammed whatever of their belongings fit into the pack. Anything she may have missed was going to have to stay. "We need to get out of here now."

"Why?" Matti gaped incredulously. "What happened?"

"No time... to explain," Em wheezed. She clutched at Dom's shoulder, her eyes pleading. "Please, Dom. Help."

Dom hesitated. He glanced from Em to May and sighed. 

"Okay," he relented, hoisting Em into his arms. "May, toss the pack into the truck. Matti, I need the keys."

They did as instructed. As Dom secured Em into a seat in the truck, May rushed back to grab the keys from Matti.

"If anyone comes looking for us, we were never here," she told him sternly. Matti opened his mouth to argue but she didn't give him the chance. "Please, Matti. Just trust me, okay?"

Matti didn't look convinced but he nodded nonetheless. "Whatever is going on, please be careful."

Giving a quick nod, May bounded back to the truck and slid in beside Em. She braced herself as Matti hit the switch, the doors rolling upwards. 

"Drive, Dom," May said, her jaw clenched. "As fast as you can – drive."

Dom hit the gas. Em's head rolled against May's shoulder as he spun out of the courtyard and into the main street. No one spoke as the truck maneuvered the streets as quickly as possible without running anyone down. 

May slumped in her seat and exhaled. Her heart was still pounding in her ears when she heard the screech of tires from behind them. She twisted in her seat in time to see a dusty motorcycle righting itself after making a sharp turn onto the road. It lurched forward - May could just make out the Loyal's hair streaming out from beneath the helmet. 

"She doesn't give up, does she?" May cried, ducking low behind the seat back. 

Dom glanced in the rearview mirror. "Is that who you're running from?"

"Yes!" she yelped. Beside her Em groaned. 

"Shit, okay," Dom growled, passing a car in front of them with entirely too much speed. "Hold on."

He shifted gears and punched it into high gear. They tore out of town, down along the tree-lined road that wound down the mountain. 

The motorcycle's engine roared from behind, gaining ground frighteningly fast. 

Em lifted a hand and placed it weakly on Dom's forearm. She didn't say a word, but he seemed to understand her anyway. 

"Right," he grunted with a nod. "The scenic route it is."

He wrenched the wheel, turning the truck at a violent angle and sending it careening for the forest. 

May had no time to react - all she could do was scream.
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Chapter Forty-Seven
The crash. The sound of metal collapsing upon impact. Breaking branches, shattering glass, and the lurch of the truck turning itself inside out. 

May braced herself for all of it as they careened off the road and into the woods. 

But the violence never came. Cautiously she opened her eyes only to have the breath stolen from her lungs. Ahead of them the trees scampered to rearrange themselves, making a clear path for the truck to race along. As soon as they passed, the trees lurched back into place, erasing their tracks and sealing off their route with deep, dense forest. 

Eyes wide and frantic, May looked to the others. She felt like she was losing her mind and needed reassurance from someone that she hadn't just blacked out and dreamed the whole thing. 

Her eyes landed on Dom and she gasped. She felt the same magical sensation she had that morning on patrol. But this time, as the dancing sunlight filtered rapidly through the cab, she caught a flicker of something in Dom she had never seen before. With every flash of brightness the glamour of his handsome face trembled to reveal something completely different - something altogether inhuman. 

Em gave her a weak smile and a slow wink. 

"Forest spirit," she murmured. 

May leaned in closer. She was certain she had misheard. 

"He's a forest spirit," Em repeated with more volume. "One with a soft spot for humans, I might add. Works on the SAR team because he thinks it helps him maintain harmony between the mountain wilderness and the people who live in it."

"I don't think it helps, I know it does," Dom cut in without taking his focus off the enchanted pathway before them.

May's eyes flicked back to Dom. Now that she was looking for it, she could better see what was there when the sunlight shone through his disguise. A humanoid figure in earthy tones; skin the hue of rich soil, shaggy foliage cascading from the top of his head and coiling at his shoulders. Inky black eyes remained trained on the road. He was beautiful and terrifying at the same time. 

In spite of it all, May could only shake her head and laugh softly. While disbelief was her first instinct, she had seen too much at this point to doubt anything anymore. 

The truck rumbled on, its passengers silent for some time. Questions raced through May's mind. Would they travel like this all the way back to Mondova? Had the Loyal given up or was she still hunting them down? How had she managed to miss the fact that Dom wasn't human?

"Does everybody know?" she asked carefully. She wasn't sure what questions would be off limits. 

Dom shrugged. Now that they were deeper in the forest where natural light was sparse he looked completely human again - the version of himself May knew best. 

"The team knows," he admitted. "They've always known."

"Is it a secret from everyone else?"

Dom glanced at her quickly from the corner of his eyes. "I try to keep it pretty quiet for the most part. I like it better this way."

"Hmm," May gave Em a pointed look but continued to address Dom. "So, would you say you've entrusted your team–your closest friends–with your biggest secret?"

Em groaned and Dom raised an eyebrow. 

"Yeah," he said, a bit skeptically. "Why?"

It was Em's turn to give May a look.

"C'mon, Emmy," May whispered. "Don't you think he deserves to know the truth?"

Shifting with unease, Em chewed on her bottom lip and stared off for a moment in silent contemplation. Then she sighed, knowing May was right, and shimmied her way into sitting up from her slouch. 

"What's going on?" Dom's voice was cautious. "What do I deserve to know?"

"It's a good thing this is a long drive," Em grunted. "This might take a while."

***
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Chapter Forty-Eight
[Content Warning: Strong language]

By the time they arrived in Mondova, Em had told Dom everything; from her celestial beginnings as Audrey to her miraculous rebirth. He listened attentively, nodding and frowning at all the right places. Given his own mythical existence he didn't have trouble accepting the story the way May had.

"I've heard about this Star feud business," Dom said quietly, staring across the shipyard. "That's some scary stuff to be caught up in, Em."

Em gestured vaguely. "There's not much I can do about that unfortunately." She had regained her strength over the course of the mercifully uneventful drive. Her eyes darted around anxiously, looking for any sign of trouble.

"You can be careful," Dom insisted. "Keep your head down and don't draw attention to yourself. Maybe this will blow over in time."

I doubt it, May thought unhappily but kept it to herself.

Dom parted with a promise to keep Em's existence a secret from anyone who came snooping, but not until he watched both her and May safely board the ship that would bring them back to Hoku. They watched his truck rumble away with an increasing sense of vulnerability.

"Part of me wants to be mad at you, you know," Em said suddenly, breaking the silence and startling May with her words. "For forcing me into that situation. What if I wasn't ready to tell him the truth?"

May gaped, her cheeks flushing. She wanted to defend herself - to explain she had only meant well. After all, Dom had put himself on the line for them. Didn't he deserve to know why?

But Em was right – she hadn't once considered it from her perspective. The memory of Kane robbing her of any agency over her own secret came rushing back to her. The circumstances were completely different but the crime was uncomfortably similar and May was mortified.

"You were right though – he needed to know," Em continued without looking away from the shore. "Shit, I should have told all of them forever ago."

"I'm so sorry," May whispered, ashamed.

Em took her by the hand. "It's fine. Let's get inside."

They spent the majority of the trip quietly hunkered down in their cabin, leaving only when absolutely necessary. May crept back in after one such excursion to find Em curled up on the bed, staring into nothing.

"I managed to get through to Kai," May ventured tentatively, referring to the call she had just put in to her brother. She placed Em's phone down gently on the narrow shelf by the bed. "He said he'll be there to pick us up when we land."

Em nodded but said nothing. May squirmed, worried and uneasy that Em was still upset with her. She sat gingerly on the edge of the bed and smiled hopefully down at her.

"If you pretend the last day didn't happen, that was actually a really amazing trip," she said, trying to deflect some of the awkwardness. "I'm really glad we got to–"

"Melanie," Em interrupted without shifting her gaze.

"Sorry?"

"Melanie," she repeated, rubbing her face with her hand. "That's her name, the Loyal woman."

May plucked at the sheets to hide her nerves. "Oh. What else do you know about her?"

"That she's dangerous," Em replied. The glassy look in her eyes told May she was reliving a private memory; the weight of her brow made it clear the memory was an unhappy one. "A zealot as far as Loyals go and pretty high up in their hierarchy the last time I knew her. Fuck, she looks so much older now."

"Do you think she recognized you?"

"Probably not, but I'm sure what she saw me do raised a few red flags."

There was nothing May could think of to say, so instead she eased herself down to lay beside Em. They rested close, face to face. Em met her eyes at last.

"I'm sorry, Maybe," she said quietly.

May twitched with surprise. "For what?"

"For putting you in danger. Welkin was right and I knew it, but I just had to be stubborn and now-"

May stopped her with a kiss.

"Don't," she whispered, her lips still grazing against Em's. "Please don't."

She kissed her again. And again. She kissed her until kissing was no longer enough and she had to pull herself on top of Em just to feel as close as she needed to be. May peeled off her shirt and threw it into a dark corner. She pushed Em's up and over her head before pinning her down.

They kept kissing until kissing became so much more.

***

When May woke up the bed was cold and the room was dark. She fumbled around but there was no denying it: she was alone. She flipped on the light and pulled on her clothes in a fog.

A cool breeze washed in across the ocean and up onto the deck where May padded along quietly. She shivered, rubbing her shoulders absentmindedly as she searched. At first the sound of the water breaking along the boat was all she could hear, but her ears perked up as two voices drifted from somewhere near the stern.

"I'm so sorry," she heard Em say. It sounded as though she was crying.

May stayed in the shadows and watched surreptitiously as Em sobbed, wrapped in Welkin's firm embrace.

"I've fucked everything up, haven't I?" she asked, her words muffled by the folds of Welkin's cloak.

The Star didn't answer, their eyes trained on the sky, thin fingers combing through her long silver hair.

"Are you in trouble?" Em's voice trembled.

Welkin sighed. The sound was heavy.

"It doesn't matter."

"It does to me."

"I made a choice, Emanthy," Welkin replied. "It's not your job to worry about me."

Em sobbed and for a while her weeping was all that transpired between the two of them. Welkin let her get the fear and worry out of her system before pushing her back and staring at her hard, their usually stoic face tense and stern.

"You need remain composed, Emanthy," they told her. "This is no time to lose yourself to despair."

"I put her in danger." Em sounded horrified with herself. "What was I thinking?"

Welkin pursed their lips. May's heartbeat quickened.

"I don't want to start over again," Em moaned, a hiccup escaped her rasping throat. She wiped at her wet cheeks with the palms of her shaking hands. "I don't want to run or hide. I want to stay with May. I... Please, don't make me leave, Welkin."

A flicker of guilt tugged at the Star's features. "You don't need my permission to stay, Emanthy."

Em scoffed. Frowning, Welkin conceded with a sigh.

"You need to understand what's at stake here. If the Loyals find out where you are, you put your safety–and hers–at risk by staying."

She didn't reply. The far off, vacant look on her face made May ache.

With gentle hands, Welkin took Em's face and kissed her forehead softly.

"Just be smart about your conduct. Stay vigilant, and..." they paused to consider their words. "Be honest with May. If you care about her, you'll give her a chance to make up her own mind about this."

Quite suddenly May found herself unable to breathe.

She knew it didn't make sense but the choice between life with Em or returning to a life of relative safety wasn't one she wanted to make.

Panic rose from somewhere deep inside of her and she ran from it, careless to whether or not Em or Welkin heard her. She raced back to the cabin and dove beneath the covers of the bed. Taking deep breaths, she tried to clear her mind and calm her racing heart in hopes of being asleep by the time Em returned.

Her efforts were no use. Welkin's words floated to the surface every time she cleared her mind. A decision was looming; a question that would need to be asked and answered.

May knew how she wanted to answer. Her heart still soared at the thought of that two letter word: us.

But was she ready to leave everything else behind to have it?

And was she ready for the danger that came with it?

***
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Chapter Forty-Nine
The air the next morning was thick with unspoken words.

May stared down at the sleeve of her shirt. When Em had crept back into the cabin that night, May had still been chasing sleep. She laid still, kept her breathing slow, hoping it was enough to look like she was sleeping. But she had forgotten a crucial detail, and her heart sank when she felt Em's finger lightly trace along the edge of the short sleeved shirt. It had still been cast off, crumpled on the floor, when Em had snuck out earlier.

May glanced up just as Em shuffled back into the room, toothbrush protruding from between her lips and hair in desperate need of a comb. If she knew May had followed her onto the deck, she wasn't saying anything.

"How doo seep?" Em mumbled around her toothbrush. May smirked in spite of herself.

"Meh." She shrugged.

Em closed her eyes and nodded. "Smm." Same.

When they had finished freshening up, the two curled up on the bed and waited; Em for the shore and May for a question she wasn't ready to answer.

Em pressed her body into May's back, circling around her while she traced invisible lines between the freckles on her arms.

"In all the excitement I forgot to tell you how proud I am of you," Em murmured quietly into her hair.

May twisted, peering at Em over her shoulder. "For what?"

"For all the new things you tried and conquered on this trip." Em's eyes were closed but a wide smile pulled up the corners of her lips. "You're so cool, babe."

Too flattered to reply, May wiggled around and kissed her instead. They laid like that - kissing softly, tangled up in one another - until they both drifted back to sleep.

***

The remainder of the voyage was a master class in blissful avoidance. As if by unspoken rule, nothing of consequence - not what had happened in Tenna nor what would happen once they landed - was discussed.

It wasn't until the ship docked and the pair stepped back onto dry land, hand firmly in hand, that Em turned to May and smiled.

"No matter what happens next, I've got you. Okay?"

May gave her a tight squeeze. "Ditto."

They found Kai waiting for them as promised, leaning against his van looking tired. When he spotted them through the crowd he jolted upright and hurried forward to meet them.

"Holy shit, you made it," he breathed, wrapping May in a hug.

"Of course we did," May replied with a chuckle. "What a weird thing to say. How've you been?"

Kai took the pack from Em and tossed it in the van. "Let's just say I'll be glad for things to get back to normal."

May and Em shared a questioning look as he hustled them into the van.

"We've got a long drive ahead of us ladies," he boomed, clapping Em on the back. "Let's get a move on."

Em passed out almost immediately, her soft breathing that verged on snoring drifting up from the back seat made May giggle. She sat in the passenger seat, eager to catch up with her brother.

"How's Omi?" she asked. "How's everyone? What have we missed?"

"Everyone's fine," Kai replied, dismissing her questions with a casual wave of his hand. "I want to hear about you. Tell me about the trip."

May didn't realize how she actually longed to tell someone about her adventures until the opportunity presented itself. She started at the beginning, leaving out the magical intrigue and instead excitedly gushing about the mountains and the SAR team and all the things she'd done. Kai listened with an open-mouthed expression of amazement, asking question after question. The conversation filled the time and before May knew it the van was rolling into Omea.

She turned in her seat, shaking Em's knee.

"You slept the whole way," she laughed as Em grunted into wakefulness.

Em blinked, her eyes bleary, and leaned forward between the seats.

"Where are we?" she asked with a yawn.

May turned back around just as Kai pulled the van to the curb and put it in park. She peered out the window and frowned.

"Why are we at Ma and Papa's house?" she asked, puzzled.

Without answering, Kai turned off the ignition. The girls turned to him expectantly. He fidgeted with his keys and swallowed.

"What's going on Kai?" Em questioned, sensing something was most definitely amiss.

Kai looked to May, his face pale and eyes pleading.

"I'm really sorry, Maybe," he said. The remorse in his voice told them he meant it.

The front door of the house opened and there, at the top of the steps stood the rest of May's family. The look on her mother's face made May's heart drop.

"Uh oh," Em whispered.

***
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Chapter Fifty
[Content Warning: Strong language]

The waiting was the worst part.

May tried to swallow but her throat was dry. She fiddled anxiously with her ring. Beside her on her parents' couch, Em sat stock still. Her fingers gripped the tops of her thighs; the only sign she was feeling the heat pressing down on them. 

The living room may as well have been a courtroom, May's family a jury already prepared to hand down a guilty verdict. They sat around the room, saying nothing but watching the pair squirm through narrowed eyes. The only person who wasn't scowling was Kai who sat on an armchair, face ashen and staring miserably down at the floor. 

Em licked her lips and glanced over to May who only gave the tiniest of imperceptible shrugs in reply. 

It was May's father who started. 

"What's gotten into you, May?" he asked quietly. 

May flinched at the disappointment in his voice. She opened and closed her mouth, wanting justify her actions but uncertain of where to start.

"You rope your brother into some ridiculous lie, go to the mainland with someone you hardly know, and you don't even have the decency to tell your own family where you're going. What if something had happened to you out there?"

Heat scorched May's cheeks. Embarrassed and angry, the lecture made her feel like a child again and she hated it. 

"If I had told you we were leaving you would have tried to stop us," she mumbled in reply. 

Her mother's face pinched with rage. She brought her palm down hard onto the top of the bookshelf she was standing next to. 

"Of course we would have," she hissed, eyes flashing dangerously. "People do not leave this island."

"Which is ridiculous," May snapped back. 

"It is dangerous out there."

"No, it's not."

May and her mother glared at one another venomously. The air was hot, crackling with tension. This defiance was completely unlike May, or, at least unlike the May her family had always known. She felt bolder now, desperate to be heard and understood. She wanted her family to give her the benefit of the doubt for a change.

"It's amazing out there." Her tone was a little softer but still insistent. "You wouldn't believe the things I saw."

Her mother stalked forward, eyes locked on her daughter like a wild cat stalking its prey. 

"I wouldn't, would I?" she challenged. Her words were sharp. "So, I probably wouldn't know about the creatures that live out there, hmm? The spirits and the monsters? The magic?"

May faltered, her mouth hanging open. A subtle ringing filled her ears. "What?"

"There's a reason you won't find any of that here on Hoku," her father said, his voice far steadier than his wife's. "It's the only place in the world that forbids it. That's why people came here in the first place and it's why no one ever leaves - it's safer here."

The memory of Dom and his enchanted way with the forest flashed across May's mind. She didn't know what was more shocking: this sudden and completely unexpected revelation or the fact that her parents could be so mistaken about what existed beyond their shores.

The world felt like it was beginning to spin faster - or perhaps it was just her, at risk of falling. She wrapped her arms around her body just to feel steady. She glanced at Kai who looked as shocked as she was. 

"That's... no. Why haven't you ever told us about any of this?"

"Because it never should have mattered," her mother stormed. "All any of you ever needed to know what that we were safe here. And this -" she gestured around in a way that seemed to encompass everything. "Was supposed to be enough. It was enough for you, May."

Numb, May considered what her mother was saying. Had it been enough?

"It's her, isn't it?" Her mother flicked a hand in Em's direction, acknowledging her for the first time since they had come into the house. 

"Hey– " Em started, leaning forward defensively. May held her down with a firm hand on her forearm. 

"Kane had to go to the hospital," Ora snapped from where she stood fuming in the corner. "Broken nose, shattered cheekbone. Did you know that, May? Or were you too caught up with your mainland girlfriend to care?"

"He got what he deserved," Em growled through tightly clenched teeth. "If you had heard-"

Ora wasn't listening. She started her sister down, her gaze icy. 

"Do you have any idea what people are saying?" she asked. "The whole town can't shut up about how you ran off with the mainland woman who attacked Kane. They're having a field day with it and now we're all right back where we started."

May thought she was going to be sick. Less than an hour ago her biggest worry had been how she and Em would manage to evade the Loyals. Suddenly the question of whether or not Em would stay felt like a dream. This was her reality - it always had been. How could she have gotten so caught up that she completely forgot what she would be walking back into when they returned to the island?

Em jumped to her feet, May watching her in horror. Everything was falling apart. 

"You seem a lot more concerned with what this fucking town is saying about your sister than you are with her," Em snarled. 

"Emmy, don't." May tried in vain to pull her back from the confrontation. 

Ora balked but her mother stepped in.

"Our entire family has been dealing with what this town thinks about May for years," she shouted, getting right into Em's space. "And we have all made sacrifices to keep her safe and give her a life worth living here."

May scrambled up off the couch. "Mama, please–"

"You call having to wait patiently while everyone else decides she's done her time for some imaginary crime a life worth living?" Em cried. May tugged desperately at her arm, repeating her name, trying to get her to stop, but Em was too incensed. "You're her family, you're supposed to have her back, not make her feel worse."

"Em, stop!" May tried to plant herself between Em and her mother but they came at each other around her like a pair of snapping dogs. 

"We have always been in her corner," her mother raged. 

"Really?" Electricity began to sizzle beneath Em's skin. "Because it seems to me if you loved her–"

The loud slap of flesh meeting flesh punctuated the argument. Everyone in the room gasped before falling into frozen, horrified silence. May's mother stood shaking, her open hand still raised in the end of its swing. Wide-eyed with shock, Em clutched at her cheek where the woman had struck her. 

"We may not have always made the best choices," the woman's voice trembled as she spoke, each word clipped and deliberate. "But don't you ever, ever question our family's love for one another. Don't you dare try to tell me I don't love my daughter."

A wounded cry stole everyone's attention. Omi stood in the mouth of the hallway, wailing in his disheveled PJs and slippered feet. 

"Oh, buddy. You're supposed to be asleep," fussed Grey. He reached for his son just as the boy darted across the floor toward May who scooped him up and held him tight.

"Why is everyone fighting?" He sobbed, pressing his wet little face into his aunt's neck. She bounced him the way she had when he was a baby, shushing softly and turning away from everyone else. An awkward and uncomfortable silence hovered like a layer of fog.

Looking down at the little bundle that was her nephew, May wondered what kind of person he saw when he looked at her; who any of them saw when they looked at her. She loved them–oh, how she loved them–but did they really know her at all? Had she even known herself before now? She imagined going back to this; just her and her nephew, day in and day out. She thought about what lay ahead for her; the gossip and whispers and dirty looks. 

Could she go back to it, knowing what she knew now?

Or would she have been better off if nothing had ever changed; if she had never found Em asleep on that beach?

May nuzzled her face into Omi's hair and took a long, deep breath in.

"I'm done," she announced to everyone, including herself. "I'm done."
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Chapter Fifty-One
[Content Warning: Strong language]

"I'm done listening to everyone argue because of me," May said, turning back to her family and to Em. She walked up to her sister feeling numb, her expression blank. With a gentle kiss, she's handed Omi back to Ora. "I'm going home."

Her blunt statement took everyone off guard. May was already stepping out the door by the time anyone even thought to move.

"May, wait!" Her mother called after her.

Em broke past the others and followed May out into the early evening air. She hurried down the stairs and grabbed for May's hand.

"Hey, hang on," she huffed, pulling May back to face her. "Are you okay?"

Something about May's expression–or perhaps it was the lack thereof–made Em take a step back.

"Please," May said, her voice low. "I think I need to be alone right now."

"But-"

"Em," she was begging now. "Please, just... I have a lot to think about."

May gave Em's hand a firm squeeze before turning back to the street and walking away. Shaking off her surprise, Em went to follow her when a hand on her shoulder drew her back.

"Let her go." It was Kai, speaking softly as he watched his sister stride off into the dusk.

"After what just happened in there?" Em shook her head. "Not a chance. I need to–"

"You need to give her some space," Kai interjected. "She's not wrong – she does have a lot to think about."

Em frowned up at him, lips pursed and heart unconvinced. Kai stepped in the opposite direction May was headed and gestured for her to follow. "Come on. I need to talk to you anyway."

A short walk later found the two of them climbing onto bar stools at a restaurant overlooking the water. Em stared numbly out at the waves while Kai signaled for the bartender.

"I've really fucked things up for her, haven't I?" she mumbled. It didn't seem to matter which way she looked at it - Em couldn't help but think of her presence as a colossal interference in May's life.

Kai shook his head. "Nah. You've changed things, yes. But, honestly? It was about time."

Em peered at him skeptically so he continued.

"May needed something to happen," he said with a shrug. "You weren't wrong when you said the life she was living was a joke. But you need to understand, it might look bad but my family really has been trying to make things better for her."

It took a lot for Em to keep her expression neutral, the lingering sting of the slap she received posing an extra challenge.

"It just seems kind of messed up," she admitted. "Most of the people in this place treat her like garbage and the moment she starts to take her life into her own hands, her family acts like she's some little kid who broke the rules. She's a grown woman and she deserves to have a say over her own happiness."

Kai groaned, rubbing his eyes and looking incredibly exhausted.

"Em, it's complicated."

"Are you planning on demystifying it for me?"

"Well, well. Look who's back." Both Em and Kai looked up with surprise. Standing on the other side of the bar, a frosty bottle of beer in each hand, was Lenaia. "I wasn't sure you were going to come back to be honest." She gave a curt nod to Kai and put the bottles down, glancing around. "May's not here, is she?"

"No," Em shifted, plucking at the label on her beer. "She's at home. It's just us tonight."

"Good," Lenaia replied. "It's probably for the best."

Em and Kai exchanged a puzzled look.

"Why's that?" Kai asked.

Casting a quick look over her shoulder, Lenaia chewed on her lip and leaned over the bar.

"Kane's here tonight," she murmured, pretending she was wiping up a spill. "Over by the back door with one of his goony friends."

As subtly as she could, Em stretched and scanned the restaurant. Sure enough, Kane was hunched at a table on the other side of the room with a friend that dwarfed him in size. Her efforts were wasted though – when her eyes landed on Kane she was startled to find he was already glaring directly at her. She looked away, but even in that quick glance she could see hints of the damage she had done to his face.

"Don't worry," Lenaia assured her, catching the worry in Em's features. "He won't cause a scene in here. But I'd watch my back if I were you. He's still pissed."

"Just my fucking luck," Em groaned as Lenaia hustled away to take care of another customer. Kai gave her a sympathetic look.

"Personally, I'm glad you let him have it," he said.

She grimaced. "Yeah, just add it to my growing list of accomplishments," she replied. With a heavy hand she threw back a long swig of her beer. "Anyway, you were about to explain the intricate mysteries of your family dynamic."

Kai nodded, sipping at his beer with a far off look in his eye.

"Has May ever told you anything about her parents? Her biological parents, I mean."

The question brought Em back to that first night. Her and May and a bottle of wine on the couch. Her heart clenched at the memory.

"Just a bit," she said. "Something about them visiting the island and becoming friends with your parents. They were in some kind of trouble and didn't want to drag May into it."

Kai scoffed under his breath. "I'll say."

Em raised her eyebrows quizzically. 

"Did she tell you about the group of mainlanders that ransacked Hoku?" Kai asked.

"They were looking for something, weren't they?"

Frowning, Kai looked over at her. "Yeah, they were looking for May's parents." 

Em nearly choked on her beer, coughing on her most recent sip.

"Why? What did they do?"

Kai shrugged. "Don't know, but it must have been bad. They were messed up with some pretty dangerous people."

Em pursed her lips; she knew what that was like.

"But May's mom was pregnant and wanted to keep the baby safe," Kai continued. "Ma and Pa helped keep them both hidden until May was born and took her in. You can probably imagine how much that pissed people around here off. Those strangers did a lot of harm. For people who remember, May is just a reminder of a really awful time. And for the rest of us..." he smiled sadly. "Well, hate's an easy thing to learn second hand."

Sitting back in her seat, Em crossed her arms and exhaled. 

"Fuck," she muttered. Kai made a vague noise in agreement.

"My parents raised May like one of their own even when everyone else said they should have just handed her over too. They've literally spent her entire life trying to do right by her, and it hasn't been easy."

"No," Em said with a shake of her head. "I guess not."

Kai watched her stew for a minute, letting her mull over everything he had told her.

"It might not always look like it, but all any of us want is what's best for her," he said finally, his voice so quiet she almost didn't hear him. "Even if that turns out to be you."

Em started, turning to him in surprise. "Me?"

"Well, yeah," he said with a laugh. "I mean, you do love her, don't you?"

Kai's question hit Em like ice water to the face.

Love.
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Love.

There it was — the word that had been dancing in the periphery of Em's mind and threatening to throw itself over the edge of her tongue the moment she let her guard down. It was such an easy thing to say, like filler for pauses in conversations. She didn't want to say it–to even entertain the idea–unless she was absolutely sure. She didn't want to waste it or say something she couldn't take back just because it was what people had a tendency to do when they got close to each other.

And yet...

Em thought about May, she thought about the word. She thought of the two together and felt her stomach flutter and heart pound.

Who was she kidding?

"Well?" Kai asked, leaning in closer.

"Well what?" Lenaia swept back over to their section of the bar. "What did I miss?"

"I asked Em if she loves my sister," Kai told her. His words sounded one part jovial and another part threatening; what are your intentions with my sister, overprotective sibling style.

"Ooh, excellent question!" Lenaia chirped, planting her elbows on the bar and cradling her chin on the backs of her laced fingers. "What's the verdict?"

Em groaned and buried her head in her arms. "This is not a conversation I want to be having with either of you."

She peeked up to find them both watching her expectantly. Nerves flared, heat racing up her neck like a volcano threatening to erupt. Before she could think better of it, she did exactly that.

"Oh, for fucks sake!" she cried in defeat. "Yes, okay? Yes, I'm crazy about her. Are you happy?"

Lenaia let out a squeal.

"I knew it! I fucking knew it!" She leaned over the bar and gave a smiling Kai a high-five.

"I knew it too," he said. "But you know who really deserves to hear it?"

"Stop," Em snapped.

"Drinks are on me if you go tell her right now," Lenaia was all but trembling with excitement. Em balked at her and Kai laughed.

"Seriously, you two," Em frowned. "This isn't a game, stop making it weird."

"You're right," Kai agreed, slapping her hard on the back. She fumbled to keep a grip on the bottle in her hand. "It's not a game. So if that's how you feel, you should really tell her. Especially after everything that's happened lately."

He slid off his stool and palmed some bills onto the bar with a "thanks anyway" to Lenaia and made for the door. Grumbling, Em shot a disgruntled look at Lenaia, who grinned and flashed her a pair of thumbs-up in reply. It was only as she was about to push out the door after Kai that Em paused and looked back. She glanced past the bar to the table in the back and found it empty. Kane and his friend had left.

Even without his venomous glare, Em still shuddered.

"Do you want a ride back?" Kai asked, hitching his thumb over his shoulder in the direction of his parents' house. "Your bag is still in my van."

Em shook her head. "I think I'll walk. It'll give me some time to get my thoughts in order."

"Fair enough," Kai conceded. "I'll give you a head start and drop off the bag in a little bit."

With a wave, Em made her way to the beach and followed the shore back toward May's treehouse. Night had fallen now but Em still waited until town had faded behind her before taking flight. Yes, she needed to think but she also needed to burn off the tension of the day.

She never tired of the exhilarating rush that came from being airborne. With a little concentration she was able to push back on the atmosphere around her as if it were water, bobbing into the air like an untethered balloon. She took a deep breath and let the energies of the world around her wash over her skin and ricochet in and out of her lungs. With a kick she launched herself forward like the exaggerated leap of an astronaut in space; gravity nothing more than a cautious suggestion.

The sheer effort it took to hover and move through the air was almost enough to clear Em's mind, but it would take much more than that to drown out the thoughts screaming for her attention.

Of course she loved May. It was stupid and proud of her to pretend otherwise.

But if she loved her, was it really fair to ask her to come away with her? To leave her family and everything she had ever known behind?

Em dipped low and skimmed along the surface of the ocean, letting her fingers drag across the water. She played with the things Kai had told her, with the excitement in May's eyes when she had defended the mainland to her parents, and the way it had felt when they had decided to be an 'us'.

Her hand tweaked at a weird angle, sending ocean spray straight into her face. The sensation reminded her of that night at the beach, she and May drunkenly splashing around until at last they had given into the strain of staying apart.

Even then she had known.

Em laughed, a quiet chuckle at first that built into a roaring, happy sound from deep in her gut.

She loved May. She didn't want to deny it. With a pounding heart and a wide grin she pushed off again, jettisoning herself fast in the direction of home. Her mind was made up: she was going to tell May. As for whatever happened next, Em felt certain they could figure it out together.

The treehouse came into view. Yellow lamplight spilled from the windows of the sliding door and out across the sand. Em squinted; she was certain she could make out a large shadow on the ground beneath the deck.

It was a car. Not one she recognized either.

Quietly she lowered herself to the ground far enough into the foliage that her natural glow would be obscured and crept through the shadows until she could peer around the base of the tree. There was someone in the driver's seat, the silhouette of a broad-shouldered man anxiously tapping on the steering wheel. Every few seconds he'd glance up at the house or out the back window as if he were waiting for something.

As if he was keeping watch.

He leaned over the passenger seat to get a better view and the light lit his features just enough for Em to recognize him as Kane's friend from the bar. 

She gasped just as May's scream cut through the night.
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Chapter Fifty-Three
[Content Warning: Strong language, violence]

Em's terror at the sound of May's scream was instant and visceral. 

With her heart threatening to tear from her chest, she didn't pause to consider her cover; she launched into the air and onto the deck with a speed that would have winded her if not for the pulse of adrenaline urging her on. Through the locked–why the fuck did they lock it?–sliding door she could see May struggling and flailing against Kane, his hands grabbing at her waist from behind.

"Get back here!" he yelled, tugging and pulling at her. "I was fucking talking to you, bitch!"

"May!" Em cried, wrenching on the door handle again and again. 

Electricity shot down her arms, arcing over her flesh in cracks of blue lightening. With every ounce of strength she could summon she pulled again, struggling against the latching until the entire frame gave way.

At the exact same moment, May managed to compartmentalize her fear and focus. With unapologetic force she brought her foot down on the inside of Kane's ankle. He howled, buckling under the pain. Without skipping a beat, May took advantage of his distraction and forced her elbow back, catching him sharply in the gut. It was just enough damage for her to pull free from his clinging grasp. May rounded on Kane with a fury she had never known. She pulled back her fist and drove it forward into his jaw, using her shoulder for force just like Em had taught her.

"I said leave me ALONE," May shouted as Kane fell to his knees, dizzy from the unexpected assault.

She looked ready to go back for more when the sound of the sliding door being torn from its latch distracted her.

"Em," she gasped, cradling her throbbing hand.  

The moment seemed to hang between them. There was a part of Em's mind that screamed at her to go to May, to hold her and make sure she was okay. She was so proud of her and she wanted her to know that.

But her eyes fell on Kane who was trying to get to his feet.

Every little impulse she had fought to keep in check since the first moment she laid eyes on him surged. Never had she hated someone as much as she did right now, and it had been a very long time since she had wanted to hurt someone this badly.

Em's usual dream-like glow grew eerie and nightmarish. May staggered back, a gasp caught in her throat as she watched the whites of Em's eyes darkened, amplifying the intensity of that sharp blue May had come to love and seek out for comfort. The air swirled around them like a storm, sending Em's hair flying and twisting in every direction.

She screamed; a furious animal noise that did not seem as though it could have possibly come from her. She pulled her arm back like she was tugging sharply on an invisible rope and, as if Kane's ankle was tied to the end of it, he slid across the floor to her feet. His face was wild with terror, eyes wide and afraid.

Em clenched a fist, thrusting it into the air. Kane followed, dangling before her like a puppet with tangled strings.

"If you ever, ever lay another hand on her - if you so much as look at her the wrong way – I will kill you. Do you understand, you miserable piece of shit?"

"Yes," Kane sobbed. "Yes, I swear."

It may have been the answer she was looking for, but Em wasn't satisfied. She hated everything about him – the look on his terrified face, the catch in his voice as he cried. His answer rang in Em's ears but all she could see was the memory of his hands on May, playing like a video on repeat in her mind. There wasn't a place inside of her that rage did not touch.

Em twisted and swung her arm back with a furious cry. Kane's body was ripped through the air, out the still-open sliding door and over the railings, plummeting to the sand below.

There were screams – from May, from Kane, and from other voices down on the beach below. Em flew out after her victim, hovering over where his crumpled body lay in a twisted heap. His legs stuck out at sickening angles; telling signs of the damage done.

"Get me out of here!" he howled to his bumbling friend who scrambled across the sand without tearing his gaping face away from Em. Kane reached out and let him drag his mangled body back to the car, so desperate to escape that he didn't care about the pain it caused. The car raced away, spraying sand as it swung around in the direction of town.

Em collapsed to her knees just as May reached the ground. Her angry glow faded, the air settling until all seemed almost normal. In stunned silence, May inched toward Em, lowering to her knees just out of arm's reach.

"Em?" she whispered. 

When Em looked up, the darkness in her eyes had cleared. She panted, tears streaming down her anguished face.

"I'm so sorry," she wept. "I never wanted you to see me like that. I was just so angry. Did he hurt you?"

She reached a tentative hand out to May, her eyes pleading.

May hesitated, searching Em's face as though she was seeing her for the first time. What she had just witnessed was... horrifying. But all trace of the nightmare born of Em's anger had vanished and she was left with the woman she knew.

"Is it still you?" she asked.

Em nodded frantically. "I promise."

May raised a hand and reached slowly to take the one Em offered her.

"May!" a voice cried out, startling them both. "No!"
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Chapter Fifty-Four
Em and May looked across the beach to find Kai and their parents standing by his van, shock and horror written all over their faces. Theirs had been the other voices that cried out at the sight of Kane being thrown from the treehouse. Em's heart fell at the sight of her pack, the strap clutched in Kai's white-knuckled fist. She had completely forgotten.

"Get away from her!" May's mother cried, stumbling across the sand to her daughter.

"Wait!" Em gasped, reaching out just as she pulled May to her feet and away.

"Are you alright?" May's mother fussed, brushing May's hair from her face and looking for any sign of trauma. "Did she hurt you?"

May tried to pull away. "Mama, no. She was trying to protect me."

Her father rushed over and planted himself between his family and Em who was shakily trying to stand.

"What are you?" Kai asked, awestruck.

Before Em could answer a blinding flash struck the sand between them, floating light forming a glowing silhouette. The moment their feet hit the ground, the Star made straight for Em, scattering residual starlight like glitter caught in the wind.

"Emanthy, what happened?" they asked, pulling her off the ground and into a tight embrace. "Are you hurt?"

Em buried her face in Welkin's cloak and shook her head, clinging to them.

"I'm sorry!" she wailed, voice muffled. "I couldn't stop myself."

A look of fear–so brief and minute–flashed across Welkin's face. They held Em close and still, careful not to let her see.

"What did you do, Emanthy?"

"I hurt him." Her words were quiet and ashamed. "Kane. He went after May and I lost control and I..." she dissolved into a fresh wave of tears.

Welkin's golden eyes flicked upwards, toward the night sky. They said nothing, but they didn't have to; the distraught look said everything. There was trouble churning somewhere up above.

"I should have known," May's mother growled. Everyone turned to her in surprise, save for Welkin who only looked at her with resignation. "I knew there was something wrong with that girl the moment I laid eyes on her. I should have known she had something to do with your kind."

"Does a promise not mean anything to you?" Her husband shouted, brandishing his finger in Welkin's direction like a weapon. "You aren't supposed to be here!"

"I know," Welkin admitted, holding a hand out like a peace offering. "But, please understand – she is my daughter and she is in danger. I needed a place where she could be safe. What better place than one without magic?"

There was an exchange of puzzled glances between May's parents before her father found his voice and shot back. "You put our family–our entire island–at risk to save your kin? How very considerate of you."

Welkin cringed with guilt.

"How does a Star come to have a daughter anyway?" May's mother balked, suspicious for certain but with a hint of genuine curiosity.

May gaped, staring at her parents with her mouth hanging with shock.

"What is going on?" May demanded, looking between her parents and the Star. "How do you know each other? And how do you two know about the Stars?"

Her mother pulled her in closer and glared at Welkin dangerously.

"You need to leave," she said. "Both of you. Now."

"Wait," Em gasped, snapping out of her pitiful daze. "I can't leave."

She tried to step forward, reaching out for May but Welkin held her back.

"She's right, Emanthy," Welkin said, their voice tight with regret. "I'm sorry but we have to go."

May was gripped with panic, her breath hitching at the realization of what Welkin was saying.

"No." She struggled against her mother's grip. "Wait, no you can't-"

A sound at a pitch so high it was barely audible split the sky. While May and her family glanced around for the source, Em and Welkin gasped and flinched, both looking fearfully up at the sky. May was reminded of the night she had found Em 'listening' to the Stars and realized that there was something the two were hearing that the rest of them weren't privy to.

"I'm truly sorry, girls," Welkin agonized. Usually so dauntless, it was uncharacteristic for the Star to show so much desperate emotion. May couldn't help but be disturbed by it. "But we're out of time. We'll figure something out, Emanthy but for now we need to go!"

May met Em's frantic gaze, certain that their hearts were racing in tandem. With a quick and violent pull, Em rushed forward and out of Welkin's grasp. May followed her lead, wrenching herself away from her mother's fingers and stumbling toward Em.

The met in the middle and clung to one another as though their lives depended on never letting go.

"Don't go," May gasped, wrapping her arms around Em. The fear of what she had witnessed minutes ago, the troubling question of whether she could dare leave the island again - it had all faded like a dream in the first blinking moments of wakefulness. All May knew now was that she was in danger of losing Em for reasons she didn't even completely understand, and that was all she needed to realize exactly what she wanted.

It took great effort for Em to pry May back far enough to look her in the eye. They each held their breath, searching for the right thing to say among so many things still left unsaid.

"You can't go," May sobbed, tears obscuring her vision. "We're us."

A soft and devastated sound escaped Em's throat. Unable to speak, she pressed her lips to May's and kissed her.

All around them a brightness encroached. When it touched Em, she began to glow. Her light grew steadily and she became weightless in May's arms, tugged slowly backwards gently by an invisible force.

Welkin was nothing more than a glowing mass rising above the beach, their essence pulling Em up to join them.

"Em, no!" May cried, her grasp on Em giving way. "Please!"

Everything was so bright. Em opened her mouth, began to call something out to May when suddenly the world was engulfed in a blinding whiteness.

When night returned to the beach, May and her family stood stunned and alone.

Em and Welkin were gone.
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Chapter Fifty-Five
[Content Warning: Strong language]

May wasn't sure how she came to find herself sitting on her couch. She also wasn't sure she cared.

She didn't feel much of anything. Every inch of her was numb, her nerves frayed past the point of being useful.

Her parents and brother hovered around, their voices buzzing like static. She found herself wishing they would leave, although she wasn't sure why.

"Maybe?" Her mother crouched before her, speaking gently. "Sweetheart, are you listening?"

No, she wasn't listening. Whatever they had been talking about fell into the gaping emptiness inside of her.

"I know it doesn't feel like it right now but this is for the best." Another gentle voice; her father's. The weight of him easing down onto the couch beside her. She moved her head, swaying it vaguely somewhere between a shake and a nod.

"You two need to tell us what the hell just happened." The severity in Kai's voice was what truly brought May back to the present. Slowly, she looked up to where he stood by the door, arms crossed and his expression stern.

Their mother sighed, casting an uneasy glance back at May's vacant expression.

"Kai, I don't think now's the best time–"

"Now's the perfect time," Kai interrupted. He turned to his sister. "You too. What the fuck is going on?"

Oh, thought May. Right. I remember now...

Em was gone.

She inhaled sharply, as if she was suddenly coming back to life after dancing near death. Reality stung.

"Is it true, May?" her mother asked, placing a hand gently on her daughter's knee. "Is Em the Star's daughter?"

May looked at her mother, watching her silently for a moment. It was still so foreign to hear her speak of the Stars at all, let alone with so much familiarity. She nodded slowly and looked away.

"It's a long story."

"Can someone please explain what you're both talking about?" Kai griped as he began to pace. "What do you mean by Stars?"

Their mother licked her lips, staying her patience.

"You know what we're talking about, Kai," she replied. "You've heard the legends."

"About the cosmic forces that map out the destinies of every life on Earth?" he snarked. "Sure."

He was scoffing; he thought they were being facetious and threw it right back at them. But his parents gave him the same look they had been giving him his whole life – the one that told him enough was enough.

"You can't be serious," he laughed, but not like he meant it; like he needed someone to let him in on the joke. When no one did, his face fell. He looked to his sister. "Maybe?"

She shrugged. The last thing she felt like doing at that moment was having this conversation. "You were there tonight, Kai. How else are you going to explain what you saw?"

"How long have you known, May?" asked her father.

May's eyes flickered up to his. She was struck by the peculiar notion that suddenly she didn't care whether or not he was proud of her anymore.

"A long time," she answered. She watched the surprise flicker across her father's face, heard her mother's sharp inhale. May touched the tips of her fingers to her lips and recalled the way Em's had felt pressed up against them. Desperate and soft; a perfect fit on May's mouth.

She closed her eyes against rising tears, not wanting to believe that frantic moment on the beach might have been the last kiss they'd have between them.

"You chased them away," she said, voice low and words slow. She didn't want to crumble in front of them. "You made her leave."

The hitch in her throat betrayed her anyway.

"Darling, you don't understand." Her mother pulled herself from her knees and settled close beside her daughter. She took May's hands in her own and held them tight against her heart. "We were keeping you safe."

Anger flared through the sadness and May tried to pull her hands out of her mother's grip.

"Em isn't dangerous," she snapped, tears beginning to fall. "You don't know her like I do, she wouldn't do anything-"

"The Stars are dangerous, May," her father cut in.

"They're not."

"They are for you."

At this, May started. "What is that supposed to mean?"

She looked to Kai but he looked just as suspicious as she felt.

Their mother sighed and looked to her husband in defeat. "We have spent your entire life trying to keep you away from all that."

"Away from what?" A hint of fear trembled inside of May. She was on the precipice of something, this much she knew.

Her father rubbed his face with his palm, looking uneasy.

"You've both heard the stories of the mainlanders who ravaged the island all those years ago," he said, almost pleadingly as though begging for his children to understand. Kai tensed, his eyes flicking quickly to May and then away. "They were looking for your parents, May."

She froze. "Why?"

"We've not sure, sweetheart," her mother replied, running her fingers lovingly through May's hair the way she had when she was just a girl. "We never knew for certain – they didn't want us know, said it would keep us all safer in the long run. All we knew for sure was it had something to do with the Stars."

"And they wanted to make sure nothing happened to you," her father continued. He sat on the edge of the low coffee table so he could look May in the eye. "It was very, very important to them. They begged us to keep you safe when you were born, and we -" he took her face in his hands gently and smiled "- we were happy to."

May couldn't meet his soft, paternal gaze. She searched her mind ardently, trying to piece together what her parents were saying. Em's voice telling her the story of how the Loyals had hunted down and destroyed any trace of stolen wishes made on the fallen star.

She gasped, the only truth that made sense hanging over her like a ghost.

"I'm a Wish."
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Chapter Fifty-Six
"A what?" Kai asked. He sounded scared.

"A Wish!" May turned to her mother. " Am I a Wish?"

Her mother looked to her husband again and frowned with confusion. "Sweetheart, I don't know what that means."

May shook her head in frustration. "A Wish. You know, people who were born when their parents wished for it on the missing wishing star?"

"May, we told you – they didn't give us much to go on." Her father kept his tone soothing. "And we believed them when they said not knowing would keep us safe. We don't even know who was after them or what happened after they took them. All we know was that the Stars followed suit and, when they did, we told them to leave and never return. They promised to never let anything like that happen here again."

Out of the corner of her eye, May saw her mother press a hand to her mouth and turn her face away. She saw the way her eyes glistened.

May exhaled and sat back. Her mind was reaching in so many different directions at the same time and, through it all, the ache in her heart still refused to be ignored. All she wanted was Em - to tell her what she had learned and know what she thought of it all.

"Em was just trying to stay safe too." May gazed up at the ceiling and imagined the tapestry of stars laid out just beyond it. "You just told her leave without even giving her a chance. And..." her heart clenched. "She did. She left."

She was supposed to stay. We can't be an 'us' when she's not here.

Her mother draped a careful arm over her daughter's shoulder.

"I know it must be hard to understand right now, May," she tried to reason. "But it's for the best that's she's gone."

"What?" May cried, pulling herself out from in between her parents to stand before them; furious. "No, it's not. I don't care what you think you know about her or the Stars but you are wrong. Em is wonderful and she was so good to me. I..." Tears burned her eyes, falling freely. "I love her. I love her so much."

The only sound in the room was May's weeping. She sobbed and shook, indifferent to what her family must have thought of her in that moment; that heartbeat in the night.

A pair of arms–her father's–encircled her.

"I'm sorry, Maybe," he told her. "I'm sorry this has happened to you again."

May pulled back and looked at her father through tear-reddened eyes. "Again?"

He shifted uneasily.

"I'm sorry that someone you... care about has disappointed you."

It felt like someone punched her right in the stomach. He didn't have to say it, her name haunted the room like a spectre; Mila.

"No," Kai stepped up. He had been so quiet May had almost forgotten he was there. "This is nothing like Mila." There was almost something forbidden about saying that name out loud, and by defying it Kai seemed to break the spell. "This is completely different."

May let out a sad, pathetic laugh. She was already starting to have her doubts.

"How?" She asked.

Kai frowned. "Because unlike Mila, Em loves you back."

She whirled to face him. "What?"

"You've got to be kidding me," her brother groaned, incredulous. "She didn't tell you?"

May didn't respond., Her brain wasn't doing what it was supposed to and she wasn't sure how to fix it. Kai shook her head.

"That brat," he muttered and turned toward the door. "Okay, come on. We've got to go."

"Go where?" his mother cried, shooting up from the couch.

Kai paused and looked back at them with a blank look.

"I haven't gotten that far yet," he admitted and pointed at his sister. "But you love her and she loves you and I refuse to sit here and watch you spend another how many years being broken-hearted and miserable when you could have just been happy instead."

Heart swelling, May looked at her brother in disbelief. Without realizing it, a smile began to creep across her face.

"Kai, it is too dangerous for her out there!" their mother protested.

"Ma, it's her life," he replied. "You did what you promised and you kept her safe all this time. Let her figure out the rest." He looked May straight in the eye, holding her gaze with such intensity  she forgot to breath. "What do you want to do, Maybe?"

Like a shot of electricity to her heart, May felt shocked back to life. Her body was alight with complete and undeniable purpose. She turned to her parents and clutched their hands tightly.

"You need to know that I love you both. But he's right."

May was both excited and breathless.

"I have to go find Em."
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Chapter Fifty-Seven
[Content Warning: Strong language]

Kai's van shook as it raced along Hoku's central road. The old junker was unaccustomed to these kinds of speeds. May placed a hand on the dashboard, willing it to keep it together at least long enough to deliver them safely to the north shore.

She had no idea where Em and Welkin would have gone, so she fell back on the only path she knew.

"I'll get a ticket to Mondova and figure out how to get back to Tenna," she explained to her brother while he concentrated on the dark road, gripping the steering wheel. "Dom might have an idea of where to look."

"This is the guy you worked with in the mountains?" he asked.

"Yeah, the forest spirit."

"Right, right."

Along the way May had done her best to tell Kai everything, right from the beginning when she first learned Em's truth for herself. The pale, anxious look on his face told her he was having a hard time with it all but she loved him for trying.

"You're going to be safe out there, right?" He stole nervous glances her way. "These Loyal people, what's going to happen if they find you?"

"They aren't even looking for me," she assured him. "It's Em they're after now. I mean, at least I think so."

"And what about when you find her? If they're looking for her they might find you too and then what? Guilty by association?"

May knew he was making a point–a good one, at that–but she was hung up on the part about finding Em. A flurry of hope rose inside of her and she smiled in spite of herself.

"I'm serious, Maybe!" her brother balked at the sight of her sly grin. "I won't be able to live with myself if–FUCK."

Kai hit the brakes, jerking the wheel violently. The van skidded sideways before lurching to a stop. May didn't even realize she screaming until she ran out of breath.

"What are you doing?" She cried, clutching at her chest.

"Look!" He pointed out May's window to the centre of the road in the direction they had been travelling.

Even in the darkness, Welkin seemed to glitter. Like an apparition, their brilliance sparked to life as they stepped into the crescent of light from the van's headlights. The Star stopped there, stark shadows contouring the features of their beautiful, heartbroken face.

May's heart was in her throat as she fumbled with her seatbelt and spilled out the door. Behind her, Kai called out but she was only thinking of one thing.

She paused just arm's reach before Welkin.

"Where is she?" May demanded. She couldn't tell if she was relieved or furious at the sight of the Star's face.

Welkin gazed into the woods just off the roadside, their eyes heavy with sadness.

"Welkin!" May shouted now. "Where is Em?"

"She's safe," Welkin responded, voice uneven. "For now at least."

"I need to go her," May said.

"I know."

"Are you here to stop me?"

Welkin closed their eyes. Their grief was so raw that May wondered for the first time if it was possible for a Star to shed tears.

"No, May. I'm not here to stop you. There may not be much that I've done right, but I know I wasn't wrong about the two of you."

May bit her lip. "Then tell me how to find her, please."

"I came to apologize." Welkin carried on as if they hadn't heard a word. Perhaps they hadn't; they seemed so lost in emotion it was hard to tell how aware the Star really was. "For everything. It seems all I've done is meddle and now..." they forced a sad smile. "Well, now look where it's gotten us."

"I don't understand," May crept closer. She wondered if Welkin needed help. She reached out a hand. "Meddled how?"

"I just want her to be safe; to be happy." Again they ignored her. "She never should have existed and she certainly wasn't supposed to get a second chance. But I couldn't leave well enough alone."

The Star placed a slender hand at the centre of their chest and closed their eyes. "My kind don't understand the foolishness that comes with falling."

"Falling?" May ventured. By now Kai had worked up the courage to come and stand at her side. He stared up at Welkin in open-mouthed wonder.

"Before you go, I need you to understand what you're risking by chasing after my daughter," Welkin's golden eyes were open again and staring May down with a crushing intensity. "If you leave this island now your life will never be the same."

May took a deep breath. "I know."

Yes, she knew. From the moment she had first looked into Em's diamond eyes, she had known.

"Are you ready?"

"I am."

"Good."

A flash.

The sky filled with light, a powerful force of air pushing down and swirling around the three of them as they gaped around for the source of the commotion. Descending from the sky were two bodies of light. Formless as they were, May knew they had to be other Stars.

Welkin turned, eyes wide and cloak billowing.

"Go!" they cried. "Right now. Find her and tell her I'm sorry. Keep each other safe."

May gaped with an unnamed terror.

"But–"

"Now, May!"

Kai's hand enclosed around her wrist. He dragged her back to the still-running van, heaving her into the passenger seat and slamming the door before she had time to react. He dashed to his side and leapt in, slamming the gas pedal to the floor. The van squeal passed Welkin so fast all May saw was a golden blur through her window.

Frantically she rolled it down and hung out over the pane just in time to see the Star devoured in a wall of blinding light.
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Chapter Fifty-Eight
[Content Warning: Strong language]

There was a great deal of yelling in the van.

"What the fuck was that?" Kai yelped, barely managing to keep the steering wheel steady in his white-knuckled grip. "What just happened back there?"

"I don't know!" May agonized. Her whole body vibrated anxiously. "I think those were other Stars but..."

But she didn't know what more to say, so she said nothing.

The rest of the drive to the north shore was quiet and tense. Kai checked the rearview mirror obsessively as he drove. May wanted to tell him to stop, that the Stars they had witnessed weren't going to come after them like they were in some high speed pursuit. But the truth was she didn't know that for sure either.

As the docks rolled into view, there was a palpable sense of relief from both of them.

Kai parked the van and ran his hands through his hair. "Holy shit, we made it." He looked straight-faced at May. "I think this has been the longest day of my life."

"Tell me about it," she grumbled, opening the door and peering around before sliding out.

It was late now and she knew she'd have to wait until morning to purchase a ticket. Her heart sank – every minute on the island marked an unknowable expanse in the distance between her and Em. But what other choice did she have? Kai kept close by her side as they walked to the shipping office while May scrounged through the bills she had on hand, double and triple checking that she had enough.

"As long as the price hasn't changed in the last couple of weeks I should be fine," she confirmed, tucking the cash safely away. Kai was busy reading a board that listed the fares and schedules for various destinations and didn't answer right away.

"Uh, Maybe?" He said at last, pointing up to where Mondova was listed with a grimace. "We've got a problem."

She looked up to where he pointed and almost burst into tears. With the last 24 hours feeling more like days, she had forgotten that she and Em had only just arrived back on Hoku that morning. She had also forgotten the ship to the mainland only stopped on the north shore a couple of times each week. It would be three days before she would be able to leave.

"I..." May looked around helplessly. "I guess I'll have to figure something else out. I'm sure I can find a place to stay until then." Another wave of misery washed over her as her mind went to Em's tent, only to remember that it hadn't been among the things she grabbed during their hasty departure from Tenna.

"Don't be dumb, May," Kai scolded, putting an arm over her shoulder and steering her back towards the van. "I'm not going to leave you up here on your own. We can sleep in the van and figure everything out in the morning. I'll even let you have the back seat, I don't mind crashing in the driver's seat. Wouldn't be the first time."

May stopped, lip quivering, and looked up at her brother through glassy eyes.

"Oh no," he said, taking a step back. "Don't you start that now."

But how could she not? The tears came fast and without shame. She threw her arms around him and sobbed into his shoulder. Kai sighed and hugged her back.

"You've done so much for me," she blubbered. "I don't know what I did to deserve all this but thank you. Thank you so much."

"You're family, Maybe," he replied, smiling down at her. "And I told you I've always got your back."

They left the van windows open a crack to let in the fresh air and the sound of waves breaking on the shore. May rummaged through the pack and found something for Kai to snack on and one of Em's sweatshirts for herself. While Kai ripped into the bag of trail mix, she pulled up the hood and breathed in the scent of Em that still lingered in the fibres. It was the closest thing she was going to get to feeling Em on her skin for a while and she savoured it.

Stretching out across the seats, May watched her brother as he ate, gazing absentmindedly out the window.

"Will you tell them I'm sorry?" she asked.

"Who?"

"Mama and Papa. Ora, Omi - will you tell them?"

"You have nothing to be sorry about, Maybe. You're just doing what you've got to do." Kai wriggled around in his seat until he was facing her as best he could. "It might take a bit of time but they'll figure it out. We all love you, this won't change that."

May pursed her lips and stared up at the ceiling, willing herself not to cry. She didn't trust herself to speak so she simply nodded instead.

Kai fell asleep easily enough, draped back across his reclined seat as though it were a hammock. May wasn't sure how long she lay there, eyes closed, listening to her brother's peaceful breathing and yet completely awake. She couldn't get her mind to stop running through everything - the day, what she hadn't said, and the journey ahead of her – long enough for sleep to catch up to her.

The night was old when she finally decided to give up. Moving quietly, she crept from the van and closed the door gently behind her. For the first time she was glad Kai had ignored her nagging to replace the burnt out interior light. With no real destination in mind she wandered to the water, making her way down the shoreline and away from the docks until she found a relatively secluded spot to sit and think.

She watched the water lap a few paces from where she dug her toes into the sand. Her eyes followed the tide backwards out to the ocean and horizon. How much time had she spent staring out across this vast expanse, wondering what lay beyond? All of the great and adventurous stories she had imagined for her nephew's benefit paled in comparison to what she was about to do. For all of the times she had wondered if she would ever be brave enough to seek an adventure of her own, now she was doubtless. This was something she had to do.

The sky was pristine and clear. Even with the lights of town behind her, May could still see countless winking stars spilled across the heavens. To look at them made her uneasy, for she knew them now to be as dangerous as they were beautiful. There was so much about the Stars–their world and their rules–that was still a mystery to her. She wasn't too proud to admit she was in over her head but at the same time, she wasn't afraid; whatever she found herself up against now had to be worth it. She could feel it.

A sound of splashing in the water caught her attention. May squinted through the darkness, trying to see what was thrashing about in the surf. She heard gasping breaths in the night. Though sparse, what little light there was available glinted off what May realized was wet and shining alabaster skin.

Her heart leapt to her throat.

It was her.

It was Em.
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Chapter Fifty-Nine
[Content Warning: Strong language]

"Em?" May called incredulously, scrambling to her feet. "Em!"

Chest deep in the water, the figure turned. 

Yes, it was her.

Em's face, twisted with anguish, fell as she froze. Motionless, she let the waves nudge her closer to shore. Time came to a standstill as they gazed at one another in disbelief. 

Em let out an elated cry. She pushed forward, spreading her arms so that the water before her parted into a clear path. Her bare feet slapped against the sandy sea floor as she ran back to the beach. Soaring across the last few strides, Em caught May in her arms and whirled her around joyously.

"You came!" she crowed, crushing herself into May with unbridled joy.

May was soaked and breathless and yet it was the single greatest embrace she had ever experienced.

"What are you doing here?" She pulled back so she could look Em in the face. She could hardly believe she was really there. "I thought you'd be long gone by now!"

Em took May's face in her hands, scanning her features as though memorizing every freckle and contour.

"Welkin didn't want me going to back to Omea so I begged them to let me at least wait here until morning. It was a long shot but I thought, just maybe, you'd come. But morning was getting close and I was having a hard time keeping it together, so..." Em gestured back to the ocean, looking somewhat ashamed.

"Oh, Emmy," May breathed, feeling guilty. "I'm sorry."

"What for?" Em replied with an incredulous laugh. "I'm the one who should be sorry. I told you I wanted to give us a shot and then I just left you-"

May silenced her with a deep kiss. She didn't care about apologies right now. 

Breaking away, the last thing she wanted to do was stop but she needed to see Em's eyes.

"Em, I Iove you," she said. Her words rang clear and steady. "I should have told you and I couldn't stand knowing that I let you leave without saying it."

Under her hands, Em begin to tremble. 

"Fuck," she whispered, her voice catching. "I wanted to say it first."

It was May's turn to laugh. "Yeah, I think Kai has words for you about that."

"Ah, shit," Em mumbled before pressing another kiss–harder, more desperate–against May's lips. "I love you. Holy fuck, I love you so much."

Just like the first time their lips met on the beach, the pair tangled themselves up in one another, savouring the warmth and security they found in the other's arms. A sense of calm spread through May like dye dripped into water and at last she started to feel whole again.

"May," Em whispered, burrowing her face into the crook of May's neck. "There's so much I needed to tell you. I was such a fucking coward, I should have just talked to you."

"It's alright," May insisted. "I overheard you and Welkin talking the other night and..." She sighed. "I was afraid to bring it up too."

Em leaned back, surveying her carefully.

"Welkin knew I wouldn't be able to stay on the island forever," she said quietly. "They knew I'd have to leave sooner or later. I wanted to ask you to come with me but I felt like that wouldn't be fair."

"Well, I'm here," May chuckled softly. "And you are not leaving without me."

A smile broke out across Em's face, even though her eyes looked sad. "It's a big decision, Maybe. It won't always be safe."

May shrugged. "I'll tell you the same thing I told Welkin – I don't care. We're an us. I don't want to do this without you. Besides, I think we might have more in common than either of us realized."

Em cocked her head. "What do you mean?"

May told her about her parents' confession – that her biological parents had been hunted for reasons related to the Stars and that their last desperate move had been to keep her hidden and safe.

"I think..." she hesitated. "I might be a Wish, Em."

For a moment, Em's gaze grew unfocused as she stared past May into nothing, the wheels of her mind turning.

"Of course!" she cried suddenly, slapping her forehead. "That makes so much sense!"

"It does?" May asked. A big part of her had assumed Em would find a logical way to discredit the theory - May really hadn't been expecting this reaction. "How do you figure?"

"Wishes are marked by gifts – unique talents that make them stand out." Em waved her hands animatedly as if it might help illustrate what she was saying. "Jeremy had a perfect eidetic memory. Connor was ridiculously strong. They're never markers that couldn't necessarily be explained away but are always just enough to draw attention. That's how Audrey and the others used to track down other Wishes."

May fidget awkwardly. "So, what would my gift be?"

Em gaped at her. "You're kidding, right? You instantly pick up new skills, learn things super fast. I can't believe I didn't figure this out myself!"

It was a perspective May hadn't considered. She had always learned things easily; it wasn't something that really stood out to her. But to think it might have had something to do with the Stars all along... May felt like she was going to have to sit down.

"We'll have to run it by Welkin. They'll be able to help us figure it out," Em said confidently.

May's stomach turned.

"When did you last see Welkin?" she asked.

"Just after we left your place." Em looked a bit uneasy. "They told me to wait here until morning and then took off. Why?"

With a heavy sigh, May laid her hands on Em's shoulders. "Welkin met Kai and I on the way up here. Before they could tell us very much these two lights came down from they sky. Welkin told us to go... Em, I think they might have been other Stars. I'm not sure what happened."

Em's face went blank. The news seemed to hit her hard.

"The lights were definitely Stars," she choked in a voice that was suddenly quite hoarse. "Welkin knew they were in trouble, I just didn't think..." She trailed off and brought herself down to sit in the sand.

May followed Em's lead and sat beside her. While Em stared numbly out across the ocean, May took her hand and traced her thumb across the back of it.

"Emmy?" she ventured gently. "Is there anything we can do to help them?"

It took a moment for Em to come back down to Earth. She closed her eyes, pinching the bridge of her nose and shook her head.

"I don't... no. No, I don't think so. The best thing either of us can do now is lay low and stay out of trouble."

May gave her hand a squeeze, kissing her cheek to reassure her. Em turned, her expression serious.

"Are you sure you want to do this, May?" she asked. Voicing the question looked like it hurt her. "Life out there... with me, it isn't going to be easy. I can't promise you safety and I just..." She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. "I don't want you to have any regrets."

With a soft smile, May leaned in and kissed her again. Her lips met Em's in a way that was slow and tender; the kind of kiss that said so much, overflowing with love without need for words. When she pulled away she rested her head on Em's shoulder, the two of them hushed as the sun began to rise.

"Look, there. Do you see that?" May pointed out across the water to the space where the stars faded into the seemingly endless expanse of ocean before them.

Em squinted. If there was something out there, she didn't see it.

"What are you pointing at?" she asked. "The horizon?"

May grinned up at her.

"Exactly." she nestled close to Em's ear and whispered as though sharing a secret. 

"Where the sea and the sky meet - that's us. Let's find out where it goes."

***
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Chapter Sixty: Interlude
[Content Warning: Strong language]
It was the chill in the bed that woke Priva up. 
Groggy and bewildered, she glanced around the room and found it empty. The other side of the bed was still made up. She had spent the night alone.
"What now?" she grumbled, dragging herself out of bed. 
She pulled on a sweater and made her way down the hallway. The room Rue and Connor shared was empty too, soft morning light streaming in through the windows. Priva zoned out for a moment, watching the lazy dance of dust motes through the golden rays and listening to the sounds of life coming from the kitchen.
Downstairs she found the couple buzzing around preparing breakfast. Their bright-eyed toddler, Gaten, was already happily babbling away from his chair at the table.
"Oh, Priva!" Rue gasped, catching sight of her out of the corner of her eye. "I'm sorry, did we wake you up?"
"Nah," Priva said with a shake of her head. She could feel the bed-headed disarray of her kinky black hair as she moved - she must have looked as tired as she felt. "Have either of you seen Jeremy yet this morning?"
Rue and Connor exchanged a glance.
"No, why?" Connor asked slowly, poking at the eggs he was working on in his frying pan.
Priva frowned, knowing they were already thinking the same thing she was. "He didn't come to bed last night."
Connor sighed and pulled the pan off the burner. "Do you want me to check?"
"Don't worry about it," Priva waved him off. "I've got it."
With slightly more intent, she marched off toward the study - the misleadingly elegant name the friends had given to the basement den. Before she even reached the door, she knew her assumptions were correct. She pushed in without knocking, smothering her urge to barge in swinging.
"Please tell me you weren't down here all night," she huffed, arms crossed.
Jeremy peered up at her over the screen of his laptop. He sat on the floor, stacks of papers and notes strewn around him in every direction. If the chaos didn't give away his long hours spent in the study, the dark circles beneath his eyes.
"Why?" he asked. "What time is it?"
"Morning." Priva assumed her inflection would be dangerous enough she needn't explain why that was a problem. Still, this was Jeremy she was talking to.
"You have to see this," he told her, ignoring her comments altogether. Priva narrowed her eyes, glaring in a way that would make any normal person fear for their safety.
Behind her, footsteps padded down the stairs.
"Jeremy, is everything alri- ah, fuck. C'mon, dude. What are you doing?" Connor glanced around the room, surveying the mess in dismay.
"I've found something." Jeremy beckoned them over with obvious excitement. "Seriously, you guys have to come see this."
Priva rolled her eyes at Connor, who sighed.
"We've been over this," he said gently. "We're not doing this anymore."
"Independent aerial suspension and self-propelled flight," Jeremy barreled on as if Connor hadn't spoken. He waved a manila folder over his head before flicking it across the room. It skidded to a stop at Connor's feet. "Projected energy shielding and energy manipulation. Sound familiar?"
Connor raised an eyebrow and bent to collect the folder. While he flipped through its contents, Priva rubbed her temples.
"What are you getting at, J?"
Jeremy didn't answer. He watched Connor expectantly, his expression tense.
"You think it's a Wish?" Connor asked.
"When have we ever seen a Wish that can do all that?" Jeremy chided, looking as fed-up as Priva felt.
"Jeremy." Her voice was laced with caution. She didn't want to have to say it. After all this time she didn't think she'd have to. And yet, here they were, still having the same ridiculous conversation.
"This is different and you both know it," Jeremy snatched his notebook from beside him and jumped up from the floor. "According to reports she was spotted three days ago using all of these abilities in an attack somewhere in a remote mountain town."
"Who?" Connor held up a grainy printed photo of two women in matching uniforms - one petite with short waves of rose gold hair and the other icy-skinned with alarmingly blue eyes and silver hair. "One of these girls?"
Jeremy tapped the ghostly-looking woman earnestly. "Her."
"Does that look like Audrey to you?" Priva snapped. The air seemed to be sucked from the room as soon as she said it. She instantly regretted her tone but she was tired of this conspiratorial nonsense - the woman was dead.
"How else do you explain it?" Jeremy growled back.
Connor glanced between them anxiously. "Maybe she's another Starborn."
"Seriously?" Jeremy rounded on him. "You know the Stars would never allow another mess like that to happen again. Welkin would be dead. Or whatever the Star equivalent of dead is."
Priva bristled. "Well, it's certainly more plausible than–"
"Guys?" Rue's voice cut in from upstairs. Connor jerked, instinctively picking up on the lilt of concern in his partner's voice.
Together the three darted up to the main floor to find Rue peeking between the blinds of the front room, Gaten tucked protectively in her arms. 
"What's wrong, love?" Connor hurried to her side. He leaned forward to see what she was looking at. His blood ran cold.
"What is it?" Priva shifted uneasily from one foot to the other. It was clear something was very wrong.
Before either of them could answer there came a heavy pounding on the door. The four friends looked to one another, eyes wide and fearful.
"It's them," Connor murmured, striding over to the door.
"What?" Priva hissed, her skin prickling with apprehension.
"We're not due for a check-in," Jeremy whispered what they already knew. His eyes darted to the basement stairs and back again.
Another round of pounding shook the door. Gaten whimpered in his mother's arms.
Connor cleared his throat and turned the lock; it was against the rules not to answer it. On the stoop stood a veritable team of Loyal agents, including their regular liaison and, to everyone's surprise, Melanie. Rue and Priva shared a worried glance with one another. If the unscheduled visit wasn't cause enough for concern, Melanie's presence certainly was.
"Move," she barked, pushing passed Connor into the house. She still had her motorcycle helmet tucked beneath her arm.
"What's going on?" Jeremy demanded, more forcefully than any of the others would have dared.
Melanie turned on the spot and faced them all with an arresting air.
"There has been a development," she announced, her voice dripping with barely contained displeasure. "And you four are going to help us get to the bottom of it.
As subtly as possible, Connor met Jeremy's gaze.
Before resuming to give Melanie his undivided attention, his mind flitted to a thought that only moments ago he wouldn't have dared believe to be true.
Perhaps Jeremy had been onto something after all.
And if he was, it didn't bode well for them.
The rest of the Loyal contingent stormed inside, shutting out the rest of the world with a slam of the door.
No, this didn't bode well at all.
**********
–END OF BOOK ONE–
Ready for more? Read book two of the Starborn Series, The Wind and the Horizon!
 
***
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