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Chapter 1
 
 
I froze in the doorway to my mom’s hospital room. A tall woman with long auburn hair stood above my mom’s bed. The woman looked at me, smiled cruelly and twisted my mom’s neck before I had a second to comprehend what happened. The cracking sound rang through my ears almost louder than the flat noise coming from the machines, signaling my mom’s heart had stopped. 
What happened next was such a blur that I’m surprised I remember it at all. The woman with the auburn hair disappeared into a cloud of smoke that escaped into one of the nearby vents. I stood frozen until I heard the little voice inside my head telling me to get out before anyone came to check on my mom. She had warned me that if anything strange happened to her, I needed to flee as quickly as possible. 
I ran out of the hospital, rushing to my car and speeding out of the parking lot so quickly that the nurses were probably just now getting to my mom’s room. What they would find would be as much of a shock to them as it was to me. 
Two days ago my mom was in a car crash that left her in a coma. According to the doctors, she was improving and her chances of making a full recovery were good. I didn’t know how they would be able to explain that she died from a broken neck. 
I didn’t let my emotions catch up to me until I pulled into the driveway of my house a few minutes later and shut my car off. That’s when the hysterical crying started. I couldn’t breathe and the tears flowed out of my eyes so fast they made a wet spot on my shirt. I laid my head against the steering wheel and let my emotions run rampant.
I couldn’t believe what I had just witnessed, yet deep down, I had a feeling that it was going to happen. My mom and I had been on the run my entire life, never staying in the same area for more than a few months and never staying anywhere near busy cities, preferring the more secluded areas, like the countrysides in Nebraska, Kansas and Wyoming.
When I was old enough to start asking questions, my mom would always give me the vaguest answer: They’re after us. They’ll always be after us. She never explained who ‘they’ were or what they wanted.
A week ago on my eighteenth birthday, my mom gave me a key to wear around my neck. She told me that if there was a day when she wasn’t around that I would need it. The one thing she always brought with her, no matter where we went, was a small locked trunk. She never let me near it or explained what was inside but I knew that the key would open it.
My instincts were telling me that I needed to grab my mom’s trunk and get out of town. I could feel that something was coming for me but I felt no desire to drag myself out of my car.
My mom was dead. She was my only family and the only person I had ever been close to my entire life. Since we moved around so much, my mom home-schooled me. I never made any friends and I was barely allowed to talk to any of the neighbors we lived next to. My mom kept me closed off from most of the world and now I was completely alone. I didn’t even know if I had any other family, or if they would even know I existed.
The tears still streamed down my face when I took a few deep breaths and forced myself out of my car. The bad feeling in my gut got stronger and I knew I needed to hurry. My mom always told me to trust my gut, even if it meant leaving her behind.
I slowly walked up the steps to the front door, turned my key in the locked and saw something move out of the corner of my eye. My head shot in the direction of the movement, by a small group of trees that blocked us from our neighbors.
It was dark out and I couldn’t see anything in the shadows. My head started to ache and I knew the threat was getting closer.
I ran inside, shutting and locking the door behind me. I went to my room first, throwing some clothes in the backpack I always kept out and grabbing the few items I always kept with me. We didn’t have very many possessions. My mom knew we’d just have to leave most of our stuff behind every few months. The only items I always took were clothes and a few personal items. I wasn’t attached to anything else and could always buy new essentials. 
After I had all of my items in my backpack, I slung it over my shoulders and rushed to my mom’s room. She usually kept the trunk out of plain sight but there weren’t very many hiding places in our tiny house. I went straight to my mom’s closet, threw back the clothes she had hanging up and spotted the trunk tucked away in the corner.
I swallowed the lump in my throat, trying not to think about how my mom wouldn’t be with me when I left town this time. I tried not to think about doing this all alone. 
I knelt on the ground, pulled the chain off of my neck that held the key and opened up the chest. I didn’t have the time to go through it completely but I had to at least open it. 
My eyes widened in shock, when I pulled the lid open. Dozens of thick stacks of hundred dollar bills sat on top of the secrets buried deep in the trunk. I knew my mom had to have money in order for us to move around so often, but I never knew how much. I hesitated just long enough to touch one of the stacks, needing to confirm they were real, before I slammed the trunk close again and locked it up.
I took another deep breath, forcing myself not to cry and picked up the trunk. It wasn’t heavy but it was awkward to hold with it being wider than my arms could handle. I carried it out of the house, stumbling slightly down the steps and threw it into the seat next to me as I got in the car. I didn’t even bother to lock up the house. I knew I would never be back to it.
 I turned my car on and put it into reverse. The movement from the trees was back and I could see shadows forming in the darkness. Fear almost outweighed my pain and I reversed out of the driveway, my tires screeching, as I drove off in a cloud of smoke. I looked in my rear view mirror, expecting to see a car pull out behind me, but headlights never appeared.
I didn’t let out a sigh of relief until I was on the highway a few miles from my house. But with that sigh of relief came more tears. I desperately wanted to turn around and floor it back to the hospital, just to check on my mom again. Maybe I had hallucinated the whole thing.
But I kept driving. I knew the truth and I had to keep myself alive. My mom would be so disappointed in me if I got myself killed after she spent the past eighteen years keeping us safe. 
I drove until I couldn’t keep my eyes open. I had no idea where I was going and the sign I passed told me I was in Jackson, Wyoming when I pulled off the highway nearly six hours after I left my house. I found the closest, cheapest looking motel and checked myself into a room, begging the attendant to let me pay with cash and putting it under a fake name just in case. If I was going to keep myself alive, I needed to sleep and I hoped the motel would be safe enough.
I half carried, half dragged the trunk to my room, planning on going through its contents after a few hours of sleep. I considered keeping it in my car but I worried that the reason my mom and I spent our lives running might be inside of it. I didn’t want whoever was after me to go breaking into my car. I would keep it as close to me as possible.
The motel room was small and dingy, with the faint smell of smoke and mold, but it had a bed and that was all that mattered right now. I took my shoes off, and crawled onto the squeaking mattress. At least the sheets smelled fresh, and I breathed in their scent when I plopped my head on the pillow. The clock told me it was after midnight and sleep quickly pulled me under.
And into one of the horrible nightmares that had been plaguing me the past week.
 
I was walking in a forest, holding hands with a ball of light. I knew it was a person, but anytime I looked in its direction, I was blinded by the brightness. It was also magnificent, taking my breath away by its sheer beauty.
During our walk I could see shadows moving between the trees, staring at us, but I wasn't scared of them while I was with the ball of light. I felt like it was protecting me.  Then everything would change so quickly. The shadows would attack the light, engulfing it. I would panic and try to fight them off but they would get me, too, and start suffocating me. 
That’s normally where the dream would stop, but this time the sound of someone screaming pulled me further in. I fought my way out of the shadows and made my way towards the scream. I knew it was my mom before I made it to a small clearing in the forest. 
I expected to see the woman that murdered her, but instead there was man crouched over my mom’s body. His blonde hair was thick but wispy and his square face gave him a stern look. What really made him stand out was the eerie way his eyes glowed red. He looked at me, sending a chill down my spine.
I had never seen this man before in my life, but something about him looked familiar. I was just starting to make a connection when my mom let out a quiet moan. I jumped in her direction, hoping to knock the man away from her but landed with a thud on the ground. My mom and the mysterious man were gone.
A cruel laugh sounded in my head, followed by the man saying, "You’ll never be able to save anyone you care about. I’ll always find them, and make them suffer.
 



Chapter 2
 
 
I sat up in my bed, gasping for air, with sweat covering my entire body. The thin hotel sheet clung to my skin and I peeled myself out of bed. I walked to the bathroom and splashed cold water on my face, trying to force the fog out of my brain that the nightmares always seemed to leave. 
I was trembling, but whether it was out of fear or sadness, I didn’t know. I sat back down on the bed with a glass of water in my hand and stared at the wall. I was numb. I wanted to cry more but my eyes were dry. I wanted to scream but I had no voice. Most of all, I wanted to get up and start breaking things around the room.
It wasn’t fair. Why didn’t I have a normal life? What was so special about me and my mom that made us have to run from any normalcy that we could’ve had? 
My eyes shot to the trunk by the nightstand. All of my answers would be in there, but was I really ready for them?
I looked at the clock. It read just after three in the morning. Knowing that I only managed to get three hours sleep made me want to cry even more. I wouldn’t be able to sleep for another few hours, not until the unsettling feeling from the nightmare lessened, so I crawled across the bed and pulled the trunk up next to me. 
I ran my hands across the lid, feeling the worn leather straps and cold metal. This was it. I couldn’t stall any longer. I opened the lid and pulled out the stacks of cash, setting them aside. I wanted to count them but I didn’t have the energy to do that now. The cash took up over half of the space in the trunk and left me with a layer of loose papers. 
Sitting on top was an envelope with the words "Read this first" written on it. I picked it up and pulled a piece of paper out of it. A square photo fell out and landed back in the trunk. I left it there for the time being and focused on the piece of paper. It was a letter from my mom, written to me.
 
My darling baby, Avery,
If you're reading this, then something horrible has happened to me and for that I am sorry. I've tried to protect you your entire life and anything happening to me, means I have failed. If I am no longer around or incapacitated then there are some things you need to know.                
First of all, they are going to come for you. They have always tried to steal you from me but I wouldn't let them. Any time they got close, we would run and hide until they came again. They will always come. 
Now you must be wondering who "they" are. Well, to be honest, I'm not entirely sure myself. I've been told once, maybe even a few times, what they are but when I refuse to give you over to them something funny happens to my memory. All I know is that you must never let the ones with red eyes get to you. 
Nine months before you were born I used to be a "party animal" and went clubbing regularly. I had taken an interest in a man who also showed up to them a lot. He had strange red eyes, which I found intriguing at the time. It turned out that he was not a nice man. He brutally attacked me, leaving me nearly dead and pregnant with you. I have one picture of him that I managed to snap with an old Polaroid I had at the time. It's not a very good picture but it will give you some idea of what to watch out for. Now, there are also those with blue eyes and eyes the same color as yours. I feel like they are not as bad as the ones with red eyes but they wanted to take you away from me and that made me believe they were evil. If they find you, you might want to hear them out, but never do anything you don't want to. 
There is something else I must tell you about me. You might be wondering how I was able to protect you so well throughout the years. You may also be wondering why I seemed pretty unstable at times. I was born with a psychic power. I get glimpses of the future in my dreams and I have an excellent ability to block our psychic energies from anyone who might want to find them. It takes a lot of energy to do this and tended to make my mind weak. Especially after we had been found and I had to move us and block out any trail we might leave. I'm hoping some of my psychic abilities were passed down to you and I am truly sorry that I could not be around to teach you. I was planning on telling you after you turned eighteen and teach you what I could so that you could finally go out on your own.
Something else I need to tell you is about your family. My mother and father, Maria and Joseph, were very strict, religious people. They never believed in my psychic abilities and any time one of my predictions came true it would terrify them. They kicked me out when I was sixteen, thinking I was a child of the devil, or some nonsense.  I made a living reading tarot cards and telling other’s their future after that. I never spoke to my parents again and I never tried to visit them. They never tried to contact me either. In their eyes, I wasn't their child. They could still be alive, but I haven't kept up with them. I ask that you try not to find them. They won't be kind.  
Lastly, I want to repeat how truly sorry I am for keeping you so sheltered. I know there were many times that you hated me for not letting you go to public schools and have any close friends. I know you hated moving around constantly and feeling like an outcast. It was for your best, and I hope you will forgive me one day.
                                                I love you, baby.
                                                            Mom
P.S. This money is for you. I have always kept up with my psychic jobs to pay the bills and earn as much money as possible. I saved it for you so you wouldn't be completely lost if something happened to me. Use it wisely.
My breathing was shaky after reading the letter. The thing that stood out most in the entire letter was that there were others out there with the same eye color as mine. I was born with amethyst colored eyes, a strange anomaly that the doctors couldn’t explain.
My mom’s words made it sound like there were a whole group of people with strange colored eyes and they were apparently all out to get me. The man from my dreams flashed into my head, with his terrifying red eyes, and a feeling of dread washed over me.
I picked up the photo that fell into the trunk, turning it over with a shaky hand. It was a dark photo of a man standing in the corner of a club, a grim look on his face. It was the same man from my dreams and I understood why he looked familiar. My hair was the same wispy blonde as his, only much longer, and my nose and eyes were shaped the same. Luckily, I had my mom’s jaw line, giving me a more delicate look to his stern one.
There was one word written on the back photo: Lucas.
So this was my father and presumably the reason my mom and I spent our entire lives running every few months. Now he was not only haunting my waking life but my dreams, too.
So who was the woman from the hospital? And how did she manage to disappear right in front of my eyes? 
I sat the picture of Lucas on the nightstand and started rummaging through all of the papers in the trunk, trying to find some information about the woman. 
All of the papers in the trunk were various news articles about people with strange colored eyes. There were stories about people with red eyes kidnapping, murdering and raping people. There were stories about people with purple eyes doing nearly impossible things, like lifting cars off of people. 
The one similarity between all of the articles was that the witnesses could never remember what the people looked like, only their eye color. There were a few articles that speculated that they were two rivaling gangs with colored contacts instead of bandanas. 
Most of the articles were from the Washington area, with a few from the area around the Amazon and the mountains in Ukraine.
Nearly three hours of reading and sorting later, I had no information about the woman with auburn hair. I couldn’t remember what color eyes she had, but I knew she was somehow related to all of these articles my mom saved.
I needed to know more, though. I stacked all of the articles back in the trunk, carefully laying the money on top, pulling a few hundreds out for emergencies and tucking them in the pocket of my jeans. I closed and locked the trunk, stuffed the picture of Lucas in my pocket next to the money, swung my backpack on and picked up the trunk.
It was still early in the morning and I was still sleepy, but I had to find answers. I had to know who the woman who killed my mom was. I had to know why Lucas was after me and my mom and why these people tried to take me away from her for all these years.
Fifteen minutes later, I was checked out of the motel room and starting the engine to my car. I grabbed a map as I was leaving the motel and had it sprawled out on top of the trunk in the passenger’s seat. I was going to Washington to try to hunt down someone with purple eyes.
I knew it would be dangerous and I knew it wasn’t what my mom would want, but I was tired of running and I needed answers. It’s not like I had any family left anyways, so if I got myself killed, it wouldn’t matter.
I drove the whole seventeen hours from Jackson, Wyoming to Seattle, Washington, only stopping for gas and food. By the time I pulled into another cheap motel, I could barely keep my eyes open while I walked to my room. I dragged the trunk with me, dumping it on the floor next to me when I collapsed into the bed, not even bothering to take off my shoes.
I woke up six hours later, terrified from another nightmare but feeling a lot more refreshed. Six hours of sleep was the norm for me, even when I was a baby.
The morning light was shining through the motel window but I wasn’t ready to get out of bed yet. The empty hole in my heart from losing my mom was paralyzing. The tears started flowing again but I didn’t even have the energy to wipe them away. 
When the congestion in my nose was so bad I couldn’t breathe anymore I finally pulled myself out of bed and headed for the shower. The steam cleared my sinuses and my thoughts. 
What was I doing in a huge city like Seattle, searching for people I knew nothing about? I was only eighteen. I knew nothing about being on my own and I barely had the social skills to talk people into helping me. 
How would I even go about finding what I was looking for? Was I just going to start going up to random people, asking them if they know anyone with purple or red eyes? My mom’s letter mentioned something about blue eyed people as well, but blue was a common eye color, so that wouldn’t help me.
I sunk to the bottom of the shower, curling up in a ball while the water washed over me. My anger was starting to overpower my depression. Anger at myself and my life, but mostly at the woman who killed my mom. If I ever found out who she was, I would make her pay. 
My skin was crawling from frustration. I half growled, half screamed when I stood up and threw a punch at the tile lining the shower, shattering one of them.
My knuckles were bleeding but otherwise unharmed. I stared at my hand as the water washed away most of the blood, confused at my own strength. I had always been stronger than I looked but this was unbelievable. The tiles had to be cheap and flimsy. That was the only explanation.
I shut the water off, dried myself off and wrapped my still bleeding knuckles in a wash cloth. I walked out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around me and saw a small piece of paper had been pushed under the door to my room and was lying in front of me.
I figured it was just a pamphlet trying to get me to spend money on something the motel was offering, but the words written on the paper made my blood run cold.
I know what you are and what you’re looking for. Meet me at the coffee shop down the street if you want answers.
 How? How did this person know anything about me or where to find me? I shouldn’t have come here. I should get back in my car and drive far away from here. Maybe I could take a plane to Alaska and hide out there for a while. There weren’t very many people in Alaska, right?
I sighed and sat on the bed to start digging clean clothes out of my backpack. I knew I couldn’t leave now. I had come this far and these people already knew I was here. If I fled, they would probably follow me. I had to face the truth, whether it killed me or not.
 



Chapter 3
 
 
Ten minutes later I was dressed and locking the door to the motel room. My hair was still damp and the chilly fall air made me regret not blow drying it. I walked to the end of the street and found a coffee shop buzzing with people. The biggest city I had even been to was Cheyenne and I felt like a fish out of water being around so many people. I hoped I was in the right place and I wondered how I would find the note sender in such a busy place. 
The second I opened the door, I knew that wouldn’t be a problem. I froze in the doorway at the sight of a man in the corner, staring back at me with the same amethyst colored eyes as mine. It both terrified and excited me to finally meet someone with the same anomaly. 
He looked to be about the same age as me, maybe a year or two older, with shaggy black hair that reached the top of his ears and skin that was slightly on the pale side. Even though he was sitting, I knew he would be at least half a foot taller than me. He was thin, but still muscular and his tight black t-shirt showed off his chest well. Damn, he was hot.
I suddenly felt myself blushing and wanted to retreat but the sound of an impatient cough from behind me made me realize I was still frozen in the doorway, blocking the entrance. I apologized to the irritated man behind me and made my way into the coffee shop, deeply breathing in the scent and hoping it would calm my nerves. The man in the corner made a small gesture with his head, motioning for me to take a seat next to him.
I walked up to his table but didn’t sit down. "Are you the one who left this note for me?" I asked and pulled the note from my pocket and placed it in front of him.
He gave me a cocky smile and nodded slightly. "You can sit down. I’m not going to hurt you."
I slowly took a seat in the chair across from the man, still uneasy by being near him but at least the coffee shop was full of people. He’d be stupid to try to hurt me here.
"My name’s Felix," he said when I was seated. 
"Avery," I said, sounding a lot more standoffish than I planned. Felix hadn’t done anything threatening yet and I had no reason to be rude.
He kept the cocky smile on his face, not phased by my attitude one bit. "I know who you are. We’ve had our eyes on you since you were born."
"We?" I fought the urge to look around the shop for more purple eyed people.
"Did your mom ever tell you why you moved around all of the time or why she lived in a constant state of panic?" he said instead of answering my question.
"No," I said through clenched teeth. The last thing I wanted to talk about was my mom. I didn’t want to break down and cry in front of this stranger. "But I trusted my mom. I know she had her reasons. It doesn’t matter now though. She was murdered last night."
Finally, the cocky smile left Felix’s face, replaced by a frown and a look of concern. "I’m really sorry about your mom. I promise we had nothing to do with her death."
"Who is ‘we’?" I asked, frustrated. I wanted answers and I wanted them now. I was sick of not knowing.
Felix let out a loud sigh and ran his hands through his hair. "I’m going to tell you a lot of information but you have to promise you’ll hear me out until the end. I know you’ll have a hard time believing any of it, but you need to keep an open mind."
I hesitated. "I can’t promise anything but I’ll try."
Felix leaned closer to me and lowered his voice before saying, "Do you believe in mythical creatures?"
I couldn’t help myself from laughing. "Of course not. That’s why their mythical. Is this some kind of joke?"
But Felix’s face was completely serious. "Mythical creatures are not mythical because they don't exist. They're mythical because human minds aren't capable of accepting the fact that there might be intelligent creatures other than themselves walking the earth. Mythical creatures are very real. We’re proof of it."
"Whoa, whoa, whoa," I said, putting my hands up and glancing at the door. I contemplated making a run for it and getting away from this crazy person. Mythical creatures did not exist. "What're you talking about? I'm a human. I'm not mythical at all."
Felix caught me glancing at the door and I could see him tense. "You were raised by a human, who raised you to think you were human. If you were raised like I was, then you would laugh at the thought of being human."
"Then what am I?" I challenged, scooting back in my chair just an inch.
"We’re called Lovac. We're half human."
"Now you’re just making stuff up. I’ve never heard of a Lovac before. Who are you really? And how do you know anything about me?"
Ignoring my questions he continued on with his fairy tale. "We’re born from a human mother and a Zhulik father. I know you haven’t heard of Zhulik either. No one has, because we are all classified as what you call Vampires. There was only ever one original Vampire that descended into two species, the Zhulik and the Nesmyr. From Zhulik and human mating, Lovac were born. All three races are considered Vampires by humans."
I was trying to concentrate on what he was saying but it was so hard for me to believe that someone was actually telling me that Vampires existed and I was having a hard time following him. I looked around at the people in the coffee shop, wondering if any of them were over-hearing our conversation and thinking the same thing I was. I needed to get away from Felix and go back to finding real answers.
Keep an open mind, I heard repeated in my head when I almost stood up to leave. Along with the voice, came a strange tingling sensation in my head, like I needed to scratch an itch on my brain. 
I shook my head and saw that Felix was staring at me intently. Somehow I knew that whatever I was hearing in my head was coming from him. "Do you have some kind of mind-control power?" The tingling sensation was distracting and while it wasn't painful, it was definitely uncomfortable. 
"How you can tell I'm doing anything?" he asked, clearly shocked. His gaze broke and the feeling in my head went back to normal.
"You were staring at me weird and I heard a voice in my head along with feeling a weird tingling sensation." After I finished talking, I knew that I sounded like the crazy one. Yet, for some reason, Felix didn’t seem to agree.
"Interesting," he muttered. "But no, I don't have mind control. What I have is the ability to encourage someone to do something. Something they may deep down want to do but don't feel comfortable actually doing."
"So you’re not only crazy, you’re a freak, too?" I asked. I still felt a desire to get up and leave, but my damn instincts were telling me to stay and hear him out. An unsettling feeling sat in my stomach that what he was telling me might actually be true.
Felix only smiled at my words, amusement clear in his eyes, and continued talking. "All Lovac have a unique power. A good friend of mine can see the future, another can control any element. You’ve got a power too, I just couldn’t tell you what it is."
"You must have the wrong person. I don’t have any special powers." I’d never had any visions of the future, never made anything move with just my mind. Besides moving around a lot, nothing strange had ever happened in all my eighteen years of life.
"You may not have noticed anything, but you could still have a power. You said you would hear me out completely, though. Will you listen to everything I have to say or are you going to bolt out of here?"
I glanced at the door once more, but I couldn’t leave. Not yet. I would listen to everything Felix had to say and then I would bolt. "I’ll listen."
"Well then, as I was saying, all three of our races, Lovac, Zhulik and Nesmyr, come from the same bloodline. The original Vampire was Nosferatu. I’m sure you’ve heard of him, though his story was never told right. Humans mess up everything when it comes to mythical creatures."  He paused to laugh to himself but when he saw I wasn’t amused, he continued. "He was born from humans but was cursed by a sorceress while still in his mother’s womb to be an abomination. He constantly craved blood and needed to drink it to survive and while he had super speed and strength, all humans were terrified of him. No one is sure of the exact reason he was cursed, but once he was old enough to understand what had happened to him, he pledged his life to serve the sorceress in order to get the curse removed. Unfortunately, the sorceress could not remove the curse. Instead, she agreed to bless him with children but the best the sorceress could do was allow him to have children with demons and fairies. Zhulik were born from his mating with demons. The gene combination made them almost completely evil. And Nesmyr were born from his mating with fairies. Nesmyr aren’t as pure as fairies but they’re angels compared to Zhulik. Any questions so far?"
"Millions," was the only thing I could manage. My mind was swirling with information that I didn't know how to comprehend. I was still trying to keep an open mind, but it went against everything I was ever taught. I couldn’t believe he was telling me demons and fairies existed, too. I wanted to ask questions but I had so many I didn't know where to start. Finally, I blurted out the first one that came to mind when I thought about Vampires. "Do they drink blood?"
"Zhulik and Nesmyr need it to survive. Lovac have enough human genes in them that we can survive on just food though drinking blood will strengthen us. Nesmyr and Zhulik also have fangs but Lovac just have slightly pointier teeth than an average human," he paused to flash a smile and sure enough, his teeth were pointy, just like mine. My mom had wanted me to get them filed at the dentist but I refused, mainly out of fear of the pain.
"So do they kill people when they drink blood?" It was the question I was most curious to ask but I was afraid to hear the answer. I also worried that I was starting to believe him.
"Nesmyr don’t. Most Nesmyr own blood donation companies or have a small group of humans they feed off of. The humans are paid, of course, and hardly remember anything about the blood-taking. Zhulik on the other hand, always kill when taking blood. It makes them almost immortal. Nesmyr are much weaker than Zhulik because of this, and if a Nesmyr does kill someone while feeding, then they become a Zhulik. Lovac can become Zhulik if they kill someone while drinking blood, too."
"How does someone become one of these… things?" I wanted to say monsters or abominations but I was trying my best not to be rude, especially if it turned out I really was one of them.
"Nesmyr are usually born into that race. They can turn humans but the process is painful and most of the time kills the human before it’s complete. Zhulik can’t have children and resort to turning humans, or luring Lovac and Nesmyr into joining their ranks. When Zhulik are first turned, they lose control of themselves and tend to rape and kill a lot of women. They can get psychic human women pregnant, which results in Lovac."
Hadn’t my mom said she had psychic powers? Maybe Felix wasn’t quite as crazy as I thought. "How come Zhulik can only have children with psychic humans? If Nesmyr can have children, shouldn't Zhulik be able to, too?"
"Zhulik are only evil because they were born from almost pure darkness. When Zhulik try to have children with other Zhulik the darkness completely destroys the baby before it even has a chance to start developing. Psychic women are strong enough to keep the baby alive until it’s fully developed."
"What exactly is darkness?" I asked. It sounded completely made up, and I was hoping to call him out on it.
"Darkness is an evil manifestation of magic. Fairy magic is good; darkness is what results in bad magic. Demons were created because of it and the magic the sorceress used to create Nosferatu was darkness. It’s also what drives Zhulik into insanity and it lingers in Lovac, since we're part Zhulik."
"What does that mean for Lovac, then?"
"Eventually we go insane," he said, not sugar-coating it for me. "Most Lovac don't live past twenty-five, a rare few make it close to thirty. The darkness starts to take over our minds the day we turn eighteen and most Lovac kill themselves before they can do any damage. There’s only one way to survive the darkness."
"What exactly does darkness do to Lovac?" I asked, thinking back to the strange things that started happening when I turned eighteen.
"It starts with the nightmares. Darkness has an easier time working its way into our minds while we sleep. It likes to use any recent traumatizing events to torture us. We also start to see shadows where there aren’t any and hear voices in our heads. Eventually, it gets so strong that our mind is not our own anymore."
A chill ran down my back at his words. All I could think about were the crazy nightmares I’ve had every night since my birthday and that they kept getting worse. No normal nightmare should be able to leave me feeling completely terrified during them and for a good time after waking up.
"You’ve been having the nightmares, haven’t you?" Felix asked gently, breaking me out of my thoughts.
All I could do was nod slightly. I didn’t want to believe anything Felix told me, but somehow I knew he hadn’t lied about anything. 
"I don’t want to go insane," I said quietly. The thought of not being able to control my own mind was a thousand times more terrifying than the nightmares.  
"Like I said, there is a way to survive the darkness. There are people we call Dimidiums. A Dimidium can be any creature, Nesmyr, demon, fairy, but it is that one special person that is meant to help a Lovac manage the darkness in them. They are a Lovac's other half. They balance each other out perfectly."
"So they're kind of like a soul mate?"
"Exactly. They--"
"Wait," I interrupted. "So demons and fairies really exist?"
"Yes," he sighed, irritated I had interrupted him again. "There are also elves, gargoyles and werewolves. You name it, it probably exists."
I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at him. "This is getting more and more unbelievable by the minute. How can I believe all of these things actually exist? How can I believe I am what you say I am? Is there anything other than having purple eyes, strange nightmares and pointy teeth that makes someone a Lovac?" Even though I knew he was telling the truth, I needed more proof. I didn’t want to accept that I wasn’t completely human. Not yet.
"Absolutely," he said. "We're stronger and faster than normal humans and we each have a unique power, like I said. I wish I knew what yours was so I could prove it to you."
"Well, I don’t feel faster or stronger than a normal human and if I had some power, wouldn't I have known about it by now? Are you sure you didn’t make a mistake about me?"
Felix could hear the uncertainty in my voice and he smiled proudly. He knew I was starting to believe him but I wouldn’t give in that easily. He had to show me more. 
"We didn’t make a mistake, as much as I know you wish we did. There’s a Lovac that has the ability to sense where every other Lovac in the world is located. She’s been following you since you were born, but your mother figured out a way to use her psychic abilities to block you from us. Only when your mother’s guards were down would we be able to locate you, but your mother always found a way to escape us."
"You sound like you knew my mom," I said sadly, an ache in my chest forming again. Felix’s talk had distracted me enough to push the memory of my mom’s death out of my mind but it was creeping its way back to the front again.
"I never met her but I heard a lot about her. You were the talk of the school while I was growing up. There hasn’t been a Lovac born in years where the human mother actually survived to take care of the baby. Your mom was kind of a celebrity in our world."
"What do you mean she survived?"
Felix smiled sadly, and looked at his hands resting on the table. "Most humans that give birth to Lovac are killed during the actual birth. Lovac are so genetically different from humans that it’s almost like they’re giving birth to another species. Most mothers are deathly sick during the pregnancy and only survive if they have the enough psychic powers to give them strength. Unfortunately, it’s usually never enough when the Lovac is actually born. The baby unintentionally takes most of the mothers strength with it when it’s born, killing the mother. Your mom must have had incredible psychic powers to be able to survive. It only happens every hundred years or so."
"That’s so horrible," I said, the thought of almost killing my mom as an infant making me sick.
"It is, but there’s no way around it. Usually, we have a group of Lovac on standby in a hospital where a Lovac is being born. There are a few Lovac with mind control abilities that make the doctors believe the baby died right along with the mothers. That way the Lovac can be raised by Nesmyr and go to school with other Lovac to learn about their abilities and train."
"Train?"
"Lovac have a special ability that allows us to be able to sense when Zhulik are near. It gives us a huge advantage to be able to take them on. We’re raised to be able to fight Zhulik when we turn eighteen."
"How do I know you’re not one of these Zhulik?" I knew I was grasping at straws to come up with reasons not to believe him.
Felix tapped the side of his head by his eyes. "Lovac are the only species with purple eyes. Zhulik have deep crimson eyes and Nesmyr have sapphire blue eyes. If Lovac or Nesmyr become Zhulik, their eyes will change color, too."
"What if you’re just wearing contacts?"
Felix leaned across the table and paused mere inches from me. He said, "Does it look like I’m wearing contacts?"
The bright lights in the coffee shop gleamed on his eyes. He was so close I could feel his breath on my neck. I looked deeply at his eyes and felt myself being dragged into the swirl of purple. While his eyes were the same exact color as mine, they were bigger and had a healthier glow to them. I wasn’t sure how I would be able to tell if he was wearing contacts but at that moment I didn’t care. I wanted to stare into his eyes all day.
Felix blinked and pulled himself away. I blushed and hoped there was no way he could read my thoughts. He didn’t question my strange staring and instead stood up.
"Well, if you still don’t trust me, I can always demonstrate our strength. Meet me in the alley behind the shop if you’re still interested. I’ll give you ten minutes and if you don’t come, I’ll assume you don’t want to hear more and leave you alone."
Without letting me have another word, he walked off, weaving his way through the crowd of morning coffee drinkers and left the shop. I sat in my chair and stared at the wall for a minute before I got up to follow him. 
Of course I was still interested. If there was some way he could truly prove that I wasn’t entirely human, I had to know. And if there was some way my mom’s killer was a Zhulik, maybe he could help me hunt the woman down. Maybe he would even help me hunt down the man that was supposedly my father, too. If I really did have some kind of super powers, I was going to use them to get revenge for my mother’s death.
 
 



Chapter 4
 
 
I walked out of the coffee shop, getting a few glares from employees for occupying one of their tables without ordering anything, and turned the corner into the alley. Felix leaned against a large truck, looking bored.
"Alright, prove your strength to me," I said, walking over to him and crossing my arms in front of me. I stayed a few feet away, in case this was some kind of ploy to kidnap me. I was still close enough to the front of the alley that I would be able to run into the public eye if he tried anything.
Without saying anything, Felix turned and placed his hands under the front of the trucks bumper. He pulled up and the truck lifted a good two feet off the ground. Felix didn’t even break a sweat. 
I stood in shock for a moment while Felix gently put the truck back on the ground. He turned and gave me a questioning look but I had no words. I looked over my shoulder to see if anyone had witnessed what just happened but we were completely alone.
"You’re turn," Felix said.
"I-I can’t do that," I said, shaking my head.
"Have you ever tried?"
I opened my mouth to argue but he was right. I had never tried.  I marched over to the truck, placed my hands where Felix had and lifted up. I had every intention of proving to him that I couldn’t do it so that I could go back to believing I was a normal human. There was one small flaw in that plan.
The truck actually lifted off of the ground. I had expected it to take all of my energy to lift the truck but with just a small amount of effort it was a foot off the ground. I was so shocked that I dropped the truck and jumped away from it. The truck landed with a thud back on the ground, causing the alarm to go off.
Felix laughed as he grabbed my hand and pulled me out of the alley.
"Let’s get out of here before the owner comes after us," he said.
I let Felix drag me away but I stared at the truck until it was out of view. I couldn’t believe that I had just lifted a huge truck off of the ground. I’ve seen men with arms five times the size of mine struggle to lift something that heavy even an inch off the ground. This explained why I was able to break the tile in the motel shower, too.
"Come on, let me walk you back to your motel room," Felix said.
"No way," I said, pulling my hand away from Felix's. "I want to know more."
Felix smiled triumphantly. "So you do believe me then?"
"I'm still not sure but I don't know how to explain what just happened. Besides, I want to find out why that woman killed my mom and I think you can help me."
"If you're willing to come back to our headquarters, we can teach you everything we know and do our best to help find the woman."
I hesitated. I wasn't sure if I trusted Felix enough to go somewhere with him, but my instincts were telling me to trust him. My mom always told me my instincts were better than anyone else's. Maybe that had to do with being a Lovac. 
"Okay. I'll go with you," I finally said.
Felix's eyebrows rose slightly. "You sure?"
I shrugged. "I've got nothing better to do. Besides, I came here to find answers and you're the only one who's given me any."
He nodded. "Go get your stuff from your motel room and check out. Our headquarters are a few miles from here in the forests, and you'll probably want to stay somewhere closer if you're serious about learning more. I'll meet you in the parking lot of the motel in fifteen minutes."
Before I even had a chance to nod Felix was already turning away from me and walking in the opposite direction of my motel. I stood frozen in a place for a moment and wondered if I was doing the right thing. I wondered if my mom would be proud of me for going after answers or disappointed in me for risking my life after she protected me for so long. I told myself she would be proud and walked back to my motel.
Fifteen minutes later I was leaning against my car with my mom's trunk safely inside and my backpack slung around my shoulder. I finished checking out of the motel a few minutes earlier and I began to wonder if Felix ditched me. 
Another five minutes passed before a sleek black SUV rolled into the parking lot. Felix rolled down the window as he got close to me. I noticed there was a woman in the passenger seat and I felt a tiny pang of jealousy that it might be his girlfriend. I had no right to  be jealous over a guy I barely knew.
"Sorry I'm a little late. I had to go pick someone up," he said and nodded his head in the direction of the woman. I stepped a little closer to the window to get a better look at her.
"Hello," the woman said. "I'm Riley."
Her voice was very soft and I had to strain to hear her. Her eyes looked sad and even though her smile was genuine, it almost had a sad feel to it, too. Her long brown hair cascaded down her back in waves and I felt another pang of jealousy. I had always wanted perfect curly hair. Even from this distance, I could see her bright purple eyes framed by slightly tanned skin.
"It's really nice to finally meet you," Riley continued. 
"You know who I am, too?"
"Of course. Every Lovac knows who you are. You're practically famous in our world."
I shifted uncomfortably. I didn't like the thought of a whole group of people I never knew existed spying on me. 
"Do you want to ride with us or follow in your own car?" Felix asked after I didn't say anything for a moment.
"I'll take my own car," I said without hesitation. There was no way I going without some kind of escape available. I didn't want to be stuck with strangers, especially if they refused to let me leave. 
Neither Felix nor Riley argued and a few minutes later I was following them through the city of Seattle and off into the nearby forests. Nearly an hour after we left the main road a large building came into view. From the outside it was boring and reminded me of how I pictured a jail, only without the barbed wire fences. 
I pulled into a parking space next to Felix's car and hesitated before getting out. Part of me was excited to learn more about these people and the other part of me was terrified that I was walking into some kind of trap. 
Felix tapped on my window and I jumped. I would probably be pretty jumpy for a while until I truly trusted them. I opened my car door and an uneasy feeling settled over me. I was about to enter a building full of strangers that weren’t human.
"Are you sure you're ready for this?" Felix asked. His smile held amusement. 
"No," I said. But I don't have much of a choice, I finished in my head.
The sound of a baby crying caught my attention and I looked around to find the source. Riley had just pulled a baby out of the backseat of the SUV and she bounced it gently in her arms to calm it down. I don't know why I was so shocked, there were plenty of people my age that had children, but Riley just didn't look like the type to have a kid so young. 
I opened my mouth to ask about the child but Felix spoke before I could. "That's a Lovac child. He was born only a few hours ago in a hospital near Seattle. Riley was there while we were talking in the coffee shop. She was with a few others but she was anxious to meet you so I picked her up."
"So that means his mother just died, too?" I asked. I turned away from the baby and tried not to think about how horrible it was that most Lovac killed their mother's when they were born.
"Yes," Riley said, giving me a sympathetic look.
"What's going to happen to him?"
"There's going to be an adoption today, where any interested Nesmyr can place a bid for him," Felix said casually and started walking towards the building. Riley didn't hesitate to follow but I stood frozen for a moment. 
I jogged a few feet to catch up once I decided I wasn't ready to leave yet and said, "You mean Lovac are bid on like some kind of prized cow?"
Felix and Riley shared a look. Neither of them seemed to want to answer but Riley was the one to talk first. "I know it sounds awful but all of the Nesmyr families are screened prior to the adoption ceremony to make sure they'll make good parents. Lovac are just born so rarely that dozens of families are always on a list to adopt. Nesmyr are greedy so the council decided that whoever will offer the most money gets to adopt the child. We all grow up in loving homes and are provided with everything we need."
Felix laughed humorlessly and rolled his eyes. I raised my eyebrows in question but Felix didn't say anything. I turned to Riley who just shook her head. "Felix seems to think he grew up with a horrible family."
"They're not horrible," Felix said. "Nesmyr just treat Lovac differently than they do other Nesmyr."
"What do you mean?" I asked. We were almost to the doors to the building now but there were few windows and they were all darkly tinted so I couldn't see anything inside.
"Since Nesmyr can have children too most Lovac are adopted into families with other Nesmyr children. The parents usually treat the Nesmyr children just slightly better than the Lovac. Even though I know my parents care about me, I don't think they ever loved me as much as their own flesh and blood."
Riley was the one to laugh and roll her eyes this time. "I grew up with six Nesmyr brothers and sisters and I never felt like my parents loved me any less."
"Well then, you got lucky," Felix said and opened the doors for us.
Riley didn't continue the conversation once we were inside and as soon as I stepped into the building I had no desire to continue it either.
The doors opened into a long hallway that had several doors leading off of it from either side with two large doors at the end of the hallway. The decor inside the building was such a contrast to the outside that I was speechless. The floor was polished wood, with a fancy embroidered rug running down the middle. The walls were decorated with countless pieces of framed art and the chandeliers hanging from the tall ceiling sparkled.
I felt like I just stepped into a mansion.
"Nesmyr really like their money," Felix said quietly to me. He really wasn’t joking. 
"The adoption is happening today. You can sit in and watch if you’d like," Riley said. "I’m sure the Lovac council members are eagerly waiting to meet you but they’ll probably be busy until after the adoption is over."
"She’s right," Felix said. "I can show you around the facility until the adoption is over if you want."
I still didn’t trust Felix and I didn’t want to be completely alone with him. I was a little curious about the adoption so I decided that it was the safer route. 
Felix didn’t seem to mind either way. He escorted me and Riley to the end of the hallway where two tall doors were. He opened one of the doors and a rush of noise met my ears. I stepped into a large room that closely resembled a high school gym. Along the walls were bleachers filled with hundreds of people who were all talking excitedly. Along the back wall was a stage where ten people were sitting and shifting impatiently. 
When Riley entered the room, everyone went quiet. One of the people on the stage, an older woman with graying hair and wrinkles starting to form near her eyes, stood up and walked up to the microphone in the center of the stage.
Felix led me to a row of chairs near the front of the stage where other purple-eyed people were standing. Riley walked right up to the stage and up the stairs to stand next to the woman. 
"Welcome everyone!" the older woman announced into the microphone. I could see her better from this angle and saw that her eyes were an inhuman blue. She was a Nesmyr. 
"That’s Gladys. She’s the oldest Nesmyr in North America and head of the council," Felix muttered. He stood so close that I could smell his cologne and it made my heart flutter uncomfortably.
"We all know why we’re gathered here," Gladys said. "Another Lovac has been born and Riley has been kind enough to bring him safely to us. Now it is time to choose which lucky family will get the joy of raising him."
Felix tensed next me. Now I felt bad for not agreeing to let him give me a tour. Since he was so bitter about his own family, of course he wouldn’t want to watch another Lovac possibly go to the same fate.
"We will call families up one by one to meet the baby," Gladys continued. "And you will be able to place your bid. The family with the highest bid will get to take him home."
Everyone sat down then and the process began. Nesmyr families of all shapes and sizes were called up to the stage one by one. Most of the families already had children with them which I thought was wrong. Adopting a child was supposed to be for someone who couldn't have children. Too bad I didn't get an opinion here.
Some of the families held the baby and some didn’t. I saw one lady get thrown up on and I had to bite my tongue to stop myself from laughing. Most families would tell one of the men sitting on the stage a number but I did see a few families decide against bidding. Maybe they wanted to hold out for girl or decided they didn’t really have enough to bid for him. 
The process took well over an hour and it was all I could do to stay still in my seat. I wanted to stand up and stretch, and maybe even walk around a little bit but I didn’t know if I was allowed to. Felix and the other Lovac sitting near me all sat perfectly still in their seats and I noticed they were watching every family very intently. I wondered if they were here as a type of body guard in case someone tried to steal the baby.
When it looked like the last family had left the stage, Gladys slowly made her way back up to the microphone. "Thank you all for coming today. I wish we could bless everyone with the joy of a Lovac baby but unfortunately we only have one. The bids have been looked through and it seems like we have a tie. Will the Vancil family and the Kruskal family please be escorted into the meeting room to settle the tie? The rest of you are excused."
"Why are they going somewhere else?" I asked Felix as we stood up to leave.
"Because no one needs to witness what’s going to happen with those families. There is going to be a lot of shouting and fighting and it probably won’t be pretty. There’s hardly ever a tie. Most families bid odd numbers like a million and one in the hopes of avoiding a tie. This is rare but it happens."
"They really bid that much money?" I thought about the money my mom left me in the trunk. I thought that was a lot of money but I couldn’t imagine having over a million to spend.
"Oh yeah." Felix shook his head. "Probably even more. The Nesmyr that are here today are some of the most prestigious families in the Nesmyr community. They own multiple large businesses and are insanely rich. They can afford a couple million dollars."
I watched the two families, Riley and the baby be ushered out of the gym and through a back door opposite of the one everyone else was heading towards. Half of the people on the stage followed them and the other half left the room. 
I watched a lot of tearful women and even some tearful men leaving. I wanted to feel sorry for them but I couldn't. They already had children and if they wanted more, they could. I found it ridiculous that these families were so heartbroken over losing the opportunity to have something they already had or could easily have. 
We waited until the area cleared out a little more before Felix decided it was safe for us to leave. "We need to take you to meet the Lovac that are on the council. Only the Nesmyr on the council will be helping settle things with the baby."
"Well, well, who do we have here?" a male voice said from behind me. I turned around to see a boy about my height, with shoulder-length red hair and freckles dusting his face smiling at me with a big toothy grin. Most red-haired people had green eyes but his were just as purple as mine. 
"This is Axel," Felix said. "Axel, this is Avery. The Missing Lovac."
Axel’s eyes widened in amazement and I groaned inside. I really hoped they didn’t call me The Missing Lovac. 
"You finally found her? How?" Axel asked Felix but continued to stare at me. I shifted uncomfortably and looked at Felix and tried to beg him with my eyes to get me out of here. I didn’t want to be the center of attention.
Felix didn’t need to look at me to know what I wanted though. "It’s a long story. We’ll talk about it later." He emphasized the later and Axel nodded in understanding. He gave me one final look over before walking away.
"Sorry about that," Felix said. "Everyone is going to want to meet you. Like I said, you’ve been a hot topic here for a while. Let’s get out of here before anyone else notices you."
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 5
 
 
Felix led me out of the gym and back into the hallway where we came in at. He headed to the closest door on the right which opened up to a stairwell. We went up two flights and entered into a large open sitting area with multiple doors leading out of it. Gathered on some couches was a group of five people.
These were the five Lovac council members. There were four women and one man. Their conversation stopped when they saw us enter the room. A tall, boney woman stood up to greet us. Her hair was long and deep brown and she was very exotic looking. She didn’t look a day over thirty and had to be the youngest person on the council.
"Felix, it’s good to see you back. We are all so eager to meet the long lost Lovac," she said, giving me a full look over. She had a slight accent too that I guessed was probably Russian or something similar. 
"Rema," Felix greeted, bowing his head a little bit. "This is Avery. Avery this is Rema. She’s the head of the Lovac section of the council."
"It’s nice to meet you," I practically whispered. I wasn’t exactly shy; I just didn’t like being the center of attention. I tried to focus on only Rema, but I could feel the stares of everyone else on me.
My hands were sweating from nerves and I hoped she wouldn’t offer her hand to shake. Luckily, she didn’t. Instead, she stepped up to me and pulled me into a light embrace. I froze completely. I could handle people staring at me, but a stranger hugging me was something I was not prepared for. She stepped back with her hands still on my shoulder and smiled brightly at me. 
"Please excuse Rema. She’s very touchy-feely," the male Lovac council member said, with a teasing tone. "Rema, can you not see the horrified look on her face."
Rema gave a guilty nod and stepped back. "I’m sorry. I just want to make sure you feel completely welcome and I’m used to hugging everyone when I greet them. It’s just habit."
The man rose up from the couch and walked over to greet me. He held out his hand and I quickly wiped mine on my pants before offering mine. "My name is Carson," he said. "It is truly an honor to meet you."
Carson looked to be in is mid-sixties. His hair was salt and pepper but it was still thick and long. He had it pulled in a tight ponytail at the back of his neck. His face was starting to become wrinkled and his smile reached all the way up to his eyes. 
He turned around and pointed to the remaining three women, introducing them in turn. Sunni was the first one. She was very small and petite and would look almost like a child if it wasn’t for a few wrinkles starting to form around her eyes. Her hair was still blonde but I could see a few glimmers of silver starting to show. 
Darcy was next. She looked like the oldest of all of them. Her hair was completely gray and falling out in some spots. Her face was sunken in a little bit and she looked almost skeletal. When she said hello to me her voice was so weak I could barely hear her. I couldn’t understand why she was on a council at her age but I had no right to question anything. 
The last woman was Nia. Her frizzy red hair spilled all over the place and her distinct jaw line gave her a very stern look. She was the least friendly out of all of them and constantly eyed me with suspicion. 
Once all of the introductions were complete Felix and I sat down while Rema and Carson returned to their seats.
"You’re all over the age of twenty-five," I said as I sat down. Once the words were out I regretted them. I didn’t want to imply that they looked old and I should have thought up a more tactful way to bring up my curiosity.
"How nice of you to notice," Nia said bitterly. 
"I didn’t mean to be offensive," I said. "Felix just mentioned that most Lovac don’t survive past twenty-five because of the darkness."
Rema smiled sweetly and said, "Did Felix also tell you about Dimidiums?"
The word sounded familiar but I only faintly remember Felix talking about it. "Yes, but…" I started to say but Felix interrupted.
"I did, but she was too concerned about demons and fairies existing than the Dimidiums. She could probably use a refresher."
Felix’s tone was part joking and part irritation and I felt bad for not listening to him completely. If he’d been in my position, he’d probably have a hard time believing demons and fairies existed, too.
"Dimidiums are like soul mates," Rema said. "It’s the one person in the world who can balance out the darkness in us and help us control it instead of letting it control us. The only reason the five of us are still sitting here today is because we’ve found our Dimidiums. There’s only a handful of other Lovac in this region who have found their Dimidiums."
"How does a Lovac find a Dimidium?" I asked, more out of curiosity for my own Dimidium than anything else.
"A Dimidium will find you. Since they can be any species other than another Lovac, it’s impossible to go looking for one."
I quickly glanced at Felix and then blushed. I was disappointed that a Dimidium couldn’t be another Lovac. Even though I barely knew Felix, I was definitely attracted to him and even though is cocky attitude irritated me slightly, he seemed like a great guy. It would’ve been nice to find my Dimidium and not have to worry about the darkness at all.
"Why can’t a Lovac be a Dimidium?" I asked.
Carson answered this one. "Darkness can’t balance out darkness. In theory, two Lovac being together would cause them to go crazy faster. There’s a special light in a Dimidium that helps ease the darkness away."
I sighed quietly and tried not to make my disappointment too obvious. Any feelings that I might have for Felix would just have to be stuffed down. I’d never really had feelings for another guy before, so it couldn’t be that hard to forget about Felix.
"Besides the Dimidium, did Felix fill you in about the rest of our world?" Rema asked, interrupting my thoughts.
"He told me quite a bit," I said. "I doubt it was everything but it was definitely a lot of information."
"You seem to be handling it pretty well." Rema was starting to sound like a psychiatrist.
I shrugged. "I don’t think I can really deny any of it. It sounds crazy but here you all are, with the same purple eyes as mine. You’ve all got weird powers and super strength, too?"
I saw amusement in Rema’s eyes as she nodded. "I wouldn’t call all of our powers weird, but yes, that’s right. Did Felix mention anything about why he wanted you to come here?"
"Just to meet you," I said, starting to feel nervous. Rema sounded so sweet and kind that I couldn’t believe she was some crazed murderer but I started to wonder if I walked right into a trap.
"Well, yes," Carson said, taking over the conversation. "But we could also use your help."
"My help? What can I do?"
"Felix told you about Zhulik right?"
I nodded.
"Well, Lovac are trained to fight Zhulik but we always have a limited number of Lovac. We do a pretty good job of keeping them away from most Nesmyr but we could always use more help. We’d like it if you would be willing to train and join our ranks."
Rema continued, "Lovac are always being hired by Nesmyr to hunt down Zhulik that are invading on their territory, or ones that have kidnapped Nesmyr family members. It seems to be getting worse and we could always use more Lovac to help." 
I opened my mouth to respond but nothing came out. I wasn’t expecting this at all. I figured they’d teach me a little bit more about what I am and then send me on my way. 
The weird thing was I kind of wanted to learn to fight. It sounded exciting. Even though my life had never been dull with my mom and me moving around all the time, it was never exciting. I was home-schooled and cooped up inside most of the time.
"Someone killed my mother yesterday," I said, my eyes watering up but I blinked the tears away. "And if everything you’ve said is true, then she wasn’t human. She snapped my mom’s neck without any effort and then evaporated into a cloud of smoke the moment she saw me. If I’m going to train to help you out, I want help locating this woman and taking her down. My mom was an amazing person, and I want her murderer to pay."
Rema and Carson both gave each other a look and Felix tensed next to me. I didn’t know if I had offended them or what, but I wasn’t going to help out these strangers without getting something in return. 
"We know what happened to your mom," Rema finally said. "We sent a few Nesmyr to clean up at the hospital and try to find you, but you were already gone."
"What do you mean clean up?"
"They erased the memories of some of the staff to forget completely about you and your mom and found any video footage that had you on it and brought it to us. They also brought her body back in case we could find you. If you’d like, we can give her a proper burial in our graveyard."
I couldn’t stop the tears from flowing this time. These people that I barely knew did all of this for me? 
"Why would you do all of that?" I asked and wiped the tears from my eyes.
"We’ve been looking out for you since you were born. When your mom refused to accept what you are and let you live with us, we could only help from a distance. It was hard with your mom blocking us out but we managed to keep you safe."
"Safe from what, though? If my mom wasn’t running from you all these years, what was she running from?"
"Zhulik. For some reason, a certain Zhulik has been chasing after you since you were born."
That’s when I remembered the picture in my pocket of the man I assumed was my father. He had the glowing red eyes to indicate he was a Zhulik but I didn’t understand why he was coming after me. I pulled the picture from my pocket and handed it to Rema.
"Is this the Zhulik?"
Her eyes widened at the picture and looked up at me to nod. "Where did you get this?"
"My mom had it. She left it with a letter for me. She said this man attacked her and left her pregnant with me. He’s the reason I’m a Lovac, isn’t he?"
"Yes. His name is Lucas. He’s one of the most powerful Zhulik in the world. He’s been alive for centuries."
"Centuries? How long do Zhulik live?"
"As long as they want," Rema said simply. "The more people Zhulik kill, the longer they live. They steal a person’s life force with every kill. Nesmyr only live to be a couple hundred years old and Lovac with Dimidiums live as long as their Dimidium does."
"Why is this Lucas coming after me though?"
"We have no idea. He was old enough to know what happens if he let a woman he raped live. Maybe he wasn’t thinking clearly the night you were conceived, let your mother live and realized his mistake later. Zhulik know that Lovac are the only ones strong enough to kill them so they try not to make any. Young Zhulik can’t seem to help themselves though."
"Does he have anything to do with the woman who killed my mom?"
"It’s possible. From the security tapes we got from the hospital, it looks like she’s a demon. Zhulik usually don’t work with any other species, but when they do, it’s always demons."
"A demon? Don’t they have horns and red skin?" The woman from the hospital looked too normal to be a demon.
Rema laughed. "Horns, yes. Since she’s female, they’re so small you can barely see them through her hair. Demons don’t have red skin though. And fairies don’t have wings and aren’t a few inches tall. There are lots of misconceptions about mythical creatures."
"How am I supposed to find this demon?"
"We’re trying to get in contact with a demon that we are allied with to see if he has any information on who she is. Until then, there’s no way of finding her. If you really want to take her down, then I suggest accepting our offer to train you to fight. If we find her, you won’t stand a chance against her unless you train."
I shrugged. "Fine. I'll train." Now that my mom was gone and there was still the possibility that a Zhulik was after me, I didn't have anything better to do. I didn't know how to live on my own and I wanted to go to college but if I was always on the run I wouldn't be able to. My mom's money would last me a while but not forever. I needed to take care of Lucas and the demon and hopefully be able to have a normal life.
"Excellent," Carson said. "Felix will show you to your room and he'll start training you tomorrow."
"What?" Felix and I asked at the same time. I wasn’t expecting to stay here and I definitely wasn’t expecting to start so soon. I opened my mouth to argue, but Felix beat me to it.
"Why do I have to train her?" he asked. The irritation in his voice surprised me and I wondered what I did to make him not want to train me. "What about the regular trainers?"
Rema sighed. "Our trainer numbers are dwindling. Daryn took a turn for the worse yesterday and we don't know if he'll recover. Ashli isn't doing very well either. The rest of the trainers are booked full of classes right now. We have nowhere to put her. She's your responsibility from now on. Riley and Axel can help when they have time."
Felix didn't argue back. He just nodded his head and looked irritated. I made a mental note to ask him why it was such a big deal that he had to train me and then brought up my argument.
"I didn't know I would have to stay here. I thought I would just stay at a nearby motel and only come when I was needed." Even though I didn't think these people were murderers or kidnappers, they still made me nervous and I didn't know if I would be comfortable sleeping so close to them.
All of the council members looked shocked, except for Nia, who still had a sour look on her face. 
"Well, you can stay at a motel if you feel more comfortable," Rema said. "But the closest motel is an hour away. There's plenty of space here. You'll have your own room, with a lock and personal bathroom. We just thought it would be more convenient. Besides, if Lucas or the demon decide to come after you, you'll be protected here."
I hadn't thought about that. I assumed I would have some way of knowing if they were coming for me like my mom had but I wasn't psychic like she was. I wouldn't have time to run if I was alone. These strangers were definitely the lesser of two evils.
"I can leave at any time if I decide to stay?"
"Absolutely. You're our guest, not our prisoner."
 



Chapter 6
 
 
Ten minutes later Felix was leading me to my room on the floor assigned to Lovac, which was one level beneath the council member’s floor. Riley met us halfway down the stairs.
"Hey, I was just coming to find you. How did everything go?" she asked.
"Not bad," Felix asked. "She's going to start training to help us out."
"As long as I get help finding that demon," I added. I wanted to make it clear that I wasn't going to do this for free.
"Demon?" Riley asked, looking from me to Felix and back again.      
"A demon apparently killed my mother."
When Riley still looked confused, Felix added, "They got the security tapes from the hospital where it happened. The woman turned to smoke."       
Riley’s eyes widened in understanding. "I’m so sorry about your mom."
All I could do was nod. The lump in my throat prevented me from talking. 
"When does your next job start?" Felix asked Riley. "Rema left me in charge of training her and I could use some help."
"Tomorrow," she said. "It's a quick one and I should be back in a few days. I can help you then. I think Axel is taking the next week off though. You could ask him to help but I think he just wants to rest for once. Why are they assigning us to help train?"
Felix ran his hand through his hair. "Rema said Daryn and Ashli aren't doing very well. The rest of the trainers have taken on their classes and are completely full."
"What did she mean about them not doing very well?" I cut in.
Riley frowned and shook her head sadly. "Lovac become trainers when they turn twenty-five if they haven't gone completely crazy yet. Most Nesmyr won't hire anyone after that age if they haven't found a Dimidium so it's the only job for them. They help train the younger Lovac but they deteriorate very rapidly at that age. Daryn has been barely hanging on. He's almost twenty-seven. And poor Ashli. She's barely twenty-five. They were both incredible fighters at one point."
The way Riley talked so casually about this situation shocked me. Two good people that they both knew were losing their minds and going crazy. She also seemed very casual about it happening to her too.
"None of this seems to faze you very much," I said.
She shrugged. "It's part of who we are. We've lived our whole lives knowing we would probably die in our mid-twenties. We learn to accept it."
"The sooner you learn to accept it too then better your life will be. Just try not to think about it too much," Felix said.
"Easier said than done," I muttered as we continued our way back down the stairs. This was all too new to me and I still didn’t fully believe I would go crazy in a few years. I didn’t think I would ever be able to accept it.
"Hey, did the adoption get settled okay?" Felix asked Riley. I forgot that that's where she had been. 
"Sort of. I've never witnessed a tie before. It was a little rough and Mr. Vancil walked away with a bloody nose. The Kruskal's finally took him home. Mrs. Vancil was devastated. It was sad to watch."
I wanted to say something about it being wrong and that they should adopt him out to the most qualified family, not the richest, but I bit my tongue. I kept reminding myself that I grew up in a whole different culture than them and I needed to respect their ways.
Once we were on the floor where Lovac slept, Felix led me to one of the many doors and pulled a key out from above the door frame. He explained that only unoccupied rooms kept the keys above the doors and that I would have complete privacy. 
"I have some errands I have to take care of but make yourself at home. You can order food from a bookmark on the laptop in the room and watch as much TV you want. If you need anything, start knocking on doors. I’m sure everyone will be more than willing to help you. We’ll start training tomorrow."
He didn’t even give me a chance to reply before walking back in the direction we came from. Riley and I both stood and watched him walk away. She had the same confused expression that I had.
"Does he always act that strange?" I asked her.
She shook her head slowly. "I’ve known Felix all my life and he’s never been the kind of person to run away from something. Lately he’s been acting stranger and stranger though. He’s only twenty-one but I think the darkness is already starting to take control."
There was a slight ache in my chest for Felix. Part of me hoped I got a chance to get to know him before he went crazy and another part of me didn’t want to get close to him at all, in case he lost his mind soon. I didn’t think I could handle watching a friend slowly lose their mind.
"Did Felix tell you anything about me?" Riley asked. I was grateful for the change of subject.
I shook my head. "No. He didn’t mention any names when we talked in the coffee shop."
"But he told you about our unique powers, right?"
I nodded.
"I have the ability to see the future. It’s not always clear but one thing I know for sure is that you’re going to be a great asset to our ranks. You’ll also find your Dimidium."
I wasn’t sure why she was telling me this but I noticed the sad look in her eyes had deepened and I started to understand something. "Why does it seem like finding a Dimidium is rare?"
She smiled sadly and said, "It is. It wasn’t always but over the past twenty years it’s gotten worse. Rema was the last Lovac to find her Dimidium. One year, it just seemed like all of the Dimidium disappeared. Most Lovac think we’ve been cursed. I have a feeling you’re the one that’ll break that curse."
"How accurate are your predictions?" I wanted to believe her but I didn’t know how I would be able to help.
"Well, the future can always change but most of the time my predictions come true. The good ones anyways. The bad predictions are the ones we try to change."
"Well, I hope that prediction comes true. I don’t want to go crazy." 
"No one does. Do you have anything in your car that you want to bring up? I know Felix isn’t being a very good host but I can help you out for a little bit."
"I don’t have much but I could use the company."
Riley didn’t say another word before leading me back down the stairs and out to the parking lot. She explained a few important details that Felix never mentioned like how most Lovac and Nesmyr schedules are different from humans. Since Nesmyr and Zhulik don’t go out in the daylight they’re awake during the night and sleep during the day. I’d probably have to be on the same schedule and when Felix said we’d start training tomorrow, he probably meant later tonight, when everyone would be waking up. 
It was still early in the morning for me, but to the Nesmyr and Lovac community, it was past their bedtime. They had only stayed up late to have the adoption ceremony. 
Riley carried my backpack, while I carried the trunk and once we were back in my room, we threw them both on the bed. She explained how to use the provided laptop to order food and watch free movies and TV shows. There was a staff that worked twenty-four hours a day if I needed any technical support. 
After she went through the basics with me and made sure I was comfortable she gave me a quick hug and went to leave.
"Most of the doors on this floor have a name plate on them to let you know where everyone is. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to come find my room or even Felix’s. I don’t mind if you bug him."
She left with a smile and that was the happiest I had seen her since we met. She always seemed to look sad and I wondered what her story was. Then again, seeing the future might be part of it. Seeing glimpses of what could happen would take a toll on anyone’s emotions.
I closed the door to the room and finally got a good look around the room. It looked like what I imagined a dorm room at a college would look like. It had a twin sized bed, with boring white sheets, a small desk with a laptop, a closet and my own personal bathroom. 
I unpacked my clothes, hanging them up in the closet and threw the empty backpack in the corner. I shoved the trunk under the bed and hoped it would be secure there. There weren’t many hiding places in the tiny room and it was the best I could do.
I sat down on the bed and my exhaustion caught up with me. I wasn’t physically tired, but with everything that had happened in less two days, I had no mental energy. I looked around the room for a clock, finding one on the nightstand that read eight in the morning. Even though I knew it was still early, I had lost track of time. Days, hours, minutes, they all seemed to run together now and were seemingly unimportant. It felt like months since I was Wyoming, living with my mom.
I also felt like I had aged years in the past two days. I learned so much about myself and my future and taken on a lot of responsibility by agreeing to learn to train. I barely had a chance to grieve about my mom but I felt like I didn’t even have the energy for that anymore. I felt guilty about it too. My mom was gone and here I was, moving on with my life.
That's what she would have wanted though. I learned to be tough by her. She never let any stress or drama get to her. She lived day by day and always told me that's what I had to do too. And that's what I would do. 
After learning I only had maybe seven or eight years left to live before going completely crazy, I really did need to live in the now. Unless a miracle happened, like Riley seemed to think it would, I had no choice. 
I had only been awake for a few hours, but if Riley was right about Felix planning to train later tonight, I would need as much sleep as I could get. I was never the athletic type and I knew I was going to have difficulty trying to learn to fight. 
Luckily, the bed was comfy and inviting. I didn't even bother to change into pajamas and instead just took my jeans off and slept in my t-shirt. It took a while for my brain to shut off; I was still trying to process everything that happened, but eventually I drifted into sleep. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 7
 
 
I don't know when the nightmare started but I know it interrupted my peaceful sleep. I wasn't in the forest anymore. This time, I was at my house back in Wyoming, except it was old and abandoned.  All of our belongings were still there but they were torn and scattered around. There was a thin layer of dust everywhere and it smelled stale. The windows had been broken and there was a cool breeze running through the house.
It was also dark.
I was in the living room, staring at the top of the stairs. A dark shadow was motioning me to follow it. My instincts told me to fight the urge to follow the figure but I couldn’t. I slowly crept up the stairs, every step creaking as I went. 
The shadow led me to the door of my room. It was closed but the shadow was able to go through it. Its hand appeared back out to encourage me to come in. I kept telling myself not to go through that door but my body ignored my brain. I turned the handle and opened the door. It was pitch black in my room and I refused to move any further.
Come in, a voice whispered from inside. We need you, we want you, you have to come in. 
It kept urging me to step into the room and my body started to move on its own again. It felt like a magic spell was pulling me forward. No matter how hard I tried to stay where I was, my body was trying to move forward. My body finally won. I took one step into the room and fell. 
There had been no floor past the door to my room and I fell into the darkness. I couldn't see anything but I felt the wind flying past me as I went down. I expected to hit the bottom soon and splat onto the ground somewhere, but it never happened. I just kept falling and then a voice was laughing. A malicious laugh resonated from the pit I was falling into. My fear rose and the feeling of falling started to make me sick.
"Wake up," I told myself. "Wake up! Wake up! Wake up!"
 



Chapter 8
 
 
I was sitting up in my bed back at the headquarters, covered in sweat and breathing heavily.  My exhaustion was so strong that I passed back out moments later. I didn't want to think about these nightmares. I only wanted to sleep. The nightmares stayed away the second time around and I was only woken up by a loud knock on my door. 
I pulled my jeans back on and opened the door with groggy eyes. Felix was waiting impatiently for me outside.
"Time to start training," he said. He was smiling brightly but he had dark circles under his eyes. I wondered if he slept at all. At least he looked more willing to help me train than he had yesterday.
"What time is it?" I asked, yawning.
"Four in the afternoon," he said. Which means I had slept for a good nine hours. It was the longest I had slept for a long time yet I still felt tired. I blamed the nightmares.
"Wait, why are we getting up before the sun has even gone down? Riley said you’re day doesn’t usually start until later at night since Nesmyr can’t go out in the sunlight."
"Training starts early and ends late. We need to get as much training in as possible to catch you up. Your whole day is going to be filled with training from now on."
I groaned. I didn't know I was signing up for boot camp. I shut the door in Felix’s face to quickly throw on some clean clothes and met him out in the hallway a few moments later. We walked down the hall in silence for a while and I noticed that he was still tense. So not as willing to help me train as I had thought. 
"Where are we training at?" I asked, breaking the silence once we were back on the main floor.
"The gym. If it's nice enough outside, we might go out there for a little bit."
The gym was the same room where the adoption had been held yesterday but it was completely empty today. All of the bleachers were pushed back and the chairs were all gone. The stage had been dis-assembled and it looked like a normal high school gym.
"Have you been taught anything about self-defense or fighting before?" Felix asked. He had opened up one of the storage rooms and we started dragging mats out.
"Not a thing," I said.
"So we'll need to start with the basics. How athletic are you?"
"Not very," I admitted. "I always wanted to try out for sports but my mom never let me."
He sighed. "Let's go outside then. I want to see how well you can run."
We stopped dragging out mats and headed out one of the back doors that led outside. It was starting to get dark outside but I could still see a running track hidden amongst the trees. Felix produced a stop watch that I didn't see him grab earlier.
"I want you to jog five laps. Pace yourself so you don't get worn out too fast."
I followed his orders without too much complaint and started to jog. After the third lap I was panting but I kept going. I had no endurance and by the end of the fifth lap my legs were wobbly and I could barely breathe. I started to feel self-conscious and I hoped the sweat dripping down my face wasn’t very noticeable.
"That's all you've got?" Felix asked.
"I told you... Not very athletic," I panted.
"Well, before we start any kind of defense training we're going to have to build up your stamina and endurance. I doubt you have much muscle either. Let's go back inside. We're going to do some weight training."
The rest of the night was filled with alternating between weight training, running and yoga stretches. We took a break for lunch but we worked almost non-stop. By the time Felix called it quits I was drenched in sweat and my body hurt so much I didn't know if I would be able to make it back to my room.  Felix had done most of the exercises with me and he hadn’t broken a sweat once. His hair was still perfect, his body not slouched in pain and his breath was even the entire time. 
As we walked back to my room, I realized I was staring at Felix way more than I should be. We made small talk the whole way and he would occasionally compliment me on something I did during training. There was no doubt that my face was bright red from blushing but I hoped he would think it was from all of exercise. Anytime he smiled in his cocky way my heart always jumped and I would hear myself giggle. 
At the door to my room, Felix hesitated before he said what was on his mind. "I’m sorry I acted rude earlier this morning. There’s been a lot on my mind lately and I didn’t think I could handle training you. It went a lot better than I imagined."
"So does that mean you’re not going to dump me off on another Lovac?" There was flirtatious hint to my voice and I wondered where it came from. I had never flirted with another boy before and I didn’t know I was even capable of it.
Felix laughed and smiled sideways. "No. I think I’m going to enjoy whipping you into shape."
He was flirting back with me. Maybe not consciously, but he was definitely flirting back with me. I heard myself giggle again. It was a stupid nervous habit I had and I mentally slapped myself for not being able to control it.
"Get some good sleep. Tomorrow’s going to be much worse."
"Is that supposed to get me excited about training?"
"Absolutely," he said with another bright smile. He shocked me even more by giving me a hug that lingered slightly longer than a friendly hug would and ran off down the hallway. I stood frozen in front of my door for a full minute before rushing inside and slamming the door shut.
He hugged me. And he was flirting with me. Why was this guy that knew we had no chance of being together being so friendly with me? Not that I was really complaining. His hug had been warm and full of his spicy cologne that only held a hint of sweat. I’m sure I enjoyed it much more than he had. I probably smelled like an old man’s armpit and I was still damp with sweat.
I collapsed on the bed and groaned. Why was I worrying so much about what Felix thought? I never had guy trouble before but I always wondered what it would be like. I didn’t like it one bit. I was grateful my mom had kept me sheltered now. 
I froze, mid-groan. My heart sunk at the thought of my mom. I had no right to be worrying over a guy when my mother had just been murdered. I felt guilty for not mourning my mom enough and I felt my eyes water a little bit. 
But I still didn’t have the energy to mourn her properly. My tears were only enough to wet my eyes but not spill over. My heart ached but it didn’t feel like enough. 
After lying in bed for a few minutes and trying to grieve for my mom and I sighed and pulled myself off the bed. I smelled horrible, felt sticky and I desperately needed a shower. 
It took the last of my energy to keep myself standing up during my shower but it was worth it. My stomach had started to growl halfway through the shower and once I was finished I ordered dinner off the laptop.
Once the food was delivered, I shoveled it down and crawled into bed. The second my head was on the pillow, I was asleep. I didn’t think I had ever been so tired in my entire life. 
For the first time in over a week I didn’t have a nightmare. I woke up feeling refreshed but so sore I could barely move. I barely managed to get out of bed when Felix knocked on my door to take me to training. 
"Your muscles will stretch out the more you move," he told me when I wobbled down the hall next to him a few moments later.
"It feels like they’re tightening the more I move," I said through gritted teeth.          
He laughed. "I'll help you stretch once we get to the gym."
"How am I supposed to run or lift anything when I feel like this?"
"It'll get better as the day goes on. Besides, how are we supposed to toughen you up if we let you slack off?"
"It seems more like you're trying to break me."
It took a while to make it to the gym with every muscle in my body protesting but Felix didn't seem impatient. My wandering eyes were worse today and they seemed to follow Felix’s every move. He didn’t seem to notice though and I was grateful for that. I was still kicking myself about my feelings towards Felix. They were definitely growing, instead of disappearing like I hoped they would.
Once we were in the gym, he turned to me and said, "I'm going to help you stretch your muscles. It's going to hurt a lot at first but it will feel better soon."
He had me put my arm over my shoulder and down my back while he held me still and gently pulled my arm down to stretch the muscle. He was right, it did hurt, but after a few moments it started to feel really good. I wasn't sure if that was because of the stretch or because of Felix's touch. His hands were warm as they moved all over my body to help stretch out my muscles, leaving a tingling sensation wherever his hands touched. He was the perfect balance of gentleness and roughness. 
The heat of his body near mine almost made me dizzy. The smell of his cologne was making me light-headed. I didn't want him to stop but once my upper body was all stretched he pulled away. Disappointment washed over me until he told me to lie on the mat on the floor so he could help me stretch my legs.
Which was awkward, to say the least. Most of the time he was on the side of me but there were a few times when he was practically between my legs. I was sure my face was beet red the entire time and I could swear I caught glimpses of a longing look in his eyes. I wasn’t the only one enjoying this. 
Once that was done he stood up quickly and offered his hand out to help me up. I accepted and when he pulled me up, I was face to face with his smoldering look. I had no idea what was running through his mind but he confirmed my suspicions. He was affected by our closeness just as much as I was. His eyes were wide and it felt like they were staring inside of me. 
He reached up, almost running his hand along my cheek, but he snapped out of his daze and yanked his hand and himself away. "How do you feel?"
My sigh of disappointment wasn't very subtle. "Still sore but a little better."
"Good. Let's go out for a jog," he said, trying to sound calm but there was a hysterical note to his voice.
My body was protesting but I did my best to ignore the pain. If I wanted to be accepted in this world I needed to learn how to fight. If I ever wanted any chance of revenge for my mom's death I needed to be tough. I took a deep breath and headed outside for my jog. To my surprise, Felix jogged next to me. His excuse was he wanted to make sure I didn't fall over on the track but I think he needed to run off any feelings about me he stirred up from helping me stretch.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 9
 
 
My time was much slower than yesterday due to my sore muscles but I didn't feel quite out of breath by the end of it. We did almost the same routine as yesterday. Jog for a while, lift weights for a while, yoga stretches to cool down, then repeat. After we finished our lunch, I expected us to continue the routine but Felix said I had another sort of training to start.
"You need to start learning how to block out the darkness. It will get a lot more difficult to learn, the longer we wait. I'm not good at teaching that kind of thing so Rema has agreed to help you out. There aren't any major council events coming up so she has some free time after lunch where you can train. Unless something changes we'll plan on physical training in the morning and mental training in the afternoon. Once you build up enough endurance and strength then we'll move on to defensive moves and fighting."
"How long do you think that will take?"
"Don't be so eager. You just started yesterday. Once your body adjusts to the schedule you will start to make a lot more progress but it will still take time."
He was right. I was eager. I wanted to learn everything and be good at it in a few weeks and start going after Zhulik and find that demon. I didn't want to be stuck around here being other peoples' burden. I felt bad that Felix had to waste his time with me. 
And that's exactly what I told him.
"You're not wasting my time. Your determination proves that you'll be a great fighter one of these days. And you really shouldn't be so eager. Killing is not a fun thing to do. It will stay with you forever and make your nightmares worse."
"How many Zhulik have you killed?" I asked. The haunted look in his eyes made me rethink my desire to do this.
"Seven. Which is a lot for someone my age. Most Lovac only kill about seven in their whole lives. They're hard to kill and even harder to track down. Whatever you do, don't let them get to you first."
That was all he would tell my about his experiences with Zhulik. He told me maybe he would tell me more when I was ready but for now that was all I needed to know. He  led me back up to the place I had originally met the council members and Rema was sitting on one of the couches waiting for us. 
"I'd appreciate if you could stay and help with the training, Felix," she said. I shot him a pleading look. Rema was nice but I didn't know her very well and I desperately wanted Felix to stay to keep me company. 
He didn't even have to look at me to agree to stay. "Of course. I want Avery to learn this as fast as possible."
Rema nodded and turned to me. "Has Felix told you what my power is?"
"No. Well, maybe. Are you the one who can locate Lovac anywhere in the world?"
"No," she laughed lightly. "That's the old bat, Darcy. If she wasn't so useful she'd probably be retired but she doesn't mind too much."
"Then what's your power?" I asked.
"I have the ability to control darkness. I can make it manifest itself in other people as a torture device or I can help take it away from someone who is suffering. Of course, the more I take away from others the more it affects me. I would have deteriorated a lot faster than a normal Lovac if I hadn't found my Dimidium so young."
"I hear you're lucky to have found your Dimidium," I said, remembering what Riley said about them being so rare.
"Don't sound so hopeless. The other Lovac have been telling you we've been cursed haven't they?" She gave a pointed look in Felix’s direction but he shook his head.
"Riley might have said something," I muttered, hoping I wouldn’t get her in trouble. All Rema did was sigh.
"We haven't been cursed. I have faith that our Lovac will find their Dimidiums again. You should too."
"How does it work?" I suddenly asked.
"What? My power?" Rema's eyebrows drew together in confusion.
"No. The Dimidium thing. How do you know if someone is your Dimidium and how exactly do they calm the darkness in us?"
She smiled and stared past me as if remembering something from the past. "When you first see your Dimidium it will feel like you've been blinded by goodness. All of those dark feelings you have will be completely washed away for a moment. You may not know the person and you may not even like them at first but eventually you will grow to love them. Rick and I couldn't stand each other when we first met but the more I spent with him the more I grew to love him. Now I can't stand being away from him. As for how they calm our darkness, no one is really sure. My theory is that a Dimidium is literally a soul mate. When you first meet, your souls connect and from then on the Dimidium will slowly pull out just enough darkness to keep us sane. It doesn't seem to affect them at all though."
"So, it's like magic?"
"In a sense, yes. Maybe it truly is. Some people believe it was a gift from Fairies many years ago. If that was the case, then it really would be magic."
"So Fairies really do exist?" I had to ask every chance I got. It was still too hard to believe that mythical creatures were real. 
"Absolutely."
I shook my head. "It's just so hard to believe. Elves and Werewolves are real too?"
"They sure are."
"Oh so you’ll believe Rema but not me?" Felix said. I know he was joking but he looked almost offended.
"I just want more people to confirm it. I think the more I hear it the easier it gets to accept. It proves that you're not just some escapee from an insane asylum and that I'm not going crazy either."
"You thought I was a crazy person?"
"Well―" I started, but Rema cut me off.
"Now, now, no need to argue. I can understand you're reasoning," she told me. "No one alive today has ever met a Lovac that was raised as a human. It's happened of course, but it's rare. This is a new experience for all of us."
"Are there any records of how well the other human-raised Lovac did during training?"
"I'm not sure if they did train. I think most of them just lived at headquarters until the darkness took them. They definitely didn't have the determination you have."
"Great. So I'm basically a guinea pig."
"Don't think of it as a bad thing," Felix told me. 
"Exactly. We're all learning here. And speaking of that. I think we should actually start the training session soon. I wish I could sit here and answer all of your questions but we have a bit of a time crunch. I have council meetings after dinner every day."
"Okay, what do I need to do?"
"Felix told me that you can sense when someone is using their magic on you?"
I had completely forgotten about that but I recalled the strange tingling in my head when Felix used his power on me. "Yes. I think. He tried to influence me I felt a tingle in my head."
"Then you'll probably be able to tell when I'm using my power. Keep that in mind when we start. I'm going to push some darkness on you and you need to concentrate as best as you can to block it out. Some people say that they can feel the darkness moving around in their head. Try to latch on to it and put up a mental barrier to block it out."
"That sounds a lot easier than it's probably going to be," I said, dreading the thought of having so much darkness in my mind.
"It is." Felix shifted uncomfortably. "Darkness does different things to different people. It's always morphing into something else and it can be a huge pain to latch on to. It's possible to block it out but it's mentally exhausting and takes a lot of concentration. That's why it normally appears during sleep. We're more vulnerable then."
Rema nodded in agreement. "Are you ready to give it a try?" 
I nodded but I wasn’t sure if I really would be ready. 
Rema and I both took deep breaths and concentration washed over our faces. I closed my eyes, thinking it would help. I felt a slight tingle in the back of my mind and I braced myself. However, no amount of bracing would prepare me for what happened. I started to feel like I was burning. My eyes shot open and I saw flames covering every inch of my skin. I could feel the heat and the smell of burning flesh and hair filled my nostrils. I completely forgot where I had been or who I had been with. My mind was consumed with fear and concern for my burning body. I screamed and very faintly heard a male voice tell me to concentrate. 
How the hell was concentrating supposed to help put the flames out? I couldn't think about anything other than how badly it hurt. Then I felt the tingling sensation in my head. What did that tingling sensation mean again? 
Concentrate, I heard that male voice say again. I knew that voice. Felix! He was using his power to help me concentrate. To help me concentrate on blocking out the darkness. My mind finally remembered what I was supposed to be doing. I closed my eyes and tried to block out the pain first. It was hard but I managed. Then I searched my mind. I could feel the darkness wrapping around my brain. It felt like there was a slimly snake curled up in my head.
I fought to unwrap it to push it out. I kept imagining myself grabbing it and flinging it across the room. I had no idea if this is what I was supposed to be doing but it seemed to work. I could feel the fire burning me lessen and then disappear altogether. I could still feel the darkness in my mind however so I threw up a visual brick wall around my brain and gave one last shove at the darkness. 
Then it was gone. My eyes shot open the second I felt it disappear and inspected my entire body. My skin looked the same as it had before we started this process and there was no scorch marks on any of my clothes. I looked wide-eyed at Felix and Rema who were looking back at me with nearly the same expression. 
"What happened?" I asked. I was worried that I’d done something wrong. 
"You screamed. A lot," Felix said.
"You were amazing. No student has ever been able to push me out as fast as you did," Rema said.
"Well, Felix helped a little," I admitted.
He laughed. "That's why Rema wanted me to stay. I usually help first timers by influencing them to focus on what they need to do."
"Even with Felix's help it was still impressive. I have a feeling your mother's strong mind was passed down to you. You were able to regain control so quickly."
"Do you think that's because of her ability to sense our powers?" Felix asked Rema. 
"Absolutely," she said. "I think it helps you to sense the darkness inside of you better, too."
"Do you think that's my special ability then? To be able to sense other powers?" I asked. I really wanted to know more about my power but I was nervous to ask in case there wasn't anything else to it. I didn't want it to be so boring.
"I think it is part of your power but I think there's more to it. I'm very curious to see it blossom to its full potential, which I can tell, you will have a lot of. Do you mind if I ask what the darkness made you see?"
I shuddered. "I was burning. It was so vivid and so real. I could feel the flames all over my body. I could even smell burning flesh. When I opened my eyes you two were completely gone. All I could see were the flames."
"That would explain the foggy look in your eyes," Felix said.
"I've seen it happen a few times before," Rema said. "Darkness takes over so fully that it consumes every sense in the mind. It's rare for that to happen on the first try though. Especially with someone so young. You really are a special case."
I blushed. Rema and Felix were both staring at me with awe and I felt awkward under their gaze. I didn't know what to say to that either. All of this excitement really made me curious to know what the full potential of my power was.
"Is there anything we can do to help figure out what my power really is?"
"Have you always been so impatient?" Felix laughed. 
I glared at him. "Yes."
"The only thing we can do is wait. There was a Lovac many years ago who could predict what other Lovac powers were but he's been gone for a while," Rema said.
 I sighed. Even though Rema and Felix were both hopeful that my power had more to it, I was worried there wouldn't be. Then another thought hit me.
"Do you think I can sense when anyone uses a power around me or is it only when it's being used on me?"
"I don't know," Rema said. "Felix, do you want to use your power on me and see what happens?"
He shifted uncomfortably. "Uh, what do you want me to influence you to do?"
"Something simple," Rema said. "Like stand up or scratch my nose. Anything that will give off enough power to see if she can feel it."
 "Right. Okay." He stared at Rema with an intense look and sure enough I felt a little tingle. Only I wasn't feeling it in just my head. I could faintly feel it in my entire body. Rema suddenly jumped out of her seat and started laughing. 
"You've gotten very good at that. I even tried to fight it to give Avery enough time to try to sense something. So, did you?"
I nodded. "It was very strange. When someone uses their power on me I can feel a strange tingle in my head but when you were using it on Rema I could feel that tingle very faintly in my whole body. The tingle is stronger when I can just feel it in my head, though."
"I think you need to really pay attention anytime you feel that sensation. If you don't know where it's coming from make sure you observe your surroundings and see if you can follow the sensation to the source. I wish there was some way we could find out if this works with other creatures powers but that's too dangerous right now. I'll get Carson to do some research on powers to see if we can find anything similar in our records. For now, I think we're done for the day. We'll meet again tomorrow."
Even though we hadn't done much training today I was relieved that it was over. It had been exciting but I didn't want to be on fire again anytime soon. Felix and I stood up to leave but Rema had one more thing to say.
"Felix, I think you should take Avery on tours around the building. I think the more opportunities you have to try to sense powers the better. Maybe you could even talk to some Lovac and Nesmyr you know and get them to use their powers more. I'll send a word out to some people, too. I want a full report of anything that happens."
"Of course," Felix said, bowing his head a little bit and then he escorted me out of the room.
"Are you really going to walk me around this whole building? It looked huge from the outside. I feel like we'll get lost."
He gave a half smile and shook his head. "I practically grew up here. I know where everything is at. There are only six stories and each of them is large enough that they'll take an hour or so to tour. We can tour after dinner every day if you're not too tired."
It was a good thing I didn't have anything better to do. My whole day just got booked with activities. Physical training in the morning, mental training in the afternoon and now touring the facility in the evening.
"Are you sure you don't mind spending your whole day with me?"
"Well, I could be out hunting down some Zhulik or doing other small tasks for Nesmyr but I actually enjoy spending time with you."
I giggled nervously again and quickly changed the subject.     "Are we just going to stand in this hallway all night or are you going to take me on a tour? Unless we're not starting that yet."
"How about we go get some dinner and then go on a tour if you're not too sore?"
"I feel like I'll be sore for the rest of my life but I think I can handle it."
 
 
 



Chapter 10
 
 
We headed down to the main level where the cafeteria was. We had picked up some lunch from there earlier but ate in the gym. This time we actually ate there and it felt like a five star restaurant as opposed to a cafeteria. There were waiters at our table every five minutes to check on us and the food was astounding. Everyone that worked there were Nesmyr.
"Why are Nesmyr working here?" I asked. "I thought they were all rich."
"There are a lot more Nesmyr families than the ones you saw at the adoption. Those were the rich families. There are lower class Nesmyr too. The only way to be part of the upper class is to be born into it or fight your way up the ranks."
"How is it that Nesmyr are able to have children when all the myths about Vampires say they can't?"
"Nesmyr are only descendants of the Vampire. All of the myths that you hear about Vampires hardly apply to Nesmyr. Zhulik are the ones who ended up with most of the bad qualities that the Nosferatu had, with a few exceptions. Neither race can go out in the sun. Nesmyr won't immediately burst into flames but it does a lot of damage. Zhulik can't even see sunlight without some kind of damage."
"What about religious symbols and garlic?"
"Those are both complete myths. Neither affect Nesmyr or Zhulik. The religious symbol myth was started by humans that thought both races were related to demons. Demons will burn if they touch religious symbols but it's not powerful enough to destroy them."
"What about the garlic myth? How did that start?"
"My suspicion is that Nesmyr have a heightened sense of smell and garlic can sometimes be too strong so they avoid it but they can still eat it. Zhulik can eat it just fine, too."
"Hey, what about Lovac?" I asked, suddenly.
"What about us?"
"Do any of those myths apply towards us? Can... Can we have children?" I already knew the answer to that last question since I didn't see any council members or older Lovac running around with children. I didn't really want to ask, but I needed to know for sure.
Felix wouldn't meet my gaze. "Lovac are unable to have children, unfortunately. The combination of the human gene and the Zhulik gene barely create a functioning person. I don't think adding another kind of completely different gene to that mix would do a child any good. Lovac can try all they want, but it's never happened. We're basically sterile."
"You seem a lot more depressed about that then I thought you would." For some reason, I couldn't see Felix ever wanting to have a child that would have the same kind of life as he did. 
"I never thought I would've wanted kids but every time we go rescue a Lovac baby it depresses me more and more. Not that I'll never have kids but that I was never given the choice to have them. Lovac get the short end of the stick every time."
Without thinking I reached out and placed my hand over his. "You should really stop being so negative all the time."
He stared at my hand and muttered something I couldn't understand before snatching his hand away. We both made eye contact and blushed as we turned away. 
"Sorry. I don't know why I did that," I said.
"Don't worry about it."
"So, what about the other Vampire myths?" I asked, trying to change the subject quickly. "Do any of them affect Lovac?"
"Not really. You know that we can go out in the sunlight, we just burn a little easier than humans."
"I always thought that was because of how pale I am."
"It is but that's because all Lovac are a lot paler than humans unless they have a darker skin gene from their mother like Riley has.  She's part Italian but she's not nearly as dark as most Italians."
"I thought it was weird that a Vampire was tan."
He smiled slightly but didn't laugh at my attempt at a joke. "You might not want to call us Vampires. Some Nesmyr and Lovac get offended by the term since Zhulik are the ones that created all of the stereotypes of a modern Vampire."
"Oh. I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking."
"Don't worry about it. You didn't know. Just be careful from now on."
"I will."
"Well, we should probably start our tour for the evening if you're done with your dinner?"
I nodded and we cleaned up our table before leaving the cafeteria. I felt like I should have left some tip money on the table but Felix assured me that all of the staff here were very well paid.
Felix had explained that the facility levels were set up in order of importance according to the Nesmyr council. The Nesmyr council members had the top floor all to themselves, much like the Lovac council members had the third floor. The fourth floor was reserved for upper class Nesmyr and other creatures that were visiting. That’s where most of the families that came for the adoption stayed. The second floor was where all of the training Lovac and any graduated Lovac that didn't already have their own place stayed. The first floor was where meeting rooms and group event rooms were located. Felix also told me there was a basement where the staff lived. 
The Lovac and staff floors were always the busiest. There were only ever five or so council members on either of their floors at a time, along with their spouses, and there were only ever visitors on special occasions. The Lovac and staff were here almost year round.
This place was literally set up in order of who the Nesmyr thought were most important.  I was really starting to dislike the Nesmyr. I hadn't actually been introduced to any of them specifically but Felix made the upper class Nesmyr sound like superficial money-hungry people. 
"Where do you want to start?" Felix asked, interrupting my thoughts.
"I don't care. Either from the top down or the bottom up."
"Let's start with the basement. The staff is really friendly and they occasionally have power wars."
"Power wars?"
"Nesmyr all have the ability to control minds. Some of the not so wealthy Nesmyr have secret games where they see who can push into another's mind faster. It's like the Nesmyr version of poker. They take bids on who has the strongest mind and some people win a lot of money. It's really interesting to watch. I bet you'll be able to sense it the second we get down there if anything is happening."
"Will they get in trouble if I point them out to you?"
"No. A lot of them know me. The upper class Nesmyr are the ones that would scold them for it. It's not illegal, just frowned upon."
"Well let's go then."
I was expecting the basement to look like a dungeon, with dark, damp walls and rats everywhere. What was actually in the basement looked just as nice and fancy as the rest of what I've seen in this building. There was a decent sized sitting room right at the bottom of the stairs and few people were gathered around tables talking. They glanced at us when we entered but only gave us curious looks. 
The tingling sensation didn't start as soon as we were down there but once we started walking along the hallways it crept up on me. I didn't let Felix know. I wanted to see if I could lead us to where it was coming from before I said anything. We walked in silence most of the time but Felix mentioned what was in a few rooms. There was a game room down here, a small library and a few other recreational rooms. 
We came to a spot in the hallway that led off in four different directions. I paused and tried to "listen" to the tingling. Sure enough I could feel it coming a little stronger from the hallway on the left. 
"Can we go this way?" I asked.
Felix gave me a confused look but shrugged. I think he knew that I was sensing something but he wasn't going to mention it until I did.
I tuned Felix out and concentrated on finding where the power I was sensing was coming from. It was definitely getting stronger. My guess was it was coming from a room only a few doors down. I stopped in the middle of the hallway when it felt strongest. I looked to the door on the left and then the one on the right. Then my eyebrows drew together. They both felt equally strong. 
"It's coming from both of these doors," I told Felix, hoping he would know what I was talking about. 
"Are you sure?" He raised his eyebrows in question.
I concentrated on both rooms again. There was definitely a lot of power coming out of both of these rooms. I could sense it a lot better than I sensed Felix using his power on Rema earlier. 
"Yes," I said at last.
"Good job," he said. "This hallway is the one where most of these power wars take place."
He quietly opened one of the doors and we peeked inside. Sure enough there were two men sitting at a table staring intently at each other with sweat dripping down their faces. There was a small crowd packed into the room watching them. They were all quiet but I could see them rooting for the men inside their heads. We got a few glares for opening the door but no one said anything or looked startled to see us.
Felix closed the door and opened the other one. The scene behind this door was similar to other one except there was a woman going against another man at the table. One of the spectators saw Felix and motioned him in. Felix looked at me questioningly, I shrugged, and we both stepped into the room, trying to be as quiet as possible. 
We stood near the Nesmyr that had motioned Felix in and watch the two competitors in silence. I wanted to ask some questions but decided I might get beaten up if I did. I could tell these people took these competitions seriously. 
The man and woman at the table were perfectly still. They were staring into each other’s eyes but I noticed they weren't sweating nearly as much as the men in the other room. They must have just started. 
A man walked up to us with a sign that read: Bids? and had two names underneath it. There were a lot of scratch marks under the name Joseph, which I assumed was the man and not very many for poor Serena. I concentrated on the two people, expecting to feel more power from Joseph but that wasn't the case. I already knew Serena was going to win. I could feel her power exploding around her. I took out a few bills and handed them to the bidding man, pointing to Serena's name. He gave me a confused look but accepted my bid. Felix was also giving me a confused look. I just smiled and watched the rest of the match.
A few moments later Joseph shot up out of his chair and spun around in a circle with his arms flailing around. Everyone was speechless except for me and the few others who had been rooting for Serena. 
I didn't get a chance to congratulate Serena because she was soon surrounded by people asking her how she did it. The bidding man gave me the small chunk of money I won and Felix ushered me out of the room and chaos. 
"You knew she was going to win." It wasn't a question but I nodded my head anyways.
"She was radiating much more power than that Joseph guy." It felt like cheating but since I only bid a few dollars, I didn’t feel too guilty.
"I'm surprised. Serena is new and she's also upper class. She’s one of the few Nesmyr who were actually turned and survived. She’s married to one of the richer Nesmyr but she gets bored with their life so she sneaks down here. She's only been doing these power wars for a short time and Joseph is pretty good. She either got lucky or has been finding ways to strengthen her power."
"I think she's had that much power but was holding back before. I don't think anyone could get that powerful in a short time. I wish you could've felt what I felt."
"Me too. It sounds really cool."
"Really?" I still had my hopes that there was more to my power but I was starting to learn that it wasn’t as boring as I originally thought.
"Absolutely. I know you're bummed that this might be all your power is but I think it's pretty cool. If you can sense Zhulik power, too then you have double the ability to find them. That can be very useful."
"How can I sense Zhulik? I know you mentioned it before but what’s it feel like?"
"You’ll get a pretty bad headache anytime one is near. Most Lovac don’t ever have a normal headache."
I froze in the hallway and an uneasy feeling settled in my stomach. Throughout my entire life, I was plagued by headaches every few months. It was always around the time my mom and I had to move again. My whole life I had been sensing a Zhulik and never knew it.
"Are you okay?" Felix asked when he noticed I wasn’t following him down the hallway. "You look like you’re going to be sick."
I took a shaky breath and shook my head. "I’m fine." I tried to smile convincingly and fell in step next to him. 
Even though there wasn’t much else to see in the basement we continued walking through the rest of it. Felix kept giving me concerned side glances every few minutes but I kept a smile plastered to my face. I refused to think about the Zhulik that caused my headaches, who was no doubt Lucas. 
After the tour Felix walked me back to my room. We said our goodbyes and Felix promised to wake me up bright and early the next morning before he gave me another not-so-quick hug and left. I couldn’t wrap my thoughts around Felix this time, I was still sick from the idea of Lucas stalking me my whole life. 
I immediately got ready for bed and hoped that sleep would calm my nerves and my thoughts. My thoughts were on over-drive, though and I tossed and turned in bed before I finally fell asleep.
 



Chapter 11
 
 
Wake up, I heard repeating in my head.
They're going to kill you, the voice in my head said.
I slowly opened my eyes but didn't recognize where I was. The small room that I was in was nothing like my room at home. I couldn't remember how I got there either. I slowly stood up and moved to the door, testing to see if it was locked. To my surprise, it wasn't. My captives weren't very smart if they left my door unlocked and unguarded.
You must kill them, all of them, before they find you, said the voice. I didn't know why I was hearing voices in my head but I felt like they were protecting me. 
I stepped into the hallway but didn't see anyone. To my left I could see a door that marked the end of the hallway and to my right the hallway continued on beyond my view. I chose to go right, hoping I would run in to someone. I wasn't sure where I was going but I found myself knocking on a door that was quite a long way down the hallway from mine. 
A blurry person opened the door. I blinked a few times to try to see who it was but my vision wouldn't clear. I could hear the deep male voice speaking but it sounded like I was underwater. Suddenly, I felt dizzy and I could feel my whole body tingling. The person reached for me and I jumped on him. I could hear the voice in my head urging me to kill him. 
I landed with a thud on top of the person as we both feel to the ground. I started throwing punches but before I could do any damage, I heard another voice in my head; one that I didn't recognize.
Avery, concentrate. The darkness has you, you have to fight back, said the foreign voice.
Don't listen to him, the first voice said. He is the one holding you prisoner. You must kill him.
I continued attacking but all of the voices in my head were making it throb. I forced myself off of the person I was struggling with, closed my eyes and held the sides of my head with both hands. The voices kept arguing with each other, trying to push me in one direction or another. It was too much for me to handle and I screamed. Both voices stopped.
I needed to remember how I got here and what was going on before I could decide which voice I was going to listen to. The last thing I could remember was waking up in my bed at my mom's house.
My mom. There was something about my mom that was important but I couldn't grasp the thought. Was one of the voices I was hearing my mom? My mom had warned me that something evil was after me. But when?
Then everything came rushing back to me. My mom being killed. The demon. The Zhulik. Being a Lovac. Then I remembered about the darkness. I concentrated on finding it inside my head and sure enough, I could feel the slime in my brain. I felt myself get goose bumps and forced myself to concentrate on blocking the darkness out. 
As soon as I unraveled it and threw up a wall I gasped. Noise and sight came back to me, crystal clear. I was curled in a ball on the ground and my hands were wrapped around my still throbbing head. Whoever was in the room with me put a hand on my shoulder and tried to help me sit up. I looked around and saw Felix crouched next to me. He had a concerned and almost frightened look in his eyes.
"Are you okay?" he asked.
"What... What happened?" I muttered.
"You tell me. I just opened the door and you were staring at me with foggy eyes. When I went to touch you, you tackled me to the ground."
I shook my head and felt tears starting to form in my eyes. "I just remember waking up and not knowing where I was. A voice in my head told me I had to kill you. That you were holding me captive here. I couldn't even see who you were. You were blurring and when you spoke it sounded like I was under water."
"The darkness had a hold of you. I tried to influence you to take control back." He was speaking so calmly and running his hand along my back. His concern was making it harder to hold the tears back and they soon spilled over.
"I heard," I said and wiped my eyes. "Your voice and the other voice in my head made me confused. I couldn't figure out which one to choose."
"Well, I'm glad you chose the right one."
Thinking about the voices in my head and how unnatural it had felt made me rock back and forth in my huddled ball. When I spoke my voice sounded hysterical. "I felt like I was going crazy. I don't want to go crazy."
I looked at Felix with pleading eyes. I knew there was nothing he could do but I wanted him to tell me everything would be alright, that I wouldn’t go crazy and he would help me through it. Instead, he took my face in his hands, wiped some of the tears off of my cheek and kissed me.
I froze instantly. I had never been kissed before and Felix was the last person I imagined I would be kissing. My thoughts only made me hesitate for a moment though. I realized that I wanted this. If Felix did too, I wouldn’t deny him.
I unfolded myself from the fetal and wrapped my arms tightly around Felix’s neck. I had no idea how to kiss but Felix took control and gently eased my mouth open with his tongue. In seconds we were kissing passionately and I completely forgot about the outside world. 
Felix’s arms moved to wrap around my waist and pull me closer to him. We were still kneeling on the ground but I ignore the pain in my knees and concentrated on the warmth of his body. He felt good pressed against me and he tasted even better. 
We had only been kissing for a moment before Felix suddenly broke away, pulling out of our kiss, standing up and moving a few feet away in one fluid motion. It was so sudden that I was still staring at the spot he had just been and my arms were still in the air. I dropped them awkwardly and looked around in confusion. 
Felix was standing on the other side of his bed. His eyes still held desire from the kiss and his breath was ragged. He was also visibly shaking. 
"I shouldn’t have done that. I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I think you should leave."
I was speechless. One moment, I was enjoying one of the best feelings I had ever felt and the next it was ripped away. I thought he wanted it? What made him change his mind so suddenly?
Before I had the chance to respond, Riley was standing in the door way.       
"What’s going on?" she asked hesitantly. 
I was still sitting on the ground and I looked at Felix for an answer. I wasn’t sure what was going on, myself.
"She had a run in with darkness," Felix said calmly. "I opened the door and she started attacking me. I had to influence her to help her get control of herself again."
Riley’s eyes widened and she fell down on the ground next to me. "Are you okay?" she asked quietly. She gently put her arm on my shoulder and looked at me with deep concern. I was still speechless, so all I could do was nod. 
Felix left his spot from the other side of the bed and kneeled down next to Riley. He didn’t comfort me this time.
"Can she stay with you tonight?" Felix asked Riley. "I’ll take her to talk to Carson in the morning."
Riley nodded and started to help me up when I finally found my voice. "Why do I need to see Carson?"
I wobbled when I found my feet and Felix’s arms shot out to steady me. An electric heat shot through my body and by the way Felix tensed, I bet he felt the same. His voice was still calm when he spoke. "He's kind of like a school counselor. He studies a lot of psychology and opens his door to anyone in the facility that wants to talk about any problems they have. He's especially good at helping Lovac deal with the trauma of when darkness takes control."
There was still concern in his eyes but there was also something underlying it. It was either frustration or anger or a combination of both. I let Riley lead me away and did my best not to feel the pain of rejection from Felix.
Riley’s room was only a few doors down from Felix’s. All of the decorations indicated that she had lived in this room for a while, probably since she first started training. The major contrast from my room was the bunk bed pushed against the wall. 
"Do you share this room with someone?" I asked, sitting down on the lower bunk.
Riley’s eyes had the familiar sadness in them. "Used to," she muttered. "I’m one of the few Lovac who were born as a twin. She was killed by a werewolf a few weeks after we graduated training."
"I’m so sorry," I immediately said. Having lost my only family member, I knew what she was going through. I always heard twins had a special bond though, and I wondered if that made the pain worse.
Riley shrugged and took a seat at the desk along the opposite wall. "The worst part about all of it was I tried to warn her. I had a vision of it but she wouldn’t listen to me. She was too eager to start fighting. You’re eagerness reminds me of her."
Guilt engulfed me and I stared at my hands in my lap.
"What really happened back there?" Riley asked, nodding her head in the direction of Felix’s room.
"What do you mean?" Had she seen a vision of the kiss and just wanted me to admit to her or was she just that intuitive? 
"Felix didn’t tell me the whole story. I know him too well to know that he was keeping something from me."
I opened my mouth to pretend I didn’t have any idea about what she was talking about but changed my mind. So what is Felix had kissed me? It’s not like it was a crime. My anger at his sudden change in desire also had something to do with my decision to tell Riley.
"He kissed me. And not just an innocent kiss."
Riley didn’t look surprised. She just nodded her head in resignation. "I could tell Felix was attracted to you the moment I met you. Since most Lovac grow up together, we think of each other more as a brother or sister than someone we could be attracted to. But we still have hormones, so whenever we meet a Lovac we didn’t grow up with, it gets messy. Once a year, Lovac and Nesmyr from the other two regions in the Amazon and Ukraine, meet with us. We usually mess around with the Lovac that come. You’re kind of like one of those visiting Lovac. I’m sure a lot of other male Lovac are admiring you from a distance. Felix just can’t seem to control himself."
I sighed. Even though it was nice that I was being admired, it felt forced. Like the only reason I was attractive to any of these people was because I was something new and different that they didn’t consider family.
"So the only reason Felix is attracted to me is because I’m the only one around that he can be attracted to?" My voice gave away my disappointment and Riley instantly caught on.
"Don’t let it get to you too much. You and I and even Felix all know that a relationship between you two won’t end well. Besides, I told you that you would find your true Dimidium. I won’t hold it against you if you want to have some fun with Felix, but keep in mind that if you get too close, both of you will end up hurt when your Dimidium comes around."
I half sighed and half groaned as I threw myself back on the bed. Riley laughed at my frustration and crawled onto the top bunk.
"Why do boy problems suck?" I asked the mattress above me.
"You never had any human boys flirting after you back home?" The genuine shock in her voice boosted my bruised ego and I smiled to myself.
"No," I said. "My mom never let me get close enough to another boy to have feelings for them."
"That means Felix was probably your first kiss then. How was it?"
"Amazing." It wasn’t even close to how I really felt about it. It was beyond amazing but I didn’t think any word would be accurate. It was nice to have someone to talk about it. I had never had a close friend before either and I secretly hoped Riley and I would get closer.
Riley spent the next ten minutes telling me about her first kiss with a Lovac from the Ukraine. The way she spoke indicated that she hadn’t had anyone to talk girl talk with for a while either. After she finished, exhaustion had crept back up on both of us and we silently drifted off into sleep. The nightmares stayed away for the rest of the night but the traumatic feeling the darkness left with me didn’t disappear.
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 12
 
 
"What a nice surprise," Carson said cheerfully the next morning when Felix took me to his office. "What can I do for you two?"
"Avery had her first major run in with darkness last night and I think she really needs to talk to you," Felix said. He was talking to Carson like I wasn't even there but I didn't mind. Even though I slept off the worst of the traumatic feeling, I still didn't feel back to normal and my mind kept wandering. 
"Avery?" Carson said, snapping me out of my thoughts again. Felix had to do the same thing multiple times earlier in the morning.
"Sorry. I can't seem to stay focused on anything," I said. 
"That tends to happen after the first couple of times," Carson said. "Why don't you and Felix come into my office and tell me what happened."
Felix and I sat down in some chairs in front of Carson's desk. His office looked like a typical psychologist's office, with book cases lining the wall, framed degrees hanging up and even a few fake plants. Like everywhere else in this facility, it smelled lightly of incense. I had come to the conclusion that they burned incense in the air ducts since the smell was everywhere.
Once again, I had lost myself in my thoughts and had to be prompted again by Carson to tell him what happened. I told him every detail I could remember, leaving off the stuff about Felix kissing me. Once I finished I could feel myself trembling again and my eyes were full of tears. Felix had taken my hand and was squeezing it gently, trying to calm me down. 
"I don't want to alarm you, but it's very rare for darkness to take control of someone like that so soon after turning eighteen. My theory is that since Lucas was so old and powerful when your mother conceived you, he transferred more of his darkness to you then a young Zhulik normally would to a Lovac."
That wasn't exactly what I wanted to hear. "Does that mean I'm going to go crazy sooner?"
"Not necessarily," he said, in a matter-of-fact tone. "You seem to be able to block out the darkness a lot quicker than a normal Lovac too. I think you may have to fight with darkness more but I don't think it will completely take over sooner than it would for a normal Lovac."
"Great," was all I managed to say, though it didn't feel so great.
"I know it's going to be hard and I'm sorry you were forced into this life. Every night I pray that all of you Lovac will find your Dimidiums so that you don't have to fight with the darkness any longer. I just hope my prayers come true soon."
"Me too," Felix said, smiling sadly at me. I could see he was concerned about my future but I also saw fear in his eyes about his own fate. All of the Lovac I met put on a brave face about their future but deep down, I knew they were just as terrified as I was.
We left Carson's office shortly after. He didn't have as much advice on handling the darkness as I had hoped but he did make me feel better. He mentioned some simple techniques I could do before bed to try to keep the darkness at bay while I slept and mentioned that staying in the same room with another Lovac might help until I get better control. It looked like I would be moving in with Riley or at least staying in her room more often.
"Don’t think you’re getting out of training today," Felix said when I went to head back to my room. I paused in the stairwell and bit back a groan. My body was still sore and I was hoping for an R&R day.
I was secretly hoping that Felix had forgotten about training, at least for the day. He dragged me to the gym and we started off with the usual running. It actually helped clear my mind and by the end of the day all of the foggy thoughts were gone. I was back to being as close to normal as I could be. 
            



Chapter 13
 
 
The rest of the week was pretty much the same routine, with the exception of my mother’s funeral. Her body had been buried earlier but there hadn’t been adequate time for a proper ceremony. I expected to cry a lot, but my tear ducts were dry. The pain in my heart was never dull though. I said a few words and promised out loud to take down her killer. Felix stood by me the entire time and comforted me afterwards. Even though the ceremony was far from peaceful, I felt more at peace that she had a proper burial and there were actually people to attend. Nearly every Lovac and a good portion of the Nesmyr at the facility were there. 
The next day, the training continued like nothing had ever happened. I preferred it that way, too. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life grieving and I didn’t want to hear the sympathy from others. I focused all my sorrow into the training. 
We stuck with running and weight training in the morning, with yoga stretches in between, mental training in the afternoon with Rema and then took tours after dinner. Felix showed me a few important rooms on the main floor, like the hospital wing and the feeding room.
I was disgusted by both of them. The hospital was sectioned into two parts; a section like any other hospital, with beds for minor cases and a room for critical care, and another section for Lovac that were starting to lose their mind, that was basically a toned down insane asylum. Felix didn't want me to see the section specifically for crazy Lovac, but I insisted. 
He introduced me to Daryn, who sat in the corner to his barred off room, scratching on the white walls the entire time we were there. The other Lovac that was in this section was Ashli. She seemed almost normal when I was introduced to her but as we were leaving, I heard her screaming and thrashing around her room.
The feeding room was just as traumatizing. There were humans set up in booths, with dazed looks on their faces and multiple bite marks in their necks. Felix explained that most of them were volunteers and were addicted to the hormones released by a Nesmyr bite but no explanation would ever make it okay in my mind. There were some things about this new world I was dragged in to that I would never accept. 
Felix even offered to let me try the blood but I refused. I know it would make me stronger but the thought of actually tasting blood my stomach churn. He didn’t pressure me and said most Lovac preferred to stay away from blood, though there were a few who enjoyed it.
We continued with the rest of our tours throughout the week. I was easily able to locate places where people were using their power and Felix always found it fascinating. We even discovered that I could locate Nesmyr even when they weren’t using their power. They apparently always gave off a small radiance of power that I could sense if I concentrated hard enough.
My body started to adjust to the training and I could feel it getting leaner and stronger every day. My training with Rema always got more intense but I was able to handle it. Somehow, word of my abilities traveled around the facility and many of the Lovac and even some Nesmyr went out of their ways to meet me. I felt like a local celebrity.
I stayed in Riley’s room every night and our friendship increased every night. The sadness in her eyes never disappeared but it seemed to lessen when I was around. I would never fill the spot of her sister, but at least I could be there as a friend for her.
My feelings for Felix seemed to grow every day and Felix seemed to distance himself from me more but I knew he was having just as hard of a time getting his feelings closed off. There were moments when he would look at me with hungry eyes and times where he would reach for me, but he always stopped himself short. My longing for him to touch me increased and on more than one occasion, I contemplated taking action.
Nine days after the kissing incident, during one of our yoga stretches, was one of those occasions. We were sitting on the ground, stretching our legs. I had purposely sat closer to him than I knew he was comfortable with. Our legs kept bumping and when I made up my mind to just drag him into a kiss, the doors to the gym slammed open, startling both of us out of our thoughts.
"Have you started training her to do defensive and offensive moves yet?" Riley frantically asked Felix when she entered the gym and walked over to us.
Felix stood up and offered his hand to help me up, an action he rarely did anymore. "No. We were going to start them next week. She's doing really great at the--"
Riley cut him off. "You have to start training her now."
"What do you mean? What's going on?" I said when I was off the ground. Now that I was level with her, I could see her eyes were rimmed with splotches of blood. If Riley hadn’t explained that her eyes literally bled when she had visions, I would have panicked. 
"You can fight. I've seen it. We're going to need to get you trained as quickly as possible. Something big is about to happen and we'll need all the Lovac we can get."
"What did you see, Riley?" Felix asked as he gently put his arms on her shoulders to try to calm her down.
"I... I can't say exactly. All I know is there are some clever Zhulik planning something big and we're going to need Avery's help." She was shaking now and her breaths were coming out in shallow gasps.
"I think we need to go see Rema. I don't mind starting training with Avery but Rema needs to hear what you have to say."
Riley nodded and nearly collapsed in Felix's arms. Whatever she had seen had taken a toll on her strength. Felix picked her up and carried her all the way to the Lovac council member’s floor. I felt guilty at the slight pang of jealousy in my chest that Felix was so willing to hold Riley close, despite knowing they thought of each other more like siblings than anything else. I pushed the thoughts aside as we entered the little sitting area where Rema usually was.
Rema wasn't sitting in her usual spot but had just exited one of the rooms on the right. She was surprised to see us but worry crossed her face when she saw a limp Riley in Felix's arms.
"What happened?" she asked.
"Riley came running into the gym to tell me I needed to start training Avery immediately. She was also saying that something big was about to happen with the Zhulik and we would need Avery's help."
"Lay her down on the couch. When did she pass out?"
"Right after I said we needed to come see you."
"Did she mention anything else important?"
"No. That was it."
"Wait," I said. "She said something about her knowing I could fight. That she had seen it. What does that mean?"
"My guess is that she saw you fighting in whatever big event is about to happen but only if you start training now," Felix said.
"No," Riley muttered. Her voice was very quiet and she hadn't moved from the spot Felix had put her in. "She can fight now. The Zhulik attack will happen in less than two weeks if we don't stop it."
Rema and Felix both gave me questioningly looks. "I thought you said you haven't had any training before this?" Felix asked, crossing his arms over his chest.
"I haven't," I said. I had never even thrown a punch at someone until the night darkness made me attack Felix. "I have no idea what she's talking about. Honestly. You saw me. I can barely run or lift weights. How can I know how to fight?"
They gave each other a quick glance and then Rema said, "Go back down to the gym and start training immediately. I'll take care of Riley and see what other information she has. I will come find you in an hour or so to see what happens."
"Come on." Felix gently grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the exit. I wanted to argue more but I didn't think anything I said would help my case. Felix didn't let go of my hand the entire way back to the gym and he wouldn’t look at me.
"You don't believe me," I said.
"Riley's predictions have never been wrong. She also doesn't lie. If she says you can fight then you can fight. I can't believe you've been hiding it the past week and a half. I can’t believe I actually felt so close to you. Are you a spy or something? Did some Zhulik pay you to infiltrate our facility?"
I slammed my feet into the ground, stopping both of us only a few feet away from the gym doors. I didn’t have a chance to call him out on admitting he felt close to me. The thought of him thinking I would betray him was more important. "I can't believe you would think that! Those monsters are the reason my mother is dead and I never even knew you existed until that point. I haven't lied to you about anything."
The hallway had been empty but my shouting carried down the hall and I saw a few staff members peek their heads out of doors. Felix gave an apologetic smile and continued tugging me into the gym. I gave up resisting and followed him in, wiping the tears of frustration from my eyes with my free hand. He turned on me the second the doors were closed.
I would have never expected what happened next. Felix threw a punch at my face. I braced myself for the pain but before it could come I felt a burning deep in my gut. Before I knew what was happening I was dodging the punch and quickly shifting my body to elbow Felix in the chest. I didn't even know I could do that and we both stood there in amazement as we tried to comprehend what had just happened. I didn't get much time though because Felix snapped out of his shock first. 
There was fire in his eyes and I realized that I just proved that I could fight. He had no reason not to believe I was a spy and a threat to all of them. When he came after me again I felt that burning feeling in my gut takeover. I quickly dodged anything he threw at me and retaliated with a hit of my own faster than he was able to dodge. 
A few minutes of this passed before I understood what was happening. That burning sensation was similar to the sensation I got when I sensed someone using their power, only much stronger. This ability to be able to fight was part of my power. 
"Felix! You have to stop," I shouted to get his attention. I needed him to hear me out. I didn’t have any control of my power and I didn’t know what I could do to him if he didn’t stop.
"No," he shook his head. "You've been lying to all of us. You've been lying to me. We opened our arms to you like family and it was all just part of some evil plot of yours."
As long as he kept throwing punches I would keep dodging and hitting back. I didn't want to keep attacking him but my body had a mind of its' own right now. I kept trying to get him to calm down but he wouldn't listen to me and would scream anytime I tried to talk. I could see he was getting weak and I finally seized my opportunity and jumped on him.
We both tumbled to the ground and I managed to pin him to the floor after rolling around a few times. He struggled but I pushed down harder until he finally gave in. The training from the past week and a half had really increased my strength. I wouldn’t have stood a chance of pinning him down back then.
"You need to listen to me Felix." I looked deep into his eyes, pleading that he would calm down.
He just glared at me.
"I swear to you, I've never known how to fight before this. I've never had any lessons and I didn't train on my own. When you threw that first punch at me I felt a burning sensation in my gut and it took over. I had no idea what I was doing or how to control it. It almost felt like the tingling sensation I get when I sense a power but more intense. I think this ability to fight is part of my power."
Felix was still tense but he was studying my face very carefully. Tell the truth, I heard in my head, along with a slight tingle. He was trying to use his power on me to get me to admit I was a spy. 
"I'm not lying," I said. My heart was thumping painfully in my chest and I was becoming more and more aware of how close our bodies were. 
He tried one more time with his power and when I still said I wasn't lying he relaxed a little bit more.
"I have to admit," he said hesitantly. "I would much rather it be part of your power than you be a spy. It makes me feel better that I just got my ass kicked by a girl."
I burst out laughing and he laughed a little bit too. Of course he would try to make a joke in a time like this. He was still a little tense but he was starting to believe me. I released his arms and sat back. I was straddling him on the floor, and as awkward as it felt, I didn’t want to move. Partly because I was afraid he would attack me again and partly because I wanted to attack him, only in a different way.
"Do you believe me or do I have to straddle you all night so you don't attack me again?" The flirty tone to my voice was back and I was desperately hoping he would take the hint and not reject me again.
"I don't know. I kind of like having you on top of me," he said, biting his lip and clenching his hands into fists by his sides. He wanted me just as much as I wanted him. 
There was a moment of silence where neither of us made a move. I didn’t know whether to take that as an invitation and I was terrified to make the first move. Felix gave in first, though and slipped his hand behind my neck, pulling me onto his chest and into a desperate kiss. My heart skipped a few beats and I melted into him. I ran my hands through his soft hair and I felt his hands gripping my hips. I almost felt like crying for joy.
The sound of the door opening made Felix tense. He threw me off of him and out of our kiss. It was like being splashed by cold water and it took me a minute to remember where I was. I was still sitting on the ground but Felix had shot up and was standing next to me while Rema and Rylie entered the gym. It was almost an exact replay of the last time we kissed. 
My breath was shallow and an ache in my heart was making it even harder to breath. Was I stupid for having feelings for Felix? 
"Well, what have you found out Felix?" Rema asked when she was in front of us. I slowly got up and Rylie glanced at me with suspicion. I had a feeling she knew what had just happened and the look on her face hinted that she didn’t approve.
"Look and see." I had just barely gotten on my feet when Felix quickly turned around and threw his fist at me again. My body reacted in the same as it had earlier. The burning in my gut took over and seconds later Felix was on the ground holding his stomach. I had landed a blow hard enough to knock him to the ground and knock the wind out of him. 
            "Oh my gosh, Felix, are you okay?" I asked as I kneeled next to him. 
He gasped a few times before he caught his breath to speak. "Fine. Fine. That was a lot more power than earlier."
"You really caught me off guard. And I didn't want to end up on the ground again."
Felix and I both blushed a little bit but I don't think the others noticed. 
"What just happened?" asked Riley after she recovered from her shock.
Rema didn't say anything. She just looked at me with wide eyes and occasionally glanced at Felix. She was apparently still in shock.
"I thought you already knew," I said.
"I knew you could fight but you didn't even have to work to get Felix on the ground. I figured you knew some basic stuff and Felix could help develop it. That was nothing like what I expected."
I shrugged. "I really didn't think I knew anything about fighting but apparently it's engrained in my body. Every time Felix starts to attack me I get this burning sensation in my stomach and then my body just fights back. I really have no idea what I'm doing. It just happens naturally."
"So you think this is part of your power?" Rema said, finally snapping out of her shock.
"Yes. I don't think there's any other explanation for it."
"I've never seen anything like this," Rema muttered. "We need to take you to see Nia. She'll confirm this."
"Whoa, Nia? Why do I need to see her?" I asked. Nia scared me and I hoped I wouldn’t have to see her again after our first introduction. 
"Nia has the power to tell if someone is lying," Felix explained. "She'll be able to confirm if it's part of your power or if you're a spy for someone. She seemed to trust you before so I'm hoping it's the first option but she could have misjudged you."
I gave a pleading look at Felix but his face didn't show any emotion. He agreed with Rema and we all left the gym and went back up the stairs. Felix and Rylie both walked stiffly next to me. I knew they both believed that I was telling the truth but they wouldn’t relax until it was confirmed. Felix would probably never relax around me again.
 
 
 



Chapter 14
 
 
Nia did not look happy to see us knocking at her door. It was the middle of the night, which was technically the middle of the day for Nesmyr and Lovac, but it looked like she had been sleeping. I didn't think Nia would have looked happy to see us at any time though. Her face seemed to be in a permanent sneer.
"What do you want?" she grumbled.
"Nia, I need you to help us out," Rema said. "Can you tell us if Avery is lying about some things?"
Nia glared at me, sighed and then looked back at Rema. "I suppose. Have a seat in the lounge. I'll be out in a minute."
She closed her door before we could say anything and we all took a seat in the lounge area. No one said anything and the tension was making me uncomfortable. I didn't want to be scrutinized by Nia but if it would make the tension go away then I would welcome it.
Nia came out a little while later, looking much more refreshed. She sat down in front of me and told Rema to ask away.
"Avery, are you a spy?"
"No," I immediately said.
"Truth," was all Nia said.
"Have you always known how to fight?" This came from Felix.
"No."
"Truth, kind of," Nia said. When she didn't elaborate we all gave her a questioning stare. She sighed and rolled her eyes. "Her mind believes she didn't know how to fight. Her body says otherwise. It's complicated. Basically, she believes that she didn't know how to fight so it's still the truth."
She gave Felix a look that asked if that was good enough for him and he shrugged and sat back in his chair.
Riley was the next to ask. "Did you really get a burning sensation when Felix came after you?"
"Yes."
Nia nodded. "She's telling the truth still."
"Do you think it's part of your power?" Riley continued.
"Absolutely."
"Still the truth," Nia said, looking bored.
After that, everyone relaxed. 
"Is that all you need?" Nia asked.
"I think so. I don't have any more questions. Do either of you?" Rema asked Riley and Felix.
They both shook their heads but Nia was the one that spoke.
"I have a question then. Are you ready to fight Zhulik?"
I was caught off guard by this and had to pause to think about it. Now that I knew more about my power, I felt like I could fight anything but was I really ready for it? I wasn't sure. I had only been part of this world less than two weeks and I was still learning about it. I wanted to be ready to make myself useful but I was afraid. 
"I don't think so," I finally said.
Nia stared at me for a moment and then nodded her head slightly. She didn't say anything and stood up to leave. "If you need anything else please hesitate to ask," she said and then sauntered back to her room. 
"Why does she have such a horrible attitude?" I muttered. 
Rema surprised me by laughing, which caused Riley and Felix to laugh too.
"Nia is Nia," Rema said. "That's just the way she is and always has been. She was raised by strict parents and grew up with an emotionless attitude. Deep down she's a good person though."
"So, is my trial over then?" I asked next.
Rema grimaced. "I'm sorry we had to do that. We've had some Lovac on the verge of craziness become spies for Zhulik and other dark creatures before. We had to be sure we could trust you."
"Does that mean you do trust me then?"
"Yes," all three of them said in unison then laughed. 
"So what happens now?" I asked.
"Good question," Felix said, looking at Rema for the answer.
Before she could reply, Carson came running into the room. Well, not really running. I think he was too old to fully run but he was walking with urgency. 
"Finally," he said as he came up next to us. "I've been looking everywhere for you. Rema, I finally found some information on Avery's power."
I sat up in my chair. I was excited to know if there was even more to my power. He hadn't heard about the latest discovery and I was curious to know if he had researched the right power.
Rema sat up in her chair too. "What did you find?"
Apparently we were all going to keep quiet about the fighting part until hearing him out.
"Well, it's rare, that's for sure. There is only one other documented case. That is, if I have the right power. I found a power matching the description you gave me about being able to sense other powers. If it's the same power, Avery should also have unmatchable fighting skills. I think we need to take her out to the field and--"
Felix coughed a little to interrupt politely. "Sorry, Carson, I don't mean to interrupt but we've just tested that out. Avery beat me up without even breaking a sweat."
Carson finally looked at Felix and could see parts of his body that were already starting to bruise and swell. He gave an apologetic smile and continued, "It seems I must have the right power then. Only one other person in our history had this power. Aleksia Salvador."
That name did not ring a bell to me but Riley, Felix and Rema all gasped. 
"Of course," Riley said. "I remember studying her a few years back. She holds the record for most Zhulik killed. Everyone believed she would have made them extinct if that were possible. She would have killed so much more if..." she trailed off, glancing at me.
"What happened to her? Did she never find a Dimidium?" I asked.
Felix shifted slightly. "She did. She lived to be in her thirties. The Zhulik got smart though and the few that remained at the time gathered together to take her down. They knew they couldn't physically take her down so they went after her Dimidium instead. They kidnapped him and did some pretty horrible things to him before killing him. When Aleksia found the body the darkness consumed her and the Zhulik took their chance to kill her. No one believes they killed her right away, though. There is suspicion she was endlessly tortured until her heart gave out but there is no proof. Her body was never found so there’s even some suspicion she was never actually killed."
"That's horrible," was all I could mutter. It almost made me hope I never found my Dimidium. I didn't want to put anyone else in danger because of what I could do. 
"This was hundreds of years ago," Riley said. "Other Lovac had gotten lazy when Aleksia could easily take down Zhulik. If their guard wouldn't have been down, they could have protected her Dimidium. If you find one, we will make sure he is securely guarded when you're not with him."
"I thought your power was seeing the future, not reading minds," I teased.
She tried to hide a smile. "I just have really good intuition. I would think the same thing if I were in your situation."
The more time I spent around Riley the less I believed she was as young as she looked. She was always so mature and calm about everything and it made her seem like how I imagined a perfect mother would be. 
"So, what exactly is my power?" I asked. I knew it had a lot to with sensing things but no one had told me the full details of it.
"It's an enhanced power," Carson said, reading over his notes. "Most Lovac get an exact copy of a power from another creature but sometimes it morphs or enhances. It's pretty rare when it enhances this much though. All Zhulik have naturally heightened senses but yours is so enhanced that you can feel it resonating in your body but it doesn’t sound nearly as cool as it actually is."
So it was a Zhulik power, which wasn't as cool as having a demonic or fairy power but with it being so enhanced made it rare and valuable. 
"Well, I guess I'll keep it then." It was a cheesy joke but it got a small chuckle out of everyone. 
"That brings us back to our previous question. What do we do next?" Felix asked.
Carson was the one who answered. "Well, in theory, you could start taking jobs and going after Zhulik. I have no doubt you could easily take one down. You're power will basically fight for you unless you become too tired or distracted but a hard hit from your opponent will probably bring you right back into the fight."
"When―" I started but Felix cut me off.
"She doesn't know the proper procedure for any of the jobs though. She hasn't learned how to properly kill a Zhulik either."
I had been about to ask when I could start but this made me stop to think. I had no worries I could pin a Zhulik down to the ground but I didn't know how to kill one. Or if I even would be able to bring myself to kill, since they looked just like another human-being. Then another thought occurred to me.
"How much stronger than us are Zhulik?" I wasn't sure if I would even be able to pin one down now.
"Quite a bit. Our advantage is speed, not strength," Riley answered.
"So, there's no chance I'd be able to pin one down to kill it? I would need to do that while fighting?"
"Yes," Felix said. He gave me a curious look, not sure where my questioning was going.
"If that's the case, then I don't know if I really will be able to kill one. I can't control what I do when my power takes over. I just start moving but I'm oblivious to what I'm really doing."
"I think you need to learn to speak with your power," Carson said. "You need to concentrate while your power is active and learn to control it. Felix informed us that you were able to use your power to pinpoint exact locations where people are using their powers. That's speaking with your power."
"And you think I will be able to do that while I'm in the middle of a fight?"
"Anything is possible."
I appreciated Carson's optimism but I didn't share it with him. When I was fighting with Felix I had no control over what I was doing and I wasn't sure I would be able to concentrate when I felt like I was just stuck inside my head, watching a movie of my body fighting. 
"Aleksia was able to do it. I'm sure you can do anything she did," Riley said.
I rolled my eyes. "Are you sure she really existed?"
She nodded. "Absolutely. She's practically a Saint in our culture."
"But there's one thing she had that I didn't."
"What's that?" Felix asked.
"She grew up in this culture. She had all the training I don't have time for. She had a complete understanding of this world. I don't. I don't know if I ever will."
Felix and Riley glanced at each other uncertainly. "Actually..." Riley started.
"Aleksia was the last recorded Lovac to be born into a human world and be raised human. Her situation was almost exactly like yours. I can’t believe I forgot about her. For all I know, you could be her reincarnation," Rema said.
"Is that possible?" I asked. I shifted uncomfortably. I believed in past lives but I wasn’t sure I liked the idea of knowing who I could’ve been, especially since something awful happened to her.
Carson stood up and patted my shoulder. "Like I said, anything is possible. Now, if you'll please excuse Rema and me, we have a council meeting we have to be to shortly."
We all stood up to take our leave but we weren't finished quite yet.
"What do we do next?" I asked, hopefully for the last time.
"I'm going to start looking for a job for you and Felix to go on together. In the meantime, continue training. Go back to the gym and try to learn to control your power. Felix," Rema turned to him, "start teaching Avery the basics of taking down a Zhulik and proper procedures for most jobs. I will let you know when I have something for you."
"I'm going to find Axel and then we'll meet you in the gym," Riley said when we had left the room. "I want to see how well her power works when going up against multiple people."
Felix agreed it would be good to test that out so we headed back to the gym. I faintly remembered who Axel was from my first day here but I hadn’t spoken to him since. I had seen him around but he always kept his distance. I had a feeling that someone had warned him to stay away from me.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 15
 
 
Felix and I sat in awkward silence when we were back in the gym. We sat on the bleachers, a few feet apart, waiting for Riley and Axel to meet us. The tension between us had disappeared with all of the excitement of my power but it was back tenfold. 
When the silence was too much for me, I blurted out the one thing that was on my mind. "Why did you kiss me, Felix?"
I saw him purse his lips in frustration. I know he was hoping I wouldn’t bring it up, but I had to know. "I shouldn’t have done that. For some reason, I have a hard time controlling myself around you."
"Why?"
In an instant he was kneeling in front of me. "I can’t help it. Ever since I first met you, you’re the only thing on my mind. I’ve been attracted to other Lovac before and even some Nesmyr girl’s but I’ve always been able to control myself. I knew there was no point in starting anything with them if we’d just have to end it the second one of us found a Dimidium. Except, Riley has basically guaranteed you find a Dimidium yet you’re the only girl I can’t control myself around."
He leaned in closer and ran a hand through my hair, rubbing a strand between his fingers. "I don’t know if it’s because you’re a Lovac I didn’t grow up with or because you’re so unique. Or maybe it’s the cute way you giggle when you’re nervous or your determination. There’s just something about you that draws me to you and I can’t control my emotions."
I took a nervous gulp. The look in Felix’s eyes was as sexy as it was terrifying. He looked like he was on the edge of sanity, and as a Lovac, that worried me. I didn’t want to be the one to push him over the edge but I couldn’t stop myself running my hand through his hair.
His eyes closed in bliss and he placed his hands gently on my shoulders. It was my turn to take control and as much as I loved the desperate passionate kisses, I knew we would be interrupted soon. I leaned in and placed one gentle kiss on Felix’s soft, warm lips and hesitated only a moment before pulling away.
His eyes were still closed and I could see he was trying to control himself. Finally, he sighed and opened his eyes. He held my gaze for a second before the gym doors opened and he pulled himself away from me. I still had no idea what was going on between us, but now wasn’t the time to worry about it.
"Sorry," Axel muttered, as he entered the gym with Riley. "We got caught up watching an upper class Nesmyr yelling at a group of young Lovac. They used their powers on him to make him do some pretty funny things."
"Remember when we used to get in so much trouble for doing stuff like that?" Riley asked Felix.
He gave a huge smile. "Those were the days. When we were young and had no real worries. It was so much fun to mess with the stuck up Nesmyr."
Hearing them laugh about their childhood made me sad and jealous. They grew up with friends and family. I had very few friends and never for very long and I only had my mom. I loved my mom but I always wished I had more. I almost wish my mom had let me be taken away from her. Maybe she would still be alive if she had. And Felix and I would just be friends, instead of dealing with pent up emotions about each other.
"Avery?" I jumped as I heard my name. I looked up to see all three of them staring at me with concerned looks. 
"What?" I asked.
"I asked if you were ready to train," Felix said.
"Oh. Sorry, I was lost in thought. Yeah, I'm ready."
Felix gave Riley a confused look but she just shrugged and he let it go. 
"I think we should start simple, with only one person attacking and then increase it until all three of us are. Maybe even add some of Axel's flame balls if you can handle it," Riley said.
"Flame balls?" My eyes were wide and for the first time since coming here I was afraid for my life.
Axel laughed and said, "It’s part of my power. I can manifest any of the four elements and control them. Fire’s my favorite but don’t worry, I’ll be careful with them. I wouldn’t want to ruin a pretty face like yours." He winked at me and a sneer formed on Felix’s face. Axel was flirting with me and Felix was actually jealous. Felix had probably been the one to warn Axel to stay away from me. Riley just rolled her eyes.
"Wait," Felix said, his voice coming out with a hint of a growl in it. Axel didn’t seem to notice and continued to glance at me from the corner of his eyes. "I think we should make a plan of attack that she doesn't know about and see how well she handles it."
"Good idea," Axel said. "Let's go to the supply closet and have a talk."
"I'll just sit here and wait for you." I sat crossed-legged in the middle of the floor.
"Good," Felix laughed. "We'll be back in a few minutes."
My heart jumped a little bit at the smile he gave me before entering the supply closet. Once he was out of sight I felt almost depressed. My feelings for Felix were inappropriate but I couldn’t stop myself from wanting more of him and the signs he gave me indicated he felt the same.
He doesn’t really like you, I heard the voice in my head say. I knew it was the darkness speaking and I tried to ignore it. I shook my head, hoping that would clear my mind.
He’s just messing with your mind. He’s jealous that you’ll find your Dimidium, so he wants to drive you crazy before you can. You have to kill him before he hurts you. Kill him. Kill him. KILL HIM.
I almost screamed in frustration but I didn’t want anyone to come running. I didn’t want to be dragged into Carson’s office again for counseling. I didn’t want anyone to think the darkness already had a hold of me. 
I concentrated on blocking the darkness out of my mind and focused on the attack that was about to happen. I knew the fight was practically staged but I wanted to see how far my power could be pushed. I wanted to give it my best effort.
Just as I finished blocking the darkness out, I felt that familiar burning in my gut. I glanced up and saw Riley had come sprinting out of the supply closet. She reminded me of a cheetah, in both speed and fierceness. She had a look in her eyes that meant harm. It actually frightened me but my body was on its' feet in no time, preparing to fight back.
When Riley was almost on top of me I lunged at her, trying to take her down to the ground. Somehow, she saw it coming and did an amazing front flip over me as I attacked. I spun around to try to take her down again but she was already throwing a fist at me. I managed to stop her fist in midair but she was stronger than me and quickly broke free. She tried to kick my feet out from under me but I was faster and hopped up to dodge it. I came back down with my fists flying and hit her hard in the shoulder. Her face grimaced but she didn't make a noise and kept going.
She was incredibly fast. If I didn't already know what her power was I would think she had the ability to sense what was coming next. She dodged a majority of my hits but I still got her good in a few places. I don't know how I knew but after a few minutes of this I realized I was going easy on her. My power meant to keep me safe but not take down another opponent. Unless I told it to.
While still concentrating on Riley's moves, I concentrated on my power, too. I actually paid attention to what I was doing and what I needed to do next instead of letting my power do all of the work. When I had been fighting Felix earlier, I was so frustrated with him that I was able to make my power take him to the ground so he would stop. This time I was prepared for the attacks and not really frustrated with them, so I was just going along with my power. Now, I was going to learn how to actually fight back. 
I blocked a punch, hit Riley in the stomach, lunged at her when she stumbled and dragged her down to the ground. She tried to force herself on top but I had tired her out and she wasn't as strong as she was a few moments earlier. It wasn't easy but I pinned her to the ground, accidentally causing her head to slam on it. The blow caused her to pause for a minute and her eyes spun in her head.
"Riley? Are you okay?" I asked, still holding her down.
She blinked a few times then focused on my face. Her breathing was heavy. "Yes. I think. Just a little dizzy. I was beginning to wonder if you were ever going to actually fight back. That was amazing."
"Can I let you go now or are you still attacking?"
"You can let me go. I need to breathe for a minute before the next round starts."
I groaned a little and let Riley free. I stood up and helped her to her feet. She was still a little dizzy but kept swearing she would be okay. She said worse had happened to her. 
I felt almost guilty. She was bruised and tired from the fight but I was perfectly okay. I hadn't been hit once and even though I was a little out of breath I wasn’t nearly as bad as Riley. She had used her full force on me the entire fight and I only used a small portion of my energy on her. 
Riley sat down on one of the benches in the gym to catch her breath and recover. I tried to convince her that she didn't need to try to fight anymore but she ignored me. She had a plan and she was going to see it through to the end. I kept glancing at the supply room door, waiting for one of the boys to come running out at any minute. My guard was up now and I wanted the next fight to go quickly and smoothly. 
The burning in my gut returned and I looked at the supply room but no one had come out of it. I spun around to the main gym doors just in time to duck to the ground when Felix's fist came flying at me. During my fight with Riley, he had managed to sneak out of the supply room and go to the front of the gym. Either that or there was a back door to the gym he snuck out of. 
My goal had been to make this fight short, sweet and to the point but I knew that wasn't going to happen when Riley joined back in. She and Felix were attacking me from both sides and even though I was fully concentrating on using my power, it was tough to land any hits. I managed to dodge a hit from Riley and in the process spin around and knock Felix's feet out from underneath him. While he was down I punched Riley in the middle of the face, which made her stagger back. I punched her again in the chest, knocking her to the ground. Deep down, I felt bad for beating up people I now considered my friends but I knew it was what they wanted. 
Felix had managed to get back up but before I could go after him a loud whistle erupted from the corner of the gym. My head shot up and I saw Axel standing by the supply room with a smug look on his face. It was just enough distraction to allow Felix to punch the side of my face.
I remembered Carson saying my power wouldn't work if I was suddenly distracted and I would be vulnerable. Well, he was right. Felix had punched me so hard I almost fell to the ground. I didn't have much time to complain about the pain in my face though because my senses kicked into over-drive.
Now that it had been tested if distractions would cause me to hesitate, Axel was joining the fight. All three of them were surrounding me and I was ready to try to take them down. I went after Riley first, who was the weakest at the moment. She was already tired from the first fight and it was easy to knock her out. I was hit a few times by Felix and Axel in the process but I did my best to ignore the pain. 
While I was trying to take Felix down, Axel started using his power on me. I could feel heat rushing by me but I was able to dodge everything he threw at me. I wasn't sure if he was really aiming for me but I did not want be on fire. 
By the time I managed to get Felix to stay down, I could feel my energy dwindling. I was panting now and I could feel my body throbbing in parts that had been hit. Axel looked nearly as tired as I was but we both continued to fight hard. Even though it was only one on one this time, he still managed to land some hits on me. I was mentally exhausted as well as physically and that was weakening my power. 
I still had some juice left in me though. Just when I thought he was going to take me down first, I used one final burst of energy and threw him against a wall. He hit it hard enough to cause him to slide to the floor and stay there. I felt the burning in my gut fade away and I looked around the gym. 
Riley, Felix and Axel were all slumped on the ground. For a moment I thought they weren't breathing and I had somehow managed to kill them but when I got close to them I could see them all breathing. They were just passed out at the moment. 
After I reassured myself that they were all alive I fell to the ground, too. Every inch of my body and mind were tired. Sweat was dripping down my face and burning my eyes. My lungs burned from panting and all I wanted to do was sleep. I closed my eyes, wondering how I managed to do everything I just had, before I drifted off into unconsciousness.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 16
 
 
The fighting had exhausted me so much that I hadn't been able to put up a mental block in my mind before passing out. I could tell the darkness was excited to enter my mind and send me torturous nightmares. It decided to use what had just happened against me. 
In my nightmare, my vision was blurred by a dark haze. I could see dark shadows all around me but I couldn't tell exactly what they were. My gut was burning and I prepared for the threat. Then, a weird feeling washed over me. I was excited to attack what was threatening me. I wanted to take them down. I had some kind of weapon in my hand and I used it to go after the shadows. 
Adrenaline was pumping through me and with every shadow I took down, my satisfaction grew. I took them all down without hesitation and without effort. When all of them were gone, the haze in my vision started to clear. That menacing laugh that often accompanied my dreams started. I blinked a few times and my excitement was replaced by fear.
I was in a once completely white room that was now drenched in blood stains. I looked at my hands and saw blood splattered all over them. I took a deep breath and looked at the bodies on the floor. 
"No," I cried and fell to my knees. "No, no, no." 
All of the people I considered to be good friends or allies were lying in front of me. They were torn apart and bloody and their blank stares were all pointed at me. I had just brutally murdered a good portion of Lovac. 
I knelt on the ground in the middle of them all and started crying. I was a monster. I was just as bad as the demon and Zhulik. If I used my power it would take over and I would kill anyone I ever cared about. 
Then I heard movement. The dead bodies around me were reaching towards me and trying to take me down with them. They kept repeating my name, over and over again, in a dead voice. Felix's body was the first to grab me and I started to scream and fight my way out of his grip. Riley and Axel were the next to get a hold of me. My screaming and thrashing intensified until I finally woke up.
I was staring into Felix's eyes. Eyes that were full of life and concern for me. I stopped thrashing and looked around. I was back in the gym. Felix, Riley and Axel were all surrounding me on the ground. They had been trying to wake me up. To their surprise, I hugged them all.
"Thank God," I muttered. "I thought I had killed all of you."
"You were just having a nightmare," Felix told me gently. He took hold of my hand to comfort me. 
"Yeah, we're all still alive. Just a little bruised," Axel said, rubbing the back of his head where he hit the wall. He was smiling though, which sent some relief through me.
"How long have we been passed out?" I asked. It felt like I had been lying there for days.
"Only a few minutes," Riley said. "You really got us good but I think you took the most beatings. We were going to let you sleep longer until you started twitching. We didn't want you to be stuck in the nightmare you were having."
I sat up fully and felt my head spin a little. I was still tired and my body hurt even worse now that it wasn't distracted by the fighting. 
"How did I do?" I finally asked.
"Amazing," a voice said from behind Felix. Rema stepped into view with the group of council members trailing behind her. I recognized the Lovac council members but the Nesmyr ones were with her as well, including Gladys.
"You were watching?" I wasn't the only one surprised by this. Felix, Riley and Axel were all shocked to see the council members there.
"Yes," Rema said. "When I mentioned that you might be ready to start taking jobs at our council meeting, they wanted proof." 
"We stood outside of the gym to watch shortly after Felix came running inside," Carson said. "What we saw was more amazing than anything we could have imagined. You took every hit like a champ and kept fighting until the very end."
Carson was smiling like a proud father and it made me blush. I knew him and Rema believed in my power but it felt good to actually show it off to them. The awed looks of the rest of the council members made me feel good, too. Even Nia had an impressed look on her face.
 "You really were impressive," Riley told me.
Felix and Axel nodded in agreement. 
"I've never seen anyone fight like that," she continued. "I pride myself in being lightning quick but you were still able to dodge all of my moves. I'm actually kind of jealous."
"You were all amazing, too," I said, feeling the need the comfort them. I was sure they were okay about losing to me but I felt bad for beating them at their own game. "I've only ever seen people fighting on TV shows and movies but this was nothing compared to that. It was actually kind of thrilling."
"It does give you an adrenaline rush," Carson said. "But that doesn't mean you should enjoy it. When it comes to fighting actual dark creatures, it's not nearly as satisfying. Fighting someone to train and fighting someone to kill are two completely different things."
"He's right," Felix said. "When it comes to the real thing it won't be anything like this. Actually, it will probably be a lot quicker. You won't have to make sure you keep the enemy alive. You'll be fighting to kill them."
"I still don't know how to do that," I said.
"The concept of it is pretty simple," Carson told me. "You'll be given a fairy enchanted stake and in order to kill your enemy it needs to penetrate their heart. Decapitation is another way to kill them but that takes a lot more energy."
"Does it have to be a fairy enchanted stake or can it be anything sharp and pointy?"
"In theory, it can be anything," Carson said, "but the stake you will be given is a symbol that you have graduated and are part of our ranks. If something happens to your stake, any sharp object will do. The enchantment on the stake makes it a little bit easier to get the stake into the chest though."
"So, when do I get one?"
"Well," Carson said. "Normally you would have to go through a final exam to test your fighting abilities but from what I just saw I don't think that's necessary. What you just did showed a lot more talent than any of our tests could. Of course, the council will need to continue our discussion about you and have a vote to determine if you are ready to start taking jobs but I don't see that being a big issue."
"You all look like you need a nice long rest," Rema said. "I suggest you take the next few days to recover. We'll let you know when we come to a decision and if we have any jobs available for you."
We all agreed that some rest sounded nice and we stumbled out of the gym after the council members had left. I was starting to feel the pain from all of the hits I had taken and my body was aching from all the energy I had exerted. The others were moving just as slow as I was.
Once we made it up the stairs to the Lovac floor we all parted ways. I almost followed Riley to her room, but insisted I needed a shower before getting some sleep. She left me at my own room and said she’d leave the door unlocked if I wanted to stay there.
Once in my room, I decided a bath was a better option. My legs were shaking and I didn’t think I could stand for a whole shower. I turned the taps on to hot and went to grab a change of clothes. I was drenched in sweat and the clothes I had been wearing smelled horrible. They were also torn and I could see some singed spots from Axel’s fire. I normally didn't care about clothes but since I had only brought a few items with me, losing a good pair of pants and a shirt made me sad. 
I was wondering if there was anywhere nearby I could go shopping when I slipped into the tub. The hot water almost burned my skin but it eased the ache in my muscles. Steam was already filling the bathroom and I closed my eyes, trying to imagine I was in a sauna. I sank back into the tub and rested my head on the cool tile.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 17
 
 
Something latched onto my arms and legs and started pulling me under the water. The bottom of the tub had disappeared into a black hole and I was being sucked into it. I thrashed in the water and when I felt my physical body hit something that was invisible to me I snapped out of my fear. 
This was just a horrible nightmare and I had to concentrate on getting out. I let the dark creature pull me under the water more while I focused on waking up. It was getting harder to breathe by the second but I forced myself to search my mind for the thread of darkness that was latched to my brain. 
I felt myself getting light-headed when I finally pushed the darkness out and gasped myself awake. For the first time since these nightmares had started, I realized that they could kill me. This darkness could make me do whatever it wanted, even make me drown myself. It finally hit me that this darkness was going to kill me, one way or another. 
I jumped out of the bathtub and quickly drained the water. I was trembling as I dried off and threw on some clothes. I didn’t even bother to dry my hair before I left my room and ran down the hallway to Felix’s. 
I pounded on his door, not afraid to wake him or anyone else in the hallway. This was an emergency. I probably should have gone to Riley’s room and talked to her but I wanted Felix’s comfort. I wanted him to wrap his arms around me and let me cry on his shoulder.
He opened the door just a crack and looked warily at me.
"Avery?" He sounded uncertain.
I nodded and tears flowed out of my eyes. Felix threw the door open and pulled me inside.
"What’s wrong? What happened?"
"I almost just drowned in the bath tub." I wrapped my arms around myself and started to tremble. Just the remembering the hopeless feeling took its toll on me.
Felix sighed and pulled me into a hug. I didn’t resist and wrapped my arms around his middle, resting my head on his solid chest. He didn’t say anything for a minute, just held me and ran his hand through my still damp hair.
"I should have known how tough this was going to be for you. Most Lovac are more prepared for the darkness. At least I found you before it started to get too intense. How would you feel if this started to happen without an explanation?"
I sniffed into his chest and hoped he didn’t mind that I was drenching his shirt in tears. "Crazy," was all I muttered. "But I feel crazy now."
"You’re not. You still have control of yourself most of the time. When that drops below the majority of your time, then you’ll be considered crazy. But it won’t happen. Not for you."
Anytime Felix or Riley mentioned that I would find my Dimidium, I could hear the jealousy in their voice. I wasn’t as trusting of Riley’s power and part of me hoped they weren’t completely true. I wanted to find my Dimidium but I also wanted them to find theirs. It wasn’t fair to them, that some human-raised Lovac would find peace before them.
"Come on," Felix said, pulling out of our embrace and pulling me towards the bed. "You need to get some sleep. I’ll make sure you don’t go into another nightmare."
Felix saw my hesitation and added, "I’ll be a complete gentleman. Promise."
I let Felix pull me onto his bed and he wrapped his arms around me again. I placed my head against his chest again and curled up next to him. This was longest he had let me get close to him and I was praying he wouldn’t yank away at any minute. 
His hands ran up and down my back, calming me into a deep sleep. I don’t know how long I slept for, but when I woke up, Felix was still lying underneath me, snoring gently. My heart fluttered and that’s when I realized: I was starting to fall in love with this man.
A knock on the door a few minutes later caused Felix to shoot up in bed and send me almost falling off.
"Sorry," he said, looking almost confused at my presence but his thoughts cleared a moment later. He smiled gently and kissed me on the forehead. "Stay here."
"The council requests to see Avery in the meeting hall in fifteen minutes," a voice said when Felix opened the door. I could almost hear how uncomfortable Felix felt that someone knew I had spent the night with him.
"Of course. I’ll escort her down there myself," Felix said.
He shut the door and came back around the corner. He had an amused smiled when he looked at me again.
"What?" I asked.
"Your hair looks like a tumble weed."
I groaned. That’s what I get for sleeping with wet hair. I crawled out of bed and ran to the bathroom without another word. I threw my tangled hair into a pony tail and when I glanced in the mirror, I saw faint bruises dusting my cheeks and arms. If I was completely human, I imagined they would be black and blue, not faded to a light green.
Felix was ready to go when I exited the bathroom and we slowly made our way down to the main level where the meeting room was. We were both sore from the fight yesterday but my body was adjusting enough to the pain that it was tolerable.
We were greeted by a few disapproving looks from the council members as we entered the room. I didn’t know if that was because Felix was with me or because they knew I had been with Felix. All night. Either way, I didn’t care. I was eighteen and they had no say in my personal life.
I expected the room to be fancier but it was rather plain. There was a long table at the front of the room where the council members were sitting. The Nesmyr members were seated in the middle with the Lovac members separated on either side. The rest of the room was empty right now. It wasn't very large but it could probably hold quite a few chairs if there was need for it. 
Felix and I stood in front of the table and waited.
"Felix," Rema said. "Thank you for escorting Avery here. Would you mind waiting outside for a few minutes?"
Felix nodded to Rema and gave me an apologetic smile. I was sure they only called me here to discuss if I would be deemed ready of taking jobs, but I still wanted Felix to stay, mainly because being near him calmed my nerves. 
"We asked for you to come here so we could give you our verdict on whether or not you will be allowed to start taking jobs," Rema said. It was clear she was not the head of the council but it looked like the Nesmyr council members were too good to address a Lovac. "After some discussion we have agreed to let you start taking jobs as long as you are with another Lovac until you start to understand the proper procedures and can handle the jobs on your own."
I wasn't really surprised. Rema and Carson made it pretty clear yesterday that I was ready for battle. Now I just wondered when I would be going on my first job and what it would consist of. I knew Lovac fought Zhulik, but when, where and even why were unanswered questions. 
"You will also be presented your very own stake," Rema continued. "Keep it with you at all times and make sure you don't lose it. These stakes are very hard to acquire and if you lose yours, you will not be given a replacement."
I nodded in understanding and a Nesmyr worker was soon standing in front of me with a black box in his hands. He opened it in front of me and nestled in the foam was the most beautiful piece of crystal I had ever seen. This shocked me almost more than anything else I had learned about these people. I expected it to be a silver stake, since I've always heard stories of Vampires and werewolves being weakened by silver. The crystal was shaped like I had pictured a stake would, though. It had a thick base with a good grip that narrowed to a very sharp point. I didn't know it was even possible for crystal to get that sharp. It also glimmered. There was a rainbow of colors being made from the light and in the very core of the crystal was a rainbow colored strand of smoke. I assumed this was a trace of the fairy magic that Carson said it was enchanted with. 
Speaking of the magic, I could sense it from the object. I thought I was only able to sense power coming from living beings but this stake was giving off enough energy that I could feel the familiar tingle in my body indicating power but it was nothing compared to what I could sense from an actual person.
I picked the stake up with shaking hands and felt the power surge through me. It was exhilarating and like nothing I had ever felt before. It almost felt like the magic was being transferred directly from the stake into me.
I tossed the stake around in my hands. It was the perfect weight for being able to maneuver with it quickly. It was cold and smooth and I couldn't stop staring at it.  
I was so mesmerized by the beauty of the stake that I hadn't realized Rema had been asking me a question. 
"I'm sorry. What did you ask?" I said, pulling my gaze from the stake and looking in the faces of either amused or irritated people.
"I asked if you had any questions." While Rema’s tone held irritation, she had an amused look on her face.
"Oh," I paused to think. "Actually, I do. How do I start getting jobs?"
"Felix will teach you about that. In fact, can you tell Felix that he may come in now," Rema said, addressing the Nesmyr worker that had given me my stake. He nodded and let Felix in, who immediately came to stand next to me.
"Felix," Rema started. "Avery has just been approved to start taking jobs on the condition that she goes with another Lovac until she understands how to properly handle them. She has just received her own stake and we would like it if you could start teaching her how to get jobs. I would prefer it if you could start out with a simple job and work your way up."
"Of course," Felix said.
"Excellent. I think that is all we have to talk about. You are both excused."
Felix gave a small bow and I mimicked him. The Nesmyr worker gave me the box to carry my stake in before we left room. I didn't want to let go of the stake but I didn't want to look out of place carrying it in my hand. Felix saw my hesitation and tried to reassure me that it wouldn't be in that case for very long.
"We should go get you some custom gear so you have a place to put it in your clothing," he said as we left the meeting room.
"What do you mean?"
Felix pulled a small piece of fabric away from the side of his pants that revealed a holster for his stake. He explained that there was a small shop here that made custom clothing with small pockets to hide the stake so we could carry it without anyone noticing it. He said I could choose any design and color I wanted and could have as many items as I wanted made.
It was probably as close to going shopping in a mall for clothes that I would get while I was here. I was excited about it, though. I had never had custom clothing before and I was eager to get it designed the way I wanted it. I'd seen a lot of the clothing Riley and the other female Lovac wore and I was jealous of it. Now, I would get some of my own. 
"Can we do that now?" I asked.
"Sure." He shrugged. "We'll go get you some items picked out and while they're working on them I can start teaching you about finding jobs."
"I can't wait. This is all so exciting."
"We'll see how excited you are after your first job."
I opened my mouth to argue but I had nothing to say. He was right. I might be excited now but once I actually had to face a Zhulik and really put my power to the test I might not be very eager to take more jobs. Facing a Zhulik also meant trying to kill one. I wasn't sure if I was ready to kill anyone, even if it was an evil monster. If all Zhulik were like Lucas, they looked almost like regular people once you got past the red eyes and deathly pale skin.  
The only thing I knew I would be excited about was the chance to take down the demon that killed my mom. As much as I wanted to hunt Lucas, the demon was my first priority. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 18
 
 
I had guessed that the clothing place was on the main level of the facility where a lot of other shop-like places were but Felix surprised me when we went downstairs to the Nesmyr staff rooms.
"The ladies that make the clothing aren't commissioned by the head Nesmyr so they have to work down here in secret. Most of these women are the wives of the men that serve the upper class Nesmyr. They didn't want to get official jobs here so they do this instead."
"Will they get in trouble for doing this if they're caught?"
"No. Upper class Nesmyr don't really care what the lower class ones do. They do it in secret because they don't want the upper class Nesmyr to start coming to them for custom clothing. They would rather make clothing for people they actually get along with."
"I like them already."
  The room wasn't far from the stairs and there were five women inside waiting for work.
"Hello ladies," Felix greeted them. They all seemed to know him and were happy to see him. "This is our newest recruit. She's here to get some clothing made."
The women were all very outgoing and more than happy to help me. They ushered me around to their fabric selection to pick out the colors and textures I wanted. They showed me their books and books of different styles and items I could choose from. In the end I picked out four pairs of bottoms and five shirts in different styles.
The clothing they made was all unique and incredibly gorgeous. They assured me it would all be form fitting and flattering, unlike the clothes the upper class Nesmyr would try to put us in. 
Felix offered to pay for the items for me but I pushed him away. I had more than enough to buy some fancy clothing and I was excited to finally use some of the money my mom had saved up for me. 
The women told us to come back in two hours and they would have all the items made up for me. I was surprised that they would be able to get them done so quickly and they told me they didn't get much business this time of year. During graduation season is when they had more orders than they could handle. This time of year they only got a few orders a week when the older Lovac wanted something new or had ruined something old. This was the largest order they would probably get for the rest of the year.
Felix also had to explain to them who I was since they knew all of the graduated Lovac and it wasn't anywhere near graduation season. Once they learned who I was, they treated me like I was a celebrity. According to Felix, I practically was. Everyone in the facility had already heard about me and what I could do. They all wanted to meet me and apparently some of the upper class Nesmyr were already interested in hiring me for jobs. 
Except Nesmyr and other Lovac weren't the only people who wanted to meet me. As Felix and I were leaving the basement Riley meet up with us in the hallway.
"There you two are. I've been looking everywhere for you," she said, slightly out of breath. 
"We were just getting Avery some new clothes. Did you hear that she's been approved to start taking jobs?" Felix asked.
"I did," Riley said. "Congratulations. That's part of the reason I've been looking for you. I wanted to introduce you to a few of our allies. Thorkell and Thistle came to greet the newest recruit."
"Who are they?" I asked.
"Well," Riley started, glancing at Felix quickly. "Thistle is a fairy and Thorkell is a demon but he's on our side."
She rushed to finish the last part of her sentence when I opened my mouth to protest. "There is no way I am meeting a demon. One of them killed my mother and I plan to hunt her down."
"Thorkell knows the demon that killed your mother. He wants to help. He’s the demon the council has been trying to contract for information. He's also a very dear friend to some of us."
"Especially a certain Lovac," Felix muttered under his breath and Riley punched him in the arm.
"What does he mean?" I asked, not catching on to their joke.
"Thorkell has a fondness for a Lovac named Leslie. I don’t think you’ve met her yet but you’ve probably seen her around. She’s one of the tallest Lovac, which makes her perfect for a demon and her blonde hair is at least three feet long. Thorkell always follows her around and everyone knows Leslie’s crazy for him, even though he’s not her Dimidium."
I remembered the Lovac they were talking about and I felt like I had an instant connection to her. I glanced at Felix then and felt myself blush. I felt the same way about him. Part of me wondered if Leslie felt guilty for having feelings for someone she wasn't meant to be with and the other part of me wondered if she ever thought about just being with him and not worrying about a Dimidium. I wanted to be with Felix and not worry about whether either of us would find a Dimidium or not but with Riley’s prediction, I didn’t have that option.
"Thorkell is really going to regret chasing after her if she ever finds her Dimidium, though," Felix said, looking right at me. Riley knew that something was going on between us but she chose to mind her own business and changed the subject back to meeting these new creatures. I gave her a grateful smile. I didn’t want to bring mine and Felix’s problems out into the open.
"I promise Thorkell won't hurt you," she said. "Him and Thistle just want to introduce themselves in case you ever have to work with them in the future and Thorkell wants to give you the information on the female demon that he has."
I sighed. "Alright. I'll meet them."
Riley dragged me to a room on the main floor that I had never been to before. The tingling in my body started before she even opened the door. Inside, two people were waiting for me that were radiating so much power that I was sure my body was visibly vibrating in sync with the tingling I could feel inside. No one seemed to notice though.
The sight of Thorkell shocked me. He was almost two feet taller and wider than me although he didn't look much older. His horns were actually visible from where they protruded out of his long mane of dark blonde hair. He had stubble on his chin and a smile that flashed pure white teeth. 
His voice was deep and husky when he spoke. "It's so nice to finally meet you, Avery," he said as he shook my hand. His grip was gentle and he bent down to kiss the top of my hand, his black eyes locking with mine, before letting go. "I'm truly sorry to hear about what happened to your mother."
I heard Riley choke on a laugh when I stood there speechless and blushing. I hadn't been expecting this demon to be such a charmer. Before I could get my mind to work again the fairy stepped up next to Thorkell to introduce herself. 
"My name's Thistle," she said with a slightly squeaky voice. Her curly red hair bounced when she moved and freckles dusted her face. She was the complete opposite of Thorkell in height and bulkiness. She was much shorter than me and very petite. The light pink color of her eyes made her look almost alien.
I shook her hand and finally found my voice enough to say, "It's nice to meet both of you."
"I can't stay for long," Thistle said. "I just wanted to introduce myself and give you my business card. If we fairies can ever help you with anything, please let me know. We make a large variety of enchantments and potions and you should come visit my shop someday. I know a lot of Lovac don't like to use our products but it never hurts to take a look."
"Thank you. I definitely will," I said, taking her business card.
She shook my hand once more and before I could even say goodbye she disappeared, causing most of the tingling sensation I could feel in my body to disappear as well. Riley explained that fairies were the most magical of all of the creatures in this world but never used any of it to harm someone. They were pure goodness.
Thorkell laughed at that. "I don't know about pure good. Some of them are a little mischievous and their prices are ridiculously high."
"Well I guess I should say they're as good as a person can get," Riley corrected herself. "They can definitely be mischievous sometimes."
"Now, on to my business," Thorkell continued. "Avery, I wanted to give you some information on the demon that killed your mother. I saw the video tapes from the hospital and I believe her name is Kamila. She's one of the crazed demons and has been for as long as I can remember. She enjoys the taste of blood and feels empowered with it. She is very good with her magic but not so much with basic fighting skills. If you go up against her, try to remember that most of her magic is just illusions. She can conjure some tangible items but not much."
"If she likes the taste of blood," I started, trying not to think of how gross it sounded. "Then why didn't she do more to my mom than just break her neck?"
"Because you caught her in the act. I guarantee that if you hadn't walked in on her, she would have done much worse. Either that, or she was commanded not to do more. Riley told me that she may be working with a Zhulik."
"Yes," I confirmed.
"While it's very uncommon for a Zhulik and demon to work together, it has happened. They're probably helping each other to get to some common goal. Unfortunately, I could not tell you what that is. That's all the information I have for you."
"Do you have any information on how I can find her?"
He shook his head, with honest concern in his eyes. "We have a hard time keeping tabs on most demons. I have some of my most trustworthy men searching for her and if we have any information, you’ll be the first to know."            
"Thank you," I said, sounding a lot more disappointed than I meant to. I shook his hand again and tried to make my voice sound more grateful when I said, "Thanks for willing to help me."
"My pleasure, and I assure you that most demons are like me and not like Kamila. Please don't be frightened by us."
"I'll do my best," was all I could say.
He nodded his head and then morphed into a dark cloud of smoke before disappearing.
"Well, that was interesting," I said after a moment of silence.
"You get used to other creatures popping in and out after a while," Felix said.
"How am I supposed to find Kamila?" I asked, completely ignoring his statement.
Felix and Riley looked at each other. I knew I wasn't going to like their answer.
"We don't," Riley said. "It's nearly impossible to track a demon around our world. They don't leave much of a trail. We have notices up to report any sightings of her but that's all we can do. We're trying to track Lucas but he's been roaming this world for thousands of years and no one has been able to hunt him down."
"So I'm just supposed to sit back and wait?"
"No," Felix said. "We're going to take as many jobs as we can and hope that we run into them or something comes up. You won't be sitting around, trust me."
"When can we start?" I asked, feeling a strong desire to take out my frustration on someone, even if it wasn’t who I wanted.
"That eagerness is going to get you killed," Riley muttered, a sour hint in her voice. I had to remind myself to be cautious around Riley but I didn’t have to patience right now. "Good luck on your first job. Just take it easy and try not to go too crazy."
I actually laughed at the double meaning to her statement and was glad to see a smile on her and Felix’s face too.
To my surprise, she gave me and Felix a quick hug before she left. I could tell that she was worried about both of us and I worried she might have had a vision about my next job. I told myself that she would warn us if she had and her concern was normal.
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 19
 
 
Back in my room, Felix explained that the job finding process was all done online now. There was a special server set up for Nesmyr to post jobs they had and for Lovac to express their interest in them. The Nesmyr who set up the post had the final say in who got the job but only a few Lovac would ever apply for one at a time. 
For special jobs like bringing home a newborn Lovac baby, a group of Lovac would be summoned to the council meeting hall. Those Lovac didn't really get choice of whether or not they wanted the job, they were just assigned to it. 
There had been a small package on the floor waiting for me in my room. Inside of it was a paper with a username and password to get on to the server and a small cell phone. 
"Make sure you memorize your username. It's going to be your lifeline from now on," Felix said.
I rolled my eyes. 
"It's how you'll get paid so you can buy clothes and your own house if you wanted to. It's your new full-time job, so make sure you know your login."
"Alright, alright. Don't be so dramatic."
Felix taught me how to log onto the computer and access the job listings. They were sorted into categories from high importance to low. Felix told me to search the low importance ones first. Once I was more experienced we would start looking at the higher importance ones.
"This one says their fourteen year old daughter was taken by a Zhulik last night," I read. "How is that low importance?"
Felix sighed. "Our politics are severely screwed up. The only reason this is of low importance is because this is posted by a lower class family. If this was an upper class child it would be of the highest importance."
"That's so wrong," I said, shaking my head. "I want to take this one. It's not fair that the upper class Nesmyr get all of the good Lovac."
"It doesn't pay very well," Felix said.
"I don't care. I have plenty of money and we can take better paying jobs when I get more experienced."
"Alright. Post a reply that you're interested and then sit back and wait."
I did as he said. Seconds after I hit the submit button on the reply, my new cell phone was ringing. Felix told me the number for my phone was already programmed in my profile on the server and if the family was interested in hiring me for my help they would call. This family was desperate.
The father of the young girl was the one who called me. He explained that his wife was far too emotional to talk on the phone right now. He told me where they lived and said he would tell us everything he knew as soon as we got there. 
Since all of the Nesmyr and Lovac lived in the forest near the facility, their house would be a short drive. I didn't expect to being going out on my first job immediately but Felix told me to start packing my backpack with gear. Before we left, we stopped at the clothing shop. I picked up my items and changed into one of the outfit so I could carry my stake with me.
We walked out of the facility and Felix led me to one of the many cars parked there but he turned and blocked me from getting in the car.
"I just want to warn you that there is a very good chance we won't find the Zhulik that took this girl and even if we do there's a small chance she's still alive."
I took a deep breath. I didn't think about that yet and I still didn't want to. If it came to that, I wasn't sure if I was going to be able to handle it. 
"We still have to try, don't we?"
He nodded but didn't say anything. He opened the passenger side door for me and walked around to get into the driver's seat. He started the car, adjusted the mirrors and typed in the address to the house we were headed to in the GPS. Then we were off.
"You seem a lot tenser than I imagined you would be," I said.
He glanced at me and gave me a sad smile. "I've taken a few of these jobs where someone's child has been taken. None of them have ended well. I try to avoid them now. I prefer the jobs that don't involve someone being kidnapped."
"You should have told me. I could've picked something else."
"No." He shook his head and reached over to squeeze my hand. "I saw how much you wanted to do this and I think it will be good experience, too. I just hope we can save this girl, for all of our sakes."
We drove through the winding roads of the forest without saying another word, holding hands the whole way. I watched all of the trees go by and was amazed at how green everything was. I was so used to living in flat places all of my life and never seeing anything as beautiful as forests and mountains. Then it occurred to me that most of the Nesmyr and Lovac lived in places with a lot of forest or mountains. 
"Do Zhulik usually stay in the same areas as Nesmyr or do they wander around everywhere?" I asked.
"They mostly stay in the same areas. We all prefer the more secluded places. Why do you ask?"
"Well, I was just wondering how a woman got pregnant with a Lovac baby in a place like Wyoming."
"She probably went on vacation to one of the areas where Zhulik are. I've never seen a Zhulik travel that far away from the highly populated Nesmyr areas." 
I thought about all the times I had a headache growing up and thought Lucas must be different from other Zhulik. Maybe that was the reason he’s been alive for so long. He doesn’t stay in the areas near Nesmyr all the time.
I sighed and Felix gave me a sad smile, rubbing his thumb along my wrist. I could see the worry in his eyes and I regretted wanting to take this job. I didn’t want him to suffer because of me.  
We pulled into the driveway of a small little cabin a short time later. The Nesmyr parents were waiting at the front door, eager for us to get started and get their daughter back.
"Hello," the father said. His eyes were puffy but he had stopped crying. His wife, on the other hand, still had silent tears running down her face. "I'm Jeremy and this is my wife, Colette. Please come in."
"I'm Felix," Felix said as we entered their house. "And this is Avery. She's the one you talked to on the phone. I'm here to help her train. This is her first job."
Jeremy and Colette gave each other an unsure look. I knew they were worried that I wouldn't be able to help them because I was so inexperienced but I was all they had. They probably couldn't afford anyone else. 
"Don't worry," Felix said. "She has some pretty amazing skills and I've been doing this for a few years. We'll do everything we can to find your daughter. Now, when did it happen?"
We had taken a seat in their living room and Jeremy put his arm around his wife to comfort her. I knew he was taking this just as hard as her but he was trying his best to be strong. There was a picture of their daughter on the table behind them and I tried to commit it to memory.
"Last night," he said. "The doorbell rang and Ellie, our daughter, ran to open it before we could stop her. We were both upstairs at the time and after she opened the door, we heard her scream. We rushed downstairs but it was already too late. The Zhulik already had her and we barely got a glimpse of his face before he ran off into the woods with her."
Poor Jeremy had started to sob while talking and he took a deep breath and wiped his eyes. Colette had started to sob loudly and at one point it had become hard to hear Jeremy over her but I think we managed to understand everything.
"Do you know who the Zhulik was?" Felix asked.
Jeremy looked down at Colette sadly and she just buried her head in his chest even more. 
"Yes," he said. "It was Colette's twin brother, Colin. We had just heard that he had turned a few days earlier. Colette was already devastated from that and then this happened. It's been a rough few days."
"Do you know where he lives? Have you heard of any sightings of him with other Zhulik in the area?" Felix asked, no sympathy in his voice at all. He was all business when it came to these jobs apparently. I made a note to ask him later if they were taught to be strictly business or if that was just him.
"I can give you the address to where he lives, though I'm not sure if he still lives there now that he's turned. I don't think he's been a Zhulik long enough to be sighted anywhere or with any other Zhulik yet."
Felix nodded and seemed to be taking mental notes of the conversation. I felt like we were detectives and wished I had a pen and paper to take my own notes. "New Zhulik tend to make their new homes close to their old ones. Do you know of any caves or places that would make good hideouts near his house?"
"Well," Jeremy considered. "I think there are some old caves a few miles from his house but that's all I remember."
"Is there any more information you can give us that you think might be useful?"
"He was always such a kind-hearted man. We were twins and I thought that meant I knew everything about him," Colette said, sobbing with every pause. "I just don't understand why he would choose to turn or why he would come after my baby. He was always so great to Ellie."
"I'm sorry for everything that has happened to you," I finally said. I couldn't stand Felix sounding uncaring to them anymore. "You both seem like such nice people and you don't deserve any of this. I promise we'll try our best to bring your daughter back to you safe and sound."
"But we can't promise that will happen for sure," Felix said, ruining the moment. I caught him glare at me for a brief second before returning a neutral look to the couple.
Colette sobbed harder and Jeremy didn’t look happy with Felix. "We understand how this might end but we need someone to at least try to save her. Are you sure you're willing to help us even though we can't pay very much?"
"Absolutely," I said, before Felix could say something rude. "Do we need any more information, Felix, or are we done here?"
He glared at me again, obviously not happy about interrupting his interrogation. "No. I think we have everything we need. If we could get you to write down the address to his house we'll start our search. We'll call you if we find anything."
Jeremy wrote down the address to Colin's house and said a grateful thank you to me and a not so grateful thank you to Felix. When we were back in the car I turned on Felix.
"What the hell was that? Why were you so rude to them? Their daughter was just kidnapped and you were acting like they just lost a pet rock." With how caring Felix had been towards me last night, I was shocked to see such an uncaring side to him. Maybe I didn’t know him as well as I hoped I did.
"That's just the way I work," he said as he turned on the car and we started driving. He refused to make any eye contact with me. "It's better to not get too emotionally attached to a situation like this in case the worst happens. I would rather try not to care about how nice this family is and how devastated the mother looked in case we have to bring them a lifeless body or no body at all."
"It doesn't hurt to try to be a little positive." I lost the harshness in my voice. Felix did care but he was protecting himself from the situation. I couldn’t be mad at him for that, even if I didn’t believe in it.
"Just trust me. After you go through enough jobs, you'll start to toughen up, too. You'll go crazy a lot quicker if you don't."
"Isn't there some middle ground? Can't you be detached from the situation but still be nice to the people you're working for?"
He shrugged. "I suppose some people can. Riley was a lot like you when she first started, too. She was always positive and always sympathetic to the people she worked for. She learned how to detach herself from the situation after her first few losses but was still able to be kind to people. I can't manage to find that balance. The minute I start to be kind I feel sympathy and then it all goes downhill from there."
"You must have a bad reputation for being rude then."
He laughed. "Not really. A lot of Lovac come off as rude when they take jobs. We're also very good at what we do so most people tend to look past our attitudes. Of course, people like Riley that can do their jobs well and keep a good attitude are in high demand. I bet that couple will give you an excellent review, whether we come back with their daughter or not."
"The people we work for can give us reviews? Like how people give reviews for a restaurant?" I shook my head, thinking that was completely ridiculous.
"Yes. It helps Nesmyr decide which Lovac they want to hire if they have more than one applying for the job. Some Lovac are more suited for certain jobs than others."
"We really are just like prized cattle, aren't we?"
Felix grimaced but didn’t disagree. "It could be a lot worse. The Nesmyr could keep us in cages, with collars to keep track of where we are at all times, like Zhulik do with some werewolves. At least we're able to come and go as we please and we're not even forced to fight or take jobs if we don't want to. I've known of a few Lovac who chose to leave the headquarters of their area and live as much of a human life as they could."
"Why don't more Lovac do that? It seems to me that trying to live a normal life would be a lot easier than this."
"We're raised to fight and protect Nesmyr. We don't know anything else and most of us actually enjoy the excitement. I feel like a human life would be too boring for me. I know you think yours was boring."
I shrugged. "It wasn’t completely boring with moving around all the time, but having no contact to the outside world was pretty awful. I feel a lot freer now and I’m surprised by how much I enjoyed beating you up."
He laughed and the mood lightened slightly. "Most Lovac enjoy the fight and thrill, too; at least the ones that don't abandon their duties. When they do that, they're practically shunned. It's not against the law to talk to them but most people prefer not to. Upper class Nesmyr refuse to acknowledge they ever even existed. They're just stuck up though and think all Lovac should be kissing their feet for allowing them to fight and earn their precious money."
"That's not fair. They shouldn't be banished for doing what they want to do."
"It happens all the time in other cultures. If a child doesn't want to carry on the family business they sometimes get shunned. If one person decides they don't want to follow the rules of a strict religion they sometimes get shunned. Like I said, not everyone shuns the Lovac that choose to do something else but it is highly frowned upon."
"Yeah but it still isn't fair." I wasn’t sure why I was arguing with Felix about Lovac I had never even met. My sympathy just got the best of me and I hoped those Lovac were living the life they weren’t allowed to have growing up.
"There is a lot of unfairness in this world." I was sure he meant the whole world in general but there was an edge to his voice that hinted towards the Lovac world specifically. 
I had no response so I kept my mouth shut. I let Felix concentrate on driving and let my thoughts wander to the job ahead. I stared out the window and into the dense trees while I considered how we would find this Colin guy. I didn't think it was likely that we would just find him sitting in his house, waiting for someone to come after him and we didn’t have enough information to properly track him down. At least, that’s what I thought.
 



Chapter 20
 
 
When we pulled into the driveway of Colin's house a short while later, I felt my stomach knot.  I worried that I was sensing something but there was no accompanying tingling sensation. I glanced at Felix and saw how calm he looked.
"Does the nervousness eventually go away?" I asked him.
"No. It just gets easier to hide."
We stepped into the darkness and headed towards the dark house. The only light was coming from the headlights of the car, which illuminated only the front of the house. I stood close to Felix, fear creeping over me and I reached down to double check my stake was still in its holster. 
Felix could sense my nerves and he gave me a gentle smile and squeezed my hand. As soon as he let go he went right back into business mode and disappointment lingered in my heart. I wanted him to hold my hand the whole way but I had to be brave. I had to rely on my power to keep me safe.
"Stay close to me. Concentrate on your power and if you sense anything let me know immediately. We can't afford to be off our guard out here, especially at night. We'll walk around the house to make sure no one is outside and then we'll slowly make our way inside. Are you prepared to kill a Zhulik if we come across one?"
"Y-yes," I stuttered. Felix caught my slight hesitation and he gave me a tight smile.
"If we are attacked by one, do not hesitate. Hesitation will be the death of you. Understand?"
"Yes."
"Good. Let's go. Try to be quiet while walking."
I stayed as close to Felix as I could without bumping into him and I concentrated on my power. I expanded my mind and waited to feel even the tiniest of tingles to alert me. As we walked around the house I didn't sense anything. 
Once Felix was satisfied that there weren't any Zhulik waiting to attack us outside of the house, he motioned for us to go inside. All of the doors were locked but Felix apparently knew how to pick them to open them up. I made a mental note to ask him to teach me how to do that later.
There were no lights on in the main level but that didn't mean the house was empty. The yard had been well kept so the state of the inside shocked me. If the structure of the house wasn't still intact, I would have been positive a tornado had blown through here. 
All of the cabinets were open and there were dishes thrown everywhere. The furniture cushions in the living room were shredded and the stuffing littered the floor. Either Colin was a very messy person or he was a very angry person. I had a feeling it wasn't the first option and that all of this had happened within the past couple of days after he was turned. 
We scouted out the main level and didn't run in to anyone or anything. I still didn't sense anything with my power as we moved down to the basement and I didn’t once get a headache to indicate a Zhulik was near. My nerves were running on high but the more of the house we explored, the calmer they became. 
The basement was unfinished and full of boxes upon boxes. The smell in the basement was also so putrid I had to pull my shirt over my nose to block it out. Felix and I wandered around the basement, making sure we stayed in eye contact with each other. I screamed when I found what was causing the rancid smell.
Felix jumped over some boxes to put his hand over my mouth to quiet my scream. We weren’t sure there wasn't anyone in or near the house but he wasn't going to take any chances. Once he was sure I wouldn't scream again, he dropped his hand and we both turned to look at the decaying body that was hiding under the stairs.
"Is it her?" I asked, my voice cracking.
"No," he said, leaning down to get a closer look. I took a step back, not wanting to be anywhere near it. "This is a male and it looks like he's been dead for a few days. He was also a human. My guess is that this was the person Colin killed that caused him to become a Zhulik."
"Why would he do it?" I asked.
"I don't know, but it looks like he left us a note." He pulled a tiny slip of paper out of the hands of the dead man and unfolded it for us to read. I looked over Felix's shoulder, still trying to keep my distance from the body.
Scribbled on the piece of paper were two sentences:
I'm sick of being weak and stepped on. I want the power, all of it.
Felix folded it back up and stuck it in his pocket. He would give it to Colette and her husband when we reported back to them.
"Well, what do we do now?" I asked, visibly shaking from the shock of the body.
Felix pulled me to him and spoke into my hair. "We continue to search the house for any sign of the girl. I know he's been here recently, so where ever he is living now can't be too far away. If we don't find anything inside of the house we'll search outside. There might be a sign of a trail that leads to where they might be."
"Well let's get started then. We don't have time to waste." I reluctantly pulled away from Felix. I wanted to be wrapped up in his arms throughout this entire horrible process but I didn’t think we would get much done if that happened.
We searched the basement first, weaving in and out of the rows of boxes and trying to avoid getting too close to the body. He told me to keep an eye out for any small items that might have fallen on the ground belonging to Ellie, like hair for instance. 
After a thorough sweep of the basement we found nothing, so we headed upstairs. Aside from the living room and kitchen, there were two small bedrooms on the main level. Both of them were just as messy as the rest of the floor. We decided to start in the back rooms and work our way out. 
Digging through mountains of debris and making sure not to miss something as small as a hair was a real challenge. Felix told me to take my time while going through the trash piled on the floor and run my hands through any fabric or carpeting to feel for hairs. 
The detective feeling came back to me, only this time I wished I had a magnifying glass.  It was a lot harder than the TV shows made it looked, too. We searched for hours and didn't find a single thing until we reached the living room. One long golden blonde hair was all we found near a stack of DVDs. 
"Do you think it's hers?" I asked, recalling the picture from the Nesmyr family’s living room. The young girl had had the same golden blonde hair and the length was right.
"Unless he's kidnapped more than one person since he's turned, I would say that's a very good chance."
"So he's been here with her then?"
"I don't think so." He shook his head, irritation distorting his handsome face. "I think we would have found more hair by now if she had actually been here. I think it's more likely that he came here just after being with her. That means he either has a very secure place to keep her or--" he stopped suddenly, not wanting to continue his sentence.
"Or he killed her already," I finished for him. My shoulders slumped and I prayed she was still alive somewhere. "Where would he have taken her?"
"I don't know," he sighed. "Let's go look outside around the house. Let's hope they left some clues out there."
Felix grabbed some flashlights from his car and we inspected around the house. The house was surrounded by woods, like most Nesmyr houses around here and they could have gone in any direction. I prepared myself for a long night of searching and the small possibility of actually finding something. I was starting to regret wanting to take this job until something silver glimmered in the light of my flashlight just inside the start of the trees to the right of the house. 
Felix was searching near me but not in the same area and he hadn't noticed the object. I walked towards it and found it was a small silver bracelet. I had no way of knowing for sure if it was Ellie's but my gut was telling me it was. 
"Felix," I whispered. I couldn't sense any danger nearby but I didn't want to raise my voice too loud in case I provoked something. 
I couldn't look away from the bracelet so I had no idea if Felix had actually heard me. I took a breath to whisper his name again when he was suddenly kneeling on the ground next to me. I jumped slightly but tried to pretend like he hadn't startled me. My power apparently could only sense threats and Felix wasn't a threat right now. 
"It's hers," he said.
"You have that same gut feeling that I do about it, don't you?"
"Yes. This bracelet has been charmed specifically for the individual. A lot of Nesmyr have a piece of jewelry that is charmed to identify them in case something happens to them, since most Nesmyr turn to ash when they are killed. If you are thinking of the individual it belongs to it will give you a weird gut feeling. If you are thinking of someone that it doesn't belong to, you won't feel anything at all. Try to think about it belonging to someone else."
I gave it a try and thought about it belonging to Felix. That gut feeling immediately went away and brought a funny image to my mind of Felix wearing a bracelet like this. 
"It worked," I said. "It definitely doesn't belong to you."
He gave a dry laugh. I knew he found it funny but this was no time to be making jokes. I went back to thinking about Ellie and the feeling came back.
"Can these charms lead someone to the person it belongs to?" I asked hopefully.
"Unfortunately, no. What it did lead us to, though, is a set of light foot prints in the dirt. Apparently Colin is still a pretty sloppy Zhulik. Those tend to be the easiest to track down."
I looked to where Felix's flashlight was pointing at the ground and sure enough there were some foot prints. The ground wasn't soft so the footprints weren't very deep but they were still noticeable.
We both stood up and started to follow the trail without another word. My senses were scanning the surrounding area but I didn't sense anything alarming for quite a while. It wasn't until we had been following the footprints for over twenty minutes that I started to feel something.
"I'm sensing something," I said, stopping Felix in his tracks.
"Where is it coming from?" he whispered.
I took a deep breath and focused entirely on the sensation in my head. It was faint but it was pulling in me in a direction slightly left of the path we were on. I pointed to Felix where I thought it was coming from.
"These footprints look like they curve to the left a little ways down. Should we keep following the footprints or do you think your power can lead us there?"
"I think I can lead us. He might be expecting someone to follow his footprints if he realized he made them. There might be some kind of trap near them."
I had no idea if Zhulik actually made traps but I had a bad feeling about following the footprints and Felix didn't argue with me.
"Good idea," he said. "Lead the way."
With every step the tingling in my body got stronger and my heart rate increased. The adrenaline in my body was pumping full blast but I was also scared for my life. I was finally coming to the realization that I was going to come face to face with a Zhulik that I was going to have to fight and I was worried my power was going to give out on me. 
We walked another ten minutes or so before I came to a halt in front of a large cave entrance. The tingling sensation in my body was so strong it almost painful. My head also hurt, indicating there was a Zhulik nearby but it felt different than the last time when I had first seen Lucas. 
"Something's wrong," I told Felix.
"There is more than one Zhulik in that cave," Felix said, confirming my fears. The squint in his eyes told me his head was aching just as strong as mine. "I’ve never had such a strong headache."
"How many do you think there are?"
"I'm not sure. I've never felt this before. I've never been around more than three Zhulik together. They usually don't get along well enough to be in groups. Can you use your powers to sense how many are in there?"
I wasn't sure if I could but I concentrated my hardest and tried to follow my power into the caves. I couldn't get an exact count but I could definitely sense different areas where my power was sensing a threat. I found I could also sense areas where there was magic but no threats. I had a feeling I knew what those were.
"I can count at least seven areas where there is a threat. Some areas have a stronger threat emanating from them so I think there are more than one Zhulik in those areas. My guess is there are ten or fifteen Zhulik in that cave."
"Shit," Felix cursed. "I don't care how amazing your power is, there is no way we can handle that many Zhulik by ourselves."
"There's more," I interrupted. "I think I know where Ellie is."
"How?"
"I can sense areas where there is magic but no threat. I think those areas are Nesmyr that are being held captive. The sensation is the same as it was at the facility when I could locate Nesmyr that weren't using their power. There is one area that feels small. It's not as strong as the other areas so I think it might be Ellie because she's so young."
"I don't think it's safe to risk going in there. Even if we manage to get past the Zhulik guarding her, it will most likely alert the other ones to our presence. They'll all come after us."
"We have to try," I argued. "We took this job to rescue her. If we know where she's at then we at least have to try. We can come back for the others another time. I feel bad leaving them but we didn't take a job to rescue them. If they're important to anyone then they'll be someone else's job."
"One job is not worth having fifteen Zhulik come after us. We need to go back to headquarters and alert the council of what we found. We'll get a group of Lovac and come back when we have a chance of surviving."
"Ellie might be dead by that time. I wouldn't be able to live with myself if that happens."
"There's a lot of things that you're going to do that will have you thinking that but you'll learn to live with them eventually."
"This isn't one of them," I said, walking towards the cave entrance. "I'm going in with or without you. Besides, the sun will be coming up soon so if any of the other Zhulik come after us we'll make a run for it. Once we make it outside we'll be safe in the sunlight."
"But Ellie won’t. She’s a Nesmyr. We have to get here out before the sun rises or she’ll burn. We don’t have that much time."
"Then we better hurry." I would not give up that easily.
I was entering the cave now and glanced back to see Felix's reaction. He looked very torn. He still wanted to get Lovac back-up but he didn't want me to do this alone. I saw a look in his eyes that showed he had come up with an idea. He caught my eye and gave me a half smile just before he started to run after me. It only took me a second to figure out that he was planning on tackling me and forcing me back to the headquarters. 
I was surprised he hadn't considered what my power might do. It kicked into full attack mode and just as he reached for me, I ducked and kicked his legs out from underneath him. He landed on the hard ground with a thud and a groan.
"You should've known better than to try that. Doing anything to me against my will is considered a threat. When you threaten me, my power kicks in. Next time I won't be so nice. Now are you going to come with me or wait in the car?" 
He sat up quickly and grabbed my hand, yanking me to the ground on top of him. "I don’t want you to get hurt," he said into my ear. The pleading in his voice was almost enough to make me change my mind, but I had to put mine and Felix’s feelings aside.
"She’s only a girl, Felix. Can you imagine what they’ve done to her or are planning to do to her? We have to get her out."
He sat up with his arms still wrapped around me and looked deeply into my eyes. I hoped he would see how badly I needed to this. A defeated look washed over his face and he sighed. He stood up, bringing me to my feet as well. He had decided to trust me with both of our lives.
"Don't mess this up," he told me, bringing my hand to his lips for a gentle kiss. "I still have a few good years left to live and I would like to enjoy them." I knew he was more concerned with my life than his own and I hoped he would be able to spend those years with me. Somehow.
"Just stay quiet and follow my lead."
 



Chapter 21
 
 
I had never thought of myself as a leader before but in that moment, I felt like I was born for it. I led us through a maze of caves, carefully tuning into my power to make sure we avoided the wrong groups of Zhulik. The group where I was hoping to find Ellie was deep in the cave and we had to pass at least four other groups of Zhulik undetected. 
The Zhulik were in small caverns that led off of the main pathway, so we wouldn't be walking too close to them but it was still terrifying to move past each path that led to where I knew they were at. Each time we passed one of them I held my breath and felt like they would come running after us at any moment. 
I didn't say a word to Felix when we were near them. I didn't want him to panic more than he already was. I would just slow down and move extra slow and he would follow my example. I'm sure he caught on but he didn't show any reaction. 
We had already passed about ten paths that lead off of the main one into different parts of the cave and I wondered if the cave stretched farther than my sensing power could. For all I knew, these paths could be miles long and there could be swarms of Zhulik hiding in their depths. I gulped at the thought and sweat beaded on my forehead. That was not the kind of thinking I needed.
I felt like we were going to have to walk for miles before we got to where we wanted to be but we finally reached what I thought was the right path. I paused in front of it and glanced at Felix to indicate that this was the path we wanted.  
Before we continued, I heard voices moving towards us. Felix grabbed my arm and pulled me into a nearby crevice in the rock wall. We were squished together but out of sight for the most part. 
The voices got louder and we saw two Zhulik dragging away a third one. I immediately knew the third Zhulik was Colin, who looked exactly like Colette but with shorter hair and red eyes. He was thrashing in the arms of the other Zhulik and shouting.
"You promised me my reward! I brought you the girl, now give me my power," he said, spitting into the air.
"You'll get your reward at dusk at the ceremony, with everyone else. That is, if she deems you worthy," one of the other Zhulik said.
I glanced at Felix but he just shrugged. He had no idea what the Zhulik were yelling about either.
After the Zhulik disappeared down the tunnel, we quietly moved down the path they had just come from. I concentrated on my power and felt a cluster of three Zhulik less than a mile off of the path. Near them was a faint tingle of non-threatening magic, indicating a Nesmyr. Since Colin had just come from this path, I was almost positive it had to be Ellie.
 Felix looked at me for confirmation and I turned to him and nodded. I took a deep breath to prepare myself and we slowly crept closer to the Zhulik. I had never practiced being stealthy but it seemed like I had a natural ability at it and I wondered if all Lovac were like that. I glanced at Felix and decided we must be. We were both walking completely silently and I didn't think the best hearing in the world could detect us.
The tingling in my body was getting stronger with every step we took and it got to the point where it was almost unbearable. I had to pause to get control of my power before it took over too soon. Felix gave me a concerned look but kept his mouth shut. My body was twitching with the desire to fight but we had to try to get a peek at the situation before we went in there and attacked. 
I had been holding onto my stake the whole time we had been in here and I took a good look at. It was the first time I was going to use it and I only hoped it would serve me well enough to keep me alive. 
Once I had the twitching under control we moved forward again, slower this time. The path curved slightly ahead of us and we slowly peeked our heads around the corner to make sure we didn't come face to face with a Zhulik. What we saw was the entrance to a small cavern and the glow of a lantern that cast shadows all over the walls. I could only see one Zhulik from our position but the shadows indicated that there were three total. I could also see the front of what looked like a cage. Inside, I could just make out the ends of someone's long blonde hair. It had to be Ellie.
Felix and I pulled our heads back around the corner before we could be spotted, to mime out our plan. We didn't want to risk talking and being detected before we even had time to make a plan. I indicated to Felix that he go after the closest guard and once he had that taken care of to get Ellie free. I would go after the other two Zhulik.
He seemed to understand and didn't look happy that I would be going after more of the Zhulik. I knew he wanted to argue but we didn't have the time. We both knew my power was stronger in this situation and I would have more advantage in the fight.
I readied myself to start attacking but before I could, Felix grabbed my hands. He looked me in the eyes with such a serious look that I couldn't move. Then he kissed me. It was slow and gentle but it was enough to express his concern for our lives. My breath caught in my throat and I tried not to cry. We pulled away and I gently ran my fingers down his cheek. 
I took a shaky breath to try to calm my nerves before I felt like I was ready for the fight. We gave each other one last look of longing before we bolted around the corner and into my very first battle.
 



Chapter 22
 
 
The Zhulik hadn't been expecting us so we had a slight advantage but it only lasted a second. I landed one hard hit on the Zhulik I was facing before he went into full attack mode. I wasn't expecting how powerful his attacks would be and even though I managed to dodge most of them he was a lot faster than a Lovac. He was even faster than my power at one point and was able to throw me into the wall. The hit was so hard that my vision blurred and my head spun.
He was immediately back in front of me and I had no time to recover before he opened his mouth to reveal his sharp fangs and lunged at my neck. The smell of blood on his breath was strong and I snapped out of my daze just in time to thrust my hand upward to fend off his face and drive my stake through his heart. It had been tough to get the stake through all of his flesh and bones but my desire to live increased my strength in that second and he froze.
Everything had happened in slow motion up to this point. The start of the fight, me being thrown against the wall, his fangs almost ripping my throat out. Now I was suddenly covered in blood splatters and the body of the Zhulik was replaced by a pool of blood and organs. No one had explained to me that Zhulik literally exploded after being staked.
I was in such shock that I almost forgot what I was supposed to do next. The sound of Felix grunting my name made me look around. He was still struggling with his Zhulik but the Zhulik was bleeding in a few places and I had no doubt it would be dead soon. I looked around to find the final Zhulik and saw him approaching Ellie's cage. He had completely ignored us, thinking his comrades could easily take us down.
I didn't know if he planned to kill Ellie or was just trying to get her out of there and into another cage somewhere with more Zhulik to guard her. I wanted to interrogate the Zhulik about why they were keeping Nesmyr captive, but I knew I wouldn't have the time. Ellie's life was more important than my curiosity. I ran toward the Zhulik and jumped on his back to try to bring him to the ground. It didn't work.
This Zhulik was a lot stronger and bigger than the other one. He barely paused to shake me off of his back and kept moving. I went after him again, this time with my stake. I couldn't reach his heart from behind him but I managed to dig it into his side. He howled in pain and finally faced me. 
I wasn't sure if that was good or bad. He wasn't going after Ellie anymore but I didn't want this beast of a man going after me either. My power still made me an excellent fighter but I physically was not fast enough to dodge everything the Zhulik threw at me. 
The few punches that did make it past me were so powerful they made my eyes water and knocked the air out of me. But I landed a lot more of my punches on him than he did on me. However, mine didn't seem to be affecting him as much as his punches were affecting me.  
My stake was still stuck in his side and I kept maneuvering around his punches to try to get close enough to get it back. I felt like an idiot for letting it slip from my hands and I knew that I would only be able to kill him if I got it back. A few good punches and dodges later I was finally able to tear my stake out of him. Blood came sputtering out of the wound and he howled in pain again. If he didn't weaken from blood loss soon I didn't think anything could stop him.
But he was definitely slowing down and I was beginning to think I was finally going to be able to kill him when he slammed me to the ground. I had tried to dodge the attack but he was too fast and he seemed to be able to sense where I was going to move next. I was instantly pinned to the ground with the Zhulik looming above me. I saw his fangs and in a flash he was heading towards my neck. 
I managed to kick my knee up just in time and throw him off of me before he could rip out my throat. I scrambled to sit up and jumped at his chest, stake in hand. I fumbled a little bit and missed his heart the first time I stabbed him but he was so weak from blood loss and pain that he didn't fight back too hard when I pulled my stake out and tried again. 
This time I hit his heart and I was soon sitting in a pile of blood and guts. I sat in the puddle and stared at the wall while I caught my breath. I had completely forgotten about Felix and I hoped he had managed to kill his own Zhulik and get Ellie out of her cage. I couldn't hear any noises coming from behind me where Felix and Ellie should be so I worriedly turned around to check.
They were both there, alive and well. Felix had gotten Ellie out of the cage and she stood next him. He was covered in blood splatters and it looked like a few drops had managed to get on Ellie, too. They were both staring at me with wide eyes.
Before I asked them why they were staring at me like that I looked around the room. There were three puddles of Zhulik remains and blood splatters everywhere. I looked down at myself and saw some of the insides of the Zhulik I had just killed laying in my lap. I shot up so quickly that I nearly fell over and started brushing the guts off of me. Felix was by my side then, helping to keep me standing. Once all of the guts were off of me I looked up at Felix.
He smiled at me gently and said, "You were amazing. Now we need to get out of here in case some of the other Zhulik heard us and come to investigate. Can you walk okay?"
I opened my mouth to talk, to say that I would be fine but what came out were not words. When I opened my mouth a bit of Zhulik blood ran down my face and into my mouth. I shoved Felix away and threw up once I realized what it was.
"Avery, calm down," Felix said as he rubbed my back. "The sooner we get out of here the sooner you can take a shower and get all of this gunk off of you. Right now you have to focus on something other than what you're covered in."
I spat out the last of the bile in my mouth and took a few deep breaths before I straightened up. "You're right," I said, shakily. "Let's get out of here."
I took a few steps and felt a little wobbly and I wasn't sure if I would make it out of the caves before passing out. I was tired from the fight and the headache from being near so many Zhulik was draining my remaining energy. Seeing the horrified look on the face of the young girl in front of me made me push my discomfort out of my mind and urged me to get her out of here safely. 
"Are you Ellie?" I asked her when I was standing in front of her.
She glanced at Felix as if asking him if it was okay to talk to me and I saw him nod out of the corner of my eye. I had no doubt that this girl was afraid of me after watching me brutally kill two Zhulik. 
"Yes," she said quietly, not making any eye contact with me.
"We're here to take you back to your family. In order to do that, we have to sneak out of these caves very quietly. Do you think you can stay as quiet as possible while we move?"
"Yes ma'am," she said, still staring at the ground. 
"You don't have to be afraid of me either," I told her. I was a little bit offended that she was so frightened of me. "I promise I won't hurt you. I'm only here for the Zhulik."
"I know. You're just very intimidating."
My eyebrows went up in surprise at that. I had never once been considered intimidating before but I guess I had gained some muscle in the past two weeks. Having just killed two Zhulik and being covered in their blood from head to toe probably helped with that image too. And I could only imagine how wild and crazy my hair looked.
I didn't have any response for being intimidating so I just said we needed to start moving. The sooner we were out of the caves, the better. The walk back into the fresh air would take a little time too, since it was all up hill. I quietly groaned at the thought of it. Felix could see me struggling to walk and put one of his arms under mine to help support me.
We left the little cavern that we were in and slowly crept back up the smaller path to where the main path was. I tried to tune into my senses to locate where the other Zhulik were but my mind was so tired that I could only get small bursts of my power at a time. I didn't think any of the Zhulik were coming after us but I wasn't completely positive. I didn't want Felix to worrying though, so I didn't let him know what was going on. 
We made it back to the surface without running into any other Zhulik. While the sun was starting to rise, we still had time to make it back to the car before Ellie would be in danger of burning. Whether or not I would make it there before passing out was a different problem.
None of us spoke on the walk back. Felix and I were too tired and Ellie looked like she was in shock. I knew we needed to get some information out of her about what had happened to her down there but now wasn't the time. 
When we walked through the clearing to where Colin's house was, Ellie froze for a minute. She stood just inside the trees, staring at the house. Tears welled up in her eyes. I untangled myself from Felix as he went to start the car and I gently put my hand on Ellie's shoulder, making her jump slightly.
"Are you going to be okay?" I asked. I felt stupid for asking that the second it left my mouth. Of course she wasn't going to be okay. At least not for a while. She just learned her uncle was a Zhulik and he kidnapped her and had her locked in a cage surrounded by more Zhulik.
Ellie didn't say anything. She just forced her tears back and gave me a small nod before walking to the car. She looked at the ground the whole way and didn't glance back at the house once. She got in the car without saying another word and I pulled Felix away from the car to talk to him in private.
"What do we do now? We need her to tell us what happened down there and if she knows why they were keeping all of those Nesmyr in cages."
"I know," he said. "We have to take her back to headquarters so the council can hear what she has to say. We'll inform her parents that they can meet us there to pick her up but the council has to hear her out first."
"Poor girl," was all I could say.
"It could have been a lot worse. It doesn't look like she's been hurt at all so I think she got lucky."
"She would have been a lot luckier if it hadn't happened in the first place," I muttered.
"But it did. We can't change that. We need to go now."
I nodded and we got in the car. Ellie knew we were talking about her but she didn't ask any questions. We told her that she would get to see her parents soon but that she wouldn't be able to go home right away. We left out the part about her needing to be questioned but she seemed like a smart girl, so she probably already knew what was going to happen.
Felix called Ellie's parents to let them know we found her and that they needed to meet us at headquarters to see her. He didn't explain much about what had happened but said that the council needed to see her before she would be able to go home. They asked to talk to her but Ellie had already fallen asleep in the back seat. Once the phone call was over, I drifted off into sleep too. I trusted that Felix wasn't quite as tired as I was and would be able get us to headquarters safely. 
                                                            
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 23
 
 
I expected the nightmares this time. I knew I was too tired to block them out right now but I was kidding myself if I thought I could actually be prepared for the horrible images I was about to experience. 
I was walking through the caves alone but all of the caverns were visible from the main path. Instead of being hidden by layers of rock, there were clear walls blocking them off. It reminded me of the zoo. There were Zhulik in each cavern but the main display was the Nesmyr and Lovac they were torturing. 
The caves had been turned into a sick show where other Zhulik could come and watch those they despised be tortured and murdered. With all of the gruesome torture and death, there was a small stream of blood running down the main path. I forced myself to avoid looking into the caverns and just followed the stream of blood. My gut told me it would lead to answers.
The path went on for miles. I kept my head down and tried to block out the screaming until I eventually stepped into the main cavern of the caves. The stream of blood led to a portion of the cavern that was sunken in, causing the blood to form a pool. There were Zhulik swimming and laughing inside of it. The Zhulik were laughing. That was almost more disturbing than the blood itself.
I tried to look anywhere but at the pool and saw a set of steps that led up to a small sitting area against the far corner of the room. Sitting at the top was Lucas, with a crown on his head, proudly gazing down at what he had created. Sitting next to him, holding his hand was a woman. At first I didn't recognize her, but after closer inspection I saw that it was Kamila, the woman, no, demon, who killed my mother. She also had a crown on her head but it was oddly shaped to allow room for her horns that were barely visible through her hair. 
The anger immediately boiled up inside me. I took one step inside the cavern when everything froze. I had planned to approach Lucas and Kamila to take them on but I couldn’t move. I looked around and saw that all of the Zhulik were frozen in place as well, except for Lucas. He stood up from his chair and smiled at me, like a proud father would smile at his daughter.
Then I was awake. I shot up in my seat and looked around and saw that Felix had gently touched my arm to wake me up. We were at headquarters already. He was giving me a strange look. 
"What?" I asked.
"I barely touched you before you shot awake. Usually it takes a little more to get a Lovac to wake up when they're having a nightmare."
"How did you know I was having a nightmare?"
"You were twitching a lot. That's usually the best indicator. I was going to start shaking you awake if you started thrashing or screaming. It must not have been a very bad nightmare."
I shuddered, remembering how vivid all of the blood was. "It was horrible but I think I might have learned something. Can our nightmares sometimes predict the future at all?"
"Not exactly," he said. "They can sometimes reveal small things about a situation that we might have just been in or give us an alternate ending to something that might have just happened. Most of the time they just mess with our brain though."
"Well, I hope this was just messing with my brain."
"You'll have to tell me about. Later, though. We need to get Ellie inside and inform the council of what we've seen. We might have to plan an attack soon to get the rest of those Nesmyr out."
I turned around in my seat and saw that Ellie was still sound asleep in the back. I reached back and shook her arm gently. Her eyes shot open and she looked frightened. Once she remembered that she wasn't still in the caves, she relaxed.
"We're at headquarters," I told her. "Your parents should be here soon to get you but we need you to talk to the council first. Do you think you can tell them everything you know about what happened?"
"I'll try," she said quietly. Her voice was barely a whisper every time she spoke and I wondered if she was naturally quiet or if the shock was really that bad.
We got out of the car and were greeted by two Nesmyr guards at the front door. They gave us nods but didn't say anything as they escorted us into the building. Felix said he had called the council to warn them about the situation while Ellie and I were asleep, so hopefully they were all ready for a meeting. The sooner we got this started the sooner Ellie could go home and we could start rescuing the other Nesmyr.
Ellie and I walked behind Felix and he led us into the same room where the council had told me I was allowed to start taking jobs. Sitting at the long table in front of us were all of the council members. They had been quietly chatting amongst themselves when we walked in but they went silent when they saw us. 
"Council members," Felix started. "Earlier tonight I called to warn you of what Avery and I found. We brought back the girl we rescued to tell you everything she can about what has happened to her."
Felix put his hand on Ellie's back and gently pushed her forward so the council could get a better look at her.
"This is Ellie. Her parents posted for help locating her after she was kidnapped by a Zhulik yesterday evening. Avery and I took the job and later found her caged up in a cave, surrounded by Zhulik. Ellie, can you tell the council everything that happened to you, starting with when you were kidnapped?"
To my surprise, Ellie turned back to look at me for guidance. I stepped up next to her and put my hand on her arm. "It's okay. You can do this," I muttered to her and squeezed her arm gently for encouragement.
She nodded and turned back to the council. Her voice was still quiet. "I was watching TV in the living room when the doorbell rang. Both of my parents were upstairs at the time so I went to answer it. It was my Uncle Colin but he," she paused to choke back some tears. "He was different. He had red eyes now instead of blue. I was so shocked and by the time I realized what he was he already had a hold of me. I screamed and I heard my parents come running. They just reached the door when Uncle Colin sprinted away with me."
"Where did he take you?" Gladys asked. 
"He took me to some old caves deep in the woods. He met up with another Zhulik there. Uncle Colin wouldn't give me to the other guy until the other guy promised Uncle would get his reward."
"Do you know what the reward was?"
Ellie shook her head. "I don't know for sure. When I was locked up I heard the Zhulik guarding me talk about getting their reward too. They made it sound like it was some kind of power and they couldn't wait to be so much stronger afterwards."
"Do you know what happened to your uncle?"
"No. Once he gave me to the other Zhulik he left. He said he needed to go home for something and when he came back, the Zhulik guarding me wouldn’t let him see me. I heard him in the hallway just before Avery and Felix rescued me."
"Did you hear anyone talk about what was going to happen to you?" 
She nodded her head slightly. "Anytime I made any noise or cried they would threaten me to get me to stop. They kept saying that if I didn't, my death would be a lot longer. They kept talking about a woman coming for me."
"A woman? Do you know who?" Gladys asked, sitting on the edge of her seat, anxious for more information.
"No. They never said a name."
"Thank you. You're a very brave girl." Gladys sighed, disappointment washing over her face at the small bit of information Ellie had. Then she turned her attention to Felix and I. "Do you know how many other Nesmyr are being held captive there?"
Felix looked at me to answer. "From what I could sense, there were at least seven. Six now, since we rescued Ellie. There might be more, deeper in the caves depending on how far they stretch. There are at least two Zhulik guarding each Nesmyr, too. Some have three."
"Can you tell if any of them are upper class or not?"
This question caught me off guard. Felix warned me that most of the upper class Nesmyr only cared about other wealthy Nesmyr but I assumed that the council might be a little bit different. I guess I was wrong.
"No, I can't but I don't see how that matters. They're all Nesmyr and they all need to be rescued. If you're not willing to set up a rescue party for Nesmyr that might not be as wealthy as you are, then I'll do it myself."
I hadn't expected to sound so rude but I was shocked at how vain these Nesmyr could be. Everyone in the room was staring at me with wide eyes like I had just spat in all of their faces. I stood my ground though. I crossed my arms across my chest and held my head high while I waited for an answer.
Gladys cleared her throat before responding. "Well, then. I guess we better contact some of our best Lovac and get a rescue party started. Does the council agree?"
They all nodded and mumbled yes. The Nesmyr members still looked like they were in shock but all of the Lovac members were beaming with pride over me. I didn't think very many people stood up to the upper class Nesmyr and got away with it that easily.
"I think you two better rest up now," Rema said. "We'll inform all of the Lovac we can. I want both of you there but I want you to be completely rested, so you won't be able to head out until tomorrow morning. I don't want you going in the middle of the night when they're at their peak strength."
"I don't think we can wait that long," I said. "Felix and I overheard a few Zhulik talking about a ceremony they were having at dusk. I think we need to attack before this ceremony happens."
The council members took a moment to murmur among themselves before Gladys spoke again. 
"It's not safe to attack Zhulik when it's still dark out but we're going to trust you on this. You will leave an hour before dusk. That still gives you a good ten hours to rest and prepare yourselves."
The council started to break apart then. A few of the members rushed out of the room to start preparing supplies and informing Lovac of what was happening. Felix and I were dismissed but before I could make it out of the room Gladys approached me.
"Young Lovac, may I have a word with you?" she asked. 
Felix gave me a worried look. I was definitely in trouble for standing up to her earlier. She pulled me aside but the look in her eyes was that of worry, not anger.
"Standing up to me like you did was very brave," she started. "But I want you to know that I do care about the lower class Nesmyr just as much as I do the upper class Nesmyr. I was one of the first lower class Nesmyr to work my way up to upper class. I know what it's like to be stepped on by the wealthier Nesmyr. I try to make life for all Nesmyr as good as it can be. 
"The reason I wanted to know if you knew if there were any upper class Nesmyr in those caves is because I just learned that one of my grandsons went missing last night. He just recently turned eighteen and went out with some friends to celebrate but he never came home. I'm worried that he might be down there.
"I know you want to go back to those caves right away and I wish you could too. If he is in there, the longer we wait, the higher the chance of him being killed is but I know you need to be there for this to be successful and you’re in no shape to fight right now. So get some good rest and when you go back this evening, please keep an eye out for my grandson. He shouldn't be too hard to recognize. For a Nesmyr, he's very muscular and has long blonde hair. His name is Ivan."
Suddenly, I regretted being rude to her. She genuinely seemed to care about all of the Nesmyr community and was very worried about her grandson. I agreed to try to find him for her and bring him back to her family safely. She had tears in her eyes as she gave me a quick hug, telling me how grateful she was and how lucky we all were to have me around.
When I found Felix waiting for me outside of the meeting room, he attacked me with questions. I left out most of the details but explained that she asked me to try to find her grandson that might be in the caves. He was just as surprised as I was that she hadn’t yelled at me. 
I noticed that Ellie wasn't with him anymore and Felix explained that the council released her to go home. Her parents had been waiting for her out here while we finished up. They had a teary reunion and took her home. He also handed me a check from Jeremy and Colette for finding their daughter. 
Felix almost cried when I ripped it up and told him I wouldn't take any money from the lower class Nesmyr. He told me I was crazy and that I needed to be grateful for any money I got. I told him that I didn’t care about the money. I wouldn’t take any of it from the lower class Nesmyr.
 We both went back to our rooms then. Felix tried to get me to come back and sleep in his room with him but I declined. I knew I would get better sleep with him around but I wanted some alone time. I enjoyed my time with Felix but I needed to wash the blood off and try to clear my head from the events of the day. He understood and didn't push too hard but said his door would be unlocked if I changed my mind. 
Back in my room I took a long bath, making sure I kept my eyes open so I wouldn't start drowning myself again. I cleaned all of the dried blood off me and made sure I smelled like fruit and flowers before I dried off and crawled into my own bed. It wasn't the most comfortable bed I had ever been in but right now it was like sleeping on a cloud. Just as I closed my eyes and felt myself start to drift into sleep I heard a knock on my door.
I groaned and crawled out of bed to answer it. Standing outside was a Nesmyr employee with a small box for me. He handed it to me but didn't explain anything before he left. I sat back on my bed and opened it. Inside was a small vial with a pink liquid in it and a note. 
Avery,
I think you deserve a decent night's sleep after your first job and to prepare for your next. This vial is a special fairy enchanted liquid to help keep the darkness away for eight hours and enhance your power for up to twenty-four hours. A few drops is all it takes. Make it last. I sent one for Felix as well. You both deserve it.
Rema
P.S. You were amazing at the council meeting. 
A vial of fairy enchanted liquid to keep the darkness away. I wondered why every Lovac didn't have some of this but then I remembered what Thorkell had said about fairy prices, which explained why it was so small. There were probably only thirty drops in the whole bottle.  Right now, I needed to sleep and I was more than excited to sleep without the darkness interrupting me. The vial came with a small dropper and I dropped a few drops on my tongue. It tasted like sugar and alcohol, which wasn't very good but it worked. I fell asleep within minutes and I slept for a full eight hours, uninterrupted. 
The sound of my stomach growling pulled me out of bed. I ordered my usual bowl of pasta and got ready for the events that were coming. I wondered how many Lovac were going to the cave with us and I hoped we all made it out alive. 
I checked the Lovac online forum to see if any announcements about what was going on had been posted and sure enough, there was a large announcement at the top of the page asking any available Lovac to report to the gym at headquarters in less than an hour. There was also a notice that no new job postings would be allowed until this crisis was resolved. 
I slurped down the noodles slowly, savoring every minute of it. For all I knew, it could be the last thing I ever ate. I felt like I was in a dream. Two weeks ago, I was living with my mom in a small house, worrying about what I wanted to go to college for. Now I was preparing to kill a large group of evil creatures, one of which was my father. I didn't know if Lucas would actually be there but I had a feeling he had something to do with all of this and I had to find some way to stop him. 
I sat in my room doing nothing but eating and thinking until it was time to leave. I was beginning to regret wanting to live an exciting life. Being human was much easier and much more relaxing. I didn't have a choice though. I couldn't deny that I was just an ordinary human any more. There was something special about me and I had to use that to my advantage to help these people. 
Felix came to get me twenty minutes before we were all supposed to meet in the gym. I threw on some of my new clothes and I put my newly cleaned stake in the holster. I pinned my hair up so it wouldn't get in my way while fighting. Then I checked myself in the mirror. The person looking back at me looked confident and fierce. I was surprised it was me. 
"You look like you were born to fight," Felix said when I was finally ready.
"I was," I said and it was true. I wouldn't have been given the power to be able to fight if I wasn't meant for it. 
"How did you sleep?" he asked, when we left my room.
"Thanks to that fairy liquid, I slept amazing. I feel amazing, too."
"That was incredibly nice of Rema to give both of us some of that elixir. I've used it once before and wished I could afford it ever since. It's incredibly rare and expensive."
"I'll definitely make it last then." I said, as we headed down the stairs and towards the gym, the knot in my stomach growing with each step. To my surprise, Felix grabbed my hand, not caring about what others might think.



Chapter 24
 
 
Felix proudly held my hand all the way to the gym and even up to the stage they had set up for us. A few Lovac gave us curious looks but there were no questions asked. The crowd in the gym was small and I felt my heart sink at how little our army was. With Felix and me, it made eighteen Lovac here to fight a large group of Zhulik. I knew there were at least fourteen Zhulik we could expect but if the cave extended further down than my power was able to sense then it could be much more. 
The council called Felix and I up to the stage and everyone quieted down. I looked into the small crowd and recognized Riley and Axel standing next to the tall blonde Lovac they called Leslie and another shorter Lovac girl I hadn’t met. I smiled at Riley and Axel winked at me. I rolled my eyes at him but sent up a silent prayer that they would both survive this.
"I want to thank all of you who have come to help fight," Rema said. She was apparently in charge of this small meeting. "Avery, can you tell everyone what the layout of the cave looks like and if you have a suggestion on how the attack should start."
I nodded and stepped up to the front of the stage. "The cave has one main path that goes on for miles. My power was not able to sense how far the path went and there is a possibility that there might be more Zhulik deeper down than I was able to sense. The main path has smaller paths that lead off into little caverns where Nesmyr are being held captive. The young girl we rescued was in a cage but I can't say for certain if all of them will be. From what I was able to sense, there are at least six Nesmyr still in there being guarded by two or three Zhulik each. I think that in order to conserve energy, small groups should go into the closest caverns and clear them out before another group moves in. I don't think it would be smart to try to attack all of the caverns at once."
"That's a good idea," Felix said. "Once we get there, we'll send a group of three into the closest cavern. Once that one is cleared out we'll move onto the next cavern with another group of three. This way the ones who fought previously have some time to relax and build their strength back up before having to fight again. Does everyone agree with this plan?"
None of the Lovac argued but they all looked uncertain. I didn't think they were worried about my plan as much as they were worried about staying alive. Felix had told me that nothing this big has happened in years. Then I remembered Riley's vision about something big happening. This had to be it.
Once everyone was all settled on what was going to happen we were urged to eat and pack whatever we would need. We would be leaving in forty-five minutes to start the drive to the caves. By the time we got there the sun would be going down.
As we were leaving the gym I ran up to Riley, who was walking out with Axel and the other two girls.
"Hey," I said when I caught up to them. "Are you sure you're all prepared for this?"
They gave each other nervous glances then Riley said, "Yes. We're nervous, of course but we were raised to fight and protect Nesmyr. We have to do our job."
"Were you expecting this?" I asked Riley. I didn't want to come straight out and ask if this is what she had a vision about but she knew what I was really asking.
"Yes and no. I don't think this is what my vision was about but this is the start of it. When this is over tonight, don't expect it to be truly over. There's more to come."
My stomach churned. I had hoped that once we killed the Zhulik in the caves and rescued the Nesmyr we wouldn't have to deal with anything this big for a long time. I needed to stop assuming that this was going to be quick and easy. 
I let the subject drop for now though. I needed to focus on what was about to happen, not what might happen after this. Most of the Lovac went back to their rooms to get ready; others went to the cafeteria to build up their energy with food. I went with Riley and the rest of the group to the cafeteria. I had already eaten and packed what I needed but I had to wait for the rest of the Lovac before we could leave. 
Felix had already prepared to leave before going to the gym too, so we just sat and talked while everyone else ate. We both kept glancing at the clock, anxious to get going and get it over with.
Forty-five minutes passed slowly but by the time everyone had finished eating it was time to leave. All of the Lovac that would be going met in front of the facility by the parking lot. We all piled into three large vans and headed out. To my surprise, Rema, Carson and Sunni were accompanying us. They would be our drivers but wouldn't go into the caves unless they were absolutely needed. They all felt they were far too old to be of any use when it came to fighting.
The drive to the caves felt longer than it had last night and I was impatiently twitching. I was sitting next to Felix, who put his hand on my leg, trying to calm me down. Riley was in the front passenger seat by Rema, deep in thought. Behind us sat Axel, Leslie and Tahlia, who was the shorter Lovac girl. Axel was sitting in the middle, holding on to both of the girls' hands. That's when the severity of the situation really hit me.
I knew what was about to happen was big and I was scared but I was still new at this. All of these other Lovac had faced Zhulik many times and came out alive. The fact that they were just as scared as I was made me even more nervous. 
By the time we reached the caves I had worried myself so much that I was convinced we were all going to die. Then I started panicking. 
"I don't know if we can do this," I spoke to no one in particular when Rema put the car in park. 
"We have to try," Felix said. "You're the one who said that."
"It's our job to protect Nesmyr," Riley said. "If you sensed an accurate number of Zhulik then we technically out number them right now. Most of us are more nervous at the possibility of there being more Zhulik somewhere deeper in the caves that you couldn't sense but we don't know if there actually is. All we can do is go in there and do our best."
"You always sound so wise," I told her. "It's hard for me to believe you’re only twenty."
She laughed, but it was a hollow laugh. "Our job tends to mature us pretty quickly."
"Are you ready to do this?" Rema said, looking back at me from the driver’s seat.
I took a few deep breaths, trying to calm myself down before I nodded. We all piled out of the car and grouped together with the Lovac from the other vans. We were parked by the road that was by the caves but it would still take us a little bit of walking for us to get there. Before we started the walk, they all turned to me for the plan.
"I think we need to break up into our groups of three before we get there. Once we're closer, I'll use my power to sense where we need to start. It'll be easier to start sending in the groups once we get there, then trying to decide all of that when we’re close enough for the Zhulik to hear us."
"I think the best option is to break up groups in teams that know they can work well together," Rema said. "Most of you have already worked with the other Lovac here and know who you work well with. The sooner we get this figured out the sooner we can get this finished."
Rema didn't have to ask twice. The Lovac immediately started picking their own groups and it was amazing how organized and professional they were about it. I was expecting it to be like grade school where everyone fights over who they want to be in their group but it was nothing like that.
Axel, Leslie and Tahlia all stayed in a group together. It seemed to me that Axel cared about those girls a lot more than he would probably admit. He looked at them with a sort of brotherly affection. Felix and Riley came and stood next to me. The numbers worked out perfectly and we had six groups of Lovac. 
Before we started our walk to the caves, Rema pulled out a cooler from the van and looked grimly at us before she said, "I know many of you prefer to stay away from blood, but you’ll need as much strength as possible for this. I won’t force you to drink, but I brought bags for anyone that wants one."
It took me a minute to understand what she was saying. She wanted us to drink blood to increase or strength and our chances. I looked around and saw a lot of disgusted faces from the other Lovac but everyone got in line for a bag, even Felix and Riley.
"You don’t have to do this, but I think you should give it a try," Felix said, holding his hand out to me so I would join the line.
I wasn’t a wimp when it came to blood. I never fainted at the sight of it or threw up but the thought of actually putting it in my mouth and drinking it made my stomach churn. But I was technically leading this group and I had to show a good example. 
I took Felix’s hand and stepped into line next to him. I didn’t let go of him until Rema handed us our bags. The red liquid looked like dark cherry syrup and I did my best to tell myself that’s all it was. I followed suit with everyone else and tore one of the edges open.
Everyone chugged theirs down, some made faces, some didn’t. There were a few Lovac who even seemed to enjoy it. I brought the bad up to my mouth, smelled the metallic scent and almost changed my mind. Felix took my hand again and squeezed for encouragement.
"We’ll do it together," he said, bringing his bag up to his lips. "Ready?"
I nodded, not sure if I could really handle this. Felix tilted his head back and let the blood flow into his mouth, swallowing it down quickly. I took a final deep breath and did the same.
I expected to gag and spit it out or start throwing up everywhere. I expected the taste to be awful and to have to force myself to swallow. But it wasn’t bad. It wasn’t exactly good either, but it was tolerable. There was a light metallic taste but it was mostly just salty, like drinking thick salt water.
The effects of it were instantaneous. Not only to my body, but to the other Lovac’s bodies as well. Everyone looked bulkier and healthier. I felt better already about our chances of winning this.
Once the bags were all empty we made our way to the caves.  My group led the way. The sun was just starting to go down and it was becoming darker by the minute. We walked slowly and quietly and it took us about ten minutes to reach the caves.
The familiar headache that alerted Lovac to Zhulik, greeted me just before the caves came into view. I knew everyone else was experiencing the same headache when everyone started to shift uncomfortably. 
I signaled for the group of Lovac to stay near the trees while I got closer to the cave entrance to get the most accurate sense of where the closest Zhulik were. I crouched against the stone and concentrated on my senses.
What greeted me in my mind was shocking. My power was able to sense all the way into every cavern of the cave. The fairy elixir that Rema had given me really had enhanced my power and I wondered if the blood enhanced it even more. It was so strong that it almost made me light-headed. Unfortunately, what I sensed was not good news.
Like I had feared, the caves extended far beyond my original sensing power and there were far more Zhulik than I had estimated. They were no longer in the smaller caverns that led off from the main path either. There was a large cavern at the bottom of the main path where a group of at least forty Zhulik were gathered. In the center, I could sense eight Nesmyr. Something was about to happen to them and we would have to hurry if we wanted to save them.
I jumped up and ran back to the group of waiting Lovac. I wished I had more time to explain what was happening but we needed to get down there and save those Nesmyr as soon as possible.
"Change of plans," I told everyone, who gave me nervous looks. "It seems like whatever the Zhulik have planned for the captured Nesmyr is happening right now. They're all gathered in the largest cavern at the bottom of the main path. There's a lot more Zhulik than I originally thought too."
They all glanced around nervously. Felix was staring at me with a disbelieving look. Riley was looking nervously at the cave entrance.
"Then we should get down there and start kicking some ass," a hefty looking Lovac guy said. I had seen him around the facility before, but I didn't know his name. I was grateful for his efforts to get everyone motivated but they fell short. No one cheered or got excited. They only nodded in agreement and took deep breaths to brace themselves for the battle to come.
Once it looked like everyone was ready to start the decent into the cave we started the long walk. The main path was miles long. I wanted to start running to get there faster but I knew we all needed to conserve our energy, so I settled for walking quickly. We also needed to be quiet so that we could keep our element of surprise. 
We went around every corner cautiously, making sure there weren't any Zhulik hiding out. I didn't know if Zhulik would set booby traps but I made sure to keep my eyes peeled for anything suspicious. We managed to make it all the way down the path without any incidents.
The closer we got to the large cavern the worse my head started to hurt and the better my power worked. I was starting to twitch in anticipation of the fight and it was much harder to control now that my power was enhanced. I knew we were almost there when I started to slowly jog. If it wasn't for Felix tugging me back, I would have run straight in there and started fighting.
"What are you doing?" he whispered to me.
"I'm sorry. We're almost there, I can feel it. My power is starting to take over and it's a lot harder to control with that fairy stuff in me."
"How close are we?" 
I didn't answer. Instead I paused just before turning the next corner. The rest of the group paused behind me. I slowly peeked my head around the corner and saw the gathering of Zhulik in the large cavern just down the hall. The cavern looked just like the cavern from my nightmare, only there was no pool full of blood in the center. Instead, the group of eight Nesmyr were in the center of the room, their backs towards us and facing the steps that led up to the podium where Lucas was sitting at. There was no Kamila in sight.
My rage burned and I took one step forward, about to run into the room, when I remembered that we needed to be sneaky about this. I took a deep breath and turned back to the group of Lovac. I was nervous to talk with the Zhulik so close but we had to have some kind of plan.
"The Zhulik are at the end of the path," I barely whispered loud enough for everyone to hear me. "We need to sneak as close to the edge of the cavern before we start attacking. We need to be almost on top of them before they know we're there. Once they noticed us, we need to be in full attack mode. I want half of you to attack the closest Zhulik and I want the other half to run through and start attacking the ones further away. Those that are closer to the front should run forward while the ones behind start attacking the closer ones. Do you understand so far?"
They all nodded and waited for more information.
"The group of Nesmyr are in the middle of the cavern. I need one of the groups of three to immediately head towards them and start protecting them. Any volunteers?"
One of the groups of Lovac who I didn't know very well volunteered to protect the Nesmyr. Once that was all settled, there was only one more thing to discuss.
"The Zhulik named Lucas seems to be in charge of all of this," I said, glancing at Felix to see the surprised look on his face. "I don't know if any of you know this, but he is the Zhulik who got my mom pregnant. He's also the reason she was killed. I’m going straight for him."
A lot of the Lovac gave me surprised looks, some of them even looked a little frightened, but no one argued. I didn't think any of them wanted to go up against Lucas and they were more than happy to let me deal with him.
"Alright. Wait for my signal when we get to the edge of the tunnel before we start."
"What's the signal?" one of the Lovac asked.
"When I start running out there. Any questions?" They all shook their heads. "Then let's go."         
Before I could step around the corner, Felix pulled me into a quick hug. I was shocked at how open he was being with his feelings for me, but when I looked over his shoulder, I saw a few other Lovac giving hugs to each other, too.
"I love you, Avery," Felix whispered into my ear, making my heart stop for a second. I really hadn’t been expecting that but I didn’t hesitate in my response.
"I love you, too." And it was true. I may not have a complete understanding of love, but my feelings for Felix were stronger than any feelings I had ever had. I squeezed Felix as tightly as I could one last time and we both pulled away. I tried not to let the tears wetting my eyes be noticeable and I took a deep breath to calm myself down. I turned the corner a moment later with everyone following me, and started quietly walking towards the cavern. 
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The closer we got to the cavern, the stranger I started to feel. I almost felt sick, like I had butterflies in my stomach but it was all over my body. I didn't know if it was some kind of reaction to being around so many Zhulik or if it was my power trying to take over completely. I glanced around at the other Lovac and didn't see any unusual looks coming from their faces, so I decided it had to be part of my power.
With each step we took, we moved slower and slower until we were just outside of the large cavern. We were still inside the shadow of the path, so I didn't think any of the Zhulik could see us yet. Now that we were closer, I could hear that all of the Zhulik were chanting. Their voices echoed off of the walls of the cavern and gave me goose bumps.
I took a short moment to gaze at my surroundings. There were gas lights hanging all over the walls and not much else in the cavern. It was a little dark and musty and reminded me of what a really large jail cell might be like. 
The place where the Nesmyr were kneeling on the ground was sunken in a little bit from the surrounding earth and I had a feeling that Lucas planned to use it as a blood pool like my dream had predicted. Whatever was happening was some kind of ritual that would make life very difficult for Nesmyr and Lovac. 
I also noticed that the group of eight Nesmyr weren’t actually all Nesmyr. The magic that I sensed in one of them was similar to the magic I had sensed in Thistle, the fairy. Another one of the creatures gave off a different kind of magic that I had never felt before. It was almost like every creature had their own frequency of magic. The other six were definitely Nesmyr though.
I wasn’t sure why there were creatures other than Nesmyr being held captive but I didn’t have time to speculate it. I quickly planned my course of action, took a deep breath and pulled my stake out of its holster. When I sensed the rest of the Lovac taking out their stakes I started running. The other Lovac followed. 
We had completely caught the Zhulik off guard. Lucas had been speaking about something serious when I came running into the middle of his little ritual. Once the Zhulik started to understand what was happening, all hell broke loose. 
Zhulik came running after me, trying to tackle me to the ground but I was easily able to dodge them. My power was in control but no matter how badly it wanted me to stay and kill the Zhulik coming directly after me I forced myself to run to Lucas.
I could see a bit of panic and a bit of amusement in his eyes when he saw me coming for him. He hadn't moved from his spot or stopped talking. He was planning on finishing his ritual one way or another. 
When I reached the bottom of the stairs to his podium he stopped speaking. I started running up the stairs to try to stop him from completing what he was doing but I knew it was already too late. A cloud of red smoke had started to form in the middle of the staircase, blocking Lucas from my view. It was growing and would consume me if I didn't stop running. 
Fortunately, the red smoke was not going to harm me. I ran into it head first and nothing happened. Unfortunately, when it cleared up, Kamila was standing in front of Lucas, blocking my path.
I paused immediately when I saw her. I was halfway up the stairs when she appeared through the smoke and looked out on what was happening below her. When she spotted me halfway up the stairs she snarled. She looked at Lucas, who nodded at the demon woman and she lunged at me. 
I tried my hardest to dodge her attack but she morphed into that red smoke and entangled me in it. I had tried to jump off the stairs but I was suddenly embraced in the thick cloud of smoke and being dragged up to the top of the podium. 
When I was at the top of the stairs, the smoke thinned and Kamila appeared again but I was still trapped. Lucas was standing in front of me, red eyes trying to burn a hole through my head. 
"Hello, my child," he said. His voice was rough and had a chill to it that gave me goose bumps. He was standing so close to me that I could smell the blood on his breath. 
When I didn't answer him he continued speaking. 
"You're so young and yet you're already so wise. You're perfect for my little games."
My curiosity got the best of me. "What games?"
He looked amused. "Didn't you wonder why a Zhulik as old and powerful as myself would be stupid enough to impregnate a psychic human and let her live?  I'm sure you were told that only young Zhulik do that."
"It might have crossed my mind," I said, trying my hardest not to sound too interested. The truth was that this thought had crossed my mind multiple times.
"Well, I've been alive for thousands of years and after all the killings and all the power I've taken, I seem to have grown bored with life. I considered ending it all but then I decided to have some fun before my time is up. That's when I met your mother. A beautiful woman and the strongest psychic powers I had ever seen in a human. I thought it would be fun to create a being with her and see what kind of powers it ended up with. I wanted a child that actually stood a chance at beating me. I must say, I waited eighteen years for this and I am highly disappointed."
"I could take you down in a heartbeat if you didn't have a demon slave."
Kamila looked offended. She glared at me, snarled and lunged at my throat with her claws. Just before she made contact, Lucas intervened and pulled the demon away from me. The whole time I could feel the grip of the smoke loosening.
"This exquisite being," Lucas said, "Is a demoness and a queen. Her name is Kamila and we are going to rule this world together." 
"What are you talking about?"
"Well, while I was waiting for you to become old enough to challenge me, I started thinking of other ways to have fun with life. I started thinking that it might be fun to try to take over the world. Starting with the Nesmyr and Lovac and moving on to other magical creatures and then humans. I knew I couldn't do it on my own, so I made a deal with Kamila. She would sacrifice some of her lesser demons to make my army of Zhulik more powerful and in return I would kidnap creatures for her to feed on. Not just any kind of creatures though."
"What do you mean?"
This time Kamila spoke. She sauntered up to me, her auburn hair following around her, almost touching to floor. "Dimidium," she spoke with a strange accent. "The light in their blood makes them so much more delectable."
My eyes widened in understanding. These two were the reason that Lovac hadn't found their Dimidiums in such a long time. They were kidnapping creatures that were meant to be with Lovac and killing them before a Lovac could actually find them. That’s why there were more than just Nesmyr being kidnapped. They’re all Dimidiums. 
"How do you know they're actually Dimidiums?" I asked, hoping they were lying.
"Oh that's easy," Kamila hissed. "Every magical creature gives off their own unique aura. Demons from my plane have a better ability to see and feel them than those that live here. I've been practicing and enhancing my ability to do this for quite some time. I've learned that if two people have identical auras, then they are meant for each other. I started Lovac spying and finding their Dimidium before they could. I soon became addicted to the taste of Dimidiums. It's a shame they're so rare."
"Once I learned that Kamila could do this I sought her help," Lucas said. "She agreed but only if I could capture every Dimidium she led me to. Since she is only able to cross over to our world on certain days, she would have more time to feed if we did the Dimidium capturing for her."
"You're both sick," I said.
"Well, my dear, that's what happens when you give yourself over to the darkness. You could join us if you gave yourself over to it too." He smiled at me, a menacing smile that gave me goose bumps again.
I glared at him. "Never." I was trying to sound brave but I was actually terrified. Lucas and Kamila were powerful and they could kill me at any minute. I wasn't ready to die. I needed to find some way to get out of the smoke binds and take Lucas down.
"That's a shame," Lucas said, interrupting my thoughts.  "I shouldn't have expected you to say yes, though. There hasn't been a Lovac that's accepted the darkness in years. I always thought it was a better option than going insane and dying but who am I to speak for them."
"I don’t know how anyone could think that was a better option."
"Most Lovac have been brainwashed into thinking that way, but at least we're still alive and enjoy life. We just look at it differently than you do."
"In a sick, twisted way."
"It's still better than being dead, my dear."
"Not to me."
"Well, then. It sounds like you want to die. Shall we let our little games begin then? I'm sure it won't take long before you're killed."
"I have one more question," I said, trying to distract them long enough to get out of the smoke binds before they released me.
"Hmm?" was all Lucas said, looking bored.
"Why did you kill my mom?"
Lucas and Kamila both laughed at this. "She was in the way. She was never supposed to survive in the first place. We could have started our little games so much sooner if she hadn’t kept you hidden all of these years. When I found out she had been in a car crash, I didn’t have the time to take advantage of the situation so I sent Kamila. It’s a shame. I would have loved to see the look on your face when her heart stopped beating. Kamila assures me it was priceless."
My blood was boiling now. My mother was dead because she protected me and I would make these creatures pay. I started to writhe in the smoke bonds and Lucas looked intrigued. 
"It looks like you’re ready for our little games to begin. This won’t take long."
"You have no idea what I can do," I spat. I was giving myself completely into my power and the smoke was having a hard time containing me. I didn’t have to wait long for it to disappear completely, though.
"You're right, I don't, but I can't wait to see. Kamila, let her go."
The demon hesitated only long enough for me to take a deep breath and focus all of my concentration on my power. Once the smoke restraints were off of me I lunged at Lucas. I still had my stake in my hand and I aimed for his heart. 
Unfortunately, I was blocked by Kamila. Apparently, we weren't going to play these "games" very fairly and Kamila was going to assist Lucas in this fight. I had an excellent power but I didn't know if it was good enough to defeat both of them. 
After a few minutes of sparring back and forth, I discovered that Kamila was actually the weaker of the two. Thorkell had been right about her lack of fighting skills and being distracted while using magic. 
I tried to take advantage of her distraction but as I leaped for her, Lucas shoved me out of the way. I fell backwards down the long staircase and landed with a loud thud at the bottom. The impact had been so hard, it knocked the wind out of me. 
I was frozen on the ground in front of the stair case, gasping for air, when someone knelt beside me and shook my arm.           
"Avery," I heard a male voice say. "Avery, you have to get up. They're coming this way. We can take them down together."
After a second of trying to clear my head and catch my breath, I realized it was Felix that was talking to me. When I started to move and tried to get up, he literally pulled me to my feet. I was still woozy and I almost fell back to the ground but Felix held me in place until the worst of the dizziness passed. 
By this time, Kamila and Lucas were nearly on top of us. I only had seconds to try to relay my plan to Felix.
"The demon is the weaker one. We need to go after her when she starts to use her power. Once she's taken care of, Lucas shouldn't be too hard for the both of us to handle."
Felix nodded in response; that was all he had time for. Kamila and Lucas were in full attack mode and heading towards us. I didn't hesitate to start attacking back and soon the four of us were a blur of motion. 
Lucas was so much faster than the Zhulik I had attacked the night before. My energy was also weakening faster, despite the help from the fairy elixir and the blood. Felix had immediately gone after Kamila, which distracted her from using her magic. Once Felix realized our plan wouldn’t work if Kamila was fighting, he knocked her down and turned his attention towards Lucas.  
Kamila shrieked when we both tried to tackle Lucas to the ground and froze to concentrate on a trail of smoke to attack us. Felix and I almost missed our opportunity to kill her when Lucas tried to drag us to the ground with him. I punched Lucas in the side of the head with as much force as I could to try to keep him down while we went after Kamila. Once he hit the ground, Felix and I both lunged at the demon and we all went crashing into the ground. 
Kamila struggled with more force than I knew she had. We almost lost our grip on her but she suddenly went very still. I thought we had killed her just by holding her down but the vacant look in her eyes wasn't that of death but of concentration. She was casting some sort of spell. 
"Now," Felix yelled at me to snap me out of my thoughts. 
I chastised myself for hesitating to consider why she had frozen, instead of taking advantage of the situation and killing her. I made sure I had a firm grip on my stake and quickly plunged it into her chest before she could complete her magic. 
She screamed. It was so loud that Felix and I both had to cover our ears. I looked around the room and all of the fighting stopped for a brief moment. The scream was just long enough to distract everyone. Both sides tried to take advantage and in the next moment I witnessed over a dozen bodies, Lovac and Zhulik alike, fall to the ground.
I didn’t know if they were all dead but I was so stunned, I almost didn't feel the tingling of my power increase immensely. I spun around just in time to see Lucas jump back on his feet. He had been down on the ground for mere seconds but it felt like hours had just past. 
Lucas didn't come after us immediately. Instead, he glared at the spot on the ground where Kamila had been. I glanced down and saw that she had disintegrated into a pile of ash and red smoke. I expected the smoke to disappear quickly but instead it grew before my eyes. 
Felix and I both jumped back from the growing smoke and watched as it formed what looked like a door. I kept one eye on Lucas the whole time and saw a dark smile grow on his face. It looked like Kamila actually did have time to complete her magic and I knew that whatever was behind this door was not good.
"Felix, we have to kill Lucas now and get out of here. Something is coming out of that door that I don't think we'll be able to handle."
Felix looked at me and nodded. We turned to Lucas but he had stopped staring at the door and was now glaring at us. His teeth were bared and he was quietly growling. Killing Kamila had brought out the animal in him. 
I was terrified of this monster. If I had thought I was afraid of him before, this was no comparison. I wanted to turn around right now and run out of this cavern and back home. I wanted to go back to Wyoming and live in my little house with my mom for the rest of my life.
Thinking of my mom was the only reason I didn't run way. There was no going back to my old life. I may have killed Kamila for her but I needed to kill Lucas for her, too. If it wasn't for him, she would still be alive. She wouldn't have had me but she would have been able to live a happier, fuller life.
I let my power take over completely then. My only influence was willing myself to drive my stake through his heart. I ran for Lucas and we slammed into each other. We were trying to take each other down to the ground but at this moment we were evenly matched. 
I wondered why Felix wasn't helping me when I glanced over to see him gaping at the door of smoke. I tried to turn just enough to see the door but Lucas kept pulling my attention away from it. 
Every punch he threw I was able to dodge and every attempt I made at trying to kick his feet out from underneath him failed. We were both in a fight to the death and neither one of us wanted to give up. I could feel us both weakening and I knew the end was coming soon for one of us. 
Just when I thought I was going to be the one who ended up dead he glanced over my shoulder to look at the demon door. I took advantage of his distraction and slammed my foot into his right knee. I heard a loud snap and he roared in agony. 
He fell backward onto the ground and glared up at me. I could see the pain in his features but I could also see his hatred for me in them. I took one step towards him to try to finish the job when he started to laugh. It was the kind of laugh that only insane people made.
"You may think you've won but the battle has only just begun," he said as he pointed to the door behind me. 
 



Chapter 26
 
 
I hesitated to turn around, not wanting to take my eyes off of the Zhulik but I decided he wouldn't be able to move very fast with a broken knee. I slowly turned around and froze. My mouth slowly opened and my stunned expression matched Felix's.
The door had opened up and on the other side was a world full of red. The ground was an orange-red, the sky was darker red. There were no plants or water to be seen. There were pools of flames and lava all around. And heading in our direction was a group of hundreds of demons. In fact, they were only a few yards from walking through the door into our world.
They all had armor on and a weapon in hand. Their expressions were excited. They wanted a battle. The only thing that snapped me out of my stunned state was a tiny drop of sweat dripping into my eyes. I blinked the stinging away and that's when I jumped into action. 
I ran up to Felix, shaking him a few times to pull him out of his shock. When he finally realized where he was we rushed over to the door to try to figure out how to close it.
"What are we supposed to do?" I asked, panic filling my voice.
"I have no idea. I rarely deal with demons and I don't understand how their magic works."
I looked around for something to throw at the door and found a sword from a fallen Zhulik a few feet away. I picked it up and started swinging at the smoke that formed the door. The image on the other side faltered slightly but wouldn't disappear. 
The demons were nearly at the door now and my panic was rising. That's when I looked down at the pile of ashes where the smoke was coming out of. Some of the demons on the other side were smart and lunged through the portal seconds before I kicked the pile of ashes to break apart the spell. 
The smoky door closed and we were left with five demons who had managed to get through. I took a second to look around the cavern to see if there were any Lovac available to help. It looked like a good majority of the Zhulik were dead and most of the Lovac were fighting in pairs now to take out the rest. I met eyes with a few of them and motioned for them to come help with our newest problem. The ones that could break away made their way towards us.
During my assessment of the cavern I noticed that all of the blood from the fallen Zhulik and Lovac was trailing down to the center of the cavern where it was slightly sunken in. The pool of blood from my nightmare was forming. I also noticed that the group of Dimidiums that had been kneeling there were gone now.
I panicked and looked around the cavern to make sure they weren't being kidnapped by some of the remaining Zhulik, when I saw the group of Lovac in charge of protecting them moving slowly toward the door of the cavern, with all of the Dimidiums trailing behind them. 
Then the world froze. I hadn't meant to take such a long time gazing around the cavern before focusing on the demons but I had to make sure the Dimidiums were okay. I had paused to count them and that's when my eyes landed on a male Nesmyr around my age. He was muscular and tall, with wavy blonde hair tied into a ponytail behind his head. He was trying not to look frightened but there was panic in his crystal blue eyes. Despite his dirty appearance from being locked up, he was the most gorgeous man I had ever seen. I had thought Felix was handsome but at that moment, this Nesmyr made Felix look average. 
The second I spotted him, the world around me completely disappeared. My heart beat increased and I felt an over-whelming feeling of happiness. I wanted to run into the arms of this mystery Nesmyr and run away with him. I felt like I was high on happiness, just from looking at him.
I didn't want reality to interrupt this joy but it did. I heard someone screaming my name from behind me and after a few moments of trying to ignore it, I pulled my attention away from the Nesmyr. Reality started moving again and this time it felt like it was in fast-forward.
Once I turned my attention back to the battle that was happening between a few Lovac and the demons, I was tackled to the ground. I was so dazed from the feeling the Nesmyr had given me that I couldn't understand what was happening. 
Where was I? What was I supposed to be doing?
Then I heard Felix scream and it all came rushing back to me. I snapped out of my daze and looked around me. Lucas had tackled me to the ground but had crawled off of me and was walking in Felix's direction. Felix screamed when a demon cut through his arm with a small sword.
I could see blood gushing from the wound and see Felix getting dizzy from the blood loss. The demon that had attacked him was now lying dead on the ground thanks to Riley. 
I brought my attention back to Lucas, who was slowly limping towards Felix. Lucas wanted to hurt me emotionally before he hurt me physically. I was still sitting on the ground when I figured out what was about to happen. By the time I stood up and started sprinting towards Felix, I feared I was too late. 
Lucas was already in front of Felix. Felix tried to take Lucas down but he was too weak from the blood loss. He was holding the wound on his arm to try to stop the bleeding, which allowed Lucas to have the advantage of both of his arms. 
Lucas grabbed onto Felix's shoulders, making it impossible for him to escape, and went for his neck. Everything went in slow motion as I jumped to tackle Lucas to the ground and he went to rip out Felix's throat. I hit him just as his teeth scraped Felix's neck. Lucas and I went tumbling down in one direction and Felix fell to the ground in the other direction.
I landed on top of Lucas and tried my best to keep him from moving when I glanced back to see if Felix was okay. He was crumpled on the ground, with blood leaking out of the wound on his arm but his neck hadn't been hurt. Tears burned my eyes and I prayed that Felix was still alive. I had to kill Lucas quickly and get Felix out of here.
I turned back to Lucas, raised my stake above his heart and was kicked in the head by a demon, throwing me a few feet across the ground. My anger was increasing by being interrupted again from killing Lucas. I stood up, breathing heavy and ran at the demon, who was helping Lucas up. 
The demon saw me coming and smiled. I launched myself at him just as he and Lucas turned to smoke and floated away. I landed painfully on the cold ground. I growled in anger and slowly stood up to try to go after the two. 
When I turned around, I saw the trail of smoke heading towards the group of Dimidiums that were mere feet away from the entrance to the cavern and their freedom. I screamed and sprinted towards them. 
There were still some remaining Zhulik and Lovac fighting in the center of the cavern and I had to dodge all of them to get to the group of Dimidiums. The Lovac assigned to protect them turned their heads to see the smoke had already wrapped itself around one of the Nesmyr.
The other Dimidiums that were nearest to the smoke scrambled to get away from it but it wasn't trying to cling itself to anyone else. It was only after one Nesmyr. My Nesmyr.
I froze in the middle of the room, still surrounded by fighting, when I saw the smoke snake its’ way around the neck of the Nesmyr that had taken my breath away. I was a mix of emotions. Looking at the Nesmyr gave me such an immense feeling of joy but seeing the frightened look in his eyes and the smoke around his neck made me angry and frightened. 
I could see the smoke moving to encase his whole body and I heard him screaming for help. His voice was beautiful, even if it was full of fear. I was back to being mesmerized by the Nesmyr and I couldn't move from my spot. I stood frozen in the middle of the room, while I watched the smoke swallow up the Nesmyr. He looked directly into my eyes before he was completely consumed by the smoke. I couldn’t breathe when I watched the trail of smoke leave through the top of the cavern. 
Once the Nesmyr was completely gone, I snapped out of the daze again. I was about to have a panic attack when I heard a deep voice in my head. Lucas's voice.
The Nesmyr is not dead, yet. We are only taking him with us. If you ever want to see him again then you'll have to continue playing my game until you can beat me. I look forward to our next meeting, my daughter.
I repeated the words over and over in my head again until I was sure I was going crazy. I was panting out of anger and my vision was starting to go blurry. I looked around the room again and saw that there were still four remaining Zhulik and three out of the five demons still alive. Out of the eighteen Lovac that had come tonight only seven were still standing. I didn't know if all of the ones that were on the ground were dead or just passed out but it didn't matter. We were outnumbered in available fighters, with three of the seven remaining Lovac helping the Dimidiums escape.      
My gaze slid to Felix's limp body and that's when my rage took over entirely. I shrieked so loud that I could feel the vibration from the sound bouncing off the walls of the cave. Then I started attacking. I didn't think about anything other than killing the Zhulik and demons. A sudden burst of energy flooded through me and I attacked everything in my path. I threw Lovac out of the way, not wanting to hurt them but not wanting them to distract me either. With every kill, my vision got more and more clouded. 
The four Zhulik were quickly dead and then I moved on to the demons. By the time I reached them, the Lovac had already moved out of the way. I could hear Riley shouting something in the distance. Whether it was towards me or the other Lovac I had no clue. My rage was too strong to focus on anything other than killing these demons. 
The three of them tried attacking me at the same time. I heard myself laugh as I dodged all of their attacks and killed them. I killed the first two quickly but took my time with the third one. While I had him pinned to the ground I tortured him with my stake until he begged for death. Even then, I didn't kill him right away. I made him suffer for a few minutes longer before I ended it. 
Once I knew all of the threats were dead, I stood up and looked around the cavern. I could only see a group of blurry people huddled together by the entrance. I stood where I was, panting and blinking. I couldn't seem to calm myself down or get my vision to go back to normal. 
I had given in to the darkness and let it take over. My inner self started to panic. Deep down I didn't want to be evil. I didn't want to viciously kill everything in my way. 
But I hadn't. 
I may have gone overboard on how I killed the Zhulik and demons but I had gotten the Lovac out of my way first. I still had enough control to distinguish between friend and foe.
Then I heard someone calling my name in the distance. My head shot up and I looked around to see where the voice had come from. There was someone standing only a few feet away from me, calling my name, but it sounded like they were on the other side of the cavern. I could see the person slowly moving closer to me but I still couldn't make out who it was with my blurred vision. 
The person was trying to calm me down, which seemed to make me angrier but I tried to reason with my inner self. The threat was gone. It was time to go back to normal. Every time I told myself this I took a few deep breaths and my vision started to clear more. The voice that was calling my name also got louder, until I recognized it as Riley's. That's when my vision completely cleared and I was able to force the darkness out of my mind.
Riley knew the instant I was back to normal and immediately closed the remaining distance between us and hugged me.
"You were amazing. Terrifying but amazing. I think your eyes going cloudy was the worst. I didn't know if you would come back from that," she said.
"My eyes were cloudy?" I was so exhausted that my voice was barely a whisper. If Riley hadn’t been hugging me so tightly, I would have fallen to the ground.
"Yes. They looked like you had gone blind."
"It almost looked that way, too. Everything was blurry and it sounded like I was in a bubble. It was scary. I thought the darkness had taken control of me."
"I think in a way it did but you were able to bounce back. What made you snap anyways?"
It felt like years since I had been standing here watching Felix fall to the ground and the trail of smoke taking away the handsome Nesmyr boy. 
"That Nesmyr," I quietly muttered. Why did that Nesmyr have such a strong effect on me?
"The Nesmyr that was taken by the smoke? Why would he make you give in to the darkness?"
I shook my head, about to say that I didn't know when I finally understood. My eyes widened and just as I was about to tell Riley my suspicions, I passed out from exhaustion and shock.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 27
 
 
I could feel myself waking up but I squeezed my eyes tight and tried to fall back asleep. I was lying in a bed and it was so warm and fluffy that I never wanted to leave it. Especially since I could feel how sore all of my muscles were. 
Unfortunately, my body wasn't obeying my mind. With each minute I became more and more awake and alert of my surroundings. I could hear some people quietly talking in the background. It was virtually quiet besides that. I could smell the antiseptic and cleaning products. When I opened my eyes, I was greeted with the color white everywhere I looked. White walls, white floor, white beds. I was in a hospital.
But it wasn't a human hospital. All of the people I could see either had purple or sapphire blue eyes. This was a hospital for Lovac and Nesmyr. I was back at headquarters.
I rolled over in my bed to lie on my back and get a better look at what was around me. My head was throbbing so hard that I hardly remembered what had happened before I passed out but I didn't think any headache could completely erase the memories from my mind. 
I tried to remain calm and not burst into tears but I still felt a few warm drops escape my eyes. None of the staff had noticed when I woke up and rolled over but when I sniffed a little, all eyes were on me. 
"She's awake," I heard someone whisper. "Call the council."
No one came over to see how I was feeling or offer me a glass of water. In fact, they all avoided me. I didn't understand until the Lovac sitting in the bed next to me leaned over to explain.
"They're afraid of you. The rumors going around about what you did in the caves have gotten so morphed that a lot of people think you've basically become a Zhulik. A lot of the Lovac that witnessed what happened have been trying to convince the others that you're not crazy or evil. They won't believe us until they hear you officially tell the story and Nia confirms that you’re telling the truth."
"Great," was all I could say. I appreciated the help from the other Lovac but it was ridiculous that the Nesmyr didn't want to believe them. I was almost positive that my eyes were still purple, so there was no reason for them to believe I was a Zhulik. 
A large group of people came rushing into the room then. I recognized most of them as council members but there were a few others with them. I saw Riley hiding in the back of the group and my thoughts went to Felix. Was he alive? Was he okay? 
Rema was the first to approach me. "How are you feeling?"
"Like I was stepped on by an elephant," I said, honestly.
"At least you survived this though. I don't think you would’ve survived being stepped on by an elephant."
I appreciated her trying to lighten the situation but it was a failed attempt. I tried to give her a full smile but I just couldn't manage it in this situation. She saw that I wasn't in the mood for jokes and got right down to business.
"I know you've had a long and exhausting night and are nowhere near being recovered but we need you to tell us everything that happened last night. Everyone has heard bits and pieces but you're the only one that knows the full story."
"I need to know if Felix is okay first."
Rema nodded. "We managed to save him. He was almost dead when we found him but he's recovering in intensive care right now. We can take you to see him after we hear what happened."
"What about the others? How many Lovac survived?"
Riley stepped up to my bed this time and took my hand. "We lost three Lovac total. Axel was one of them." I saw tears in Riley’s eyes and my heart sank. I knew some Lovac had to have died but I was selfish and hoped I hadn’t known any of them. I nodded and took a shaky breath before I told them what happened.
Starting with Lucas's plan to create me, take over the world, his joining up with Kamila and what she had been doing over the past twenty or so years with Dimidiums. All of the Lovac that were huddled around my bed shed some tears at the thought that their Dimidium might have been murdered by a crazed demon but a lot of them looked relieved to know that the "curse" had been broken. I guess Riley was right about my involvement in that.
I told them about the fight and how Felix and I managed to kill Kamila but she created a spell to bring an army of demons to this world through a portal made of her ashes. I told them about getting the portal closed and having only a few demons to fight as opposed to hundreds. 
Then I told them the worst parts. Felix passing out and a demon running off with Lucas and taking a Nesmyr with them. When I spoke about the mysterious Nesmyr boy, I could tell my voice changed tone and my eyes were wet with tears. The council seemed to notice the change too.
"There is something special about this Nesmyr to you, isn't there?" Rema asked.
I blushed and considered lying to them about my suspicions but I knew Nia would call me out. She had been nodding in agreement with everything I had said and I planned to keep it that way to clear my name. "I think he might be my Dimidium."
Everyone was speechless. They weren't expecting a Lovac to find a Dimidium so soon after everything they learned.  Riley was the only one would didn’t look surprised. 
"What did the Nesmyr look like?" Gladys asked, breaking the silence.
I described the boy to her as much as I possibly could. With each description her eyes widened even more. Once I was done, an angry and almost frightening expression was on her face. That’s when I realized who the Nesmyr was.
"Ivan," we both said at the same time.
"That Nesmyr your Zhulik father stole is my grandson," she said, spit flying out of her mouth with every word.  "And because he just happens to be your Dimidium he's going to die now. You should have stayed in Wyoming to rot."
Then she stormed out of the room and left the rest of us in another round of being speechless. 
"She's wrong," I finally spoke up.
"What?" Rema asked.
"She's wrong about Ivan dying. I won't let it happen. Lucas won't either. If he wants me to keep playing his games he'll keep Ivan alive and I plan to keep playing until I can kill him. I know I can beat him."
"And how do you plan on finding Lucas? He's the oldest known Zhulik alive and no one has been able to defeat him yet or even find him in hundreds of years."
"I don't think I'll have a hard time finding him. I have a feeling he'll come to me or lead me to him."
"That reminds me," Riley interrupted, pulling a small envelope from her pocket. "This was delivered to you this morning."
I stared at it in confusion, afraid to touch it in case it was rigged to explode or produce another portal of angry demons. When it didn't do anything and everyone pestered me about what was inside, I finally opened it. 
Inside was a single photograph. It was a picture of Lucas, with his arm wrapped tightly around a terrified Ivan, standing in front of a dilapidated castle. Written on the back of the photograph were the words: Catch me if you can. My eyes were burning again and anger made my stomach ache. I couldn’t stand to see how scared Ivan looked and I almost hopped out of bed to start going after Lucas immediately. The reasonable side of me won, though. There’s was no way I would make it out of this room without someone tackling me and dragging me back to bed.
I showed to it to the crowd around me. The uneasiness in the room grew. Nobody was comfortable with a power crazed Zhulik on the loose and it seemed like none of them had any confidence in me being able to defeat him.
I stared at the picture for a long time, trying to figure out where they might be but decided to let it go for now. I would have to wait until I was deemed fit enough to leave before I could go after him. Right now, I just wanted to see Felix.
The crowd around my bed was ordered to leave and they all scurried off to do their own things. Riley and Rema helped me out of bed and led me to the intensive care unit. There were a few other Lovac in here from the battle, most of which looked much worse than Felix. He sat up in his bed, eating some food. He was still pale but not as chalk-white as the last time I saw him. When he saw us coming he put his food down and smiled brightly.
"Hey, Avery. How are you feeling?"
"I'm sore and tired but I'm alive. You?"
"About the same except with a good portion of blood missing from my body. I'm recovering well enough though that I should be moved to the normal infirmary in a day or two."
"That's great. Are you going to be well enough to help me track down Lucas in a few days?"
The confused look on Felix's face told me that no one had the chance to inform him of everything that happened last night while he was passed out. "You didn't kill him?"
"A demon helped him escape. He took a Nesmyr with him to try to force me to find him and battle with him again."
"If you're smart, you won't try to go after him. He's probably already killed the Nesmyr anyways. He just wants to lead you to a death trap."
"I have to find him and he won't kill the Nesmyr. If he wants me to play his stupid games then he's going to keep this Nesmyr alive until I come for him."
"Why? What's so special about this Nesmyr?" I could hear the bitterness in his voice and I knew he already had a good guess.
I paused. "Can we be alone?" I asked Rema and Riley, who didn’t hesitate to move a few feet away. I sat on the edge of Felix’s bed and threw my arms around him. He pulled me closer but he was tense. I didn’t want to tell him. I wanted to stay in his arms forever and forget I even had a Dimidium.
"Avery," Felix said, his voice was gentle this time. "Tell me what’s going on."
I pulled back and wiped the tears away from my eyes. I looked at the ground as I spoke. "I... I think he's my Dimidium." Saying those words hadn't been anywhere near as hard to say to the council members as it was to Felix. I looked up to see rage and sadness pass over his face. He was mad that I found my Dimidium before him and sad because of his feelings for me. My heart ached and I wanted to reach out and comfort him but I held back. I knew I needed to start distancing myself from him, no matter how badly I just wanted to get closer. We weren't meant to be together and we both needed to accept it.
"Get out," he finally said.
"Felix," I said, wanting to reason with him. I didn’t want him to banish me from his life. Not this quickly. 
"I said get out," he almost shouted. I saw a few of the nurses flinch at the harshness of his voice and Rema and Riley moved forward to urge me away. I thought about fighting them and trying to talk some sense into Felix but I came to the conclusion that he needed time to think it over by himself and come to terms with it. I let Rema and Riley steer me away. I glanced over my shoulder once and was surprised to see a single tear fall out of Felix’s eyes.
Once I was back in my own bed, Rema excused herself and Riley sat down next to me and tried to comfort me.
"Don't worry about Felix," she said. "He'll calm down in a day or so and realize how much of an idiot he’s being. He should be happy for you. I am. As much as it hurts to know that my Dimidium might be long dead, I can still be happy for you."
The tears in Riley's eyes spilled over and my heart ached even more. I knew that I wasn’t the reason Lucas helped Kamila kill all of those Dimidiums but I felt like I was linked to it. I was the reason that these people I now cared so much for were so full of heart ache.
"I promise that once I kill Lucas, I will do everything I can to help you find your Dimidium. We don't know for sure if Kamila got to him or not."
She gave me a sad smile but changed the topic. "If Felix won't help you find Lucas, I will. We'll start searching when you're back to normal. For now you need to rest though."
I had only been awake for less than an hour but my body and mind were still exhausted from the night before. I nodded in agreement and Riley squeezed my hand gently before leaving the room. I rolled over and sunk my head into the soft pillow, quietly crying while thinking of how messed up my life had gotten in two short weeks.
I still couldn’t believe my mom was gone and my life would never be the same. How did my stale life turn a complete one-eighty?
How was I supposed to find Lucas and Ivan before something terrible happened? I knew Gladys would never forgive me if her grandson was murdered but I didn’t know if I had it in me to defeat Lucas. He was so powerful and seemed to have plenty of allies in the Zhulik and demon world. I would probably need an army to kill him; an army that I didn’t have.
And what about Felix? It tore me up to know that he wasn’t my Dimidium but what was even worse was that he would probably never find his. Kamila had probably killed his long ago, giving him a death sentence. 
What the hell was I going to do? Was my last thought as I finally fell back asleep.
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