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WINX AND DEJA Rowan walked along the pretty beach in front of their home. The summer heat was morbidly humid, but the two of them barely noticed. The sisters had their pinkies hooked together and swung their arms. As they neared the shore, their bronze skin danced with reflections of the sunlight on the water.
They had their leathery wings unfurled to catch the breeze, and their trailing tails left furrows in the sand. It was forbidden for daevors to reveal themselves around humans, but the beach was desolate. There was nobody around to see.
Deja began to sing about wanting to hold her sister’s hand like the Beatles’ song. She didn’t have that great of a singing voice.
Winx rolled her eyes and released Deja. “You dork. Aren’t you going to miss all of this? I mean, New York doesn’t have sea shells.”
“It won’t be so bad.” Deja sat down onto the sand, her toes just within reach of the tepid swells. She folded her wings back and curled her tail around her legs. “The agency set me up nicely. I’ll be traveling all over the states, and possibly overseas on occasion. New York will just be a place to hang my hat.”
Winx gazed at the crystal blue waves lapping her feet. Her long dreadlocks fell over her face in a cascade of knots. “I still can’t believe you’re really going.”
“Believe it, snot-nose. I’m all packed up,” Deja said.
The younger sister’s face wrinkled from the familiar term, which was an endearment mingled with childish insult. “I noticed.”
There were only a few options for cryptids to live on their own among human society. Some organizations placed daevors and lixyns on certain career paths for those with the touch, mostly in positions of support. Didn’t want a human plumber fixing your toilet? Well, phone one of the agencies, and they would send a certified professional who wouldn’t be surprised if you answered the door with your wings unfurled.
Deja was off to do something with consulting. She would travel all over to counsel wayward cryptids who didn’t know what to do with their lives. Cryptids like Wynx.
“I’ve already told you—you can visit whenever mom and dad say it’s okay. And once you’re twenty-five, then you’ll be eligible to join the agency as well. I’ll be a higher up by then, so I can easily get you a job as my lackey.” Deja’s smile went evil at the thought. Her short curls were ruffled by the breeze.
Winx dropped to the sand beside her. “But I won’t be eligible for another five years. What are you going to do in that time? I mean, who’s going to look out for you?”
They quieted as Winx’s concern floated between them. Despite the age difference, the two were incredibly close. Inseparable. It would be the first time that they had been apart for any length of time. Though Deja pretended to be annoyed by her younger sister, the truth was they wouldn’t know what to do without one another. Come the end of the week, Deja would be a world away, and Winx would be left to her own devices.
“You have to try not to worry about me, all right?” Deja patted her sister’s hand. “It’s not like I won’t be safe.”
“You’ll be in a world of different people. A world full of human people.”
“We all need to spread our wings. One day, you will too, whether you choose to do it in our colony or the world of humans. We all have destinies to seek.” Her voice softened. “This is my time, Winx. I don’t get a second chance to grow up.”
“Sure. Make it sound all drastic. It isn’t like we’re sheltered here!”
“You are a total buzz kill, Winx. I don’t know where you got it from. It definitely wasn’t from me. I mean, you’re the only serious demon I’ve ever met—”
“Daevor,” she corrected for the millionth time. “Just tell me that you’ll keep in touch. Phone calls. Letters. Emails. Texts. I don’t care. I need to know where you are and who you’re seeing or I’ll go nuts.”
“I’m going to be pretty busy, kiddo. This is a job after all. Not to mention my free time, which will be all to myself. I’m going to want to go dancing and hiking and exploring…”
“Promise.”
“I’m a big girl, snot.”
“Promise, Deja.”
“Okay, okay. I promise.”



 
A year later.
THE ROWANS KNEW that something was wrong when Deja didn’t call for five days. For months, she had kept her promise and never went longer than a day without calling her baby sister. On the rare occasions she forgot, Winx would pester Deja until she got something—anything—in response. But she hadn’t heard a word.
They tried to contact the agency for information, but no one had seen or heard from her in a week—not since she had left for a trip to Ohio.
So they contacted the Dayton authorities. No news about a Deja Rowan.
A missing person report was filed. A search. A red alert.
No news for two weeks.
When the silence finally broke, it was as bad as predicted.
Deja Rowan’s body was found in the Mad River by an Ohio resident. As soon as she was discovered, the humans were taken out of the case entirely.
The lixyn authority took over from there.
Winx grieved for weeks without leaving her room, barely eating or sleeping for endless hours. She fought fevers from her grief. Her parents attempted to assure her that Deja’s murderers would be found, that once they were the lixyns would deal with the humans themselves. The lixyns were prosecutors for all creatures such as they, and they were equal parts merciless and frightening.
But when the lixyns discovered who did it, things got complicated. It was incredibly rare for one with the touch to be the victim, not the murderer.
How were they to proceed punishing five human men without revealing their powers?
The lixyns tried to comfort the Rowan clan by letting the daevors know that the case was being treated seriously, yet delicately.
They sat on it for too long. Far, far too long.
So the most serious daevor took over.



 
THE SLEEPY COMMUNITY of McPherson, Ohio wasn’t too used to the likes of the Black Hearts Gang—or any gang, for that matter. So when the neighborhood watch saw five men of indeterminable race walking close together, their clothing hanging off of slender frames, jewelry glinting in the fading sunlight and tattoos littering what skin was exposed, they made sure their doors were locked and their curtains drawn closed. Some kept a wary eye on them from between their blinds.
The men seemed to have no destination at first. They hung around a stop sign smoking cigarettes and speaking to one another, stomping used butts into the pavement until the filters disappeared. Then they would walk another block. Everyone who lost sight of them would become momentarily frustrated, wanting to know where the possible culprits were going. But as soon as they lost sight of them, the inhabitants would struggle to remember what it was they were doing at the window, and draw the shades with a perplexed shake of their heads.
This repeated throughout eight or so blocks. The men would saunter past, and the people would watch them avidly, suddenly lose interest, and then avoid their windows for the remainder of the evening. Any sights or sounds would be of little consequence to them for the duration of their nightly routines, and most of them would fall asleep early to bad prime-time television.
All the while, the men were slowly followed by a mere shadow in the grass. Nobody noticed or acknowledged it.
The gangsters were raucous.
“Are you sure they’re not home?” Manny asked Arn.
“Yeah, I’m sure. I already told you. She updated her status that her flight got canceled. They’re going to be in Georgia for at least one more day.”
Matt laughed loudly. “I still can’t believe you want to kick it at your grandmother’s house, dude.”
Arn pushed him. “Where else are we going to get some bitches together, man? Your momma’s basement?”
The men hooted together.
“Man, as long as nobody’s here,” Bo spoke up. “I’m planning on getting faded as hell. I want a joint in this hand and a double shot of tequila in this hand.”
Robin was the only one silent. He walked with his head ducked down. If someone nudged him, he would grunt an unintelligible response. Since he was normally the quiet one, nobody really bothered him. They continued with their back and forth without a worry.
Soon the gang walked up a spacious driveway. The squat house they approached was pink with yellow trimmings. Rose bushes, daffodils, sunflowers, tulips, and flowers of all colors decorated the side of the cobblestone path. Little garden gnomes and wind catchers dotted the open spaces between them. The porch held a swing and lawn furniture, the doorway held happy homestead plaques and banners.
“Your grandparents are like cartoon characters,” Bo said, laughing as Arn popped the front window screen.
“Tell me about it.” Arn leaned the screen against the porch and slid the window open easily. “And they leave the window open in case one of the family needs something. They’re fucking lame.”
“Trust like that should be taken advantage of.” Manny brought his cell phone out. “Marta said she would bring some of her club friends by. But, far as I know she ain’t out the house yet.”
“Tell them they can’t come unless they bring alcohol,” Arn grunted as he jumped into the empty, dark house.
“You’re really going to tell some girls they can’t come over?” Manny groused. “…The fuck is wrong with you, motherfucker?”
Bo was of the same mindset. “For real though, man, if we can get some honeys in this piece then why pass that up? I’d like me some tail instead of staring at you ugly ass fuckers all night.”
Robin remained silent. But he did remove his hoodie, showing the others how pale he looked.
“Hey yo, Rob, why you been so quiet?” Arn frowned at him when he opened the door to let them all inside. “What’s up?”
“Nothing,” Robin muttered, sliding passed the threshold with shaking hands. “I’m alright.”
“Nah, man he’s right. You ain’t said nothing since we met up.” Matt chimed in. “What, you feeling guilty about busting up this senior’s center? Like we don’t do worse.”
The others laughed. “For real, like we won’t do worse tonight!” Arn said.
“I just haven’t been sleeping well,” Robin insisted, taking a seat in a nearby recliner and holding a hand to his head.
“It’s that smack.” Bo shrugged. “I told you to be careful how much you toke, homey. You ain’t listening?”
“No, it ain’t that. I’ve been clean for eight days.” Robin’s voice shook.
“Well maybe that’s your problem,” Manny said. “You need a quick snort and a big ol’ booty in your face!” He commenced with his texting. “We going to fix you right up.”
Now that Robin was talking, he couldn’t seem to stop. “I haven’t been sleeping. I keep having these fucked up dreams. I can’t focus on nothing, I don’t know what’s going on.”
“What dreams?” Arn asked, flicking the lights on throughout their area.
“Fucked up ones. I’m like… I don’t know… hurting myself. Like, stabbing myself. And choking on blood. Every time I close my eyes, I’m doing something worse to myself, and when I wake up, I feel like eyes are on me. Someone is watching me flip out. And they’re enjoying it.”
The others got quiet for a minute. They stared at him in disbelief.
“Shrug it off, man,” Bo tried to joke. “After tonight, you going to sleep well. You just pent up, that’s all. Hey you know, sometimes weird shit like that happens when you go too long without blazing some chronic or tapping that crystal. It’s normal.”
“Yeah,” Robin sighed. “Yeah. Maybe.”
They were quiet again. Manny kept on texting, then damn near licked his chops at the others. “The ladies are on their way. They bringing all the stops. Prepare to get yo dicks wet, son!”
“I’m going to get some water.” Robin separated himself from them again.
The others, not being of especially caring minds, left him to his own devices. They all hunkered down in the furniture and littered the coffee table with drug paraphernalia. Soon the living room was under a smoky haze, accented with the blaring flicks of lighters and sniffs at drawn white lines.
The party was late. But the men didn’t notice. They each delved deeper into a state of numbed minds, laughing at the colors about the room and the patterns on the ceiling. They spiraled through arguments and deep philosophical experiences of the unknown. But it wasn’t enough to drown their cravings for the women, or for the alcohol that they’d promised to bring along with them.
“Wouldn’t your gramps have something around here?” Bo eventually asked Arn, suspicion coating his words. “I mean, come on now. He the man.”
“Maybe in the kitchen,” Arn agreed. “I’ll check.”
At first, Arn didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. He saw Robin standing by the kitchen sink, seemingly absorbed with the view from the window.
Arn walked past him to the refrigerator. There wasn’t much on the shelves. Since they had been out of town, his grandparents hadn’t bought any perishables in weeks, and as far as alcohol went, there was only a half-bottle of Merlot. Arn had no idea what he was looking at, but it was in an expensive bottle, and it would have to do until the others arrived.
A niggling feeling made him look over at Robin. He could barely see his profile but he clearly saw that his friend was shaking.
“Robbie? You alright?”
Robin didn’t answer.
Arn took a step closer. He placed a hand onto the other man’s shoulder, pushing him slightly. Robin released a hiss of breath, but did not budge otherwise.
“Rob? You should come back and sit down. This wine is all I can find but the chicks should…” Arn trailed to a stop.
The first thing he noticed was that Robin was shaking with silent sobs. His face was twisted in horror, and his breath was reduced to tiny, sharp intakes.
The second thing he noticed was the blood. Dark and slippery, falling off of the counter and dotting the tiled floor in splotchy puddles.
“What the fuck!” Arn shouted, but then froze as he took in the rest of the scene. His words clogged in his throat.
Robin was cutting himself. Slowly, deliberately, and without hesitation. One hand lay useless against the basin while the other jerkily cut through his phalanges with a paring knife. The knife was sharp but small, so it took incredible strength to get the tool through skin and bone and tendon. Already two of Robin’s fingers were freed of his body, laying on a nearby chopping board. After Robin finished with the third, he gently picked it up and placed it with the others before starting in on his ring finger.
All the while Robin did not blink. His eyes were wide and streaming with tears. His mouth was a gaping “o” of pain and paralyzed fear.
Arn wanted to scream. He wanted to dash from the kitchen, alert their friends, and try to stop Robin. The thought of 911 and hospitals and any sort of assistance flashed through his mind. But he could not move. He could barely breathe. Something was keeping him in place. He involuntarily watched as Robin continued with his chore of dismemberment. Soon Arn could not blink let alone move.
“Everything okay in there?” someone hollered from the living room.
They got no answer. Robin continued to sever his fingers. Arn continued to watch.
Once Robin’s pinky joined the pile of once united flesh, Robin turned slowly to Arn. He handed him the small blood colored knife. Their unblinking eyes met and the sickening, matching fright echoed between the two of them.
Robin turned back to the sink. He shoved his fingerless hand into the garbage disposal.
Arn stared at the knife. He wanted to look at Robin and tell him to stop, that what he was doing was awful, but instead all he did was look at the paring knife.
Then it came. The urge. So strong he couldn’t ignore it. The pressing need to shove the sharp knife into his thigh. Arn’s heart was already hammering in an instantaneous rush. The thought of hurting himself, something he had never done on purpose, made him feel as if it had clogged up and stopped altogether.
He was conscious enough to know that he didn’t want to do it. That didn’t, however, stop him from shoving the tool from hilt to handle into the thick of his upper leg. The pain blinded him. A cry stuck in his throat and refused to release. His hand swiveled the blade in his leg, twisting and turning slowly. Then, not of his accord, be began to drag it as hard as he could along the seam of his leg. He pulled the knife up his thigh to slice a larger gash into his flesh. He watched its progress through his pants. The force he had to exert to maim his flesh was supreme, and all the while, he did not scream.



 
MANNY LOOKED AROUND the living room. Bo and Matt were absorbed with the television watching Jackass 2.0, and he was staring off into the direction of the kitchen, wondering what was going on.
“I’m going to see what’s keeping grandma’s boy,” he announced to the distracted room.
He left.
Bo and Matt barely heard him. They joked around for a while, laughing at the antics of Johnny Knoxville, oblivious to the activities in the other room.
“What are they doing in there?” Bo asked when about ten minutes had passed, with no distinguishable sounds from the kitchen.
Matt laughed at a scene from the movie, which turned into hard coughing. “Shit. I’ve got cotton mouth from hell. Wasn’t Arn supposed to be getting something to drink? And where are those hos Manny promised?” He looked around the room. “Damn, where is everybody?”
Their red rimmed eyes followed the path to the kitchen. The sounds of the garbage disposal starting and stopping stole their attention.
“…The hell is that?”
“I don’t know.” Bo shuffled in his seat on the floor. “Maybe they’re fucking with us, yo.”
“Hey!” Matt screamed through the house. “What’s going on in there?”
For a moment, there was silence. Then the garbage disposal started again.
Bo and Matt looked at each other warily. Something definitely felt off. The two of them rose at the same time, reaching into their pockets for any weapons they had on their person. They stayed close by each other’s side and proceeded into the kitchen.
When they passed through the threshold, they found Hell.
The kitchen had become a human butcher shop. Robin was slumped against the kitchen sink. One of his hands was stuck down the garbage disposal, and he was systematically flipping the switch on and off. Arn was stretched across the floor with self-inflicted cuts maiming his skin. He was topless, the words “I deserve this” were carved into his skin. He was rapidly losing torrents of blood, but he still dragged a vicious blade over his collarbone. Manny was almost unrecognizable. His face was cut so badly that flesh was hanging off of his jaws. And even in his state he rifled through the cupboards in search of something to continue his torture.
Matt was able to release one horrid shout before his face went slack and he brought himself unwillingly into the foray. He reached for a blade and brought it close to his face. In tiny, precise movements he scraped at the skin along his jawline, just enough to draw trickles of blood along his chin. Then from there he moved up to begin hacking at his ear. The cartilage made disgusting popping sounds as he removed it from his head.
Arn had become too weak to cut himself any longer. On the last gash, he dug the blade as deep as his remaining energy would allow.
Robin removed his mangled hand from the sink. With his other hand, he squeezed so that his veins produced a spray of fresh blood. He was foaming at the mouth and his eyes were slack. Then he fell to the floor in shock, convulsing.
Bo waited his turn, forced to watch his friends mangle their bodies before ending their lives. When it was his turn, he stumbled forward into the kitchen. Finding the cooking axe on the chopping block next to Robin’s fingers, he dropped his pants and grabbed his privates in preparation.



 
WINX WALKED FROM the shadows of a nearby hall into the kitchen. The bodies of her sister’s killers circled each other in a clockwise fashion. All of their eyes were open, unseeing, but told a story of complete and utter terror.
With poise, she moved her dreadlocks back from her face and into a pony tail. Then she knelt beside the body of Bo, her last victim. She took a long look at him. Then at Robin. Matt. Manny. Lastly, Arn.
Deja’s killers were finished, and rightfully so. The urge to take a trophy for her pains was a monumental one, but in the end she decided that it would be a waste of time carting around the dirty, rotting flesh of the scourge.
She would let them decompose in the stale kitchen before being carted off to a morgue for inspection. Her work was done. The scum would not hurt anyone ever again.
Winx stood fluidly when a car door sounded outside. Glancing out the window, she saw a group of chattering ladies coming up the walkway. They each held grocery bags of goods and giggled at the intentions of their promiscuous night. Winx read their minds easily. They liked the idea of playing with bad boys and taking exotic drugs. They were approaching with the hopes of enjoying carnal delights well into the early hours of the morning.
The women proceeded through the unlocked door, calling for Manny as they let themselves in.
None of them saw Winx standing inside. She stepped over the dead and to the sliding glass door that led to the back yard. She made it to the grass, unfurled her blush red wings, and took off into the night sky before the first high pitched screams began.
Funny. She had expected ending Deja’s killers would have made her feel less empty inside. After all, she had waited so long to do it. Everything had fallen into place just as she had obsessively imagined for months and months. It was exactly the end that she had planned for them.
But their deaths did not bring Deja back. Deja, with her easy laugh and her teasing eyes, the awful nicknames, and the way she forced Winx to laugh every time they talked. Her sister had been the only friend that she’d had, the only one willing to tolerate her moody behavior and make a joke about it. She had been gone for so long, but Winx still felt the cold hole left in her chest that was once filled with the warm love only a sibling can give.
Maybe killing them hadn’t fixed anything at all. She felt no different. Only a brief satisfaction that was tramped down by her pressing longing for a phone call from Deja.
It was of no consequence. What was done was done.
And now Winx had to run.



CURSED BY DARKNESS - AN EXCERPT
by Anna Sanders
AWAITING PUNISHMENT IS usually met with sweating palms and erratic heartbeats. Only those who believe they have done no wrong, or who are sick in the head, walk to retribution with a squared jaw. But Winx was no punk ass bitch. She had been anticipating this day for over three months. 
Winx’s hands were cuffed behind her. Her long wings were stapled together. A guard stood on either side of her. The Order had prepared for this and was taking no chances. She had run out of options, and the only thing that awaited her now was her sentence.
The guard took her to the headquarters of the Order compound. It was an overlarge building filled with closed doors and gargoyle sculptures. A long yellow carpet lighted her way to the end antechamber, where a judge and council awaited her. The yellow brick road—Winx was off to meet the wizard.
When they reached the end hall, the guards roughly presented her to the standing greeter.
“Winx Taya Rowan?” The greeter eyeballed the scroll in front of her nose.
“I keep telling them they have the wrong girl,” Winx sassed. None of them cracked so much as a smirk. 
“Present,” a guard answered for her.
“Of course. I’ll announce her. You wait here.” She turned on her heel, went beyond the double doors, and closed them behind her. Winx caught a glimpse of a small room with nothing but a large desk and a few persons seated behind it. The sound of the doors closing echoed throughout the empty hall.
Winx chewed the corner of her lip to pass the time. Eventually, the doors opened again and the greeter returned.
“Miss Rowan is ready to be processed.”
The guards drew Winx into the large room. There wasn’t much to their office. No seats save the ones behind the desk. There sat The Three, the prosecutors of those gifted with the touch.
The middle one was a dark haired Caucasian man who was tall even while sitting down. He wore an intimidating suit and a frown, and had a willowy build with a pudgy face. To his left sat a man of mixed origin with auburn hair and poignant eyes. And the last was Spanish, with suave looks heated by anger.
The Three waited until the doors closed.For a moment, a silence as heavy as a curtain fell over them.
“Winx Taya Rowan.” The middle one, obviously in charge, spoke. “We are London,” he addressed his left. “Esteban,” to his right. “And Orion.” Himself. “The Highest class of the Order, and Assessors under the laws of Edina, Priest and Goddess of the Touched Kingdoms. You are brought before The Three to address your crimes against the human population.”
“I have done no crimes against the human population,” Winx said.
“Is that so? So you are no responsible for the murders of…” He looked down at a paper at his elbow. “Robin Hoggs, Arn Dunning, Matt Gretch, Manny Ellis, Bo Erkett…”
“Not at all.” Three pairs of eyes bored into her. Winx shrugged a shoulder. “I heard they killed themselves.”
“The evidence shows that a daevor forced their will. A daevor with a vendetta.”
“How would there be any evidence of that?”
“Don’t be coy,” Esteban spat out. “We lixyns harness a power that you daevors never could imagine. We know when you have been behind something.”
“Miss Rowan.” London’s voice was cool, crisp, and calm. “You would really do better for yourself if you simply told the truth. If you weren’t guilty, why on earth would you have left your home, your possessions, and your family? Why be on the run for so long if not hiding from us?”
“You have wasted enough of our time.” Orion clasped his hands together in finality. “Tell us all.”
“I would rather rot.”Winx spoke behind clenched teeth. Her shoulders were hunched, her eyes livid, and her dreaded hair hung over her twisted features, making her look more beast than daevor.
“They got what they deserved,” she continued. “Those men took Deja and they mutilated her. She died screaming. They should have as well!”
“It is not our place to discipline mankind—”
“They were let go! The audacity…”
“We have made strict vows to remain absent in their affairs unless some supernatural interference threatens to expose us. The ramifications of human contact have never been hidden, or minced, from ours or yours-”
“..and while they know nothing of our race, they went unpunished! It is a deeper crime than mine!”
“Yours?” Esteban laughed mirthlessly. “You’ve given yourself away. Not that you had need. So. You admit to this?”
“I said I have done no crime against humankind. And I stick true to what I said. Those monsters were not human. They got what they deserved. It was no crime. It was justice calling.”
The men went silent. They shuffled some forms and muttering between themselves while Winx remained in the arms of her minders.
“This assault was heinous. None survived. Each were forced to stand and watch as they, one by one, committed group suicide with the aid of kitchen appliances. They literally hacked themselves to death, unaware of how or why, and died in horror. And abruptly afterwards, their souls perished.” London lowered the sheet of paper he was looking at. “You do know what happens when a human soul perishes.”
Winx lowered her eyes. “I’ve heard speculation.”
“There is no speculation necessary. It is fact: A human soul dying is one of the worse things to possibly happen.”
“Are you saying I should have found a way to have them murdered without their souls dying?”
“Neither is preferred. Nonetheless,” Esteban slammed his fist to the desk, “you have committed a serious infraction to the morals of those gifted with the touch!”
Winx scoffed and tilted her head. “Worse things have been done to humans. By all of those gifted with the touch.”
“Those dark ages have ended, and there will be no attempts to revive them. Which is why you are here in the first place.” Orion sat back and steepled his fingers beneath his chin. “Your punishment will be grave. Take her to a cell until we come to an agreement.”
The guards dragged Winx away. Her feet stamped the floor as she went, and her eyes blazed with red fire. It made no difference. She was carried away from the Assessors, and through hall after hall until they reached a set of spiral stairs. Then they marched her into the prison and threw her unceremoniously into her cell.
She bounced off of her bound wings with a grunt of pain and rolled unsteadily onto her side. The bars slammed closed. Winx shut her stinging eyes.
Breathing harshly, Winx tried to take in her surroundings. Everything was dark., but with enhanced sight, she could see perfecctly. Four cement walls and a cement floor. A wretched cot considered a bed, on top of which were two folded sheets and a paltry quilt. A sink and a toilet in the corner. No windows. No candles. No comfort.
Everything in her life was so far away from here. She wondered if she would ever see her family again. Winx was part of an old, large, respected clan of daevors. The Rowan line went back to their demon ancestry, and was one of the purest families in the touched kingdoms. What would they think of her being dragged in by lixyns? They were probably disowning her at that moment, throwing out her belongings and pretending that Winx Rowan never existed. Her eyes stung even more. She had to growl at herself in order to force back a surge of emotion.
It was a long time before she heard anything. It was so deadly quiet in the cells that she could hear the distinct echoes of footsteps on the above floors. After that, the unmistakable sounds of people coming down the staircase made her shiver. They had reached a verdict.
Her cell door clanged open. Winx sat up as best she could and stared down Esteban and the two guards. One was holding an incredibly lethal-looking weapon, like a large set of spiked pliers. They wouldn’t have brought those in if they had no need for them.
“Winx Taya Rowan,” Esteban began.
“Why does everyone keep reciting that as if I don’t know my name?”
He ignored this.
“For the murders of Robin Hoggs, Arn Dunning, Matt Gretch, Manny Ellis, and Bo Erkett… by the powers of Edina the Queen, myself and the Assessors of the Order sentence you to ten years on Earth for cleansing. You will not be allowed back into your homeland until your probation is over.”
“Cleansing?”
 “You will have your wings removed, undergo vigorous combat training, and then be released from our kingdom in a place of our choosing to eradicate the presence of savages from mankind.”
Winx’s eyes widened as her sentence was read to her. Even knowing she was about to lose the most precious part of her identity, she could not help but question the second part of her punishment. “You want me to kill? For…killing?”
“Thus is your penance. Yet, all things in order.” He reached for the weapon.
Before Winx could fight, she was lifted from the floor by the two guards. She screamed in horror as she was placed against the wall, her head held by a strong hand so that her forehead was pressed against it.
“Wait! You can’t be serious! This is dismemberment! The Order can’t approve of this!”
Each of her legs were stiffly blocked by a hard thigh, and she had no chance. No chance at all.
Esteban lifted the heavy weapon, opened it wide, then set the spikes against the root of the first wing. Though the wing was already red, thick coats of crimson blood sprayed them as he clipped it at the bone. The crunching of bone and flesh being ripped off were only accented by Winx’s heart stopping shrieks and Esteban’s grunting as he tore the appendages away. Tendons and strings of flesh resisted as Esteban tugged and pulled at Winx’s body part.
It took nearly five minutes to completely sever the first wing, then the second wing received the same treatment. The pain reverberated throughout Winx’s spine.
Once both of her wings were removed, the guards let Winx fall to the floor so that they could take her long wings out of the cell. Esteban took a rag, wet it with a smoking liquid, and placed it against the first wound to her back. Too weak to do much, Winx still managed to shudder and hiss in pain. The second wound was doused with the acid, and after Esteban stepped back, Winx had two cauterized nubs where her beautiful red wings once were.
“Tomorrow, you have the honor of your first day of boot camp.” Esteban sounded out of breath. He wiped his hands and face with a new hand towel, ignoring the splotches of blood spattering his once domineering suit. “I trust you will not disappoint the Order or the Queendom again. Sleep tight, Miss Rowan.”
The bars were once again closed. The footsteps echoed against the walls, as did Winx’s breathy, hoarse sobs. She lay in a huddle, soaked in her own blood with her dreadlocks covering her face, determined to will the pain away. But it would never go away.
A daevor’s wings never grow back.
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