Chapter One
ANGEL

Angel stared in awe out the private jet’s window. Her body was profoundly exhausted from being on the run, but the vast and starlit sky did much to calm her. She’d forgotten how magical flying could feel. How peaceful.
The moment of tranquility, however, didn’t last long. Her stomach tied in knots as her fear came back into feed, thinking about what awaited her once the plane landed. Returning to the place she’d been torn from only a few years ago. She tried to take her mind off of how small the plane felt, thankful that it was just the two of them – she and Pete – in the central cabin. Three guards were stationed in the back, resting their eyes until the plane lands. 
Four guards. That’s how much danger they believe I’m in.
She was thankful for them. Their willingness to fight for her. Angel tucked a strand of her red hair behind an ear and turned to Pete, sitting across from her in an identical beige leather bucket seat. “What will my father say when he sees me? He’s so unaware of my return…”
“We’ll worry about that when we see him.” He meant to reassure her, but it only added to the mystery. There was much mystery about Pete, including his age. She’d been trying to clock it, but he was ambiguous. One of those people who could be an older-looking twenty-something… or a thirty-something who still looked younger. As on most days, he wore his expensive wool duster over an immaculate dark suit – perfectly tailored to his tall, lanky frame. His face was round, topped with short black hair. His eyes were serious but kind. He made another try at calming her, “Like I said, I can arrange somewhere else for you to stay if you’ve changed your mind.”
Her breath hitched as his eyes focused on her. “No, it’s fine…” but it was a beat too late. Her cheeks blushed with embarrassment as she looks away. Angel wants to tell him how relieved she was to know that he’d be close. That she knows she’s only survived this long because of him; because of his dedication to her and her safety. She knows she will never be able to repay him for all that he’s done for her in establishing this new life. Angel knew she had someone else to thank for that as well. While he refused to name names, Pete has been assigned as Angel’s Protector by someone in a mysterious organization. One he refused to tell her about. She yearned to know more, but she only has the smallest crumbs of information as to what was actually going on around her. 
Journalism was in her blood, so she’d been able to dig up and coax out bits and pieces, but there was only one thing she knew for certain – and it was a doozy: Pete was most definitely not human. For some reason, in comparison to everything else going on, that didn’t scare Angel nearly as much as she thought it should.
A buzz from his phone cut through the silence. One look at the screen made his brow furrow in a way that sent ice water through her veins, “What’s wrong?” 
“I have to make a call,” was his curt reply, as he headed quickly to the back of the plane. Angel twisted in her seat, light blue eyes watching him confer with the other bodyguards. The hum of the engines kept their every word muffled. She knew so little about the situation she was in the middle of. Far less than she would like. Sometimes she wished for a mundane life – one without bodyguards and danger – but it made her ache to imagine life without Pete. 
He’d already done so much for her. She couldn’t possibly accept his offer of her own place to stay, away from her father. She was sure Pete would never let her stay anywhere he wasn’t within arm’s reach to protect her anyway. She felt guilty about all of it, even the money he spent on her. It never seemed to bother him, though. Angel reasoned that the amount he spends probably seems huge to her… but it doesn’t even phase someone like him. 
Perhaps because it was actually his mystery employer’s money? No. That wasn’t it. In their idle time together, she’d learned he was a shareholder in a profitable high-tech company, which explained his obsession with all kinds of technological devices – like the phone he was currently speaking intensely into as he paced back and forth in the back of the plane. 
Angel turned back in her seat, knowing he would tell her if the conversation was something she needed to know about. That’s all he tells me, she thought bitterly to herself, either the most important or the least important things. She stared out the window once more, thoughts drifting back to her father and home. Before she left – before his temper had grown and he’d fallen into a trance of rancid behavior – he was a perfect father, worthy of the love she somehow still had for him. She missed those simple, joyous days, and hoped that part of him was somehow still alive within him. She couldn’t abandon that possibility. She couldn’t abandon him. 
Her mother had. The last person Angel wanted to be like was her vacant mother, whom she had never seen. She had accepted she’d have no choice but to face his roaring, nonsensical outbursts, his rage and tantrums that had probably only gotten worse with time. None of that matters. The person she knows he can be was worth more than the potential hurt she might face. She refused to give up hope for an ordinary life with her father.
“We have a problem,” Pete voice shook her back to focus as he stepped close enough that Angel could smell the comforting, woody scent of his cologne. A mass of butterflies dipped and dove through Angel’s core, “What is it?” 
He rubbed the stubble on his chin. “I just got off the phone with an informant. We can’t descend at the intended airport. We have to reroute to a safer location. If we land there, it’s just going to lead to a fight. One I’m not sure we can win.”
Angel gave a deep exhale, “Is it them? Did they find us?”
He looked outside, as though he could find the answers in the clouds. “Apparently so.”
“What will we do?” 
She was sure Pete would already have a plan running in his mind but, “I didn’t expect them to find us this soon—those damned Antels. One of them must have latched onto your scent. Remember the closer you get to your ascension, the stronger it will be. A team will be dispatched to our landing area. They will meet us there.” 
His eyes were still locked outside the window. She ached for him to look at her, to reassure her somehow that everything would be okay, “Are they from the Organization?”
Her question granted her wish. Pete turns back to her with a look of shock, then he gave a small but powerful nod. If Angel hadn’t been so scared, she’d have felt a wave of satisfaction at showing she knew more than he thought. “We land in thirty minutes. I have that long to come up with a plan.” With that, he started to turn away – until Angel grabbed his hand to stop him.
“Why don’t we just go to another airport? We can keep flying till the danger is passed,” she gripped him tightly, hoping he’d agree. His hand warmed hers, calming her nerves. “The plane doesn’t have enough fuel to make it to the next airport. It’s not ideal, but we have to put up a fight.” 
She became suddenly aware of how it might look, so Angel pulled her hand away. Pete was her Protector – but also the only person in the world she could honestly call friend. “You always do love a good fight,” she teased, trying to break the tension… 
… but his intensity remained, “Never at your expense. I wanted a smooth landing and uneventful trip to the safe house.”
She let out a deep sigh, “My life may never be smooth again, Pete.” 
He set his jaw. “One day it will. We just need to keep you safe until the time of your ascension, no matter the cost.” With a brisk turn, he headed to the cockpit.
Angel sat uncomfortably, unsure what to do with herself as the tightness of the small jet closed in around her. She herself didn’t know exactly what her ascension was supposed to be. Pete had promised she’d know more once the time was near. Would that ease her –
– suddenly a jolt of turbulence shook her priorities back into focus. It was enough to make her want to jump out of her skin, just thinking about the possible chaos about to ensue. Why does my life have to be so difficult? So strange? She had always been shy, a little anxious wallflower. When her closest friendships broke down just a few years ago, it became more than that. She started to notice something. Something that made her sound crazy to anyone she might tell... 
She started to sense things about the people around her. At first, she just brushed off the chills, the warmth, the odd shimmer or glow around someone she’d just met. Then she started to notice those sensations were helping her separate good people from the bad. The sensations guided her. The more she has learned to listen to these auras, the easier it has been to stay safe. 
Of course, no one was all good or all bad, but the difference was distinct enough to give her a solid idea of a person’s general character. When she could focus, that is. In situations like this – surrounded by anxious, aggravated people – those feelings became too loud. Too overwhelming. Angel tried to focus on something else – anything to distract from that feeling. 
It was hard to believe it had been three years since she travelled across the ocean, leaving everything she’d known behind her. How are Everlyene and Cierra? She wondered. Are they happy? Passing their classes? Have they reconciled since I’ve been gone? If so, will I be welcomed too? She shook the thought from her mind. It was too much to hope for. She’d be lucky if she even shared a class with them. Even then, it might be too awkward. Would it be weird to call them by the nicknames I gave them as a child? To call them VeVe? CeCe?
They hadn’t spoken since she’d left the States. Since the argument. The timing had been awful. Within days of fighting, she was on a plane, heading off to boarding school just outside London… where she knew no one and nothing about the culture or customs. It was a cold, dreary place – both the weather and the people. She was happy to be on her way home from that, no matter how weird or dangerous it might be upon landing.
The whole mess started when Angel’s father decided he didn’t want her anymore. At least that’s how she understood it. He was frantic, deranged, as he threw her clothes into suitcases, she struggled to return them to their hangers and drawers. Angel pleaded not to leave, assuring him they could make things work, that everything would be okay. His mania turned to anger, shattering her lamp against the wall, the broken face of a unicorn staring up from the pieces of scattered porcelain. This silenced her. She retreated to the corner of the room and deep into her fear-filled mind as he swept things into boxes and bags, trying to ignore the sounds of glass and ceramic tumble and smash. In that moment, Angel became the hollow shell she was now. 
“There is something off in this world, Angel. Something off in this reality. I can’t have you here anymore.” Those were the last words he said before leaving for the bar to drown his sorrows. Angel had set about cleaning the remnants of her room, salvaging just enough for a roller bag and a backpack. She stayed locked in her room until morning. When she finally crept out, fearful of what she might find, it became clear her father had already gone for the day. A credit card in her name and a one-way plane ticket waited on the kitchen table. She had no other options. She left for the airport that afternoon and didn’t look back. Until now.
As she watched the world so far below, she thought about those final words from her father. Now, Angel knew it wasn’t all nonsense. At the time, the only sense she could make was that she, his daughter, was what was “off.” A wrench thrown in the gears of his ideal reality. Now she wasn’t so sure. Who am I returning to? Will it be the father I’d always known growing up? Or the stranger that kicked me out? She still didn’t know what really happened to him. It was clear he knew something. Whatever it was could have been what changed him.
Pete’s return from the cockpit broke Angel from her trance, “What’s the plan?” His answer was swift, “You stay on the plane.” Before she could object, he gave a stern look, don’t even try. “Jordan will stay here with you while Avery and Sam stand watch outside.” 
Angel knew enough not to question any of them. Their strengths were inhuman. There is so much she’s learned about the world in the last three years, about humans and the other races that walk the earth. It was all a part of surviving and understanding what she was meant to become. 
“Pete, what do you think will happen?” she asked, fear overtaking her.
He focused his eyes on her, “You need to be strong. This is just one obstacle in our way.”
“I wish I had the power to destroy them all.” She was shaking with nerves. 
“Power should only be used for good purposes,” he advised. “We only use what power we have to defend ourselves and the ones we care about.” Her heart skipped at his words… and the idea of being one of those people he cared about. 
The rest of the wait was in silence, as the jet circled lower and lower. Eventually, there was a rush of pressure as the plane came in for a landing, the jarring thump as the wheels hit the tarmac as they rolled to a slow, rumbling stop.
“Let’s hope the H.N.U. gets here in time,” Pete motioned for the others to head outside. Jordan disappeared from view as Pete focused of her, “Listen, Ge, no matter what happens or what you see, stay on the plane.” He placed a hand on her shoulder comfortingly, “I know you must be a bit shaken, but you must trust me.”
“I do,” she said, looking into his eyes. “You’ve saved me countless times before.”
“But this time… I might not…” He looked away, wanting to say something else, something more. Angel felt it as well - an unsaid connection buried deep within their hearts. “I wish there was more time to explain it all to you. Who you are. Who you are meant to be.”
As their eyes meet, a feeling encapsulated her heart. It was indescribable, made of pureness and light, fluttering and tingling. She saw into his soul and the colors that mixed there. He was someone she could trust completely… but some colors revealed danger he was capable of. 
She let out a heavy breath, “I wish we had more time, too. As long as you are okay, I’ll be fine.” Both of them knew that outcome might not be possible. 
His face hovered just inches from hers, and somehow she managed to curl her lips into a slight smile. He kissed her forehead and stepped away, leaving her with a confusing rush of unfamiliar feelings. She wasn’t used to that kind of affection.
The scenery was steady and still as she fixed herself next to the window and watched as Pete descended the steps that folded down from the airplane. He took up a position on the tarmac, waiting for the dangerous Antels to arrive. We can’t run this time; she knew. It was quite possible this faction has a rebel locked onto her scent, her very aura. They could find her anywhere. Living as if nothing was wrong would be a bigger risk than trying to stop them here, right now. A risk not only to Angel but to anyone around her, including her father, her friends. If she still had any. 
It didn’t take long for the Antels to arrive. A black jeep peeled across the pavement, skidding to a stop near the plane. Pete drew sigils in the air and threw an arc of what looked like white sand around himself, a shimmering wall of light rose from the ground, enveloping the plane in a shield. She had seen this before, and knew it should keep anyone from getting inside.
Four soldiers in black tactical gear jumped from the jeep. Angel ducked under the window ledge as she saw their guns. The shield would protect the plane from regular bullets, but it was impossible to know what kind of supernatural weapons they might have at their disposal. She crawled across the aisle, curled up under a folding table, and covered her head – 
– as blasts bombarded the shield outside. The fighting has begun, and she felt completely useless as she feared for Pete’s life outside. 
“Stand down, Antel!” She heard Jordan shout from his position at the top of the staircase. 
It was clear by the tension in his voice that someone has gotten past the shield. Angel peered from her hiding spot to see one of them slam into Jordan, throwing him against the opposite bulkhead. Sunlight flickered off a knife in the rebel’s hand as, with unnatural speed, he sliced sideways. Crimson blood cascaded outward; Jordan’s throat was cut so deep that his head hung off the side, almost severed from his body. The Antel dodged the blood splatter, jumping farther into the plane as Jordan dropped in a slump, dead before he hit the ground. She stifled a scream, but it’s too late. The Antel looked down, his predatory eyes locking on hers.
“There you are little girl. I bet you’ll taste so good.” 
His eyes flashed with a mix of cruelty and unyielding desire. Sheathing his knife, he stood atop her. She froze in place, paralyzed with taunting fears as his large form loomed above. Bending low, he pulled her to her feet. His breath was hot on her flesh. With a deep inhale, he took in scent as she squirmed.
“First, I’ll have to drain all that sweet heavenly blood out of you,” he whispered.
She instinctively reacted to the threat, kicking outward. Her sneaker struck against the hard leather of his boot. He simply twisted, and she felt her legs swept out from under her. Angel’s back slammed into the floor of the plane. Suddenly he was on top of her, his knee pinning the inside of her right thigh. There was a cold, unmistakable pressure on her throat. Her lizard brain knew it was the knife. She went cold and still, fearing even the tiniest movement would leave her like Jordan. Throat slit, blood flowing freely across the beige carpet. 
The Antel leered down at her, but she could barely see him through the tears welling up in her eyes. All she could think about was Pete. Was he still alive? Has he died for me? If so, do I even want to live?
	Suddenly, the floor shifted, and the earsplitting screech of mangled steel filled Angel’s ears. Bursts of sparks spraedy from the consoles like miniature fireworks as cracks formed in the fuselage just inches from her toes. The horrible noise continues, splitting the plane in half. The Antel, blade still pressed to her throat, looks over his shoulder… and Angel saw her savior…
	“Hurt her, and I’ll have you regret it for the next millennia, Marcus.”
	Pete’s tone was almost alien, reverberating with power. Through the severed halves of the plane, he lifted off from the ground and floated toward them. Smokey mist-like tendrils flooded out of his beautiful, awe-inspiring form. 
She’s never seen him like this. 
	She’s never seen anything like this.
The Antel grabbed Angel around the torso and rolled, putting her body between himself and Pete. With unfathomable strength, he threw her from the plane like a ragdoll. Angel’s stomach lurched as she scrambled for stability, finding none. 
Then, familiar arms grabbed her by the waist and held her tight, “Don’t worry; I’ve got you.” It was Pete, his voice warm and devoid of the wrath he’d used against the Antel he called Marcus. He flew them both away from the broken remnants of the private jet. With feet safely on the ground, he stepped in front of her, guarding her against the attack that was sure to come next. “Stay back. I’ll take care of this guy.”
	“Be careful.” She barely managed the words, her throat constricting with fear. 
	“I’ll do my best, but I can’t make any promises.” He threw a half-smile over his shoulder, but couldn’t keep tinges of worry from seeping through the bravado in his eyes.
	Marcus stood before them in the wreckage of the plane. He leapt into the air and gracefully lands only a few feet away. Avery and Sam were too far away to help, fighting three other Antels of their own. Pete moved Angel back. She froze as she saw the knife in Marcus’ hand, remembering the touch of its cold steel against her throat. 
	He swiped the blade at Pete, who raised his arm to block. As the edge connected, the smokey white energy swirled around his forearm, deflecting the blow backward and knocking Marcus back a step before engaging again. 
	Angel felt helpless as she looked toward the jeep, where Avery and another Antel were grappling each other. After a moment, the still body of the Antel was pushed aside, and Avery stood. Angel lifted her hand to wave him over to help against Marcus, but then watched Avery clutch his side and fall. The hilt of a knife stuck between his ribs, blood pouring out. His eyes went  wide as he screamed. Angel followed his gaze to see Sam fall to the ground, the Antel he was fighting finishing him off with a gunshot to the head. 
	Despair fillsed her. She fell to her knees, tears welling. First Jordan, now Sam and Avery. 
The throes of battle had moved Pete and Marcus further away, and Pete suddenly realized his mistake as he looked back at her. Through a glistening veil of tears, Angel watched the Antel who just killed Sam move toward her, his walk slow and deliberate as she sat defenseless. 
	“No!” Pete exploded with power, unleashing a mass of white tendrils at Marcus to blast him backward - slamming into the nose of the broken jet. 
	The other Antel, however, was closing in. Once again paralyzed with fear, Angel stared as his hand reached to close around her throat. Past lessons in self-defense finally managed to kick in – before he could get a full grip, she disengaged and rolled away to her feet, a bit of overconfidence flooding her system at her ability to do something – anything – to help herself. 
	“So, the little one has claws, eh?” Unfazed by the quick retreat, the Antel advanced. He clapped his palms together and, as he pulled them apart, a glowing ball of yellow energy rippled between his hands, “No matter. I’ll just incinerate you to a crisp instead.” 
He thrust out his hands, and the fiery ball of energy burst forward. Angel was  dumbfounded. Before she could even attempt to move away, Pete’s body railed into her – sending her sprawling across the pavement and saving her from the blast… that instead landed a direct hit to his mid-section. Pete’s body fell limp, as smoke rose from the scorching wound on his chest.
	“No, no, NO!” Angel screamed, scrambling to Pete’s side. His chest was a ravaged mess of charred flesh, his broken tissue cauterized and blackened. She wanted to clasp her hands over the wound to protect him, but was too afraid of causing him more pain. 
	Angel looks up at the Antel, closing in on her with a glowering smile – 
– until he suddenly convulsed as a barrge of bullets riddled his chest. Electricity exploded from the contact points, making clear that the “bullets” were actually a spray of electrical energy ripping into him. 
Reinforcements from the H.N.U. had finally arrived. But they are too late. Why are they so late? The Antel’s knees hit the tarmac, followed by the rest of his bleeding torso. His dying eyes  met Angel’s with a sneers as he bit down on something in his mouth. Suddenly, a thick foam spilled out of his lips. His body seized… then he went completely still.
The tactical team swarmed in. One leaning next to the fallen Antel while another checked Pete’s wound. “Stay with me,” Angel whispered, her attention focused on her Protector.
Pete’s eyes struggled to focus but finally found hers. The ghost of a smile crossed his lips. “Be strong, Ge.” His eyes fluttered just one time more, then closed. His breathing stuttered and shallow. She pleaded with the soldier kneeling next to him, “You have to help him! You have to!”
Another soldier rushed over, and the two lifted Pete onto a gurney. A female commander then approached and helped Angel to her feet, “The blast weakened him greatly. We’ll do everything we can, but he might not make it.” She took Angel by the shoulders, “This kind of power is unlike anything I’ve ever seen in this realm. No one should be able to wield it here. We need to get you out of harm’s way immediately.”
Angel turned back to look for Marcus, but his body was no longer where he’d fallen. 
“The one Pete called Marcus, he’s gone now,” she kept searching, trying to wrap her head around where he could have gone in such a horrible state. 
The commander urged her to follow, “All the more reason we need to move.”
	Angel instead pulled from her arm and headed to Pete’s gurney, “I’m going with Pete. I’m not going anywhere without him.” She breathed a sigh of relief as she reached her hand to his… and felt him squeeze back. 
	“You have to go, Angel.” His voice is almost too low to hear.
	“No, never.” She was confused to watch the soldiers stop administering help to Pete. They were just waiting now, edgy; their pistols readied as they formed a perimeter. “Why are you just standing there?” Angel demanded. “Do something!”
	Pete smiles that small smile again, “I’m not going to make it, Ge. Looks like we’ll have to meet again in another life.”
	“What are you saying?” Tears streamed down her cheeks, the taste of salt on her lips. “I won’t just let you die!”
	“Then forgive me. You leave me no choice. I’m sorry that it has come to this.” Pete’s eyes locked eyes with those of the commander. “Do it.”
“Do what?” Angel asked, growing desperate. “What are you talking about?”
	Pete spoke as though he knew these might be his last words, “Make sure she doesn’t remember any of this for me. Take her to her father. Make sure he’s aware she’s coming back.”
	She gripped for his hand, but the commander pulled her away. “No! Don’t do this! I—”
***
	“Only fifteen minutes, miss. Then we’ll be through this traffic and on our way.”
	Angel smiled at the taxi driver through the rearview mirror. She must have zoned out for a minute, because she can barely remember climbing into the vehicle. “Thank you,” she managed. The man has a gentle aura around him and seemed friendly enough.
	“You an student from abroad?” he asks.
	“Not really. I was just away for a while.”
	The driver nodded, “Welcome back to the States then. Mind if I play some music?”
	She shook her head. “Not at all.” 
Angel sat back as he pulled the taxi away from the curb, her eyes taking in the scenery through the window. My first day of American high school, she thought to herself, wondering what it would be like. A familiar song started to play, causing her to feel a slight pang in her heart. I hate feeling alone. I hope I make some friends.




Chapter Two
CHERRIE
“Again, Cherrie!” 
The shrill order pierces through the shock of pain radiating through her temples. The palms of the young woman’s hands feel raw against the rough, black gymnastics floor mat, and for the second time, her arms give out, planting the side of her cheek firmly to the ground. Her head is swimming as blackness edges the corners of her vision. Every inch of her body protests as she tries to catch her breath and focus. Team training doesn’t start for another ten minutes. When she was given the order to come in early, she hadn’t expected to be beaten into the ground.
“Now, Cherrie!” the voice barks again. “If you stay down this long, you’re already dead.”
Cherrie takes a deep breath and manages to push herself away from the mat. Her vibrant pink hair sticks to her face, her sweat like uncomfortable glue to her cheek. She’s angry, not just at being laid out on the floor, again, but that she’s here at all. She is the only disciple who lives a double life. She’s far too aware that her usual form is lacking as she exhales, a shock of pain reminding her of the blow to the ribs she’d failed to block earlier. 
Cherrie ignores it and forces her eyes to focus on the source of the voice a few feet away. Maddalyn Becker is no taller than her own medium height, but her honey-blonde hair is pulled back in a severe French braid that starts high on the crown of her head. Her blue eyes are like a hawk’s, calculating and predatory. 
Digging deep into her resolve, Cherrie lunges forward to feint a strike to her clavicle with her right hand as she throws a punch to her ribs with her left. Her muscles betray her, and she stumbles slightly, the fatigue overtaking her. Maddalyn easily claps the young woman against the side of the head, causing pain to ring anew through her skull as she finds herself back on the ground. Cherrie’s stomach turns slightly, and she vaguely wonders if she just needs breakfast or if the head trauma is finally taking its toll.
“You said you were prepared. You said you were ready for the Happening. Is this what you call ready? Again!” 
There is no room for argument. Her mother is infamous for her battle skills. Her prowess is the only reason she’s still a part of the Organization at this point. Her expertise is hand-to-hand combat, and rumor has it she’s never been beaten, neither personally in the field nor any teams under her command. She has a reputation for hotheadedness and a disregard for authority. If it were up to certain higher-ups, she would have been gone for breaking the rules eighteen years ago. But her track record makes her far too valuable to lose, especially now. 
	The young woman ignores the bile rising in her throat and pushes herself up onto her hands and knees. “I’m going to be trash for actual training if we keep on going like this,” she warns.
Maddalyn’s eyes are intense as she stares down at her trainee. “You are a Virescence.” 
Half. I’m half Virescence, she thinks to herself, having enough sense not to speak the words aloud. 
“You cannot show any weaknesses,” she continues. “In fact, you cannot have any weaknesses whatsoever. The entire Organization will be looking for ways to bring you down, exploit your flaws, and raise themselves at the expense of your potential. They already are—you know that. Your mind must be strong. Your body must be strong. Your persistence must be—”
	“—strong,” Cherrie cuts in. “Yeah, I got it, Mom. You’ve been repeating the same speech to me since I was old enough to throw a punch. I hear the words in my sleep.” She forces herself to her feet, facing her mother. “Look, I may not be able to beat you, but neither can anyone else. The fact that I’m able to put up a fight against you says a lot. And I am your daughter. I’ve learned from you. I am strong in many ways, both physically and mentally. I can take down any of the other disciples. You have raised an independent, awesome daughter. You don’t have to worry about me. I’ve got this.” 
	Maddalyn has so many walls up, both against her daughter as well as everyone else. Cherrie wonders how it’s even possible they have any mother-daughter relationship at all. Even now, she appears just as cold and distant as she does to any other student. Colder even. It just makes Cherrie even angrier. She’s full of rage - at the Organization; at its rules; at the control over her life. There are so many other things she’d rather do with her life than this. 
	It’s not that Maddalyn is a bad mother. Not really. Things would just be so much different if they were anywhere else. The organization – and one woman in particular - exert far too much pressure on Cherrie and mother. A wave of hatred crashes over her at the thought of that woman. She quickly tosses the mental image aside and prepares herself instead for whatever moves Maddalyn decides to throw next.
	“Okay.” She sighs, her body relaxing out of nowhere. The gesture is so quick, so surprising Cherrie suddenly wonders if there is an ulterior motive. “You’re right. I know I can be hard on you, but I also know you can take the pressure and more. You must get stronger, even more than you believe possible. I’m only trying to keep you safe. That’s most important.” She grabs a nearby towel. “Take five. Team training starts up soon.”
	“Mom, the Happening isn’t for another 2 years. Do you really think that there is any more room for improvement for me? I’ve been at this for years longer than any of the other disciples” Cherrie crosses the mat and collapses onto a nearby bench, reaching for her water bottle. It’s full of lemon-infused water she’s barely had a chance to touch. Her parched throat wants to guzzle it, but instead, she forces herself to sip slowly to avoid cramps. 
	“Cherrie, I remember what it was like to go through the Happening. And I did wish that I had taken it all more seriously. The trials are no joking matter, and they will test you on every level. Only a few are selected, so yes. I do believe you have room to improve because you can always improve. I didn’t get to where I am today because I thought I’d learned it all.” 
	“Then why not pull me out of school? If this is my future, then I should be training every day,” Cherrie protests bitterly, fighting back the tears that prick her eyes. Her whole body wants to rebel against the madness she is objected to.
	“You still need an education as basic as it is in the mortal realm. You never know when that education may play a huge part in your survival,” she states. “Survival is everything, Cherrie. In all the realms, we’re just trying to survive so there can be at peace one day. When our enemies have been wiped off the face of the earth and all this fighting isn’t needed anymore.” She turns and walks to the opposite corner of the gym, her shoulders tight with emotions she refuses to show to her daughter. 
Cherrie takes a few calming breaths, reminding herself that the woman only wants what is best for her. That she only wants to protect her. Focusing too much on anything else is a weakness, and she refuses to let the other disciples see her wallowing over a few bruises, let alone from her mother. The Happening is worth all the muscle aches and pains if it means that she will pass and make her mother proud.
	It’s Monday, Cherrie reminds herself as she takes the free moment to think about the rest of her day. The young woman spends weekday mornings training before mortal school even starts, and then it’s five or so hours of pretending to be any other high school girl. How utterly patronizing. Most people her age look forward to graduating, leaving high school, moving on to college or work, or backpacking across Europe. Not Cherrie She will never attend college, and if she backpacks anywhere, it will be on some covert mission that leaves no time for sightseeing. Trying to keep up with both lives is completely draining.
Before anyone arrives, she takes a moment to adjust the lapel pin on the collar of her uniform. A “V” inscribed between two swords - the symbol of the realm of Virescence. There are five disciples per realm currently training at the H.N.U, and while all dress in identical uniforms and work towards identical goals, the pins distinguish each student by their respective realm.
Or at least that’s how it’s supposed to be. Cherrie is the odd one out. Unlike the rest of her classmates, she’s never been to her realm, and they don’t let her forget that. They claim she shouldn’t even have a pin, that she doesn’t deserve it. Nevertheless, it is hers – she is proud of her heritage, even if it wasn’t as tangible as it was to the other students. She doesn’t quite belong to either of her identities, but she hopes there was a place for her, somewhere.
“Hey, Cherrie!” One of her teammates walks in, her lips wide in a sweet smile. She tosses her long silvery hair to the side, and the harsh light of the training room catches the faint blue sparkles. She looks like an angel, tall and slender, with lilac eyes. Cherrie knows better than to let that fool her into letting down her guard. 
“Hey, Willow,” she says, turning to her with a bright smile. “How are you this morning?” Cherrie greets her with gritted teeth.
“Better than you by the looks of it.” She laughs but stops when she notices Maddalyn doing stretches in the far corner. Her voice drops to a whisper as she leans in close. “What’s the matter? Mommy a little hard on her star student today?” 
“That’s what makes me the champion of the disciples,” Cherrie spits back. 
Willow smiles venomously, knowing all too well that the bark has no bite. She cannot do anything to her: disciples cannot fight one another outside of training. They shouldn’t even be talking shit to each other. Cherrie clenches her fists. It would be extremely easy to take her down right now. 
Willow and her clique of bullies think that fighting comes so naturally to Cherrie, ignoring all the hard work she’s put in while they’ve merely coasted through training. Maddalyn has trained her daughter every day for as long as she can remember. Teaching Willow a lesson would be easy, but Cherrie only has two friends here. She isn’t exactly sure she can take on a whole room of students. Besides, Mom would kill me, she muses rationally.
“Back off!” One of my teammates, Luca, cuts in, leveling a frightening glare at Willow with his dark eyes. He’s tall, and that in conjunction with his red-streaked black hair make everything about him seem intense. “You’re flaunting your jealousy so shamelessly, it’s embarrassing. We all know Cherrie worked hard to get where she is now. Maybe if you tried a little harder, you could be half as good as she is.” 
Willow glares as Alya gracefully floats in, her own association with the heavenly realm obvious. Her eyelashes are so long they look like wings over her crystal blue eyes, and there are touches of violet in her golden-blonde hair. She looks delicate but is deceptively fierce. She settles at Cherrie’s side, daring Willow to reply with her mere presence. She looks over to Luca and shows a hint of a smile. 
For a moment, Willow hesitates, her brow knitting as she tries to think of a retort.
As others start to fill the entrance to the room, the three stand together, united. She may only have two friends, but they are the best kind a girl can have.
Before the situation can escalate, Maddalyn is at the front of the room. “Get in formation and stop fooling around!” she snaps. 
The teenage students scramble into order, three rows of five arranged by rank. Cherrie stands at attention in the front, her placement singling her out as the highest rank in her division. The distinction doesn’t carry any popularity or even intimidation factor.  She ignores the sharp eyes sending currents of electricity down her back. 
All the petty games and annoyances disappear as Madam G. strolls into the room. She joins Maddalyn and the room falls silent. The woman is a lot of things: Striking; imposing, competent, but most of all she is infuriating to Cherrie. She stands stoic before the students, a figure of pure ivory marble—pale skin, white hair, slim-fitting white pantsuit. The only touches of color are her vivid green eyes and a crystal flower pendant that sparkles with rainbow reflections of light.
“Good morning,” Madam G. says. Her smile is unnerving as her eyes remain cold. “We have a special announcement to make.” She pauses in a display of suspense. “You all know about the Happening.” 
Everyone gives the same curt nod in unison. The question is rhetorical; the students have been taught about the Happening since their first day of recruitment, some even earlier. 	
“Unforeseen circumstances have moved up the schedule. It will now take place in two weeks.” She pauses again, anticipating a ruckus. None follows – they are too well conditioned for such a lapse. “Therefore,” she continues, “we’ll be holding competitions and tests to decide who of you will actually make the cut. Only the top three of each category will be chosen to enter the final competition. The resulting winner will ascend to become elite, and their full powers—whatever they might be—will be unlocked. Overall, we want a winner who is talented and powerful in many ways. Therefore, both strength and intellect will be tested, and your class time will increase immediately in preparation. For years, you have been training to ascend to elite status. Now, that time has come—for some of you.” She looks the group over with narrowed eyes, and she doesn’t appear happy about what she sees. She gives Maddalyn a curt nod, and with that, the witch is gone.
“All right, that’s enough standing around!” Maddalyn jumps in almost immediately. “Break into squads and start warming up. We’ll be handling defense tactics today. Move!”
She barely has to make the order before the students separate into smaller groups. Luca and Alya join Cherrie in the farthest corner of the training room, and they take turns practicing their hand-to-hand defense drills, one defending while the other two attack in coordination. It’s like a game, and when the defender is struck, the person who landed the successful hit takes their place. 
Alya starts, but despite her usual prowess Luca easily lands a kick to her knee, and she drops with a frustrated sigh. He takes her place, and they begin again, but he’s distracted as well. Cherrie is used to telegraphing her strikes during training in order to be a more useful drill partner. If she didn’t, she’d just be defending the entire time. Luca and Alya are good, especially in an all-out sparring match, but Cherrie has the whole class beat when it comes to drills.
Luca barely blocks a blow from Alya, and he completely misses Cherrie’s follow-up punch. Her fist lands heavily against his muscular abs, and he staggers back, his grimace at the force of the blow easily transforming into an apologetic smile. 
“Sorry, ladies. I’m having trouble getting my head in the game after Madam G’s little speech.” 
Cherrie takes a defensive stance. Seeing her mother occupied with Willow’s team across the room, she signals her friends to slow. They’d learned early on that morning classes are a great time to talk, but they have to at least look busy while doing it. 
	Taking advantage of her levitation abilities, Alya spins into a breathtaking but unsurprising roundhouse kick. Cherrie blocks it solidly with her forearm. 
	“What kinds of trials do you think there will be?” Alya whispers low in a voice only the small group can hear.
	Luca follows up with a feint to the stomach and an open-handed strike toward Cherrie’s temple. It’s simple move, but she barely defends against it, catching his hand and twisting his arm into a lock at the last second. 
	He retreats out of range. “I bet it will be something very cerebral—something that appears to be testing one thing but is actually testing another.”
	That would be just like the Organization. Cherrie’s mind drifts, and all of a sudden, she’s flat on her back, Alya standing over her with a surprised look. Too late, the young woman realizes her friend had come in with another kick, this time faster, and clocked her upside the head. Cherrie laughs at her own mistake and takes the offered hand, getting back to her feet.
	“Do you think this is funny?” Maddalyn asks, swift to come to her side. She must have finished with the other teams or decided to skip to their group prematurely. “Alya’s form was good, but you should have seen that coming a mile away.”
	Cherrie shakes her head, trying to clear out cobwebs. “I’m a little distracted—and I told you I would be worn out for drills after sparring with you.” She exchanges looks with Alya and Luca, but there is nothing they can do in the face of her mother’s disappointment. “Maybe I should break out early and not miss first period for once.” Cherrie regrets the comment as soon as she makes it.
“This should be your first priority, Cherrie.” Her voice is hard, unrelenting.
If only it were that easy. Ravenwood’s public school system is not something she can escape that easily, especially when living a double life. What if I want to have a life beyond all this combat and end-of-the-world training? What if I want to deviate from her plans for me? What if I just want to live? It all seems unlikely in the face of the Happening coming up so soon. 
“Enough talk.” Maddalyn turns and addresses the room. “Everyone circle up. Time to learn some strategy. And Luca, stop pulling your blows. If you want to hit, hit hard. No mercy.”
Cherrie holds back a sigh. It’s gonna to be a long morning.


































Chapter Three
TASHA
Tasha’s eyes open long before her cell phone alarm sounds. Even her unconsciousness knows that the sooner she is awake, the sooner she can get herself out of the house. It’s easier to be hyped up and irritable on a triple espresso mocha latte than spend a second longer than necessary trying to make up for lost sleep in the gilded cage she reluctantly calls home.
She throws on shorts and a tank top and hops onto the high-tech treadmill next to her bed to do her mandated five-mile run. An app goes straight to her father’s phone, so he’ll know if she tries to skip the routine. It happened once—Tasha had been awake sick all night and forgot to text him for permission to sleep in and skip the exercise. Her punishment was a regulated fast for the rest of the week—he even kept her home from school to maintain control over her diet. From that day on, Tasha swore to herself that she would never do anything that gets her keys confiscated again. Her vehicle is her lifeline. Hell, the thing was her best friend, next to Cherrie, anyway.
After her run comes a quick shower, followed by the makeup application she’s perfected through practice. Finally, Tasha is forced into the longest part of her morning routine—her hair. She’s tried every tool and product under the sun to make this part go more quickly, but thick, coarse hair only dries so fast. She’s cut it down to twenty minutes, bringing her whole routine to just under an hour. Throwing it all up in a bun can cut that time down even further, but only if she is sure she won’t run into her father. He hates when she wears her hair up.Tonight, she’ll have no choice but to see him, but for now she’s likely safe. 
She grabs a cute little pre-packed backpack from the desk chair and her varsity cheerleading jacket off the hook by the closet. The dress her mother picked out for tonight hangs ominously from the valet hook by the door. It’s a lemony-yellow cupcake thing with enough tulle that it would fit in at one of those kids’ beauty pageants. She knows she could do so much better than that, but finding a pair of scissors within her vicinity is out of the question. Elvira, the housekeeper, must have slipped the dress into the room while she got those few precious hours of sleep. Afterall, it’s easy enough to get into someone’s room when the door only locks from the outside.
Tasha mentally reviews the route to the garage door. Despite doing it every morning, there are always ways to cut off a few more seconds. It’s just a matter of dodging the right corners and making it out with as little a chance of running into Mother or Father as possible. It’s a little harder to avoid all of those young military-wannabe types who are always around the house. Part private security guards, part ardent devotees of my father, it was hard to understand why the family needed so many of them or why they sometimes they’re just off duty, relaxing around the kitchen. Absently, Tasha prays they aren’t getting paid to just lounge around a suburban McMansion. That would be too much. 
Pushing those thoughts away, Tasha takes a deep breath, checks her smartwatch, and makes her escape. Moving forward is a balance – she has to be fast enough to get out quickly, slow enough not to make enough noise to draw attention. It doesn’t matter how fast she is if one of her parents hears her barreling down the hall. The second floor clear, she slides down the banister to the great hall at the front of the house. There are two guards stationed in the live-in chef’s immaculate kitchen sipping on cups of coffee, but they don’t look up. Glad for the respite, she darts behind the steps and slips through the garage door, shutting it quietly behind her. She grabs her keys from the line hung by the door and slips into my faithful ride. 
Tasha sighs. Home free.
Out of curiosity, she checks the time on her watch. Two minutes and thirteen seconds - a new record. She starts up the engine and clicks the button to open the garage door. All that is left is to get out, and she’ll finally be able to breathe again. 
A loud knock on the window makes her jump clear out of her skin.
“Miss Tasha?” Elvira’s muffled voice rings loudly through the glass. Quickly gathering her wits, she clicks the button on the door, rolling down the window. 
“You scared the life out of me!” She forces a smile as she says it. She wouldn’t be here unless she was ordered to be, and Tasha does her best not to antagonize the staff.
“Your mother wanted me to remind you to be home promptly today. Right after classes. The hairdresser will be here at four.” Apparently, I could have skipped the hair routine after all, she bemoans to herself.
“Tell her I know, and I’ll be here as soon as school allows.” She lets out a deep breath, knowing all too well that it will be hard to find an acceptable excuse to stay late on a Monday. Thursdays are easy. She can always say there’s a project that needs completing before the weekend, and if she’s smart about it, they are too busy to question it. But the beginning of the week? The day of an event like this one? She would be hard-pressed to come up with a reason they would tolerate. 
“Very good, miss. Have a nice day at school.” Elvira gives a small smile as if apologizing for even being there at all. Tasha returns a nod as she steps away. 
Finally: freedom.

***
More so than her actual house, the coffee shop is where Tasha feels most at home. The plush green velvet armchairs, the cozy dark wooden booths, the smell of freshly ground beans from the roasting room in the back—if there is a paradise, she’s fairly certain this is it. She folds herself into her favorite chair, tucked into a corner next to a little side table. From here, she can see the whole cafe and the door leading in. She’s like a queen in that chair, administering over her domain with no one to tell her what to eat, what to drink, what to do.
Cradling her oversized ceramic coffee cup, she breathes deeply, inhaling the bitter chocolate and sweet vanilla aromas of the extra-large triple espresso almond-milk mocha latte. She’ll grab another one to go when she’s done, but for now, she’ll enjoy this one with her favorite egg white and cheese bagel sandwich for breakfast. 
She’s halfway through her morning meal when she looks up to see a familiar face step through the glass doors. Almost forgetting to breathe, she stares in disbelieve. It’s him. 
Wymond is tall—taller even than her father—with dark hair and dark eyes. He wears a steel-blue track jacket over his fitted sweater and dark, lightly distressed jeans, and those same pair of combat boots he’s had for years. He and his teammate – Aspen, Tasha thinks his name is - are laughing about something. 
What is he doing here? Does he know this is my favorite place? 
She sits up straight and smiles, calling out his name. “Wy! Is that you?” She winces, immediately regretting the eagerness in her voice. She sounds like a little kid spotting a crush. God, is that what I am?
“Tash?” If he’s put off by her excitement, he doesn’t show it. “Get me a big dark roast?” he asks his companion, who nods and heads over to stand in line for the cash register. 
Tasha rises from her seat as he heads in her direction, his strides so long he covers the distance in a few steps. A few years older, Wymond and Tasha had once been inseparable. After his parents’ deaths, Father had practically – although unofficially - adopted him. They’d grown up together, but in the last few years he’s been doing a lot of traveling as an intern to Father’s company. It’s been months since they last saw each other. 
There is an awkward moment as they meet. Do we shake hands? Hug? Tasha is grateful when they mutually seem to settle on a light half-hug. She gestures to the couch nearby and says, “It’s so good to see you! When did you get back?” 
Wymond sits on the edge of the couch cushion, leaning forward with one of his hands on the table. “Yesterday afternoon. Aspen picked me up at the airport, and I crashed at the dorms.” 
The dormitories are maintained at Father’s office building. Tasha had never been to the Tanner Building, but she couldn’t imagine it would be more comfortable than his room at the house. Why would he choose to stay there? she wonders. Does it have anything to do with me? Mentally shaking the paranoia from her brain, she relishes in the palpable sense of relief she feels in learning that he only just got back and that he hasn’t been around for a while without letting her know. That would have been devastating.
He continues, “I plan to stop by the house this afternoon. Mrs. Tanner said she has a suit picked out for me to be fitted. I told her my gray suit is fine, but she claims it was too worse for wear for the event tonight.”
Tasha sighs in commiseration. “I understand completely. Hopefully, your approved attire isn’t as fluffy and sugary-yellow as mine.” She makes a face, and they both laugh. Mother has been dressing both of them for years, and they’ve been complaining to each other about it for just as long. 
	“One dark roast coffee, Captain.” Aspen smiles, a pair of to-go cups in hand. 
Captain? The young woman tilts her head curiously at his new title, and the boys exchange a look she can’t interpret. 
Wymond suddenly rolls his eyes, standing to take the offered beverage from his friend. “Nicknames, right?” His lips form into a shy half smile, and her heart melts a little. “We have to get going. Lots to do now that I’m back in town. See you tonight?”
	Tasha glows in response to the hopefulness in his voice. “Absolutely. I will literally die without your company at this thing.”
	 “Well, we certainly can’t have that.” He chuckles, his eyes glittering. “See you later, Tasha.” 
	Aspen gives her a farewell nod, and they head out of the café. Well, at least I have something to look forward to. It’s one small glimmer of hope in her lifetime of dull moments. At least with him nearby, I might be able to survive this evening. 
	Tasha lingers as long as she can on her throne, finishing her coffee and breakfast sandwich. She wishes she could stay in this moment forever, between having to pretend in front of an entire high school and having to pretend in front of her parents. It’s all so much pressure. As she thinks about Wymond, she wonders if life would be different if it was just the two of them, free to make their own decisions. If only I were older, we could go off to college together and start enjoying life for the first time. 
	When her time is finally up, she throws her trash away and presses through the steady crowd that’s growing in the front of the cafe. She orders one more latte for the road, knowing that it will have to get her through another day surrounded by murmuring voices. As long as I keep a smile plastered to my face, I’ll be able to handle any situation, she repeats to herself. After all, it’s what I’ve been trained to do all my life. 
	With a new warm beverage in hand, she slides into the front seat of her car. Turning the key, she listens as the engine roars to life. When the perfect time comes, she backs out and joins the flow of traffic, making her way quickly to the school to get into her usual parking spot. She smiles, knowing that if anyone tries to take it, they’ll have hell to pay. 
	If there is one thing she has control over, it’s her school reputation. Making friends with the strongest person around gave her a chance at surviving, and in this school that person was Cherrie. Tasha sticks up for her in a sweet caring voice, and Cherrie does the same in return in a more strategic and tactical way. It’s how they survive together in the battlegrounds that make up the high school experience. 
Graduation can’t come soon enough. 































Chapter Four
CIERRA

There is a powerful force within Cierra that doesn't want to die. She’s not afraid of dying. She knows it’s something that will happen to everyone eventually. She doesn’t want to live forever or anything like that. The agony of dying itself? That’s the part that scares her. 
She doesn’t know if this fear existed before a lifetime of hospital visits. Ultimately, it doesn’t really matter which came first. She’s seen enough to understand that there are things far worse than that final blink of eternal sleep, and it’s those possibilities that terrify her. Death itself? She assumes it can’t be that bad. Sure, she’ll be gone, but that means no more pain, no more hurting. Really, she’s grateful for the life she’s had. It’s been an amazing bewilderment of fascination and experimentation. It’s just a shame some people get to experiment longer than others.
She shakes her head to clear away her typical morning introspection, dipping an old rag back into the warm bucket of soapy water. Most kids her age would have already called the kitchen floor a job well done, but Cierra isn’t like most kids my age. The regular expected movements are soothing. She keeps swiping the floor clean, admiring the little flecks of chartreuse blue and a deep emerald in the old well-cared-for tile. You can barely see them while standing, but this close, they’re clear as day. Just a week ago, her daily chores felt so important. Staying busy keeps the questions she doesn’t want to answer at bay.
Cierra wipes a drop of blood from her nose and keeps her attention on the speckled tile. Her ears pick up the sound of footsteps down the hall. Aunt Jens. She inhales sharply, then blows her nose into the rag, tossing it into the bucket before she turns to greet her guardian from her spot on the floor. She peeks at the bucket, relieved that the small amount of red is masked by the bubbles.
“Cierra, darling,” Aunt Jens says with a tone that belongs to some bygone era. “Have you gotten your SAT scores yet?” She tilts her head to the side, her eyes tapered. 
Cierra leans back, sniffling quietly. “Not yet. Still a few months out.”
The older woman hums under her breath, satisfied with the answer. Cierra is not sure if she really cares or just wants to make conversation, but she appreciates the gesture, nonetheless. Jens is in a hurry, looking professional in a pencil skirt and a pair of pumps that she probably found on sale. The pristinely dressed woman finds everything on sale these days. Raising a niece comes at a cost. No matter how well she tries to hide it, Cierra knows the toll it takes on her aunt. 
She never knew her parents. Aunt Jens said that they died when she was very young, and there is no reason not to believe her. As a child, though, Cierra couldn’t help but wonder if it was true. Did they abandon her, like some kind of burden? Or disappear on a secret mission, still to return one day? She liked the thought of that, the idea that her parents were out saving the world. Any kid would. The truth is usually far less dramatic. Aunt Jens never told her how they died, but however it happened, Cierra is her burden now. She likes to pretend it isn’t so. But with everything that’s happened, in and out of the hospital, Cierra knows it can’t be easy. 
“What are you doing on the floor?” Aunt Jens asks, pulling the teenager away from her thoughts. “We have a mop for that kind of thing.”
Cierra smiles. “I like to clean the old-fashioned way. It’s calming.”
	Aunt Jens looks down with a reassuring smile, but there are worry lines at the corners of her eyes. She shakes her head as if searching for a lost note.
“Oh, SATs!” she exclaims. 
She pours herself a cup of coffee from the pot Cierra started when she first woke up. 
“Have you decided on a college yet?” Aunt Jens asks.
	She swallows hard. She isn’t in the frame of mind to play pretend about her future. “You know what, Aunt Jens?” She snaps her fingers. “You’re right. There is a faster way of cleaning the floor. I’ll have to finish it when I get home.” Cierra climbs up off her knees and gropes around for her backpack. Aunt Jens furrows her brow as her niece plants a kiss on her cheek and rushes out the door, calling a “Bye!” over her shoulder. Cierra’s face warms as her cheeks begin turning red.
	“Be safe!” Aunt Jens yells after her.
Cierra wipes an arm across her face, ignoring the hot tears settling there.
***
Art class unsettled Cierra. Although she usually prides herself in her rational way of thinking in any given situation, she can’t deny that something feels off about today. Perhaps it was the way she had answered Cherrie’s question, even if her input was unwanted. Or the way she couldn’t focus on her own drawings after that. 
Students spill out of the classroom. Several of them jostle Cierra’s backpack, and when she looks up, they sneer, laughing and talking too quietly to make out the words. She rolls her eyes. I don’t have time for high school drama, she thinks dismissively.
“Cierra, wait!” a high-pitched voice calls out. “I can’t believe you did that!” Tasha steps up to my side, her mouth agape. A wad of pink gum is balled up in her cheek, just sitting there above her far too perfect teeth. Cierra didn’t care that much for the girl, but she had to admit she wished she had a friend anywhere near as good as her. Someone who would have her back against the rest of the world.  
“What?” Cierra asks, knowing full well what the answer might be.
“You totally called out Cherrie!” she yells. “Which is so rude because she’s only trying to do well in school. You have no idea what’s going on in her life. Stuff that’s way more important than this high school bullshit.”
“No,” Cierra huffs. “I didn’t call her out, and I wasn’t being rude.”
Tasha folds her arms across her chest with a dubious look. “Sure. You only told her what to do and got all bossy in front of the whole class. You made her look stupid, which she clearly is not. Art is not one of the essentials.”
Cierra spreads my arms out to her sides. “What are you talking about? All I did was suggest a way for her to make up the work she missed. She was asking for help.”
“Not from you.”
“What’s wrong with me giving her the help she asked for?”
Tasha smacks her gum, her brow furrowing in a way that is meant to tell Cierra she isn’t worth the popular girl’s time. “You’re not...one of us,” she says. “Let’s just say that. Maybe if you were VeVe…” Her voice trails off.
	Cierra tries to hide her wince. Tasha didn’t go to middle school with the rest of them, so she has no way of knowing how deep her comment cuts. Cherrie did, however, and Cierra has a vague suspicion that this whole thing was staged by the prima donna bully herself as some misguided revenge tactic. 
	She slices a hand through the air. “Look—I’m sorry if Cherrie took it the wrong way and thought I meant to embarrass her. I didn’t. She said she needed some help; I gave it to her; that’s it. You stepped in to protect her. You made sure the whole class knew she had better things to do, and that art class is a waste of time anyway. I think she’s going to make it out of this just fine. I guess I can see how it may have seemed confrontational, but if you’d both just step back and analyze the situation, you’d see there is absolutely nothing to be…” Cierra’s words falter as she realizes Tasha is staring back at her with a blank look. “...upset about,” she finishes dully. She’s lost Tasha. Hello? Earth to Tasha? I guess expecting any other teenager to act in a rational manner is a bit farfetched. I’m too old for this. 	
“I mean, you’re kind of right,” Tasha says, her eyes glazed over. She still looks like a robot. 
Cierra pinches the bridge of her nose between her fingers. This isn’t the first time this has happened. Every once in a while, she’ll talk to people, only to find them zoning out completely before simply agreeing with whatever she just said, like it’s some revolutionary statement. Yet another unsettling thing in my life, she notes.
Tasha shakes her head as if clearing her mind. “Regardless, you should probably go apologize. Cherrie can’t let disrespect like that slide.”
“Disrespect? This is a public high school. Cherrie isn’t queen of the kingdom. I didn’t do anything wrong, and I have a right to say whatever I want to whoever I want.”
“If it was a kingdom, you wouldn’t even rank as a court jester.” 
Cierra snorts. 
“And you can say whatever you’d like, but let’s not kid ourselves. This is high school. Social repercussions are brutal, and Cherrie can deal quite the blow. Go apologize, okay? I’m warning you as a friend.” Her saccharine words fall on deaf ears.
“Tasha, just leave me alone. And don’t act like we’re friends. That couldn’t be further from the truth.”
	“Don’t say I didn’t warn you!” She slips past, her gum smacking. Her short skirt flounces behind her. Cierra watches her go and drags in a long, deep breath. The pit in her stomach has deepened; now, it feels heavier than ever. Sometimes, I really don’t know how I’ll make it through the day.








































AUNT JENS
Jens watches Cierra as she walks out of the apartment with a worried, wearisome look on her face. A look that has become more common lately. Deep down, Jens know Cierra is keeping something from her. But how can she have any objection on the matter? Afterall, the air is rife with secrets between them. Jens fears of the impending disastrous outcome that may befall their relationship from the myriad omissions and near-lies she’d held on to keep Cierra safe. She long to be honest with her, but alas. How can she expect her to be honest with her when she, herself, are hiding secrets of her own? Perhaps, the biggest of them all.
There must be a way for Jens to be able to communicate with her. Eventually, the truths will come out to light, and she won’t be able to protect her like she used to. When Cierra was little, it was a lot easier to keep all the secrets hidden. She was such a carefree spirit and wasn’t being drawn back into the dark side of the world she had fought so hard to keep her from. But with each passing day, it’s like there is a possibility swimming about in the air that can drown at one moment, revealing all the lies. Jens know it has the potential to destroy their relationship. 
	Jens recline on the worn upholstery of the old chaise lounge with her bitter black coffee, the stress drawn on her face. She can’t think of a solution at the moment, wondering if there will ever be a good one that’ll be able to solve the predicaments, she’s getting entangled in for the past few months. How much longer can they go on like this? 
	“Darling, what’s the matter?” Jeff emerges from the washroom. “Is everything okay? Why do you look so full of gloom?” He kisses Jens forehead and sits down beside her, taking her hand in his while she hold her coffee in her other hand.
	“I'm just so distraught over Cierra. You know, of course, how I feel about the whole situation. Should we tell her? Reveal what little we know once and for all? I just wish I knew if it was finally time. It’s awful trying to keep the reality of her life from her.” She feel her fear and worry of the last weeks spiraling out of her, forcing her to speak things they’d long ago buried. 
“What if her parents are in fact alive somewhere? What if they know something that could help with her illness? What if the Organization knows more than we think? The doctors say it is a very odd type of cancer, you know.”
He sighs warily. “It’s not that simple. We decided a long time ago to do what was best for Cierra, and we left the Organization for a reason. We never could have anticipated her sickness; no one could have.”
 	“But who paid for all of it, Jeff? Don’t you find it a tad suspicious to have every medical bill covered?” She looked into her coffee cup, but there are no answers in its depths. “Only a few people know the truth. There’s got to be something to that. What if we’re missing an important detail?”
“I really don’t think you need to worry about the payments. People do that kind of thing all the time.” He shrugs. “There are good people out there, Jenni. We should be thankful. You know we’d be struggling if it wasn’t for that little gift. Besides, there are a lot of well-appointed individuals out there who want to stay on our good side. Maybe it's one of them.”
	Jens narrow her eyes. “It seems personal to me. As if the person who did it is someone we know. Perhaps someone close—” 
	“Jenni,” he warns. She nods.  They’ve ridden this train of suspicion before, but Jeff refuses to see beyond what he’d been fed all those years ago. Jens want him to believe her, his wife, but she worries it’s too late. 
His eyes soften. “Perhaps we should speak to Emerson about this.”
	She blinks away the tears. “Truly?” It’s a glimmer of hope.
	He pats her leg, giving her a small, sad smile. “We’ll need to clear it with the rest of the group before getting someone like him involved. But yes, I think we should try.”
	The idea of getting everyone on board is another thing to worry about. She’s ready to seek answers just as much as she now know Cierra will be. But She want to be more prepared for the future than they are right now. If they are going to be prepared, then she’s going to need some answers. 
	“I should get ready for work,” she says with a sigh, letting go of his hand and standing from the ouch. “I can’t just keep pushing stuff off any longer.”
	“You’re not alone,” he reminds her. Jens offer him a small smile before drinking the rest of the coffee. She tries to keep his words in her mind as she heads off to work. 
	With the cup of coffee in the sink, she glances at the bucket of soapy water that has been left on the floor. She think of Cierra as a hurry from the room and out the front door. She don’t want to be late as she go down the stairs of the apartment building, trying to get her head in the game. She must put her hope and trust in her husband so she can concentrate on the work that needs to get done. 
	It’s been a lot of hard work to pull away from the Organization. The only thing that she wanted was to provide Cierra a safe home life ever since her parents disappeared. There had been a time when she wished they would come back and see the amazing young woman Cierra was turning out to be. Or to be by her side during the countless trips to the hospital for her mysterious medical condition.
	As she gets in the car and slid the key into the slot, turning it to fire up the engine of the little Honda, Jens try keep her emotions in check. She must put on a face at work so no one starts to suspect anything other than the fact that she is on top of her game. Being able to convince people otherwise has always been her secret strength. It got her through training at the organization, and it was what helped her get out of there, too. As long as she keeps up her façade, no one will know really what she’s feeling. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.3dy6vkm]	The only downside to this superpower, she thinks as she pulls out of the parking spot and merge onto the road, is that it’s hard to really open to people and tell the truth. It’s a double edge sword, being able to pretend for so long. There’s so much that Cierra should know, yet the truth will only make it that much harder for her. Until she’s completely healed, she should be held in the shadows just a little bit longer. 































Chapter Six
EVERLYENE
It cuts into Everlyene’s deep sleep like a knife. 
The wailing sound seems to be everywhere, engulfing the room and threatening to swallow her whole and rendering her helpless. She lies frozen, unable to move her paralyzed limbs, fearing the torture may never end. 
	Unless.
	With a groan, Everlyene – VeVe for short -slips her hand out of the warm cocoon of her covers and into the chilly, morning air. She swipes at the screeching alarm clock, silencing its demonic cries. It’s too early to be dealing with this shit, she bemoans to herself. Daytime for the teenage girl means migraines, and the constant pain is a drain on her very life force. It magnifies every little thing as if on a diabolical mission to make her life unbearable. Waking up might be torture on its own, but going to a brightly lit high school full of screaming and shouting teenagers? Living death.
VeVe distinctly remembers setting her alarm for ten-thirty, but somehow it was changed back to six-fifteen. Mom. She had a habit of slipping into her room at night and changing the settings. Who cares about first period, anyway? Dragging herself out of bed on a normal day is hard enough, but nearly impossible when she’s been up all night staring at the ceiling. Insomnia is a bitch; so is Monday morning. 
She drags a hand through her unwashed hair, a few honey-blonde strands falling to the floor as she pulls through the tangles. These days, doing anything but sleeping is a struggle for her, and her sense of rationality seems to be out of focus. 
“Here we go,” she coaches aloud to herself, embracing the inevitable. “Come on, VeVe. There's no other way. One step in front of the other. You got this.” She pushes herself out of bed, glad that while she can’t have honest conversations with most people, she can at least have them with herself. Wistfully, she glances back at her violet covers before heading straight to the bathroom. At the very least, she deserves a hot shower. It always helps, at least a little bit. 
Thirty minutes later, VeVe’s hair is cleaned, her rockstar makeup is applied, and the perfect outfit is picked out—killer distressed denim and a vintage bright blue top that makes her purple lipstick pop. Bright colors help her battle the darkness. They help her feel in control.
	Next comes her favorite part of the day: tending to the children. 
Potted plants of all types grow all over the room. Humans bring out the worst in VeVe every day, but her ferns, succulents, and flowers remind her that her heart isn’t completely cold inside. She waters them, makes sure each one is getting enough sunlight, and gives them a little pep talk. 
She saves her favorite, a little lily on her windowsill by the bed, for last. It was the first flower she’d ever called her own, given to her by her father. Despite how much anger she still has for him since his betrayal, she loves that plant. It's not their fault he died before I could properly process those emotions. The lily gets all the love I can’t bear to hold for him. 
	“Good morning,” VeVe says as she waters it. “I’m sorry I didn’t get to you earlier.”  
It’s survived a long time, but it doesn’t seem to grow. She touches its petals gently and feel a bit of warmth from them. What would my friends think of me talking to a plant? What would they think if they knew that sometimes I could swear that the plant could hear me? Maybe even respond in some way? She shakes her head, knowing that would only lead to trouble.
Morning ritual complete, she prepares to face the real world. She grabs her backpack off the back of her desk chair and tightens the straps. The weight is a reminder of the pain she’s about to feel. As she turns the knob of the door, she takes one last look at her bed, wishing she could just go back to sleep. 
	VeVe snags a cereal bar from the kitchen and shoves it into her backpack before heading to the elevator outside the apartment door. She saunters through the lobby, its walled with framed prints full of lazy splotches of tired color. She tries to concentrate on them, use them as a grounding point in reality, but instead her mind wanders. Sometimes, it feels like her brain is trying to shut itself down. Sometimes, she wishes it would finish the process faster. 
Outside in the parking lot, snow is layered on her car like thick frosting. “Of course,” she mutters. “Welcome to January.” A good swearing storm wells in her throat, but she holds it off. She looks up at the grumbling grey sky instead and is startled by how familiar it feels to the space in her own mind. Scowling, VeVe kicks at her tire. Icicles drop from the front rim.
With that, the faint touches of a headache start to grow on the periphery of her mind. If there is any hope, it will stay a dull throbbing. She isn’t sure how much more she can take before her brain will just give up completely. It’s going to be one of those days, isn’t it? “Public transportation, here we come,” she mumbles.
	The walk to the bus stop gives the cold time to sink underneath her skin. The warmth of the morning shower has long drifted away. Perhaps VeVe should have grabbed a coat, but it wouldn’t have gone well with her outfit for the day. Instead of fighting, she lets the cold sink deeper as she walks to the bus stop and begins to wait for it to arrive. Maybe the cold will become strong enough to drive the pain away, she muses. I could just fade away in the cold and feel nothing but the numbness I dream of. 
***
The bus was late. 
The sinkhole had appeared three years ago, leaving plenty of time for people to get used to it. Still somehow, someway, someone managed to get into an accident trying to avoid the giant hole in the ground. It slowed up the entire route with bumper-to-bumper traffic. Despite waking up early, VeVe missed first period anyway. What a start to the day, she moaned to herself. As if I needed more reasons to be annoyed in the morning.
Either way, Ms. Westwell didn’t seem to mind her tardiness. VeVe was something of a savant at the natural sciences, and no one really shows up that early wide awake and ready to learn about biosynthesis and cell-membrane structure anyway. If it wasn’t for the constant migraines, she might put that affinity to good use, but for now she’d have to settle with barely passing grades in every subject but this one. 
Second, third, and fourth period go by in a blur. The dull throb of pain that started in the morning takes root and grows larger and larger, the pain so extreme she barely feels present any longer. Distantly, she realizes someone may have tried to talk to her, but she kept walking, dissociating just to stay on her feet. Her social status, luckily, makes it so that no one seems to expect her to talk back to them anyway. It’s earned her a reputation. Other students think she just doesn’t care, or she’s too cool for them, but really, it’s a matter of survival.  Today, like most days, only one thing is keeping her moving: lunch break, and the distraction of food for even a short period of time. 
Lunch period is also where VeVe can dwell in her element. If high school is a game, she’s an MVP. No matter how many times she gets knocked down – by rumors, a misstep, a bad day – she always ends up on top. She’s learned that if you keep your head up and plow forward, no one cares about whatever it was in a week or two. It’s a matter of faking it, and she fakes like she owns the place. Fear and admiration go hand-in-hand. Between her dissociation and angry outbursts, she keeps them all guessing and at arm’s length. It’s the only way she gets through the day. The truth is hard for her to admit to herself. The only thing that assuages the pain of the migraines are her outbursts. It doesn’t make any sense to her, but it releases…something. She’s tried every medication, every holistic cure, but nothing even touches the pain she feels. Nothing like the powerful release of exploding with emotion. At home, when she’s alone, she can scream and lash out. But at school, the pain spirals. She ends up furious, losing her temper, crying in the bathroom, saying things she should regret but can’t manage the energy to care. 
Through the doors of the cafeteria, she beelines toward her usual table in the center of the room. The popular table. It’s full of her posse; the ones who stick by her side like they belong in her life without question. She’s surrounded by these strangers, and there’s safety in that.
	Survive. Even if it means faking it. 
Sheila slides a tray down to VeVe as she slides onto the bench, her brown hair perfectly framing her smiling face in waves as her dazzling blue eyes don’t quite look up. VeVe has never asked her to get her lunch, but she does so every day anyway. She doesn’t question it. It beats standing in line and dealing with people.
VeVe gives her a genuine smile – probably the first of the day. “Thank you,” she says. Guilt washes over her at the look of shock from Sheila, her eyes still downcast. Have I never thanked her before? She can’t remember. 
“You’re welcome.” Her words are so quiet they almost can’t be heard over the din of the busy cafeteria.
VeVe reaches for a French fry with a deep sigh. Delicious. Something nags at the back of her aching mind, but she ignores it, putting all of her energy into the crunchy, salty, greasy distraction. 
Then there is a sudden pull, a tug on her attention, and her eyes lock on someone - Cierra. And then—Angel? When did Angel get back? She stares for a moment at what almost feels like a ghost come to life. She’s been gone for at least three years, and now she’s back at Ravenwood like nothing happened? A harsh ache builds in her chest as she remembers the powerful connection the three of them once had. Nothing has filled the hole they’d left behind.
	Doesn’t matter now. French fries will be my friends, she thinks to herself, glowering at her tray.
“VeVe? Are you listening?” 
Her head snaps up, and a wave of pain sloshes inside of her skull. “Huh?” 
Olivia, with her full lips and stunning complexion, glares expectantly. She lifts both eyebrows, her eyes gleaming with a juicy piece of gossip. “Did you hear about Ronald from the volleyball team? Word is going around that he slept with—” 
She speaks in hushed tones, and she’s drowned out by a familiar tingle at the back of VeVe’s spine. It spreads, and dizziness sets in. The feeling is all too familiar and has started panic attacks in the past. The dull ache lulls for a moment, but it will back. Soon. When it returns, it will be worse than ever. A migraine to end all migraines.
A voice reaches out from across the cafeteria, breaking through the growing panic. The girls at the table go silent. She sucks in a breath. Cherrie. Just the sound of her voice grates across the girl’s nerves and sets off a flicker of anger. Her eyes narrow when she hears what is being said. 
“VeVe slept with Ronald; did you hear?” Cherrie says in a booming whisper that she surely knows will carry across the room. She’s dressed in her usual dark wardrobe, all blacks with highlights of white and green. Actually a little bit fashionable, VeVe finds herself thinking before shoving the compliment away. 
Olivia gasps. Sheila looks even more sheepish than usual. The hush grows louder, every eye focused on her table. On her. “VeVe,” Olivia murmurs. “Are you just going to let her say that? It’s not true. Is it?”
Olivia’s words are like gasoline on a flickering flame. VeVe shoots to her feet and whirls, ready to fight, ready to release some of the building pain and pressure. The timing could not be more perfect. “Bitch, please!” 
	As one, the cafeteria silences. She storms her way to Cherrie, anger rippling from her body in waves. Cherrie’s eyes go wide, and she looks up with frightened, spring green eyes rimmed in too much black eyeliner. Rage surges through Everlyene’s veins like fire, burning away any self-control she may have had. The tingles of pain fade away, leaving only anger in their wake.
“Get the fuck out of my way!” VeVe shouts. “You are just a wannabe little goth copycat who thinks she knows everything. Who are you, anyway? You don’t belong here, and you aren’t worth a damn to anyone around you. So back off, bitch. Your desperation to fit in is repulsive, and no one wants to see it.” 
A stunned silence lingers in the room. Cherrie’s face pales, but her eyes turn cold and dark. 
They’ve fought like this before. It’s not the first fight, and it certainly won’t be the last. Part of VeVe wishes it would just come to blows, but she’s loathe to take the first punch. Her rage expended, the guilt starts to settle in. I hate losing control. Someday, it will get me into trouble. Real trouble. “What the hell’s wrong with you?” she mutters so only Cherrie can hear. “I didn’t do anything to you. Why do you have to start rumors about me? You were practically begging me to go off on you like this.”
	Cherrie’s eyes flicker behind VeVe for a moment, then back. The ever-present Tasha steps up beside her. She looks like she’s about to open her mouth to defend Cherrie, and for a moment, Everlyene is jealous. No one stands at her side, defending her. She’s alone.
	Cherrie silences her friend with a warning look, and Tasha closes her mouth. Perhaps not so brave after all. That’s what I thought.
	The two share a smile as the sound of footsteps echo on the tile floor behind me. Ah. That’s exactly why Cherrie stopped her, wasn’t it? Tasha isn’t afraid of me. She’d just gotten a warning by her friend. My friends, on the other hand, were going to wait it out and let me take the fall for this.
“Everlyene!”
	She holds up a hand, cutting Mr. Richards off midsentence. “I know. I know. You want me in the main office.” VeVe marches past him and snatches her backpack off the floor near the central table. The girls don’t meet her eyes. At least the confrontation cleared her migraine before it started. “I’m on my way.”
Her gaze catches Cierra and Angel again. They both are looking at her with concern, like they want to say something. Like if we were still friends, they might stand up for me. 
Let’s just say, I have a lot of regrets.
VeVe makes her way out of the cafeteria, making a straight shot to the principal’s office. The murmuring of students reaches her ears, but she doesn’t care what they say. Fear and envy. That’s all she needs. If I can keep the upper hand, I might just survive these last few years of high school before I can really get the freedom that I want. 















Chapter Seven
ANGEL
Angel looks down at the watch on her wrist. It’s an old watch with a mother of pearl face and gold chain link band. She’d found it in a box of her mother’s things that had been left behind years ago, and she’s worn it religiously ever since. The school counselor, Rob, insisted she not miss her morning classes, but he gave her a hall pass to cut out of second period a little early. As the last second ticks over, she’s out the door, glad to have talked to the teacher ahead of time. The sterile linoleum-lined halls are barren, and she walks as fast as she can manage without breaking into a jog. 
Luckily, she had the forethought to memorize the fastest route to the newspaper office while still in algebra class. She’s always had a little anxiety about getting lost. To compensate, she’s gotten very good at reading and retaining all sorts of maps. It has a grounding effect on her, with the added bonus of never having to talk to strangers to find her way around. Asking for directions is so awkward anyway. 
Angel stops short two doors down from the newspaper office, straightening her blouse and running her hands through her hair, pulling out any frizzy red tangles. She strides the rest of the way with measured steps and opens the door. 
“Mrs. Henry?” Angel calls into the room, knocking lightly on the door as she peers in. The familiar smells of glue and photo paper fill her nostrils. It’s the scent of stories brewing, waiting to be shared. There’s nothing she loves more. One of the girls from boarding school always said it’s the same as what her mother’s scrapbooking stuff smells like. Angel can’t even fathom what a scrapbook of her life would look like. Pieces of articles from Newsweek thrown onto the page maybe. Words in all caps, screaming across the white, like those notes from serial killers. A shattered unicorn lamp and a one-way plane ticket? She shakes away the thought. Gallows humor has never been my forte, she thinks to herself.
“Angelica?” a woman’s voice calls from the back of the room. “Is that you?” She peers towards the door over the top of her glasses. Her aura fills up half of the room, a light-but-fuzzy white that feels comforting to Angel, if not a little bit frantic and distracted.
“Yes, that’s me. Angel for short.” She steps into the room the rest of the way, shutting the door behind her. 
The surface in front of her is covered in cluttered stacks of papers on one side and piles of photos on the other. A comically huge coffee cup is perched on the edge of the desk, twice the size of a regular mug. She must need a lot of caffeine. Angel reaches out her hand, and the woman stands and accepts the offered handshake. She has short, light brown hair in tight curls against her head, and a deep shade of pink paints her lips as she gives a warm but exhausted smile. “Sorry for the mess. You’ve arrived just in time.” She motions to the chair next to her desk.
Angel takes a seat, pulling her portfolio of samples from her brown canvas backpack. “I brought my samples for you, in case you—”
“Oh, dearie, no need!” She waves dismissively. “The electronic files you sent were just wonderful, and I absolutely love your blog. It’s just the right mix of current events analysis and personal experience. And the last thing I need are more papers, as you can see.” She gestures to the mess in front of her.
The young journalist blushes at the compliment. “Well, thank you. That means so much. Does that mean I’m accepted to the journalism team?”
“Accepted? My dear, I’d like to ask you to be president!” Her lips broaden into a wide, eager smile. 
“Wait, what?” Angel stutters, feeling as if her brain is malfunctioning.
Mrs. Henry sighs, her short pink nails tapping against a pile of manila file folders. “You must understand, not many students your age are committed to the school newspaper. Most just want something to put as the extracurricular on their college applications or to use the job as an excuse to interview members of the football team or cheerleading squad.”
“But there has to be someone more qualified. I just got here!”
“Well, there was. But that’s the problem, you see. Elizabeth was—is—a wonderful president. She loved the bits of your writing too by the way. But she hasn’t shown up to school for a few weeks now. I’m hoping everything is okay. But at this point, with no news, I’m drowning trying to catch up.” She plasters a smile on her face and looks at me. “So, would you be willing to take on her duties as interim president?”
 “I, um. Yes. Yes, I would be more than happy to take on those duties.” Is this real?
“Good.” With a decisive nod, Mrs. Henry picks up the stack of papers she’s been resting her fingers on. She holds them out to Angel, who reflexively takes them. 
“What’s this?”
“Your first assignment. We need a new photographer, and it’s the president’s job to sort through the applicants.”
***
	Angel stumbles out of the newspaper office in a slight daze. First day and I’m already in charge of the one and only thing I truly love to do? Her thoughts fall into a whirl as she navigates through the empty hallways on autopilot, thinking of the latest political stories springing up on CNN and how she could incorporate them into the next edition of the school newspaper. When she tried that at her old school, her ideas were met with terrific failure. Don’t other teenagers care about world events? Perhaps not, but maybe I can find a way to make it more engaging. Maybe I can convince them to care. That’s what a good journalist would do, wouldn’t they?
	A bell rings, signaling that it's officially time for lunch period. Barely paying attention to her surroundings, Angel rounds the corner in the direction of the cafeteria. As she takes the turn, she feels a slight tug as her foot catches on something inexplicably in the middle of the empty hall. Too late to compensate, her ankle twists in a painful movement. She loses her balance for a few seconds, and the stack of applications spill out across the hallway. She hurtles toward the checkered tile floor, just as someone’s hands grab her by the shoulders. 
“Whoa! You okay?” 
The warm cadence his voice sends a shiver down her spine. She looks up and finds a tall, far-too-attractive boy in a varsity jacket cradling her in his arms. A slight gold glow outlines his body. The aura is so distinct she can barely understand how she’s the only one who sees it. A feeling of safety washes over her for a moment, but she resists the temptation to lean harder into him for comfort. Angel steadies herself and breaks their gaze to look at the floor. A large red and gray backpack is sprawled in the center of the hallway, Mrs. Henry’s folders scattered around it. Corners of photos and applications are sticking out of each one.
“Uh, thanks,” she says, tucking a piece of red hair behind her ear. “Sorry. I didn’t see that backpack.”
He shrugs apologetically, letting her go and running a hand through his short black hair. “It’s my fault,” he says. “I shouldn’t have left it there.” They both have the same idea, bending down to gather up the scattered applications simultaneously. He eyes one for a moment before handing her the stack, then tosses one strap of the bag around his shoulder as he stands. He offers his other hand to help her up. A gentle grin rests on his very perfect face. 
Angel nods, carefully tucking the photos back into their respective folders, hoping none got mixed up. 
“You, uh, you might want to pay particular attention to that one,” he says, tapping the top of the stack. 
“Oh?” she asks, confused.
“Yeah… I mean, I may have hurt my chances here, but that’s me; I mean, my application. I’m Ian Min Ho.” 
“Really? I mean... Hi, I’m Angel.” Flustered, she notices a few boys in varsity jackets looking in their direction. One of them glares, seemingly annoyed by the interaction for no reason she can understand. Slightly unnerved, Angels starts to head toward the loud, rambunctious voices she knows must be the cafeteria. 
Ian follows. “I haven’t seen you before, right? Are you some special recruiter for the newspaper?”
She looks up at him bemused, and his sly smile betrays his teasing. “No, I mean... I just transferred here this morning.”
“And you have all the photography applications?”
“Mrs. Henry sort of made me president, I guess.”
His eyebrows lift in surprise and admiration. “Wow. You work fast. Well, then I am sorry my backpack was in the way, but I am quite pleased it means I get to meet you first.” 
As they stop near the entrance to the cafeteria, one of his friends calls his name. 
“It was nice meeting you, Angel. Have a nice lunch.” His parting smile leaves her a little breathless as he heads back to his friends. 
Great first impression, she thinks to herself. 
	Standing in line for lunch is difficult, forcing Angel to be bombarded with the bright, loud myriad of auras shifting and glistening over every student. She gets her requisite slice of cheese pizza from the buffet line, a bottle of water, and an apple, paying the cashier with her credit card when she realizes all the cash in her wallet is still in euros. 
	In a moment of good fortune, Angel spots a small two-person table in the corner and heads to it. Sitting alone and in peace sounds like a dream to Angel. She closes her eyes for just a moment, relieved to be out of that claustrophobic line, then completely devours her slice. Real American pizza—nothing abroad can compare. She cleans off her fingers with a moist towelette from her backpack, then pushes her tray away and pulls out the applications for the new recruits. 
	A few of them are a little dusty from the fall, but she’s relieved to find they all look to be in order. Angel has always found research to be the best way to distract her from the social pressure of being among so many people. Journalism helps especially. When she writes about the facts, learns about events, and shares them with the world, it releases something inside of her. Everything just makes sense. As a result, she can deal with people in a normal way, a distant way that helps her feel genuine. Being bombarded with the feelings of other people all the time, it sometimes feels like there’s no room for her to be herself. Except for on paper (or through a keyboard, depending on the medium). Then she has as much space as she wants and the time to fully formulate her thoughts. It feels important. Meaningful. 
Angel knows that building a reliable team is just as important as doing her own work. She selects a few that she can rely on to produce good content and be able to meet deadlines. For the first time in her life, Angels starts to feel like she some sort of control of her situation and the people around her. 
The pile contains twelve applications total, most from freshmen eager to make a good impression but not quite skilled enough to stand above the pack. Some even seem genuine in their desire to change the world. She looks through them, half-expecting to throw the whole lot away, but a few catch her interest. Most are looking to be writers for the paper, but a few are photographers. I sift through to Ian’s in particular. 
To her surprise, the varsity-jacketed jock is actually quite skilled. The few photo samples he attached draw the eye the way an effective shot should. There is a black-and-white profile of an old man that captures wisdom. An older woman with a toothy grin and a bucket of beans in her lap, a display of the joys found in a simple life. A few action shots of what might be his fellow basketball players that capture the excitement and adrenaline of the game. 
An invisible gaze bores into her from behind. She turns to see Ian staring at her from the other side of the cafeteria. He’s sitting at a table full of students in varsity jackets with perfect hair and pronounced personal styles. The popular kids, no doubt. He smiles, a lock of hair dangling across his forehead in the most adorable way. His warmth is like a phantom, reminding her just how nice it is to be near him. Angel’s breath hitches. Did he just smile? At me? Her heart threatens to burst out of her chest and fall at his feet. 
Flustered, she quickly shuffles Ian’s application into the pile and looks down, her cheeks on fire. Of course, he’s a photographer. Not ideal, considering he and his friends might be playing in most of the sporting events the newspaper will want photos of. Then again, there’s more to shoot than just sports. 
She stuffs the uneaten apple in her bag and pushes herself away from the table. She needs to get out of this loud, cluttered space. She needs to think. To breathe. To be alone. But something stops her. 
When she looks up, she finds herself staring right into the familiar, ember-brown eyes of Cierra, partially hidden by her jet-black bangs. Not far away, Everlyene glances up, her blue eyes alight with recognition. Even after all these years, their eyes find each other amidst the crowd. For a moment, a current of electricity zips through all three, pulling them close again. Despite her innate abilities, Angel has never been able to get a good sense of who they are. She never gets that weird hot or cold feeling around them, and their auras simply aren’t there. At least not to her. Yet it feels like she knows them better than anyone else, even after all this time. 
Cierra. VeVe. 
Her heart aches as she thinks of the laughter. The sleepovers and afterschool snacks. The jokes they used to play on each other. They were the people she was closest to, the only ones she thought she could rely on forever. She’s learned forever really isn’t so long, though. Now it just hurts to see them like this - So close yet so far from one another with no way to bridge the gap. Angel’s gaze falls back to the table, and she can only assume they drop their eyes as well. The moment passes, and she feels emptied out and lonelier than ever. Auras around her clash, demanding attention. All she wants is a bit of quiet, of peace with people who care, who won’t drain everything from her. Maybe someday. 
She gathers the rest of her things and starts making her way to her next class. She’s had enough excitement for one day already. 
And then she hears the shouting.


Chapter Eight 
 MADAM G.
The sun rises in the east and sets in the west. This sunset from the window is no different from the one the Madame saw yesterday and the day before that. Yet somehow, she know something big is going to happen. A life-altering change is in the wind. Maybe it has to do with the meeting beginning in five minutes about The Alterners Clandestine Society, A.C.S. for short. Regardless, she’s not looking forward to being in the same room as Maddalyn Becker. She might be skilled in both combat and strategy, and one of the H.N.U’s most efficient directors, but the Madam simply cannot stand the sight of her. 
“Madam G., everyone is in the conference room waiting for you,” Maddalyn says in that grating tone of hers as she pokes her head into her office. She almost makes the Madam wish that she had never left the middle realm and her luxurious life as a full-blooded Lilium and heiress to the realm. Not only would she have unlimited power right now, but she would also never have to be around her ever again. 
Almost.
Madam G. get up from her desk and head towards Maddalyn. She motions ahead of her, indicating she go first. She nods and leads the way. After only a few steps, they’re walking side by side, and Madam G. have to make an effort to not walk faster and slip ahead. It’s her natural inclination, but she can’t come off as intimidating when tensions are already so high. She have to keep her pride in check. Especially around her.
Maddalyn breaks the silence. “I heard Cherrie was called to your office this morning during her training.” 
Madam G. want to break this woman’s neck by the mere mentions of casual talking.
“Is there a problem?” She ask, her tone even.
“No, but I’d appreciate it if you’d consult me on the matter before—”
“Are you questioning me?”
“No, ma’am.” Her tone contradicts her subservient answer, and she can hear the anger of a mother in her words. They walk in silence the entire way to the conference hall. 
They have more important priorities than their families right now. She can't have anyone, especially her, stirring things up. This is the last chance, and it all needs to be perfect. It appears there may be a threat looming over all of this, and she just can’t allow that. 
As soon as Madam G. walk through the doors into that stark, white-and-gold room, she brace herself for the inevitable onslaught of questions. As the head of the H.N.U. Organization and former heiress of the Middle Realm, you’d think every decision she make is final. It’s why she came here—to make good, solid changes for the best of all the realms. But of course, there’s always going to be opposition from those who want your title. 
The council is made up of three members per each of the three realms—the heavens, the underworld, and nature. On any given topic, one of the members debates the positive, one debates the negatives, and the third acts as a neutral party that observes. The last ones are often overlooked, but they hold the most power when it comes to decision-making. They have final say if the other two council members cannot agree on a decision or ruling. 
The council members are also the only ones permitted to travel out of their realms and into the human realm. A whole litany of checks and balances is set up in an effort to make things easier, but lately communication and debate has been pure chaos. Madam G. have tried to control the situation as best as a leader can, but her best can never really be good enough in a room full of secret schemings. You could say she has become a bit… disenchanted with this whole thing. Yet despite this, Madam G. know their work is important. If the H.N.U. is brought down, everything will be destroyed in its wake. 	
One of the Cimmerance-blooded, a representative of the underworld, speaks up as soon as she cross the threshold. “Why weren’t we informed of the rise in rebel aggression? We must do something. What if they come after the girls?” Davison’s eyes flare, likely insulted that his opinion wasn’t sought out along with Maddalyn’s.
Madam G.  tries to have patience. “I can assure you the girls are safe.” Her fingers trail over the colorful crystal petals of her lily pendant, the only splash of color against her stark white suit. “Our people are well-integrated into every aspect of their lives. We will know if anything changes. I assume you have all read the report sent out this morning?” 
A combination of blank faces and downcast eyes inform her that they have not. Only Davison gives her a curt, over eager nod. 
She turn to Maddalyn with a sigh. “Please, reiterate your findings.”
“Of course.” She steps forward. They don’t give her quite as much attention as they did me. She take the smallest bit of pleasure in that. 
“Recent reports from the Guardist have suggested a rise in attacks from rebels in the Virescence and Cimmerance realms. The insurgents are trying to end the truce amongst our realms for some unknown and likely ill-thought reason. In the last few months, I have begun to track the A.C.S., The Alterners Clandestine Society. I have come close a few times to tracking them down, but so far they have eluded me. I am coming before the Council today in an effort to make a more concerted effort to take down this group. These attacks deserve more attention and careful planning than the Council has allowed thus far. These are not the usual random, uncoordinated rebels. These zealots are participating in carefully orchestrated movements with the goal of kidnapping the Chosen and stealing their power.”
Madam G. look out at the group, expecting more of them to be shocked out of complacency by this bold accusation. Instead, most of them look incredulous. They were clearly concerned about the rebel attack on the girls, but now it seems there interest is fading with each sentence Maddalyn gives. 
Maddalyn continues, undaunted by the lack of response. “These individuals think that by using the girls’ power, they’ll be able to overthrow the H.N.U. and rid Earth of the precautions meant to keep nonhuman visitors in check. The leaders of the A.C.S. preach that we prevent them from living their lives freely, and their followers have fully succumbed to a number of elaborate conspiracies about the Organization. They are united under a cause, and that makes them incredibly dangerous. 
“Because of this, we can’t just wipe out a few rebels. We have to assassinate the leaders swiftly and secretly before they know what is coming. Attacking individuals outright will only feed into the lies they’ve been told about us. Dealing with this threat will take time and lots of planning, but it’s vital we do so. They can destroy us in ways far beyond what we’ve seen in the past.” 
Her words send chills running through Madam G. body. This threat is truly frightening. They must see that they’ve put the world, including themselves, into danger. But lies often scream louder than reason. 
“I think you’re reaching on this,” Davison says after some consideration. “I can’t believe that people would team up together like this and that we wouldn’t find out until now. As much as I appreciate your work, I suspect we’re just dealing with the typical angry rebels. Souls that should be dealt with swiftly and without mercy.” 
Laydis, a council member of the Virescence-blooded, speaks up, her soft voice measured. “I agree. And I personally think we have a bigger issue at hand. The girls are supposed to be a team. They should be best friends right now, but they are not. They are estranged. Their cohesion is vital for this plan to work. We must do something about it. That is our most pressing issue at the moment. Not shadows in the dark spreading rumors.” 
Madam G. feels her rage boiling. “You know we can’t do that. It was agreed upon by all three realms that some distance would be best for the girls, given what happened to one of them. Meddling with things now can only make things worse.” 
She level a glare across the round gold table, hoping to silence them. Of course, as much as she tries, she can’t seem to stop them from knowing the current relationship status between the three girls. She can’t even argue with them on this one. A little distance was a good thing, all things considered, but their complete falling out came as a surprise. 
After all, their friendship is the key to bring an end to the Eternal War. The truce between the three realms won't last forever. It’s becoming fragile as the centuries pass by, evident by the tension and discontent always found at these meetings. They’re all close to impending doom if the girls cannot end the war. Their bond was strong when they were young, and it gave them all great hope. Now even she find it hard not to interfere in their lives. She have to constantly hold herself back, even though she knows they’re in pain from the separation. There’s a price they are all unaware of. A price that has been holding her back.
“We have to give them a nudge.” she relent, even though she hate it. “It’s as far as we’re allowed to go. Any mistake, and it’s all of our heads.” 
Silence follows. No one wants to voice the concern.
“Who’s going to pay the price?” Davison finally asks.
“We all are,” She answer. “Take it or leave it. Either we all agree or the girls will continue to live their lives they have been, growing more distant by the day.” 
There is only one thing we can do—perform the Rite of Interference. It’s costly, so Mad G. don’t know why they’re always so eager to jump to using it. This time there’s going to be one heck of a price to pay, since they are technically changing the future timeline. No matter what becomes of it as a result. This is a clause the realms agreed upon to ensure the safety of the girls when the truce was made. That's why even the vilest of rebels have never tried to find the girls. It was attempted once. Let’s just say the person will live to regret that decision for eternity. 
Maddalyn clears her throat. “Before we get to that, we need to come up with a plan of action against the Alterners. We need to consider them a real threat. I promise you, dismissing them now will result in dire consequences.”
“Do you have proof of this?” Cyis asks. 
Maddalyn’s face reddens. “Yes… Well, I mean, I’ve seen evidence for myself, but there’s no proof I can physically show you.” Typically so strong, she deflates a little under the pressure of the council. “I’ve been tracking them for some time now, but as soon as I get a lead, they disappear, which only shows how dangerous they are. We need to put all of our effort into tracking them down. Stopping them.” 
“No.” Cyis shakes his head. “We are not wasting H.N.U. resources on something that’s not been proven. That would be absurd.”
“I agree,” Davison says. 
Maddalyn and Madam G. both turn to Laydis. She’s typically a little more reasonable than the rest. If we can get another voice, maybe the others will take us seriously.
“I’m sorry.” Laydis shrugs, her lovely blonde curls falling over her shoulders. She at least has the decency to show a little regret in her violet eyes. “The heavenly world won’t interfere with what goes on in the human realm unless it’s an imminent threat. Without decisive proof, we cannot get involved. That’s how it’s always been, and I can’t break those sacred rules now.”
Maddalyn’s mouth opens as she prepares to speak. 
She cuts her off. “That’s understandable.” It’s no use. “Focusing on the girls’ broken friendship might be most prudent now.” She motion to one of her aides hovering nearby. He steps forward, ready to serve.  “Retrieve the necessary components. I think it is time for the Rite.”
***
The stone walled ritual room is dark, the central fountain giving the air an almost waterlogged taste of dampness that mingles oddly with the heavy scent of burning candles and smoking incense. The three council members have donned their heavy red cloaks, each with their realm’s crest emblemized on the back panels. Hers is similar, except edged in golden vine embroidery, while Maddalyn’s is plain with no adornment. The only other person in the room is the ritualist himself, one of our Elders trained in the old oaths. He looks ancient, his red robe a deeper shade than ours and cuffed with a series of silver bands that indicate his station and experience. 
They stand in a circle around the fountain. Each of their right pointer fingers are tipped with a tiny golden blade that fits almost like a thimble over our nails. The room is cold, but the only reason Madam G. shiver is because there is no telling what’s going to happen after this ritual. There will be some sort of consequence that could bring all of this down on their heads. She can only hope that it will all be worth it as she feels the cold metal in her hand and glance at the others that will be participating in the Rite. 
“We are here for the Ritual of Interference,” the Elder begins. “What do you beseech?”
She speak for all of them, her tone grave. “We wish to change the course of the Chosen—to bring them together once again.”
He raises a large clay chalice filled with ash high over his head. “Doing so will reap the consequences laid out in our ancient treaties. Do you each accept the burden of consequence?” 
“We do.” Our voices are in unison.
“Then by the Blood of Life, seal your acceptance.”
One by one, they use the finger blades to prick their thumbs. I watch as the red liquid beads large and then falls into the pool of the fountain before us. For the briefest second, she believe Maddalyn hesitates. But then all have done so, the red droplets quickly fading into the churning waters. It’s like it didn’t even happen as it all goes clear once more. 
The Elder stoops, dipping the chalice gently in the central pool, careful only to dampen the ash and not let it spill. He raises it high and then circles them, painting the ash onto the inside of their wrists in the shape of a triangle bound by a circle. The old horsehair bristles tickle her skin on her turn, and as he lifts the brush away, the ash melts into her skin, staining it with the painted sigil. The image will stay with them, like a prophetic tattoo, until the consequence comes to be.
Each wrist painted, the Elder returns to his spot. Again, he raises the chalice, and then in a sudden but expected motion, turns and throws the object against the wall behind him. The clay shatters, the loud noise echoing in the small room. Their fates are sealed and there is no telling what will possibly happen next. It’s all the for the fate of the three realms, but surely there must come an end to all the suffering and sacrifice? 
“So it is pledged. So it shall be,” he intones, bowing his head as he turns back to face them.
With the Rite of Interference performed—for good or ill—they file out of the ritual room. The Council members hand their cloaks to their aides, who usher them away, the meeting adjourned. Maddalyn looks defeated as they trail behind, heading back to their offices. She suddenly want to give her an encouraging hug. She shakes the thought away. She don’t know what’s gotten into her. She has to talk to her, though, so she wait until the others are far enough away before she speaks. 
“I believe you,” Madam G. whispers. 
She looks surprised, but says nothing. 
“I want you to continue your search for this society, but keep it quiet. Get only those who you trust with your life involved. This is important work, and I want to see it through. I’ll send a Guardist I trust to help. Their specialties might come in handy, and due to their higher status, their actions won’t be questioned so much. They’ll fly under the radar.”
Maddalyn’s eyes widen. Then she see the gratitude playing across her face. 
Madam G. quickly leave before she can express it out loud. Instead, she silently beseech all the powers that be that she can take care of this threat before they ruin everything. After the rebel attack and Angel almost losing her life to them, it’s clear that keeping the girls safe is the highest priority. But that also means eliminating any possible danger that might come after them. They have yet to awake, to understand their full potential and powers. Until that happens, it will be hard for them to struggle against a danger they don’t even know about. 
That’s where the H.N.U. comes into play. Not only protecting the three realms, but protecting those that will give it a good future. There are those that believe the Organization has its own personal agenda. That it takes away the powers from the other realm to be able to come to Earth just so the Organization can have power over them. But Earth is the one place where everything can be balanced. Where no one holds any power and can actually just be themselves. It’s not a matter of weakening the other realms. It’s about making everyone completely equal. 
But the rebels don’t see it like that. All they want is the power for themselves. They want to give the other realms their power back, to pull the shadow away from humankind and let them understand heaven and the underworld for what it truly is. That kind of freedom would start a war. The humans are known for their wars, for trying to get rid of anything that can threaten them. There would be no peace if everyone knew the truth. Hence, all the secrets. 
As long as she can keep these secrets at bay long enough for the girls to awaken, then there will be a good chance that there will be true freedom in the future. Once the threat is eliminated, everyone will be able to breathe a lot easier. 






Chapter Nine
		EVERLYENE
Slow breath in, Everlyene, she coaches herself mentally. The principal only mentioned a possible detention, so if she plays it cool things might turn out just fine. Afterall, it’s not like you hit her or anything. She can’t press charges. 
Not that it hadn’t been tempting. One smack and that pretty little face would be changed forever. The ease to which she thought that is a little worrying, however. VeVe knows she’s only getting older, slowly wandering into adult territory. She can’t help but fear she might lose control one day and do something she can’t so easily take back. Out of high school, it’s easier to do something life altering that might change her life forever. 
The stale scents of old paper and dried ink fill the front office, and she sits with her back to a bank of windows that look out into the main common area near the front doors. Two secretaries work at their desks, sliding paper clips onto bundles of papers and snapping a stapler now and then. Occasionally, one stands to go the copier. The clock above them ticks steadily, mechanically. The tension grows in VeVe. She wants to run away screaming just to break the silence. How can they stand something so boring? So artificial?
Her gaze falls on a little plant, a dying succulent, on the table to her left. Someone probably brought it in as a gift, and it just sat here, languishing under the fluorescent lights. Absently, she reaches out to its sad, puckering leaves and sees that the soil is bone dry. Little cacti like these are survivors. Someone would have had to blatantly ignore its existence for it to get this bad. One full, plump petal sits at the center, a pretty bluish green. One last ray of hope. “It’s okay,” VeVe murmurs as she gives it some water from her water bottle. “You’ll survive here, I promise. We both will.”
A masculine voice projects out into the hallway. “Everlyene Glades?”
She gives the cacti a final look. “Good luck,” she whispers to the struggling plant. It somehow gives her a bit of strength as she pushes up from the cold bench, slinging her bag over her shoulder. The man who spoke is young with light-brown skin and dark eyes. He dressed professionally in a white shirt and a baby-blue tie, and VeVe wonders if that might be overkill for a high school like this. He must be new. Soon he’ll be just as disenchanted as the rest of us.
He paints a huge smile on his face as she approaches. “Come on in and have a seat,” he says, sweeping his arm toward a stuffy gray chair in the corner. His office is dreary with bright overhead lights that illuminate the grungy blue tiled floor, but it seems clean and orderly enough. There are a few knickknacks here and there: a carved stone elephant, some stray shells, a cracked-open geode. She notes that the potted ivy plant, a well-chosen pothos, even looks healthy and taken care of. She sets her bag on the floor and slouches back.
“I’m Rob,” he says, settling behind the desk. “I’m the new assistant to the school counselor. Mr. Stevenson is not in today, so I will be—"
“You seem a bit young,” VeVe interrupts.
“To do my job?”
“Yeah.”
His brow furrows, but he looks more curious than annoyed. “Does it bother you that I’m young?”
She lifts a finger and waggles it back and forth. “Uh-uh. Don’t do that. Don’t start probing me with questions and all that. There’s nothing wrong with me, and I’m not here to talk about it like there is. Got it?”
His expression turns neutral, unreadable. “I never said there was anything wrong with you. I just want to talk.” 
He is clearly a sharp guy, probably fresh out of college and desperate for work in the real world. He has exactly the kind of eagerness VeVe tries to avoid. “Yeah, and that’s what I’m here for, right?” Two can play at this game, she thinks. “I’ve already spoken with the principal. He’s sending me to you to chat about my anger problem, right?” 
Rob lifts both hands in a placating gesture. “That’s what I’m here for, but we don’t have to talk about anything that makes you uncomfortable.” He leans back in his chair, an unsharpened pencil in one hand that he flips over and over, thudding it on the pages below him. He takes her silence as an invitation to go on. “Tell me about yourself, Everlyene. There was quite a commotion in the cafeteria today. One student is saying she feels quite bullied by you.”
VeVe snorts. Cherrie has always been a professional at playing victim.
“I’m guessing this didn’t come out of nowhere,” he continues, tilting his head forward slightly.
“I didn’t bully her,” VeVe says, her tone even and neutral.
“I never said you did.” 
VeVe cocks her head to one side, trying to hide her surprise at how astute he is. Maybe he can see through all the teenage bull that pervades this school like a fog. New eyes might be helpful. She brushes a stray string off my jeans, grateful that her look has held up admirably through the day. Without the break between lunch and her next class, she hasn’t had a chance to check her hair or freshen her makeup. Being put together on the outside helps hide the mess on the inside. “Rumors,” she finally says, glancing at the shiny college diploma on the wall. It’s only a year old. Clocking just how new he really is to all this, she meets his calm, nonjudgmental gaze. “Just normal Cherrie rumors.”
“Ah. Words can cut deep,” he says sagely, sitting back in his chair.
“Whatever.” She rolls her eyes.
“Is this the first time?”
“First time for what?”
“Your first run-in with this Cherrie.”
She tries but fails to hold in a loud, bitter laugh. “I wish. She’s always been like that, for years. She hates me for some reason, and it's fair to say that I feel the same at this point.”
“Do you know why she might have behaved this way toward you?”
She thinks back, remembering how she called Cherrie out for that ridiculous black lace outfit choice at homecoming last year; the time she accused Cherrie of cheating off her midterm; the dissected frog incident. VeVe could swear they were all appropriate retaliatory responses, but if she’s honest with herself she finds it hard to feel completely blameless. Not that Rob needs to know that. “Listen, you can ask her all these questions yourself. I don’t know or care about what she’s thinking.” She shrugs, her eyes falling on her perfectly manicured nails in an effort to demonstrate how beneath her this all is. 
“Do you have any friends, Everlyene?”
She startles. The question stings more than she likes. “I mean, yeah. Haven’t you seen me around?”
His eyebrows rise. “I’m new here; I can’t say I’m on top of all the cliques yet.” He laughs. 
“What, is it really so hard to believe?” she retorts. “Oh-em-gee! She has friends! What a surprise!” Go on, roll your eyes. Adults always do that when I get loud and defensive. 
He disappoints her. “I never said you didn’t have any friends,” he says with a shrug instead. “It’s just a question.” He slips a wry grin. “I suppose we should define what I mean by friends,” he adds.
“Fine. How do you define friends?” VeVe guesses French fries won’t count this time. Ah, damn. My poor French fries. They must be so lonely.
“Do you have people your age who you trust? Feel relaxed around? That you can count on to have your back?” His eyes are earnest enough that it physically hurts her. She thinks of Tasha standing next to Cherrie during the confrontation. Both might be unbearable, but they’re unbearable together. Meanwhile, she had to stand alone. He continued. “Someone once said we often feel loneliest surrounded by people we don’t really know. It’s easy to feel angry and lash out if we don’t feel like we can trust anyone.” 
Visions of Cierra and Angel dance through her head. Once upon a time, the three of them were friends like that. Practically sisters who always having each other’s backs. Who were able to tell each other anything that came to their minds. But after the incident, VeVe’s anger went out of control. Angel left. Cierra became a recluse. And she did whatever she could just to survive. 
But there had to be more to her anger than a lack of socialization. She thinks about the migraines but decides against talking to him about it. She won’t talk about them to anyone. People would see her as weak, and that is the last thing she will allow to happen. Not even Cierra and Angel can help cure them, she’s on her own. With a lot of things. 
“I don’t need friends.” Even she knows her words sound hollow.
“Then what do you need?”
“A future.”
Curiosity slips back into his voice. “What do you mean?” 
“Something to do with my life. I can’t figure it out, you know? Clock is ticking. I’ve gotta do something.”
“Well, you’re only a junior,” he says, glancing at the sheet below him. Wrinkles form in his forehead as his eyes dart across the page, and she knows exactly what he’s noticing there. Her stomach turns as he glances up. “It says here that you’re eighteen. Were you held back a grade?”
Her heart races. She hunkers into her seat, wishing the room away. It won’t budge.
“Yeah, uh, I was.” Her throat feels thick, and a sliver of pain worms its way into the back of her head. “I got held back.”
“Which grade?”
Her whole body tenses. I can’t think about this, I really can’t. Even after all this time, simply cannot. “Second grade?” Her voice rises with the obvious lie, but he doesn’t seem to notice. 
“Everlyene,” he says softly, “I’m going to ask a personal question but don’t feel compelled to say anything if you don’t want to.”
Oh god, not this. I’m not ready for this. Not now. Not here. Her heart pounds. He draws in a deep breath, as if he’s stolen what little air she has left and plans on holding it hostage. “Everlyene, have you ever struggled with depression?”
She loudly exhales and laughs almost manically. “You’re kidding, right?”
“No,” he says stoically.
“I am not depressed.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because I’m here, right? Depressed people can’t get out of bed or deal with their life. They hurt themselves. I don’t have that problem.”
“Depression can present itself in many forms.” He manages to sound genuine, not preachy like the other counselors she’d been forced to interact with over the years. “Anger, anxiety, self-destructive tendencies… all of these can be symptoms of a greater problem.”
“No. I’m not going to discuss this with you. We’re done. I’m not depressed.” Verbalizing her anger releases some of the pressure threatening her brain.
He holds up his hands in defeat. “I understand.” He shuffles through some papers on his desk, then picks them back up and pats them straight. VeVe waits for the verdict. “Well,” he says, “you reacted aggressively to a tough situation today and that wasn’t okay. However, you didn’t act out physically, so that’s good. Regardless, the school policy on bullying here is strictly zero tolerance.”
She opens her mouth to protest but immediately clamps it shut. Her blood boils. Bullying? In what world am I the bully and Cherrie is the real victim? She inhales sharply, taking a breath to cool her nerves.
“Normally, I would recommend detention. Between you and me, this seems like a case of emotions running high and words slipping through the cracks. Nothing a counseling session can’t address.” He smirks in a clever, self-deprecating way. “I guess you just wanted to meet the new school counselor, eh?”
“Assistant counselor.”
He laughs a little, a glib chuckle that has the corners of her lips twitching in amusement despite her best efforts to remain stoic.
“Really?” she asks. “That’s it?”
“Yeah. Go before I change my mind.” He motions to the door with a nod of his head. “Just be smart, all right? Next time I won’t go so easy on you. Weekly sessions aren’t for the faint of heart.”
VeVe considers the pros and cons of talking with him every week in this dingy room. No, thank you.
“Just be good,” he continues. “Don’t let them get you down.”
“Thanks.” The word slips out before she can stop it, taking them both by surprise. The rueful expression on his face softens. 
“Sure. Anytime.” 
Finally free, VeVe stands and grabs her backpack. As she starts heading down the hall, he calls after her. 
“Oh, and Everlyene?”
“Yeah?” What now?
“Try to find those friends. The real ones. The good ones.” She looks away, but he keeps talking. “They might help keep you out of trouble in the future.”
As she walks away without answering him, her head spins long after the door shuts. It’s been a while since she’s been able to talk to anyone who had any sort of intelligence in their brain. Regardless, there is no way she could ever tell him the truth. Not about the migraines that quickly go away every time she lets off some steam. Not about how the anger is an outlet to all the pain that keeps pressing against her brain. 
Despite all the regret she might feel afterward, letting the anger flow is the only pain relief she’s found thus far. No one would understand that type of pain and the relief system she’s put into play. All anyone sees is the fire that is ready to explode at the drop of a hat. People either fear her or envy her for the way she can command a room the moment she stands to her feet. It’s really the only power she has in this prison. That and her fashion sense that sets off trends in every direction. 
Walking down the hallway back to class, the murmuring of each boring teacher conducting boring lessons echoes in her ears. It’s all a blur as her brain works hard to press out the sounds. The more noise surrounding her, the more the pain seems to build up. The only sanctuary she has are good distractions and the peace of her bedroom. She counts the hours until she is released from this place and able to make her way back home on the bus. 
As she approaches her classroom, a quick thought crosses her mind. It’s time to put on a show, time to appear confident and put together. The meeting with the new assistant counselor shouldn’t have had such an effect on her, but it has. For the briefest moment, she thought she would be able to talk to someone who might understand. But it’s a fleeting thought. Her anger returns and the pain eases enough to prepare for the next act in the play. 
But as she reaches for the door handle, a last thought occurs to her. There are going to be two people in this classroom who she won’t be able to ignore. Two people she once trusted with all of her heart. The type of friends anyone would die for. The type of friends she wishes she could have in Angel and Cierra. Is there any possible future now that Angel is back in town? Is there any way to reunite the connection we used to have? She sighs, thinking it would take a miracle to get that relationship back.



Chapter Ten
CIERRA

Guilt weighs heavy on Cierra’s shoulders after the incident in the lunchroom. She tries to keep her eyes on the board, focusing on the history notes that Mr. Donahue expects his students to memorize for the next day’s quiz. His voice is a dull intonation, pushing her towards sleep. Of course, the drama would have happened at lunch, right before the class that VeVe and I share, when I’m at my most vulnerable.
Her gaze keeps wandering back to the door, wondering when her former friend will finally join class. I hope that she won’t get in too much trouble, Cierra bemoans to herself. Just in case she doesn’t make it back, she decides to take down two copies of the notes—one for each of them. It’s the least she can do, even if she can’t imagine walking up and speaking to her. Although she and Angel haven’t spoken since middle school either, she’s at least been away. They can blame their estrangement on the distance. Nevertheless, Cierra feels the girl’s eyes on her back every now and then. 
The door creaks open, admitting VeVe with her usual grace and witty smile as if she’d only been passing the first half of the class in the hallway. She keeps the smile carefully pasted on when Mr. Donahue stops, glares at her, then continues lecturing. Whispers spread through the room in her wake, but when it comes to VeVe, that’s nothing new. She takes it in stride and sits in her usual spot, looking particularly graceful in her jeans and billowy peasant shirt. 
Cierra can’t help but think they are in completely different leagues when it comes to social status. Yet, unlike the rest of the class, I know that her life is far from perfect, she admits to herself. VeVe hides well behind a mask of style, but I can see the hidden strain in her gaze. 
“And so,” Mr. Donahue says, cutting through the din with a clap of his hands, “we will begin our group projects on Women in History this week. Today will be our first group day together, but it will largely require work outside of class.”
A collective groan rings through the classroom. 
“Yes, yes,” he says, waving it off. “You can’t understand why I would punish you so harshly. Women in History. Make it fascinating, and it won’t even feel like work. You might enjoy it. The group size will be three people each.” 
Chairs grate against the tile floor as students prepare to clump with their friends, but Mr. Donahue’s dreary voice stops them. “Ah-ah. No. You don’t get to choose your partners. This is not my first year of teaching. I’ve already assigned your groups.” 
Another groan echoes across the space. 
Unlike some, Cierra is relieved. It saves her from having to find a “friend” in class to work with. Mr. Donahue whips out a piece of paper from a folder on his desk and reads it out loud. A pit of panic starts to build in Cierra’s gut as she listens. “Group six,” he intones, “Cierra Jones, Everlyene Glades... Oh, and our new student, Angelica Rose Emmerson—why don’t you join them?” 
All three girls blink. What could possibly be the chances? 
In shock, Cierra stares at the linoleum desktop, every muscle tense. Just moments ago, she wasn’t sure she could talk to VeVe, and now she has to work with her? Her heart races in her chest. This can’t be happening. 
The whole classroom joins in a dejected sigh once he finishes announcing names. Mr. Donahue ignores it as he rattles off the rest of his instructions, but Cierra doesn’t hear them through her anxiety-ridden haze. Biting the bullet, VeVe stands and walks to her desk, looming over Cierra like an extremely intimidating specter. “Let’s get this over with,” she mutters, her face taking on an expression that manages to be both bored and annoyed at the same time.
The desks around them clear as other groups form. Shyly, Angel slips quietly into the desk next to Cierra’s, but doesn’t try to pull it any closer. Stealing a peak in her periphery, Cierra barely recognizes her aside from the bright red hair resting on her shoulder. Her simple sweater and skirt combination is understated but classy. It looks like her time abroad treated her well.
Copies of a rubric for the group project falls onto the desk and Cierra straightens up. Good. A goal. Perhaps we can divvy up the responsibilities and not have to talk to each other. Group work is notoriously inefficient anyway. 
“Okay,” she starts without looking at the two of them. “The requirements state that we have to study the economic impact on women during WWII and present our findings in essay, chart, and visual formats. Seems easy enough.” 
VeVe snorts, her body draped over one of the desks. Cierra dares a quick look at her but then returns her eyes to the paper. There’s something oddly alluring about VeVe, Cierra thinks to herself. Her elegance and arrogance act as a beautiful contradiction. Even I can’t seem to look away from her sometimes.
“So, I guess we can each pick a medium and just... throw it together,” Cierra finally says, pulling herself from thoughts of her former friend. “We don’t necessarily have to do the work together.”
Angel nods, winding a crimson lock around her finger. “If you think that’s best.” Disappointment coats her voice, and Cierra wonders if perhaps she misses their friendship too. She almost says something encouraging. Afterall, she’s missed Angel and still doesn’t even know why she left in the first place. 
Before she can open her mouth, VeVe pulls her shoulders back and speaks first. “Fine. Whatever. Just make the assignments.” Her voice is cutting, causing Cierra’s anger to rise.
“I’m not going to assign it out.” She bristles at the demand. “Which part do you want?”
“None of it,” she mutters, and Cierra can’t help but notice that something about her has changed. She seems jaded, cruel. The complete opposite of the person she was in middle school, the jokester who would defend her from bullies. 
“I can already hear all of you conspiring against the rubric,” Mr. Donahue chimes. “I want this to be a group effort. No splitting off and doing it on your own and then putting it together for the presentation. I want collaborative proof that your groups have all worked together. It is a group project.”
VeVe growls under her breath, voicing her complaint with the entire ordeal. In any other group she could have convinced her other group members to do the work for her and they would have listened. In this group setting, she was being forced to do something the three of them were convinced would never happen again—actually talking to one another. More so, having to work together toward a common goal: passing history class. 
“Looks like that plan’s out.” Angel shrugs, leaning in. “We’ll have to get together outside of class.”
“Yeah,” Cierra drawls, unconvinced. 
A long silence swells between them. When no one else speaks, Cierra finally sighs, resentful that she always has to take the lead. For some reason, people listen to her, but having people do what she says makes her feel uncomfortable. “Fine. Angel, I assume you still love to write? Do you want to take lead on the essay part?” 
She responds with a bright smile, and Cierra manages to return one of her own. 
“Perfect. I prefer analytics, so I’ll take on the chart. And VeVe, you can focus on the visual aspect. You’ve always been so creative.” To her surprise, VeVe’s gloomy façade breaks with a small grin. It’s a start to something, I guess. “The instructions are listed on the paper.” 
With the assignments doled out, Cierra realizes they still need to figure out how to make it a collaborative effort. She crinkles her nose at the thought. She likes being the wallflower no one notices. It was easier when she would spend more days at the hospital than in school. No one noticed. But now she’s calling all the shots just to make this work out. She doesn’t like it one bit, despite the glimmer of hope she feels spreading through her body at the idea of having real friends again. 
“Right,” she says. “And I guess we can meet up at my place.” Cierra wracks her brain to remember her own schedule, unable to find any excuses. Her aunt and uncle would be away for the night, and her appointment at the hospital won’t take that long. They likely wouldn’t have any answers for her today anyway, so she’ll be able to get home well before the others do.  “Tonight?”
“Great.” Ending the discussion, VeVe shoots to her feet, grabbing a copy of the rubric off the desk she’d been sitting in. “I’ll find some pictures and bring them along.”
“But you don’t even know what we need pictures o—”
VeVe is already gone, the heels of her leather boots banging rhythmically on the floor. She sinks back into her own desk, digs into her bag, and applies a fresh layer of bright purple lipstick. 
Following suit, Angel stands, sliding out of her chair with a strained smile. She doesn’t say anything as she disappears to the other side of the room, far from any other student. Mr. Donahue glares at the disruption, but they ignore him, each in their own individual bubbles. Cierra flips open her textbook, needing to keep her mind occupied. She’s determined to find something in the history book that will be easy for their group to follow. 
With both gone to opposite sides of the room, Cierra feels as though she can breathe freely again. It’s hard to think that in a few hours her two oldest friends are going to be back in her space, like old times. For a moment, it’s like there is hope in her soul for the first time in years. 


































Chapter Eleven
WYMOND
There is nothing special about the Tanner Enterprises building. The tall behemoth of glass and steel looks like any other skyscraper in any other city in any other part of the world. It is so completely banal it’s almost a parody of itself. And Wymond is sure that's exactly how Mr. Tanner likes it. He know every inch of the building by heart, from the public schematics on record with the city to the confidential schematics that contain all the little nooks and crannies the city doesn’t need to know about. He could walk the whole place blindfolded if he wanted, and honestly, most floors are just as boring as the façade. 
	But the dormitory floors? Those are home.  
	The five highest floors of the building are the only ones listed officially as private apartments. One is rather legitimate—a series of rooms for visiting guests, executives, or even local employees who need to stay close to the office for one reason or another. The top most floor is a privately owned penthouse with a “tenant” who rotates every few years. Really, it’s Tanner’s home away from home or as a more casual ACS meeting place. 
	The other three floors are for the most part off the books, as it were. Registered as maintenance floors, one is a full combat gym, complete with a locker room, endless pool, and a sauna. Another is equipment, surveillance, and a few on site detention cells. And right above that the dormitories for Tanner’s most trusted security personnel. This of course includes his elite unit, as well as the two units ranked below them. Each team gets their own communal bunk room, and they share a rec space and dining area. It's rare they are all in the city at the same time, but even when they are, there is plenty of space for all fifteen of them.
	It’s just Wymond’s team in the dorms tonight. They are in a rare form, for once changing from their civilian clothing into something other than tactical gear. It feels strange to be in anything but his normal uniforms and gear. It’s better to be ready for any situation than to be dressed up for such an unpleasant, boring occasion. 
	“How am I supposed to fit both pistols under this tiny bolero?”
	Okay, they’ll still be wearing some tactical gear.
	He looks up from fiddling with his viridian-green necktie to see Rue glaring at the slinky dress and wrap that had been left for her to change into. It was a far cry from her usual fitted tank tops and belted cargo pants. 
	Merold pauses, tying his shoelaces and eyes the fabric of the gown suspiciously. “I honestly don’t even know how you are going to hide more than a knife on your thigh. Why did they give you something so impractical?”
	Aspen swoops in from the side, running a hand through his tousled blonde hair. He waggles his eyebrows, giving his teammate a mischievous grin. Wymond step in as he opens his mouth, stopping him before he can say something that will get him maimed. “Look in the garment bag under it. I told them to give you options.” 
	Giving him a wary look, Rue takes the garment bag to one of the changing areas for some privacy.
Wymond finishes looping his tie in place finally and smooth out his hair in the mirror. It’s important they look their best tonight, sure, but more important that they be on their game. Events like this can be a crapshoot. Most of the time, you either spend the night sneaking a few glasses of champagne and a platter of canapes, or you break up a drunken brawl, hopefully not instigated by your coworkers or colleagues. But once in a while, all hell breaks loose. It’s been a while since one of those. Let’s hope they aren’t due.
He steal a glance in the mirror at Jared. He’s been quiet in comparison to everyone else. “Feeling excited for your first fancy party?” He calls out to him. 
He looks up. The navy blue of his suit is striking against his short reddish hair. “More or less. Not sure why they need us there though—isn’t regular security enough for a bunch of Richie Riches lording it up at the Club House?” He doesn’t look excited, not that Wymond really is either. They all hate these things.
“Tanner likes to have at least one of the elite teams incognito at these things. In case something... unusual happens,” He reply, making a few final adjustments to the fit of his sleeves.
“This is much better.” Rue sounds relieved as he turn around. She’s wearing a perfectly tailored black tuxedo-style jacket and pencil-thin black trousers. The neck of her white shirt is a low V-shape, giving the masculine look a feminine touch. Modelling the new outfit for them, she opens the jacket, revealing large handguns tucked into holsters on either side. Aspen whistles in appreciation, and Merold nods. 
“Thank you, Captain,” she says to him with a smile of true appreciation.
“Don’t mention it. I knew they would screw up your style. I’ll make a note for the future so it doesn’t happen again.” He’s the leader; he have to watch out for his team. Even when it comes to the little things. 
Someone raps at the dormitory door, then opens it without waiting for a response. Mr. Tanner, dressed in a suit that likely costs more than half the armory. 
“Attention!” Merold barks on cue.
They all stand stick straight, hands clasped behind their backs as per protocol. The motion is wired into his mind, along with his team. They’re ready at a second’s notice, their full attention on their employer. They’re ready to hear the next orders and fulfil them perfectly. That’s what makes him and this team the top elite. 
Mr. Tanner takes a moment to glance over them appraisingly, then smiles. “Looking good, team. Make us proud out there tonight. At ease, soldiers.” Mr. Tanner’s voice is jovial, even if his eyes remain hard. The rest of the team relaxes, returning to their preparations. Wymond makes his way across the room and shake Mr. Tanner’s hand. He holds onto him a moment longer, pulling Wymond close. “A word, Captain?”
“Of course,” he reply. Wymond follows him out into the hall, and they walk a few steps from the doorway.
“It’s good to have you back, son.” Mr. Tanner’s voice is warm as he uses the familiar epithet with him. In many ways, he’s been like a father to him. It warms his heart a bit to know the feeling is mutual. It gives him hope that all his hard work and effort is paying off if he still have his praises. 
“It’s good to be back, sir.”
“The team ready to be on their toes tonight?”
“As always, sir.”
“Even the new one? What’s his name?”
“Jared? Yes, sir. A little miffed about getting dressed up maybe, but no concerns regarding his professionalism or capability for the job.”
“Good.” Mr. Tanner looks thoughtful, as if debating something.
“Is that all, sir?” Wymond ask, knowing it is not.
He grunts, acquiescing. “Just a heads up. Beta Team will be moving the girl to my primary residence tonight while everyone is out of the house.”
Wymond keep the look of surprise off his face. “Elizabeth, sir? May I ask why?”
“Unlike many in my employ, yes, you may.” He clasps him on the shoulder. “I’d like to give her some... personal attention. It’s clear she knows more than she’s letting on. I trust all will go smoothly, but I wanted you to be aware, just in case.” He looks into his eyes, searching for... for something. He don’t know what.
“Understood, sir. Thank you for letting me know.”
His mouth forms a smile. Whatever he was looking for, Wymond guesses he found. Mr. Tanner uses the hand on his shoulder to steer him around, and they walk back to the dormitory. “Keep an eye on Tasha tonight. Don’t let her sneak off like she does, please.” The tone of his voice makes it clear that this is more a personal favor more than an order, but from Mr. Tanner, both are about the same. 
“Yes, sir. I’ll do my best.”
With a nod, he’s on his way to the elevators. When he’s out of sight, Wymond let out the breath he’s been holding and slump against the door frame. 
Of course, he had to mention Tasha. 
Wymond know this party is technically for her, and he knows how much she hates it. Personally, what he hate most is how much they are keeping from her. Her father is jockeying her into position to play an important role, he know that much. But all she knows is that she’s being paraded around like a trophy or a prized poodle. She doesn’t know Mr. Tanner’s greater plan for her. She doesn’t know she’s just a chess piece being moved around the board. But isn’t that what they all are, in the end? Pawn or king, it’s the player who makes the choices. The best they can hope for is that when the game is done, they’ll be left to their own devices. 
Wymond takes a deep breath and return to his team. They have a party to protect. There is a job to be done and he can’t have his mind not in the game. He focus on each member of his team, knowing that he can trust them fully. They will follow his orders without a second thought. He will need them all focused on the goal tonight. Protect Tasha, protect her family, and hope that one day it will all be over. 
As soon as everyone is dressed and completely armed, ready for any situation, he give the order and they’re all filing out of the room. Taking the elevator to the main floor, he keep his mind focused on tonight’s mission. He’s been on plenty before, having proved by worth to Mr. Tanner. And though tonight is going to be much more causal, he don’t let up. There is no point slacking off now when anything can happen. 
When the doors open, they file out as a team. They keep focused on the next action step, getting outside and to the waiting van that will take them to the Club House. Even though he’ve been working for the Tanner family for years, having been practically raised by Mr. Tanner and developing the same ideologies for the future, there is something about dressing up and pretending that always gets underneath his nerves. 
There is so much about this world that most people don’t understand. The three realms that exist and the people that walk this earth that have hidden powers. His job is to one day bring freedom to hundreds of people who have had their powers taken away from them, being separated from their families and never being able to return. A sting of anger runs through his body as he remember the reasons why he’s doing this. Why he keeps his mouth shut around Tasha. 
As they get into the van and he pull the door closed, nodding to the driver to get going, Wymond can’t help but think of the girl that has grown into a woman. Seeing her at the café early comes back into his mind. The only reason he suggested to Aspen we stop is because he had recognized her car and knew that she was there. Despite being away on missions, having been away to college from her perspective, he’ve always worked hard to know how she was doing and her new routines. 
Despite what she might think, her father is training her for the next stage of her life. She might think she’s being paraded in front of rich people for her father’s reputation, but it goes much further than that. She has been chosen for a great purpose that will set so many people free. Power will finally return to the earth, and there won’t be an Organization left that will be able to stop what’s about to happen next. 
And then, perhaps when it’s all over and the war has come to an end, maybe then he’ll be able to ensure a better future for Tasha. Not just as her guardian. But someone she could really trust to be herself with completely. That is the real hope that he’s fighting for. To make it to that point, he’ll have to fulfill every wish of Mr. Tanner till it’s all over.















Chapter Twelve
TASHA
All things considered, it is not a surprise that Tasha dreads the end of the school day. Most people her age can’t wait to leave after a long day of social drama and self-important teachers. And when she has the chance to hang out with friends or spend the night at Cherrie’s house, then she can’t wait until the end of the school day either. But today—today she knows it will be exceptionally bad.
Come home after school. RIGHT after school, the text from her mother read.
She loathes these demands. The only texts that could rival them are the ones that mention her father’s anger. Those are terrifying. Those make her question returning home at all, if she had any hope of staying hidden. Her father and his cronies would find her and there’d be hell to pay.  
Hatred or no, she pulls into the driveway anyway. What other choice does she have? There is no escape. She ponders sitting quietly in her car forever, but her mother knows that she’s home by now. She always knows, and if she doesn’t know, then Elvira will tell her, and she won’t hear the end of it. They don't often notice her, but when they do, she can’t get away from them. 
She closes her eyes for a moment. At least I’ll see Wymond tonight. Tasha smiles as she thinks about him. Aside from Cherrie, he’s her closest friend. Everything's better with him around, filling life with special, private moments that make her not feel so alone. He’s back from college, finally. That means he’ll be around more. Hopefully. 
Time to face the music. Tasha dashes up the central steps to avoid Mother. Back and forth. Bedroom to the garage and vice versa. It’s the only running her time on the treadmill trains her for. She makes it all the way to her room and throws her backpack on the bed, sighing with relief. Her room is her sanctuary, decorated to transport her into another world, another galaxy. Black walls and bright bursts of color cheer her on, and she gazes at the star decals on the ceiling and makes a wish. “Please let her forget me today,” she whispers.
She unzips her backpack and starts setting things up on her silver desk, ruined by poems and bits of stories penned into it. She knows her room would paint her as weird to anyone at school, so she doesn’t let them in. Only Cherrie knows the truth. She has seen the insides of her soul and knows how much she wishes she could just be a writer, a name on a page telling stories that transport her far away from here.  
“It’s about time you got here.”
Tasha turns to see Mother barging into the room, dressed over the top in a silver gown that makes her look more like a gaudy diamond than a suburban housewife. Her hair is swept up in a perfect bun, her blue eyes made colder somehow by the aquamarine necklace gracing her pale neck. Tasha hates everything that attire signifies.
She has a swaddle of green clothe draped over one arm, and she gives the cupcake dress she’d had hung on the door the night before an appraising look before dismissing it. She shakes her head in disgust at the state of the room but doesn’t stop, striding in and laying the new dress across the foot of the bed and its starry sky bedspread. Tasha is surprised how gorgeous the gown is, embroidered with delicate gold and silver flowers about the waist. 
She doesn’t want anything to do with it.
“What about the other one?” Tasha asks, not really expecting an answer. 
“Father says it is too prom-like. He said this was more regal, more appropriate.” She looks between the two, obviously not sure if she agrees. Her head snaps back to Tasha. “Get ready. We’re leaving for the Country Club in an hour.”
“An hour?” Great. The Club. A place I hate going to even more than home. “It’s my party; can’t I arrive fashionably late?”
Her nostrils flare. “While the party may be in your honor, it is most certainly not your party, nor is it about you. This is all about presenting you to the right people, inaugurating you into the right social circles. You will look your best. You will do as you're told. And you will most certainly not upset your father or any of his important guests with your poor attitude.”
Tasha rolls her eyes, the greatest feat of rebellion she dares to risk. When she was young, she loved the pageantry of these extravagant events. She felt privileged when she was finally able to dress up like Mother and allowed to join instead of being left behind with the nanny once again. Now, these parties are just heavy with expectation and duty. She’s a trophy, to be paraded in front of old, rich men. She hates that her parents insist she be involved in this gross dog-and-pony show tradition. 
“Why in the world would this event be scheduled for a school night anyway? Isn’t my education important?” she protests, aware of the irony in the child reminding the parent of such things.  “And I have a lot of homework to do. Projects to catch up on because of all the class time I’ve already missed for this year’s circuit of pointless gatherings.” 
“And?” She looks at her daughter condescendingly, irritated that she’d even consider school important. “Your father planned this around the schedules of his guests. You are not only expected, you are required.”
Of course. And that’s the end of it, isn’t it? What Father says always goes, as if they were living in some past century where women’s voices don’t matter. Or maybe it’s just my voice that has been muted. No matter what she says or does, there is no way out of this event. She might be their daughter, but she is more importantly a show piece to be presented to their friends and associates. 
“Get ready. Hair stylist will be here in twenty minutes.” She leaves the room, slamming the door behind her. 
Tasha hops into the shower before throwing herself into the same makeup routine she’s been instructed to perform time and time again. The events are happening more and more often lately, and she has no idea why. It’s almost as if they are gearing up to something big, but she has no idea what that could be. All she gets are instructions: Speak when spoken to. At least look interested in the conversations. Smile. Always smile. 
Tasha is sick of smiling. She’s tired of being kept up late to make conversation with people she doesn’t even know or will ever care about. Something she doesn’t understand is on her shoulders, and it must be more than just getting ready to turn eighteen. This can’t be what my future looks like. Surely there has to be a way out as soon as I’m old enough to legally leave forever? 
With all the secrets circling lately, she’d prefer it all to be over or for her to just be left alone. She realizes that makes her almost as bad as Everlyene, too good for everyone around her. And that girl thinks she has problems. As if.
Despite all the secrets woven around her existence, Tasha can’t help but think about the future. To a life beyond appeasing her father and making him look good in front of his rich friends. Running away isn’t an option, so the idea of college is the only freedom available. There she could study writing and literature. She could become the author she’s always dreamed of becoming. 
Her daydreams are shattered as the hairdresser arrives. Tasha slips into the green gown and sits patiently while her hair is pulled, brushed, and styled. She can barely recognize the woman in the mirror when it's through. Earrings and necklace are picked out to match the gown she already feels uncomfortable in. Not that she’d ever say that to her mother. Beauty is pain is her mantra.
“You look like a princess with that hair and gown. What a special night this must be for you,” the hairdresser says, trying to make small talk. Her makeup is caked on thick in an effort to hide her age. 
She looks fake, Tasha thinks to herself, wondering why her mother would have hired her. Pushing the remark aside, she returns the smile through the mirror.  “Yes, what a special night.” Her voice is rehearsed, politeness practiced. “Thank you for doing my hair.” 
“It’s my honor, sweetie,” she replies, adding another layer of hairspray to her thick hair. She’ll be able to dance all night and her curls will stay as perfect as they are now, framing her face and running down her back. She’s the perfect picture of wealth and beauty. And she would trade it all to be a normal girl with plenty of choices for her future. 
Hair styled, all that is left is the application of a carefully chosen perfume. The sickening smell makes the thought of crawling into bed far too tempting. If I never come out of my room, what would really happen? All the possibilities run through her mind, coaxing Tasha out of the room and into the hallway. A bodyguard is waiting to lead her to the front door. 
A sign that there is no going back. 

***
Located out in the middle of its own secluded, private game hunting grounds, the Country Club isn’t the average event hall. The massive estate is a miniature European castle, the outermost walls built from gray granite with a flawlessly manicured garden leading up to its entrance. In preparation for the night’s festivities, gold lights splash against its pillared façade, washing over people who look like princes and princesses as they walk up to the entrance. 
There was a time Tasha might have been impressed, but not anymore. Butlers stand at attention as they almost always do, and she’s over it. If royalty ever lived in the castle, they certainly would have been cruel. They always are. Tasha rolls her eyes, wishing the night would end before it even begins.
Tasha’s father, Jefferson Tanner, steps out as the door is opened for him by a stiff man in coat and tails. Her mother, Natalie, follows a half step behind. Ever the dutiful daughter, Tasha trails behind them, smiling at each fake person who looks their way, treating their arrival as if they are royalty themselves. 
“Good evening!” An older gentleman steps forward, shaking hands with Mr. Tanner as his wife gives a fake hug to Mrs. Tanner. “And who do we have here?” he asks, turning his attention to Tasha. His eyes scurry over her from head to toe, lingering on all the inappropriate places. Her chest tightens with rage as she’s treated like cattle. She resists the urge to punch him and fantasizes about staging a mutiny on the castle, claiming it as her own to be shared only with Cherrie and Wymond.
“This my daughter, Tasjalyn,” Mr. Tanner says with pride. He basks in the attention, regardless of the giver. Tasha steps forward and shakes the man’s clammy, wrinkled hand. He holds on a bit longer than necessary. 
“It is an honor to meet you,” he says. “I’ve heard so much about you.” 
People have always “heard so much” about Tasha. They know everything even before she’s introduced, at least the version her parents have carefully constructed. She finds it funny, the way they talk about her so much to others but hardly talk to her alone when she’s home.  They never give the same compliments, the same accolades as when they’re all in public. Tasha is no more than an antique doll or a prized horse to be taken out, paraded around, then put back on the shelf or in the stable until they need a prop, a conversation piece once again. 
“The honor is mine,” Tasha lies.
 	Finally, they make their way into the actual palace. Crystal chandeliers light up the ballroom as people dance to a full orchestra, eat fancy foods served on fine china, and whisper behind the backs of their fellow guests. Snow-white walls absorb filthy lies. Everyone is stunning, but not beautiful. Tasha is introduced to more of the same, one after another, and she tries to sound convincingly polite.
Once Mr. Tanner is done introducing her to what seems like the entire guest list, Tasha is ignored again. He’s done his part, pretending he cares just long enough to make a good impression. Tasha scurries away to the empty patio, where a table of unattended drinks and finger foods await her. She’s so eager to leave that she almost bumps into someone coming in. 
“Tasha!” Wymond’s smile is stunning. Despite only just seeing him this morning, Tasha is reminded of just how long it’s been since he left. “Going somewhere?”
She can’t help but smile. “Depends. How’s that food out there?” 
Before he answers, she sidesteps him into the cool night air. Lights are strung through the branches of the trees. A stone fountain filled with dyed purple water bubbles nearby. Flowers reach out for their attention as fireflies watch quietly. He follows, and her breath hitches slightly, knowing he’s chosen to be with her over any of his other friends. She looks over as he approaches. More than anything, she wants to wrap her arms around him, assuring herself he’s really there, but she resists the urge. It would be inappropriate. 
“You clean up nicely, don’t you?” she teases instead, taking note of his finely tailored dark gray suit. She grabs a flute of champagne and takes a sip. Wymond raises his eyebrow but doesn’t say anything. If my parents want me to act the adult, I should be able to drink like one too. 
“You aren’t the only one who has their outfits lined up for them.” He takes his own flute from the tray, and they share a moment of silence before Tasha can’t hold herself in any longer.
“So where have you been? What have you been doing? How long are you back?” She is talking too fast. She fears that her words betray just how much she’s missed him, how much it hurt that he went away. That he left, without her.
“I know I’ve been out of communication. I’m sorry. The university hasn’t exactly been a cake walk, as much as Mr. Tanner seems to think I should skate by. That and his errands have kept me busy lately. You know how it is. Plus…” His hands reach toward hers, then stop and return to his sides. He shrugs, and Tasha thinks she understands his meaning.
“I should get back to the main hall,” she says as he steps closer. 
“Should you?” he asks, tilting his head. “I think you should take a little breather before you go back. Spend a little time with me. Like you said, we haven’t seen each other lately. I think we’re due for a reunion.” 
Tasha weighs the potential danger of the offer. She knows she has feelings for him, but does he have those same feelings back? She can only guess. Hope. “I don’t know…” She looks away, intent on resisting the invitation. 
He answers by taking her hand gently in his. “Come on,” he says. “Let me show you something. It’s beautiful; you’ll love it.” 
She almost asks what he means by beautiful. Is it true beauty? Or the fake beauty these people think they’re soaked in? But she doesn’t have to ask. She knows instinctively which he means. 
Wymond leads Tasha off the patio and onto the slightly damp grass, her heels threatening to sink down deep. There is a door there she’s never seen before. It’s simpler, plainer than anything else at the Club. He opens it and reveals a stone staircase that leads into darkness. 
“Trust me,” he says. He brings a flash of magical fire to the fingertips that aren’t holding mine. She looks at him with awe, at his beauty and power. Yes, she thinks, I trust you. She follows him up the stairs until the doorway opens up onto the rooftop. Vines grow along the edges of the stone that protects them from tumbling to the ground. Stars, unobstructed, shine overhead. From up here Tasha can see the true beauty of the property that doesn’t lie in the gaudy dresses and jewels but rather in the gardens and wild landscape that stretch forever underneath the trees. 
She turns to Wymond, her voice hushed out of respect for the sanctuary he has brought her to. “It’s beautiful.”
He smiles. “I knew you’d love it. You deserve it with everything going on. I have thought about you a lot, you know. How have you been?”
“I’ve been…” The usual answers pop into her head. The ones she’d normally give anyone other than Cherrie and Wymond. “I’ve been stressed. I’ve noticed the buzz surrounding everything lately. My parents are expecting more and more out of me. But I’m not privy to any of it, and that’s obnoxious. Even at this ball, there’s so much darkness. Lies. Secrets. I hate it. I just want a different life. A normal life. A life that I can trust.”
“I understand that,” Wymond says, his voice genuine. “It’s nice to have something to fight for, something I believe in. But it’s also nice to take a break. To not have to fight. It’d be nice to just enjoy life, and it must be tougher for you. Being in high school still.”
Tasha laughs bitterly. “If you ask Mother about that, she’ll say it’s not important and maybe it shouldn’t be. But to me, it is. I want to graduate, go to college, and find a job I love. Get married.” She blurts out and blushes. “Have children. Travel the entire world. This world—this realm—they brought me up in.” 
“That sounds incredible.” He looks at her then, and she can see the same dreams playing out in his eyes. “And Tasha, I’ll make sure you get that someday, okay? We’ll get that together. After all this is over, we will make our escape. You won’t be trapped forever. We just have to get through this craziness, and we’ll leave if we have to. We’ll find that peace. It won’t always be like this, I promise.” 
As he touches her hand for a moment, she believes him. She believes that he’ll make it happen. That they’ll make it happen. This won’t last forever. It just can’t.
“Would you like to dance?” he asks. 
Her laughter is more joyful this time. “What do you mean?”
“I know you can hear the music.” He smiles. She can hear it. It’s fainter than it was in the ballroom but still noticeable. It drifts up to the rooftops, and she almost imagines that the castle might favor them, that it knows they’re the only ones who aren’t pretending. “So, will you join me in a dance?”
“We probably shouldn’t.” Tasha doesn’t like dancing. Too often it’s with men who make her cringe as she puts on a show, waiting for the music to come to an end. 
“Why not? A dance can’t cause any harm. I know you want to.”
She’s not so sure that it’s harmless. Not when her heart is already a bit too invested in whatever this is between them. Her resolve, once again, fails. She holds out her hand, and the smile he returns is worth the risk. Wymond leads them in a slow, sweet dance. With each step, they grow closer and closer. There is no cringing. No yearning for the song to be over. In fact, she feels safe in his arms. The loneliness lifts, like a burden she forgets she is always carrying with her.
Everyone else sees a mask, the doll she’s been forged into. Not a living person with any personality, fears, and cares of her own. They see the façade her parents painted her to be. But not Wymond. Since forever, he’s tried to get to know the real Tasha. He’s taken the time to talk to her, make her feel cared about. He’s opened up, even about the little bits he remembers of his family. The things he doesn’t talk about with anyone other than her. With each step, she wants to be even closer, to know even deeper. She wants to travel with him into a world that might be better than this one. She looks up into his eyes, and wonders what his lips would feel like against hers.
“You know I adore you,” he whispers, his voice so faint she isn’t sure he said it at all.
“I adore you too,” she lets the words slip, then breaks the dance. “I should be going.”
“What?” His face twists in confusion. “I’m sorry if I—”
“No.” She shakes her head. “It’s not you, I promise. But you know things are so complicated. Maybe once all this is over…”
“Yeah.” He nods. “Once all this is over…”
She starts walking again, then turns back. “Goodbye. For now.”
“Goodbye.” He smiles a sad smile. “But only for now.”
	She makes her way back down the stairs, through the plain door and out into the night. She carefully walks back over the damp lawn and up onto the patio. Pausing at a plate of food, Tasha fills her belly knowing that it will be some time before she gets the opportunity to eat again. The expensive food is not appealing, but it’s better than nothing. 
	As she listens to the music coming from the ballroom, she can’t help but think of her time at the top of the tower. That moment of safety. Of peace when she always feels like there is roaring chaos on all sides. That is what she wants more of out of life. Not a feeling of dread that seems to loom over head with each minute passing by. 
	The music stops, and she listens to the sound of chatting voices. Fake tones mixed with lying pleasantries. She doesn’t want to go back inside and subjugate herself to the torture of entertaining such words, but if she doesn’t, she’ll have hell to pay later. It’s a party in her honor, after all.  If she doesn’t play the part now, punishment will be the price. 


















Chapter Thirteen
ANGEL
Angel checks her watch, and suddenly realizes she just missed the city bus back to her apartment. It will be another hour until the next one comes, so walking seems like the better option. She doesn’t mind. She’s gotten used to chilly walks after her time in England. It always seemed to be raining there. She hopes the clear air will help give her the space to think without having to interacts with anyone else. Lost in thought, she nearly plows into someone who seems like they must be the only living soul left on campus. 
“Oh!” She says, stopping short. “Sorry, I didn’t—”
She cuts herself off. Ian is standing there, his backpack still strung around his shoulder by a lone strap. “It’s okay,” he says. “At least we’re both still on our feet this time.”
His black locks fall onto his forehead in a mess, unlike the rest of his neatly cut hair. A half-smile plays at the corner of his lips, and for a moment, she wants nothing more than to fall into his dark almond-shaped eyes. That warm, soothing glow that surrounds him draws her in. It’s difficult to resist. What is he doing here so late? she wonders. 
Angel blushes and his gaze falls to the ground with a playful grin in response. He radiates nothing but happiness and genuine kindness. Not something often seen among the catty teenagers that fill every high school. She’s taken off guard and wishes silently that she could tell him how innately she knows she can trust him. I’m sure that would sound very odd, seeing as how we just met this afternoon.
“Actually, I’m glad I ran into you,” he says. “Have you decided who to hire as the photographer yet?”
“Um, no, not yet.” His eyebrows raise in silent question as Angel says the words. The very idea of working beside him intimidates her, even if he is the best of the applicants. 
He shifts two heavy textbooks from one arm to the other. He’s wearing a pair of jeans and his varsity football jacket. “Oh my,” he says quietly before meeting her eyes. “I’m assuming by your awkward silence that I’m not a sure thing?” He shoots her a disarmingly handsome smile.
“Uh...no.”
“Did you see the photos I attached?”
“Uh...yes. They were exceptional,” she admits to her own chagrin. “But you’re...well...you must be very busy, right? Lots of after school activities, sports, etcetera?” She fumbles for an excuse that isn’t just her burgeoning crush. 
He blinks, confused at the comment. “Isn’t everyone busy? Aren’t you?”
“I’m a junior,” she blurts out, instantly regretting it when he laughs. “Seniors have far more to do. I have more time for stuff.”
“So? You’re head of the school newspaper now. That’s awesome, but it’s got to be a lot of work. What makes you think that I can’t handle a similar workload?”
Angel’s traitorous heart starts to flutter. She reaches up and tucks a lock of hair behind her ear. “Listen,” she finally says, “I don’t really know how to go about this, so I’ll just tell you outright. I didn’t choose you because you’re so busy with sports. Sure, I have a lot going on, but nothing that directly interferes with each other like sports would interfere with the paper. We need photographers at sporting events. I’ve done my research. You’re the star quarterback. Colleges are already looking at you. There’s too much going on for you to really focus on the paper and getting better at photography.” She turns her head to the side. “It’s not just enough that you join. I want someone who will put their all into this.” It’s all truth, but a bluff to cover her true feelings, nonetheless.
“You know a lot about me for only being here two days.”
Her legs tingle with the urge to run away, but she forces herself to stand her ground only because the situation concerns the school newspaper. She was trusted with this position. The thought gives her strength. “I need someone who will put journalism first. Someone who lives and breathes it as a passion. I need someone who cares.”
“Like you?”
“Yeah.”
He studies her intent features. “There’s no way you can tell me that the others are taking pictures like mine.”
“Well…no.”
He leans forward, and she catches a hint of his cologne. Something musky and masculine gives her little goose bumps. More than that, his passion radiates off him. Photography is something he truly cares about. It drips from his golden aura in a way Angel has never seen before, in anyone.
“Let me be straight here, Angel,” he says, suddenly stern. “Sports are a risky business. The moment I get a serious enough injury, then I’m out. I can’t bank the rest of my life on a sports career. It simply won’t last.” He sighs, and for a moment, his eyes are distant. “Trust me. My dad reminds me daily. Photography is something that interests me. And I like the idea of having a backup plan, too.”
“Oh. I see.” In that moment, she realizes that he may be just like her, seeking a way out. Maybe he has a crappy relationship with his father, too. Maybe photography is his answer, like journalism is hers. At that moment, Ian is just another guy. Not the star quarterback, and certainly not someone who’s stealing her breath away with only his presence. 
“It’s not just about being an excellent photographer,” he says, inching towards her. She backs up on instinct, wary of having anyone inside of her personal bubble. He follows. Suddenly, her back is against the wall, and she can feel his warm breath on her face. It smells like spearmint, and excitement at having him so close builds inside of her, that golden glow enveloping her like the scent of his cologne. He lowers his textbooks to the ground and leans his arm against the wall, inches from behind her head. 
Angel’s breath hitches, wondering if he’s about to kiss her. Is that what I want? She asks herself. I certainly wouldn’t resist. “No?” she finally asks, her voice tight.
“You know I have power in this school?” The statement is more a fact than a boast. School sports are popular, and so is he. “I can bring new life to this paper.”
She freezes, caught in his crosshairs. If there was anything he could have said to pull her into his camp, benefiting the newspaper was it. Her courage returns, and she leans toward him this time. “How?” she asks.
He grins again. “By making it cool. It’ll only take a few days of me bragging about my shots, reading it, and distributing it to people to get them to pay attention. At first, they might think it’s odd, but then they’ll be intrigued by it. You know I’m right, don’t you? I can get people to read the newspaper if you give me a chance. Together, we can make the paper into something amazing.”
The rich, masculine scent of his clothes has nearly overpowered her. She ducks underneath his arm and backs away, putting some space between them. She sighs. “Fine. You’re on a one-month probation. You’ll have assignments in the next issue that comes out. If subscriptions don’t increase by...fifty percent, I get someone new.”
He hesitates, then laughs. “How can I do that? Aren’t they free?”
She trembles as he catches her bluff. She’d hoped her sharp words would buy her an out, but he knows better than to fall for that.
“You know what,” he says, sticking out his hand, “I’ll double it.”
She stares at him, stunned. Did he forget what he’d just said? Is he playing some kind of game with me? Or is he offering out his hand in this bantering dance of ours, pledging himself as my partner in this journalistic waltz?
Angel studies his hand for a moment, then reaches out and clasps it in a firm grip. His palm is warm, slightly calloused along the ridge near his knuckles, no doubt from his time on the field. A little jolt slips through her when she lets him go. For a long moment, they stare at each other. 
“I need to go,” she admits
“Yeah, me too.” He bends down to grab his books, still smiling. “Be safe.Now that we’re partners, I’m going to be by your side a lot more.. Much like the world, this school can be brutal. So see ya later, GeGe.”
Her heart flutters. No one’s ever given her a nickname before. Without another word, she spins on her heel, shoves through the door of the school, and walks away as fast as she can. She focuses only on her footsteps, taking her farther and farther away from that moment. Her face is hot; She can still feel the blush on her cheeks despite the cold in the air from the winter day. 
	Clutching her things tightly against her chest to prevent another accident, she takes to the sidewalk and starts making her way through town. If she can make it back to the apartment complex before dark, she might be able to make it to her old room before her father even realizes she’s there. She might have survived a whole school day back at Ravenwood, but now the real challenge begins.
	She hasn’t actually spoken to her father in years. Periodic email exchanges are all she had to let her know he was even still alive. Now that she’s back, it’s hard to imagine what is going to happen between them both. The memory of the last time she saw him comes back to her in a jolt, and her entire body stiffens as she makes her way home. Knowing Cierra and VeVe are nearby doesn’t make her feel as safe as it once did. She is all she has as she goes to face her biggest fear. 
***
Angel’s feet echo dully on the staircase as she jogs up to the door of her father’s apartment, her messenger bag bouncing uncomfortably against her hip. Her arms are wrapped around her textbooks so that the shoulder strap doesn’t dig into her flesh. She feels an ache in her gut as she reaches for the doorknob. She can’t put it off any longer – she has to face him. She closes her eyes and opens the door. 
The heavy smell of malt liquor fills the air as she slips inside and silently closes the door behind her. Most of the lights are off. The television flickers from the far corner, casting a harsh glow across the room. The entire apartment is a mess, except the dining room table. There in the center is a store-bought lasagna, half-burnt along one side. Two plates sit on either side, utensils haphazardly spread on the table. Her father Paul is sifting through the fridge with his left hand, balancing on the door with his right. He looks a little off balance. Three years since she’s seen him last, and nothing has changed. He’s drunk.
Angel takes a deep breath through her mouth and starts to move towards her old room, hoping she can get behind the door without provoking a confrontation. 
“Angel!” Paul shouts, something akin to manic excitement in his voice.
She freezes, her limbs tense. When she turns around, his sloppy stare slams into her. Using her gift, she picks up on a mixture of different things in his aura. It’s warm and its cold. Grayish. Nothing is clearly defined, making it all the more unsettling. It’s exactly the same as it was that last night she was here. Distance didn’t change anything at all. He’s not good enough to love and not truly bad enough to hate. There’s something wrong with him, but she knows she can’t trust him enough to have a real relationship with him. He always had his good days and his bad days, and today was definitely bad. I don’t deserve this disaster of a home life, she thinks to herself, resigned to whatever is to come.
“I’m so glad you are here!” His words slur, his breath sour with the smell of cheap liquor. “I need to talk to you,” he says, looking suspiciously toward the windows and doors. “You need to know the truth.”
	“Right. Well, I’m glad to see you too, Dad. Now if you don’t mind, I have homework to—”
	He interrupts. “No. You need to come sit at the table. I made... I made dinner!” He gestures to the sad looking, near inedible dish that was burning marks into the old wooden tabletop. “I want to hear about your first day!”
	He barrels toward the kitchen table like he’s trying to be a normal father. He looks anything but normal. “Did anything strange happen today at school? Anything out of the ordinary?”
Angel blinks at the rapid fire questions. “What?” What kind of life does he think I lead? What is his worried about?  He obviously isn’t asking about grades, the newspaper, my classes.
He grabs a chair and shoves it into the wall, back first. “I’m a good father, and I talk to my daughter, my Angel, after she’s been gone for so long.” He smiles, a scary smile strung together with broken bits and crazy glue. He gestures to the empty chair and backs away from it, eyes intent on his daughter.
“Dad? You’re drunk.” She eyes him warily. She didn’t come home to deal with this again. He’s a wild animal just waiting to pounce. 
“No, I am not.” 
“Yes. You are.”
“No, my Angel.” His eyes darken and so does his aura. The space around him is cold. More than anything, Angel wishes she knew what was going on. He’s desperate for her to understand something, but she doesn’t know what. “I’m not drunk,” he continues. “Don’t you see? I was never drunk. It was all a lie. They did this to me. To us.”
“What are you talking about?” she asks, genuinely trying to understand. If she can just reason with him, things will be better. “Who did what?” 
“Them. The secret organization,” he whispers, his eyes as big as saucers.
“You are not making any sense. What secret organization?” Angel wonders if it’s safe to question his delusions, but she’s tired of feeling in the dark. She wants answers. 
“You don’t believe me?” His anger seems to grow, and the chill radiating off him turns frightening. It’s like black ice. All she can wish is that he’d choose a side. Good or bad. Black or white. Then she could choose if she wants him in her life. Coming home seems more and more like a mistake. But I didn’t have a choice, did I? She had to come home…for some reason. 
“No… Dad, please calm down. I’m just trying to understand. I think that maybe you’re a little confused right now. Perhaps there is no secret organization. Maybe you are mistaken by something else.”
“No, I'm not!” He is bellowing as he picks up the chair closest to him and flings it across the room. A clatter—it hits the wall but doesn’t break. He clenches his fist and paces. His aura flickers wildly. “I will prove it to you, then. It makes sense why it’s hard for you to understand right now, but you’ll see, my Angel. You’ll see. It’ll all make sense then.” 
Angel grips her books, still held to her chest like armor. A long silence stretches through the air. Glass shatters in a nearby unit. When she dares to glance up, Paul is studying her intently. There’s an emptiness in his eyes. He reveals a grin before furrowing his brow, inching closer to the table. 
“School,” he mutters, wiping at the corner of his mouth. “How’s school?”
“Fine.” Angel turns away, ready to dart down the hall to the safety of her room.
“I’m a good father, dammit! Don’t turn away from me! We love each other. You tell me about your first day.” 
He’s propped on the back of the chair with an expectant lean as if his mere presence will coax the answers he deserves. His change of subject is more than worrying. He was never this violent and enraged before. She can only think that something has gotten into him, twisted him into something she doesn’t even recognize anymore. 
“Things are good. I was made president of the school newspaper today,” Angel says, hoping to calm him with exciting news. Maybe she can remind him what normal is. Maybe he’ll remember and change.
“That’s it?” he asks, cocking his head.
“Uh, I like my new teachers?” She doesn’t know which answer might suffice. It’s a terrible game, and she doesn’t know the rules. She feels a fluttering of fear in her stomach.
He grunts. “Good.” He taps the table with his fingers. “Soon as you’re done with school, you’re going to work, get a good job.” He gestures with a wild arm to the apartment. “Help me pay the damn bills for this place already! Where have you been, anyway? Not helping me, that’s for sure.” In one sudden, unexpected movement, he lunges forward and grabs the history textbook from her arms, flinging it against the wall. A loud thud echoes mere feet from her head. As if he needs to throw something, hurt someone, destroy anything to get that monster out of his head. He’s looking for a reason Angel won’t give him.
Instead, she flinches but doesn’t dare leave. She can’t know if he was aiming for her head or not. In this state, it hardly matters.
Not receiving the reaction he was looking for, he grabs another chair and sends it flying after the other one. Pieces of wood splinter as they hit the wall. Angel backs up into a corner, her heart racing like a child again. A fragile, tiny child who will never grow up. Things will never get better, not with her here. She hates how helpless she is under his roof, and immediately, she misses her dorm. She hated it there, but it was better than here. Anywhere is better than here. 
He seems as desperate as she feels, just as helpless and fragile. He’s like a child throwing a temper tantrum, and she still has no idea why. 
“They’re everywhere,” he says. Angel’s heart hardens against the sad, defeated words underneath the rage. He doesn’t have control, and she hates him for it. “We can’t sit down. We can’t rest. They’ll see us. They’ll take you.”
If only, Angels thinks. She wishes someone had taken her away from all this long ago. Sometimes it seems all that’s left for her on this earth is fear and pain. Tears cloud her eyes, and she tries to force them away before he notices.
“Crying?” he bellows, stalking towards her. “You can’t cry! You have to be stronger than that or you’ll never make it! What will you do when they come for you? Huh? You’ll really be crying then.” His face hovers inches away from hers, but she refuses to break her gaze, worried about what might happen if she does. She shrinks under his wild stare, but she doesn’t look away. Could this finally be the time when the mental and emotional abuse takes a physical turn? She doesn’t know what would hurt more. 
He shakes his head. “My mind is not my own,” he says. “My mind is not my own.” 
	He suddenly turns and is out the door, leaving it wide open. For a moment, everything is perfectly still, and then Angel’s body begins to shake. She falls to the floor in a ball, tears stinging her cheeks. She wishes, not for the first time, that she didn’t even exist. She wishes that things would have been born during a different time with parents that truly cared and were there for her.
	Her mind dives into a rage of thoughts. How could she have expected anything different? The chaos that she had escaped was still waiting for her after years overseas. It’s like no matter the amount of time, nothing was going to change between her father and herself. All the hope she’d had that things would be different just leapt out the window, leaving as swiftly as Paul had left the room. 
	It’s hard to wrap her head around the words he’d shouted or his violent actions. There is something wrong with him, clearly, but how can anyone fix someone that is so broken? Does this have to do with my mother or with me? What is driving him to drink so much? What happened to his mind? 
	The part that bothers her the most were his accusations about an organization out to get them. He must be paranoid, unable to make sense of the world. Despite his desire to be a good father, he won’t be anything to Angel if he keeps on drinking. This was no way for her to live, and being only a junior, she had far too long to wait until her freedom. Could she find a new job? A place to live? Should she go back to England? 
	Thoughts of Cierra and VeVe pop into her head. She remembers the group project as she eyes her history book. I have to get my shit together. I have to be stronger than this to go up against my next challenge. She needs to socialize with the girls she once considered her best friends. They can’t see her like this. She has to move, to do something. She can’t ever be scared stiff like this again. 












Chapter Fourteen
MADDALYN
Maddalyn get to the usual meeting place early. She don’t want to know what might happen if she was ever late. The fluorescent lights above her cast sickly shadows over the empty spaces and occasional vehicles. Her training has her body on full alert, waiting, watching every one of the numerous shadows around her. 
	A parking garage. Could this whole thing be any more cliché?
	She lean against the cement pillar, trying to force her tense shoulders to relax. This isn’t the first time she’ve met her informant here. She doubt it will be the last. Meeting anywhere is risky, but she’d done the legwork. This building is as neutral as they come and magic free as recently as an hour ago when she performed the scrying ritual. She check her watch. Her informant should be here any minute.
	As if on cue, a figure dressed in a long mahogany brown trench coat appears around the corner, her long strides covering the short distance in moments. Only her eyes are visible between a broad brimmed maroon fedora and black scarf that wraps around her nose and mouth. Even her hands are covered in scarlet deerskin gloves. Even with all those precautions, she positions herself under the light so that it casts a shadow over her face, masking anything Maddalyn might otherwise be able to make out in the informant’s eyes.
	If she tried, she knows she could uncover her identity. She could track vehicles, compare her stride and height against surveillance video, tackle her right now and rip off her disguise. But that wouldn’t help Maddalyn, not nearly as much as the information she’s been funneling to her. So far, it’s all been accurate. Whoever this woman is, she wants to help the Organization, and her network of spies is just what Maddalyn needs. The less she knows about her, the better. For now.
	“Was the information helpful?” The woman’s voice is low, and she can feel a slight tinge of a spell adjusting her tone as always.
	“The information was good. It’s not your fault no one wants to listen. I need proof.” She is unconcerned with Maddalyn’s oversharing. She knows the stakes as far as Maddalyn can tell.
	The informant sighs. “Proof is costly and often subjective.”
	“Do you have a location?”
	“I do. The Club House. Tonight. The event starts at five, so by six-thirty, half the place will be full of champagne and caviar. Strike then.”
	“Who should I target?”
	“Don’t worry, they’ll make themselves obvious. Ignore any security that looks like security. The actual Elite Team will be undercover. Those are the people you want. Make sure to take them alive. One of them—their leader—will be of particular interest to you.”
	“How so?”
	“Have I disappointed you yet?”
	“Fair enough.”
	The informant turns to walk away.
	“How do I know this isn’t a trap?”
	She looks over her shoulder, her hands deep in the pockets of her coat. “You don’t. But I can assure you, I want to protect the realms as much as you do. Maybe more.” 
	And with that she’s around the corner. After a few minutes, Maddalyn heads out of the garage on foot, walking to her car a few blocks away. She pulls out her cell phone and call the secure number Madam G. had given her earlier.
	“Hector. We move tonight. Gather the team we discussed and meet me in Training Hall B. Do it quietly.”
	His voice on the other line is cool and professional. “I will call it a special class, ma’am. That should be sufficient.”
	“Excellent. See you in twenty minutes.” She climbs into her car and calls her assistant. They’ll need some blueprints.
	Maddalyn is making all sorts of calls as she drives through town, letting the Bluetooth function on her car do most of the work for her. She gather all the supplies she’s going to need while she’s driving, ensuring that it will arrive at the training hall when she do. Maddalyn likes to think that she could trust anyone in the organization, but to be honest, she can only trust a few select with a mission this serious. She wish she could include more people, but everyone just wants a shot at the limelight. 
	Being with the Organization does have its perks. Especially when you’re on top. It’s easier to make decisions when people learn to hear and follow your exact order. It took a lot of effort to get into the position that she is in now, and there are plenty of other people who would like to knock her down off her feet and take over everything that she’ve built up. She have to watch her back even when her mind is focused on winning this war. 
	If the Council wants proof, then that’s what she’ll give them. This group of rebels isn’t acting alone and just on a whim. They might be upset that they don’t have their magic, the terms of coming to live in the earth realm. Or they are learning to get their magic back and is willing to use it against the organization. But there is someone who is pulling all the shots. There is someone working in the shadows, organizing these rebel groups for a secret agenda. 
	If she can lead this team on a successful mission and capture the people that will give them the information she desire, then she will have the proof she need to show the Council that this rebel group is not to be taken lightly. They’ve already made an attempt on capturing Angel this morning, or even worse. That means it is important to stop them before they can continue grow. Who knows just how large their numbers are at the moment?
	All Maddalyn can keep thinking about is protecting the girls. Along with her own daughter, Cherrie. She needs to have a future just as much as the rest of the girls. Maddalyn’d sworn to protect them all, and she’ll do so with everything that she has. This mission cannot fail, and she must get the information she needs to bring down this group once and for all. If not, there is truly no more hope left in the world for complete peace amongst the realms. 
***
	A small group of Guardists are gathered in Maddalyn preferred training hall when she arrive. As part of Madam G’s circle, Hector technically has seniority, but the rest of the group are her personal team. She’ve hand-picked each one for their particular abilities and their loyalty not only to her, but to the cause. She’d trust them with her life. She’d trust them with Cherrie’s life, as a matter of fact. She smiles , knowing them will get this job done.
	As Maddalyn step into the room, the group immediately lines up at full attention. 
	“At ease,” she says, and they relax only slightly, giving her their full attention. “I see Hector has already requested you dress in tactical blacks. Very good.” She turn on the projection screen with the app on her phone and then throw the schematics for the Country Club up for everyone to see. 
	“This is the target location, the Club House. A large A.C.S. event is being held there tonight. We will enter here.” Maddalyn indicate a side entrance with minimal security. “This will be a frontal assault, nonlethal methods only. Disable anyone in guard uniforms. Civilians will likely run—let them. We don’t know enough about them yet. Our targets will be an undercover squad. We need to draw them out, disable them, and take them as prisoners. They will be the proof the Council needs to move forward.”
	Maddalyn answers questions and go over the schematics with the team in more detail. A lot of unknowns in the scenario, and not a lot of time. Luckily, she trust this team to adjust as necessary. 
	Thry move on to equipment. “Tonight, our goal is acquisition, not elimination. I want you all equipped with stun wands and sigil cuffs. Have any of you used grapple grenades in the field before?”
	Hector nods, but the rest of the team shakes their heads. 
	“Hector, please explain their use to the team. We don’t know the capabilities of this elite team, so these will be important pieces of equipment should any of them have access to extraordinary powers.”
	Hector pulls out what looks like a small, angular grenade from his pocket, showing it to the rest of the group. He begins a quick presentation, reviewing how it works. Grapple grenades are a new bit of enchanted equipment they had made as she began to notice more and more empowered individuals in the field. They’ve seen limited field usage, so this will be a good test.
When thrown at the feet of an opponent, it releases a cloud of golden vapor that shrink-wraps to their body, creating a dampening field that will prevent them from accessing any magic—ritual or innate—they might normally be able to use. It’s also horribly uncomfortable, distracting the target for an easier takedown with stun wands. Then all a Guardist needs to do is slap on a pair of sigil cuffs, and the target will be helpless. With any luck, it will be that easy.
They wrap up, and the team heads to the armory. Maddalyn I heads to her office where she’ll monitor the attack through their body cams and radios. She’d rather be there herself, but not today. Tonight, she’ll have to trust her team.
Waiting has never been her strength. She wants to be there with her team, in the thick of the chaos and controlling every action that takes place. She like to see the fear in her enemy’s eyes, seeing how they understand that they’ve been conquered. After all, that’s what she’ve been training years for. That’s why she’s been training the next generation. 
Maddalyn thoughts shift for a moment to Cherrie. She know that a time will come when she will be going on missions as well. She and her friends will get called out to defend the realms, members of each realm working together to overthrow the rebels. She’d like to think that the rebels can be squashed now so that Cherrie never have to feel the heat of battle. But if this mission doesn’t pan out the way she’s hoping, the future of the realms won’t be the only thing that is hanging in the balance. Cherrie’s future is as well.  
She can’t help but tighten her fingers into fists as she sticks glued to her chair, her eyes on the monitors as she listen to the team move out. There is so much riding on this moment that Maddalyn can’t help but feel tense. This is her chance to prove to the council that a real threat is building against the realms and the agreement that has been put into place. That agreement will ensure future peace as long as the Chosen are protected. With so many webs laying on top of each other, this mission needs to succeed. 



Chapter Fifteen
EVERLYENE
“Your school called.”
VeVe’s mother greets her with those terrifying words as soon as she shuts the apartment door behind her. Her mother heads straight for the kitchen to nurse a cup of coffee, her body pressed against the counter. Blonde hair falls across her face as she leans forward, as if the weight of the world is balanced precariously on her shoulders. There are dark bags under her eyes. That’s not uncommon, but today they seem more pronounced. 
That’s my fault, VeVe thinks to herself, bracing for the confrontation to come. She can’t tell her about the migraines, about the constantly building pressure, about the release she gets from her outbursts. Despite the incoming lecture, she knows she can’t worry her mother like that, even if might convince her to ease up the pressure. I’ve got to figure this out myself. I have to find a way to control myself. She hates seeing her so worn down.
The earthy scent of coffee beans fills the room, and VeVe’s stomach grumbles hungrily in response. Thanks to Cherrie, her lunch - her French fries – were left untouched. My poor French fries! That girl is playing with fire.
“Yeah?” VeVe finally answers.
“You were called into the principal’s office. Again,” her mother answers.
VeVe stiffens, waiting for the onslaught of guilt. We expect better of you. Where is our good little girl? Why can’t you just keep your thoughts in your head? Except there is no longer a we or our anymore. “What lies did the principal tell you this time?” she asks.
“It wasn’t the principal. It was the new school counselor.”
Her hand twitches as she reaches for the fridge. She knew she told him too much. She never should have talked to him at all. She wills her fingers forward, hoping her mother doesn’t notice the hesitation. When she pulls the door open, she doesn’t really see what’s inside. She’s blinded by the bright light that feels disturbingly like the one in his office. “Oh?” Instead, she feigns boredom.
“He seems nice.”
“Sure.” She shrugs and grabs a carton of milk. “Whatever.”
“Based on what he said, it sounds like we need to work on getting your anger under control. Again.”
There it is. Tension undercuts her tone, the sharp edges of her words slicing like knives. It’s always about her. Always. VeVe is tempted to tell her again, about everything she’s going through. Maybe she’d have some empathy for once. But when she looks up in her tired eyes, she sees the way her body slumps. She can’t do it. Instead, she turns away to grab a class out of the cupboard, occupying herself by watching the milk tumble out in curls, cascading inside the glass. She stays silent rather than answering. 
Her mother lets out a heavy sigh. “I gotta say, Everlyene, it just... it feels like nothing I do is ever good enough. Like you’re lashing out intentionally to get back at me, but I can’t figure out what you’re so hateful about. You won’t talk to me about anything. Do you hate me? Have I wasted my time as your parent? I mean, I’ve given you everything. I don’t know what to do anymore.” Her tone softens, and VeVe knows exactly what’s coming next. Can’t she just stick with the anger? She grits her teeth, but her mother continues. “Everlyene, ever since your father died, I’ve done everything I possibly could to protect you and—”
“Stop,” VeVe says just loud enough for her to hear.  
“Everlyene—”
“Stop!”
Like an unruly child, she lifts her hands to cover my ears, but her elbow crashes into a vase of flowers sitting innocently on the counter. Beautiful white lilies tumble from within, spilling onto the cheap black linoleum. The glass shatters at her feet, and for the space of a heartbeat, neither woman move. VeVe can barely breathe. Her ears are ringing, and there is a tingling sensation inside her head. Pain shoots through her brain, and she just wants to cry. 
Instead, she lashes out. “Protect me from what?” VeVe whirls to face her mother, glass crunching beneath her feet. “You’re gone all the time! He died, and it’s like you left, too. You don’t even know me anymore.” She turns away again, unsure whether her anger is directed towards her mother or herself. “You just assume and assume. You have no idea who I am, and you don’t even care to get to know me. You don’t even care about me at all.”
Her mother advances a step, but VeVe jerks away. 
“No! Leave me the hell alone.” The pain subsides. She may have sidestepped the worst of it, but there will be a price to that choice. Regret will replace it once she’s calmed down. She’ll hate herself for it later.
“Baby, no one assumes anything about you, and I do care about you, you have to know that. I love you, Everlyene, so much, and—”
“Just stop, Mom! Stop.” The ringing builds again her ears. She’s on the verge of losing control completely. “Every time you say something, you just lie!”
“Lie?” Her eyes widen in shock as her eyebrows hit the ceiling. “About what?”
“Everything.” VeVe meets her gaze head on, barreling through. Her heart races as she finally calls her out. 
The woman’s lips tighten. “Just a minute, girl. You can be angry, hurt, you can feel any emotion you like. But you cannot be disrespectful. I will not have you yelling at me in my own house. I don’t disrespect you like that. I expect the same respect in return. If you’re going to accuse me of lying, you damn well better have proof to back that up!”
Tears cloud VeVe’s eyes, and she can’t control herself any longer. “Dad!”
She pales, and her lips go slack as her body slumps under the weight of that word.
“I know about Dad, all right!” The anger rushes through her, temples burning with rage. “I know that he was cheating on you before he died. I saw them together after school one day. I saw him hugging and being way too friendly with her. You knew! You didn’t tell me. You want me to tell you stuff, but you never tell me anything!”
“Everlyene, that’s not…” she stammers. “I didn’t...”
“You lie! And you did nothing about it.”
The pain spirals through her body, threatening to shatter her heart into pieces. With a sob, VeVe races to her bedroom and slams the door. She presses her back to it and slides down to the floor. Part of her wants so badly to go back out there, to tell her mother everything. But how could she ever explain it? It’s just so hard, Mother, she wants to say. So. Hard. The secrets that stay buried are sapping my confidence. She’d tell her how much it hurts to know that her father cheated on her, on both of them. How painful it’s been to have secrets. His secrets, their secrets. To feel so alone in the wake of his death. How all this pressure has become something tangible in the form of pain. And VeVe just can’t handle it anymore. It’s like she doesn’t even know herself anymore. 
But she can’t tell her. Even though her mother works hard to keep a roof over their heads, they aren’t a complete family. She appreciates her, loves her, but it doesn’t blind her to the distance. She still feels like something is missing. Something hot in her heart holds her back. 
She’ll never understand. And that’s the truth of it. Not only does she not want to worry her mother, she’s also holding back for a more self-serving, self-preserving reason. This is all on you. The tears fall silently from her eyes, but she barely notices. Out in the kitchen, there are sounds of the shattered glass and tattered lilies being cleaned up off the floor. Then, a short while later, keys rattle and the door shuts gently. She’s gone again. VeVe tilts her head back against the door and sighs. She shouldn’t have let her go without apologizing. It’s not her fault that Dad cheated and left behind a legacy of lies.
Through my heavy thoughts, the ceiling thuds. She stills, breath held, and listens. Paul throws things sometimes, but usually she just turns the television up to muffle the sounds. This time, there is shouting. VeVe’s eyes close.
Another thud comes from overhead, followed by a distant cry. Angel. She just got home, and it seems Paul is already taking out his drunken anger on his daughter. VeVe leaps to her feet and hurries to the door, wiping the tears from her cheeks as she goes.
VeVe is in the mood for a fight. The pain that has been building needs to finally be released. Paul is a dirtbag, she thinks to herself. He hasn’t changed at all in the last three years, and of anyone he could certainly use a good beat down. She doesn’t like the idea of anyone taking advantage of someone as helpless as Angel can be. 
Her hands bunch into fists. Not even her precious plant children can help her relax this time. There seems to be no sign of the broken vase of flowers on the floor as she passes through the kitchen, as though the outburst didn’t happen at all. But the pain is still there, begging to be released. 
She pushes open the front door and looks outside. She could take the elevator to the next floor up, but she feels like using the stairs to really build up a sweat. She shuts the door behind her, not even bothering to lock it as she makes her way down the hallway. Then it’s out to the landing that provides tenants an opportunity to use the outside stairwell to get to the bottom floor. But she’s not going down. She’s going up. 
With every step she takes, she thinks of how good it’s going to feel to land a solid punch on Paul’s face. It’s no secret that he had to be the one that pushed Angel away in the first place. He is the reason she went overseas to a boarding school, because he couldn’t keep his shit together. It’s hard for VeVe to understand why she is here now, willing to undergo the pain and torture from an abusive father. What changed to bring her back to this hell hole? Certainly, England was a lot better than the States ever could be. 
VeVe prepares to do the one thing she’s better at than taking care of her plants. She’s going to unleash all the anger and pain, finding a suitable target that deserves a good thrashing. It will help her sleep. It will take the pain away. And it will probably make her feel good as well. Righteous. Finally, someone who deserves everything that she can give. She’s on a mission to not only help someone she used to consider a friend but pay Paul back for driving her away at the same time. 
She can feel the anger building with each step she takes up the metal stairs. The walkway is damp and dull, a rank smell that no one can ever get used to. The trashy apartment complex is like a jail cell. There has to be a way to escape, but if there is, the idea isn’t coming to her mind right now. All she can think about is how good it’s going to feel to finally release everything that has been building up inside.






















Chapter Sixteen
TASHA
On reentering the ballroom, Tasha finds a few of the younger guests to mingle with. They are all still a few years older than her, but they welcome her into their circle regardless. It’s hard to say if its genuine compassion or just that they get clout for having her as part of their ranks, but she appreciates it either way. Listening to them talk about inane things like recent water polo competitions or the season’s “out” colors is better than dancing with an old man with brandy on his breath and shrimp stuck in his teeth. 
Tasha is taking a sip of one of the girl’s champagne flutes when a loud crash of shattering glass echoes through the complex. Partially muffled by the walls, it’s loud enough to turn the heads of every guest in the large open space. Tasha looks out to the far door and jumps at the second explosion. This time it's louder, closer. As if a spell has been broken, the uniformed private security guards rush to barricade the entry doors, but they are too late. Heavy smoke is snaking its way under the door and across the tiled floor. Even from across the open space, Tasha can feel the concussion wave of force smashing against the huge double doors as they are thrown open, sending several guards flying backward. The staccato sound of gunfire peppers the room as uniformed men and women are struck with rubber bullets, stunned and forced to take cover.
The adults in the room lose all sense of control. Like Tasha, some freeze in place, while others panic, running to exits that are already blocked, banging fruitlessly against the doors. They watch in shock as five fully armed soldiers in black-out tactical gear come rushing through the doors. One throws a grenade toward the center of the room, filling the space with a blinding, inescapable flash of light. The sound of the explosion deafens Tasha’s ears to the chaos that erupts around her. Her eyes full of stars and her ears ringing from the noise, she watches as gray clouds come tumbling in as the terrorists throw smoke grenades. It’s disorienting and sends the already frightened guests into a heightened state of panic. The room fills with so much acrid smoke that Tasha can’t see more than a few feet away or hear anything over the sound of her own choking. 
Then some floral aroma fills the room. Tasha just barely registers the vague idea that it might poppies when a red mist weaves in and out of the gray smoke. Guests start falling to the floor, either dead or unconscious. Fear takes a backseat in her mind as the desire for sleep overcomes her. She knows she should run; she should hide. Over the years she’d been pushed through enough drills in case of a kidnapping attempt that she could follow the directions in her sleep. But none of that matters as her mind turns into groggy mush. Her whole body feels heavy. As she slips gratefully to the floor, she sees someone – she thinks its Wymond - appear from the sidelines. Dreamily, she thinks about how handsome he looks in his suit as Aspen and a few of his other friends appear from various directions. They pull automatic rifles and handguns from carefully hidden holsters in their evening wear. Rue—the only woman among them—tears open her suit jacket, pulling out two gigantic handguns. She lets loose on the intruders, the barrels exploding with deep purple light with every shot. Somewhere, Tasha’s foggy brain recognizes the weapons as enchanted firearms, ritually spelled for deadly accuracy even against magical armor. Confirming that thought, the projectiles knock one of the soldiers to the ground, crimson spraying from his numerous wounds. 
A second wave of dizziness washes over her, but before her head can crash against the floor, she feels arms wrap around her, lifting her upwards. They were warm, familiar. Wymond holds something pungent under her nose, the sharp smell waking her up with a start. He shouts something, and one of Mr. Tanner’s personal guards appears at their side. He shouts something else, but Tasha’s ears are still ringing. Still, she can vaguely hear the screams and the gunfire past the muted haze. 
His eyes meet hers, and his lips form words she can’t make out. Tasha tries to shout back, but then the guard has her in his grip. He drags her away as she fights against him, trying to get to her best friend, but her muscles are still weak from whatever she had inhaled, and her father’s bodyguard is so much bigger and stronger than she is. 
Tasha is already across the room when Wymond’s body is illuminated by a strange, incomprehensible net of golden light. She screams, watching as similar clouds of vapor encompass Aspen, Rue, Merold, and Jared. She’d never seen those weapons before. Wymond and his friends are paralyzed. 
Whether or not the bodyguards who have her register what is happening, they don’t react to the new circumstances. Instead, they are pulling Tasha around the corner along with the other important guests, herding them all together. Her eyes and ears start to clear by the time they catch up with her mother and father. Tanner is intense under normal circumstances, and now his eyes burn with fury. They dart and scurry through the hidden passageways and underground tunnels. It feels like they go on forever, but finally they emerge into the safe room Tasha remembered visiting as a child. She never understood why they needed one, until now. 
Tasha turns to her father. “Wymond is back there! We have to go back!” she shouts, forgetting herself.
In a flash, Tanner turns on her, slapping her across the face so hard that she loses her balance, landing hard against the ground. A few of the richly dressed men and women in the room look over to determine the source of the noise but quickly avert their eyes elsewhere when they see who struck the blow. 
Fueled by adrenaline, she pushes herself to her feet. “What did you do?! What the hell is going on?” The rage in his eyes turns to cold dispassion, and Tasha’s bravado drains along with the blood from her face. With a look says this was far from over, Tanner pushes her away towards her mother, as if passing the problem on to her. 
Broken, Tasha starts to sob. The one person she wants to protect, she can’t go back and save. She’s stuck in this room with people she doesn’t care about. She hears chaotic sounds in the distance and realizes that whatever battle is going on isn’t going to be over any time soon. Tears burn her eyes and cheeks as she tries to figure out what is happening. Why would anyone want to attack us? What do they want with my friend? So many questions run through her mind as she tries hard to control her raging emotions. 
Wiping the tears from her eyes, she straightens her shoulders and looks around. 
“Get yourself together,” her mother whispers in her ear before walking away from her. She goes to talk to the other guests that have made their way into the safe room. The heavy door is shut, bolted in numerous ways to protect against any sort of explosion. Bodyguards line the metal entrance, guns in their hands as they look up at the ceiling as though they can see straight through to the battle above. 
Ignoring her mother’s advice, Tasha turns away from the crowd and winds her way around furniture and bookshelves. She finds an armchair away from all the others, sinking down low into the chair as if she can just disappear. She tries to fix her mascara-streaked face, removing any signs of her tears with her fingers. Her memories feel foggy, distant. Someone had attacked the party, but more specifically, Wymond and his friends. What had they done to cause such a target to be placed on their backs?
Tasha waits for things to become quiet upstairs. She waits for the order to be given to leave that place and search the Club House for Wymond. She hopes he’s just been disarmed with his friends and their weapons. It makes her wonder when he had time to learn how to fight, to shoot a gun, and to rescue her. Perhaps if she hadn’t been there, none of this would have happened. After all, this attack must have something to do with too many wealthy people together in one room.
Tasha knew that being a part of an influential family could have its risks. She’s always assumed that was why her father was always pushing her to be in good physical condition. So that if she needed to, she could run five miles in any direction to escape whatever danger found her. It made sense that someone might try to kidnap the daughter of someone like him; his wealth is no secret. It’s part of the reason why there has always been a target on her back since childhood. Always, until she and Cherrie became friends and could watch each other’s backs.
With this being a party in her honor, Tasha supposed it could make sense that there would be an attack, and someone would come for her. She is more valuable the more time she spends in the limelight. Someone wanted to get to her tonight to get a piece of her father’s wealth. But now, the only person that is truly hurting from this whole ordeal is Wymond. As soon as she is set free from this prison, she swears to herself that will go and find him. That she will make sure he’s all right. 
Bitterly, she wishes it had been anyone other than Wymond. Even if her father had been taken, would she feel this badly then? She doubted it. 


Chapter Seventeen
CIERRA

The walkway outside of the apartment building smells like mildew and mold, and it’s filled with broken pipes and brittle walls. Cierra imagines the dripping water that is slowly eroding the foundation. Someday, the whole place will cave in on itself. Every building does. Humans and their creations are fleeting. Destruction is the only thing that’s everlasting.
She’s clutching a piece of paper as she steps into the apartment. It’s a list of lab tests she’ll need to have done soon, along with the date with her next appointment. More tests needed. Follow-up appointment scheduled. A few avenues to explore. Concerned about recurring nosebleeds. She must have read it ten times on the bus ride home. A few phrases circle through her mind like birds. An echo of the conversation she just had with the doctor rises from the storm of thoughts. 
“Cierra, we’re going to have to keep looking for the root cause of all of this,” he says, folding his arms over his chest as he takes a seat on a stool in front of her. Cierra is sitting in a hospital gown on the edge of the examination table, waiting to hear the bad news. “Your nosebleeds are what troubles me the most. I’m going to schedule you for a few more lab tests, and then you’ll have a follow-up appointment to discuss the results. We’re going to keep searching since we have a few more avenues to explore.” 
“So, nothing to be worried about right now?” she asks, wanting to clarify what they’ve been talking about. 
“That’s right,” he says, a shadow of a smile coming to his lips. She doesn’t really believe him. “There is no point getting worried over something that doesn’t have a name to it. You’re a young woman going through all sorts of changes. As long as you keep up your appetite, get plenty of sleep, and keep drinking water, I’ll do the rest to figure out what’s causing your symptoms.” 
“Thanks,” Cierra mutters, wondering how much longer she can really trust this guy. He always leaves her with more questions than answers. 
She crumbles the paper into a ball and shoves it into her pocket. She’s decided that Aunt Jens doesn’t need to know yet, not about the upcoming tests or the appointment she’d just had. The doctors know her well enough for now. And until they have something solid to say, there’s no reason to alert her. She’ll only worry, and there is no reason to worry. Or is there? Only time will tell.
As soon as Cierra enters the apartment, she confirms that both her aunt and uncle are still at work. She’s flooded with a sense of relief, glad she doesn’t have to give them some excuse as to why she was late coming home from school. She places her bookbag down near the dining table, opening her laptop that sits at the ready so she can come home and get homework done right away. She grabs an orange out of a bowl in the fridge and peels the rind away while the laptop boots up. Within minutes, she pops a slice in her mouth and hits the button for the internet, googling every lab test listed in the note. She’s does this every time, before any appointment, in an effort to gauge just how bad the doctor’s think her situation is. 
Raw information has always been comforting to Cierra. It’s almost as if her fate is written out in the tests they administer. Hey, look, we’re just drawing the basic lab panels. Looks like you do have a future after all. Then the nurses always give here these impressed smirks. It feels good to know what she’s talking about. To be in control. With so much out of her hands lately, it is a reassuring thought that she can be prepared to hear the results of the lab tests she’ll be getting done the following day. 
After some searching, it’s clear that the jury is still out with regard to the next round of tests. Nothing too exotic - They start broad, then go narrow. She knows the drill by now. These labs are analytical and logical, just the way she likes it. They’ll give solid answers, and probably confirm that there is nothing to worry about. Once she’s exhausted a world’s worth of info, she turns to her homework instead.
Her cellphone buzzes, forcing her to pull it out from her bookbag at her feet and look at it. There’s only one person that would send her a message, so she’s not surprised when sees one from Aunt Jens stating she and her uncle have a meeting to go to that night, that she can go ahead and order Chinese food for dinner. Cierra knows where the spare cash is kept, so she can go ahead and place the order. After a quick reply, she realizes just how alone she really is sometimes. 
She thinks about ordering food for VeVe and Angel, too. It could be like old times when they would get together, order take out, and spend more time laughing than getting any work done. It was times like that were nothing really seemed to matter as long as they were all getting along and having plenty of fun. Before Angel left. Before Cierra got so sick. Before VeVe became a completely different person. 
As she pulls out her history textbook and starts flipping through it, comparing ideas for the project with a few quick Google searches, she starts to formulate an idea. If she can have a plan set in motion, then she can give directions when everyone shows up at her apartment door in a little bit. She’ll be completely ready and will be able to control the conversation. It will be awkward. It will more than likely be difficult but not impossible if she’s just prepared. 
Thinking women of history can’t be such a hard topic, Cierra starts narrowing down ideas. Some topic that Angel would be proud of writing, or that VeVe would be agreeable providing artwork for. She can do the chart, converting the facts from the essay into some sort of visual aid that would bring the whole group back together. She knows it’s a long shot, but this group project might be the thing that finally get them all back to where they used to be. Then, she wouldn’t feel so alone in the world. She might have someone to talk to about her most recent hospital visit. 
Once she feels as prepared as she’s going to be, she grabs the mail key and heads into the hall. 
VeVe is out there. 
Cierra looks down at herself. She looks grungy compared to her former friend, but that isn’t unusual. Her typical t-shirt and jeans could never compare to VeVe’s dangly earrings, perfectly smudged eyeshadow, and stunning fashion sense. She looks like she belongs on a cover of Vogue or whatever the most glamorous magazine is right now. She’s beautiful, even if she doesn’t know it.
She gives Cierra a brief imitation of a nod, and heads toward the stairs. Cierra stops, confused. The only reason to go upstairs would be to see Angel, but what reason did VeVe have to do that? She almost calls out to stop her but holds herself back. It would be weird. Then they’d have to talk, and that didn’t go over so well earlier today. Except, they have to be doing group work together. Why else would VeVe go upstairs?
With a sigh, Cierra follows her. That’s just like VeVe, putting her in charge of a project and then working behind her back. There was no way she was going to let them do academic work without her. If the group was getting back together, she was going to be a part of it. She hurries to catch up, a speech already planned out in her head. 
She’s not getting left out again. 






















Chapter Eighteen
ANGEL
At first, Angel doesn’t dare move.
Her father is gone, but part of her expects him to come back and give her a big warm hug. Too bad that’s all just wishful thinking. She has to believe it’s best that he’s gone. Yet it’s still hard to imagine he’d just leave when she’d only just returned. But everything that’s happened is so hard to believe already. She slides to the floor, wrapping her arms around herself as she starts to shake uncontrollably. 
Everything Angel senses about him is so confusing. What she reads from his aura and how he acts are completely at odds with one another. Not to mention, growing up he was a great father. Her friends thought she was lucky. He was the kind of dad who took her on trips to the park, attended tea parties, read story after bedtime story. She’s convinced her love of books and writing was born through him. Somewhere along the line though, something changed. He snapped.
	But isn’t that just an excuse? she reminds herself. She must be reading him wrong. He’s a bad person. A scary person. The father she loved was lost somewhere along the way, and she has to accept that even time apart couldn’t change things. I have to just see him as he is. A true monster. 
Just when Angel thinks it might finally be safe to get up, footsteps sound in the hall. She holds her breath, waiting for the nightmare to return.
“Angel?”
Her heart nearly stops when she recognizes the voice. VeVe stands in the open doorway, staring at her in horror. Her eyes dart to the kitchen floor, then the counters. She visibly stiffens as she sees the torn book across the room, the broken chair leg stranded in the corner. 
Her eyes narrow, anger building in her chest. “Son of a—”
“VeVe? Angel?” Cierra chimes in, interrupting VeVe’s curse. “Whoa,” Cierra murmurs. “I thought... the group project...” She stops, her voice trailing off.
Angel pushes herself off the floor, shrinking back against the cupboard. The last thing she wants right now is a crowd to witness this disaster of a home life. She holds out a hand, hoping to stop them from coming in any farther. This isn’t who she is anymore. They don’t need to see her like this, some scared cowering little girl. She’s better than this. “Listen, I’m fine. Really. He’s gone, so you can just... go.”
“Like hell,” VeVe says, propping her hands on her hips. “What exactly happened? I could hear it from all the way in my bedroom.”
Words stall in Angel’s throat. Nothing. Nothing triggered this, she wants to say, but she can’t bring herself to admit that. She swallows, trying to find some excuse. “Uh... stress from work?” Even she can hear the lie on her tongue.
“What? What does he even do, anyway?” VeVe presses. “Some sort of lab work?”
“Genetic science. It’s not easy.” Great, now I’m defending him.
VeVe shakes her head. “Look at the mess in this place. How could he do this; you just got here, didn’t you?”
Cierra’s nostrils flare. “Don’t put this on her. It’s not like Angel asked for this.”
“She might as well!” VeVe snaps. “If she’s not going to do something about it, she shouldn’t have come back at all!” She meets Angel’s gaze with her bright eyes and jabs a finger into the air. “You gotta make this stop. You have to do something about this, or he’s going to kill you one day.”
Shame, hot and thick, rises in Angel’s throat. What am I supposed to do? Fight my own father? Of course, she doesn’t understand. No one would. That’s why they haven’t talked, not since she left.
Cierra steps out of the hallway and into the kitchen, her posture nervous and uncomfortable. “Let’s just be calm about this, all right?” She spreads out her hands as if to push away the tension. “There’s no reason to get so worked up. Angel’s had enough of that, I’m sure. VeVe, it’s not easy to break the cycle of abuse. You can’t just blame the victim. It’s not her fault.”
“Sure, not completely. She got unlucky having him as a father. But if she stays here with him, she’s allowing the abuse to continue.”
“It’s not that simple.”
“You’re wrong.”
“Where would she go?”
“Can’t be worse than this! She left once; she can do it again!”
Their words, hurled back and forth, make the temperature in Angel’s body rise. They stand nose-to-nose now, screaming at each other. Like what Paul would look like if he had someone to fight with. VeVe is so much like him. The thought comes unbidden to Angel’s brain.
“You’re being a real bitch tonight, VeVe!” Cierra shouts. “What’s wrong with you?”
“I’m just trying to help! If Angel won’t do it herself, someone has to push her to it. Open her eyes to the reality of the situation.”
“You don’t make decisions for her.”“Please!” Angel shouts, pressing her hands over her ears. When she opens her eyes, they stand a few steps away, starting at her. “Please,” she begs. “What is this? What happened to us? We used to be friends. Heck. Sisters. Sisters.” They both look sheepishly at the floor, and she can feel the tears welling in her eyes just as she can see them welling up in theirs. “Now the two of you can’t even be in the same room for more than thirty seconds without arguing?”
Both look away and Angel swallows. “This isn't who we are, is it?” They both bring their eyes back towards her, and she feels out of place. Odd. She’s never been one to stand in the middle of people, but she just can’t let them tear each other apart. “I have missed the two of you every day I’ve been gone. Our friendship isn’t just gone too, is it? Don’t you feel it? What we had doesn’t just... it can’t just fade.” She can feel my throat tightening up again.
VeVe’s jaw flexes, but she says nothing. 
Cierra takes a deep breath, her shoulders dropping as they release tension. “I’m sorry, Angel,” Cierra says, then looks to VeVe before pressing her lips together and turning away. VeVe’s accusations are hurtful. But Angel knows in her heart that it’s because she cares. She just sucks at showing it. 
“Am I the only one?” I ask.
“No,” Cierra says. “I... I feel it too. Our bond is definitely not gone.”
VeVe swallows. “Yeah, I guess.” She twirls her foot and looks down. “The two of you were and will always be the only dear friends I’ll ever have in this lifetime.” 
“You’re only eighteen,” Cierra retorts. “What lifetime?” They all chuckle a little. It feels right. Normal.
“Look,” Angel says, driving a hand through her hair. “I know my situation with Paul isn’t perfect, but I just got back. I’ll talk to him, all right? When he’s sober. I...” she fishes around for the right words, but finds none, closing her mouth instead. 
She knows there’s truth to VeVe’s anger, she just can’t do anything about it. Paul is all that she has left. She’s not sure she could stand to lose anyone else, even if it means enduring a little more anger. A little more fear. A part of her still loves her father. She can’t help but hope the old him has to return eventually. 
Angel finally speaks. “One more year, here and not abroad. As soon as I graduate, I’m free. That’s it. I’ll never see him again. I can leave if he treats me badly.”
VeVe snorts in disbelief. “You’re kidding yourself, Angel. We still have to get through junior year first. Two years is a long time to struggle through something like this. Abusers don’t change. But whatever. Fine. I can’t make you do anything you don’t want to do. I’ll shut my mouth even though I’m right. But you can’t stay here tonight. I won’t budge on that. I don’t want him to do something even more stupid if he comes back.” She jerks her head towards the door. “C’mon. You’re staying at my apartment.” Her eyes flicker briefly to Cierra. “You can, too, if you want. For old time’s sake.”
	Angel hesitates. Retreating to the safety of her old room sounds way more comforting than attempting to be with them after the awkwardness that happened in class, after the fight they just had. But she can’t deny her curiosity. There is something between the three of them still, which means she can’t turn down the opportunity to see if their friendship can maybe grow from the ashes or not. Maybe she hasn’t fully given up on them, either.
Besides, it would be nice not to worry about Paul coming back on the rampage.
VeVe rolls her eyes. “Today, sister. Or else I’ll get the opportunity to take a crack at Paul’s head, and I don’t trust either of you to visit me in prison. Orange is not my color.” They laugh again. It feels nice to get a glimpse of how things once were, even if not in the best of circumstances.
“Grab some clothes for school tomorrow, too,” she adds. “He won’t remember anything in the morning. If we time it just right, we might be able to order Chinese.”

***
	“Chinese is on the way,” VeVe declares, tossing her phone onto her bed. It bounces and settles on her pillow. “Should be here in twenty.”
Angel’s stomach growls. “I hope there’s some fortune cookies.” 
VeVe lounges in a chair on the other side of her room. The violet covers lie in a messy, rumpled heap on her bed as usual. The alarm clock is off, seemingly unplugged. Fashion magazines spill all over the floor. Her closet is a variegated array of modish clothing, and both Angel and Cierra have taken turns staring longingly at her shoe collection. 
Looking up, Angel sees VeVe not even paying attention to anything in the room except for the plants behind her in the window. She gazes at them with a world of love in her eyes. Angel recognizes it as the girl’s softer side. It’s always been there, even if it’s a bit hidden lately.
“Thanks,” Angel says aloud to them both. She’s never meant it more. Cierra meets her gaze, a hint of a smile on her lips. 
“Thank you for agreeing to come here,” VeVe says, her expression inscrutable.
For a moment, that feeling of connection surges between them again. VeVe folds herself into a graceful pile on the floor and tugs her earrings out of her lobes. With a flick of her wrist, she sends them into a dish on her nightstand. 
Cierra watches Angel, looking for any signs, making sure she’s okay. It leaves a warm feeling in the shy girl’s heart, but then she realizes— she still can’t feel anything radiating off them. They have no auras to speak of. No light. No hot or cold sensations. She can garner no mystical insight into what kind of people they are or how they truly feel. The pleasant feelings and rush of memories of our friendship are, for once, hers alone. It’s unsettling, and Angel still doesn’t understand why her “gift” isn’t working on Cierra and VeVe in particular. Perhaps I just don’t need that extra insight when it comes to them. Despite the fights we’ve had, I know their hearts are made of gold. And she misses them so much in this moment that she’s tempted to say something, do something to try to recapture their friendship. 
But she’s too afraid. Being rejected would hurt more than anything else.
After that warm moment where everything seems normal, seems right again, an awkward silence fills the room. Cierra slowly shifts to be closer to Angel, and in turn she pulls her knees into her chest.
“So,” Cierra says, folding her hands on her lap. “How is school for everyone?” Her focus shifts to Angel specifically. “How was boarding school? What brings you back?”
VeVe picks up a magazine and riffles through it absently, slipping past the models and makeup advertisements with ease as if she’s seen them a thousand times before. She shifts so she’s a little closer to her plants. 
 	“Fine,” Angel replies. “Different than the States, certainly. I had a good experience with the school’s newspaper over there. But then Paul wrote me, asking me to come back.”
VeVe sighs, rolling her eyes. “I hate school, like always.”
“What are you planning on doing after high school?” Cierra asks, genuinely curious
“Nothing,” VeVe says with finality.
Cierra pauses, then swallows hard as if she can’t fathom living a life without direction. She’s always loved solving riddles, to compile the facts and create a logical conclusion. She organized the best adventures when the three were growing up. Angel wonders if she’s trying to puzzle VeVe out. 
“Angel?”
She pulls herself from her thoughts. “Hmm?” Angel asks.
Cierra’s eyebrows rise. “What about you? What’s in your future?”
“Running a newspaper,” VeVe says for her with a saucy little grin. “Obviously, whatever newspaper is most famous. I’m guessing you’re still on track, just like you’ve always been, to be the best journalist in the country.”
Angel’s cheeks flush red. “Yeah. Still doing the journalism thing.” It’s the only thing that has really helped her deal with her family drama while also trying to get her gift under control. 
“You know, since we’re all here, we should probably work on our group project,” Cierra says, reaching for her backpack. Neither VeVe nor Angel respond. Cierra stops halfway to her bag, blinks, then drops her hand. “Yeah. I guess I’m not in the mood, either.”
VeVe picks a piece of lint off her pants. “I’m going to the library tomorrow to do some research. That counts. We still have plenty of time, anyway.”
Another strange silence falls. Angel is grateful they’ve pulled her away, despite the embarrassment. Now that she’s out of the apartment, she wishes she’d never set foot inside. Maybe VeVe has a point. But where would I go? One more school year, she tells herself. Just hold on until graduation. She can’t get into college as a dropout runaway.
“I know you might not want to discuss this, but still, I have to ask. What’s your dad’s deal, Angel?” VeVe asks. “He wasn’t like this before, well, before that night, and then you left. What happened?”
Angel really doesn’t want to talk about Paul, but for some reason she can’t help herself. “Alcohol, I guess. He’s addicted. It makes him paranoid, obsessed. He was talking about how there’s a secret organization that made him like that for some reason and how they are out to get me. He told me I shouldn’t be friends with anyone since they could be anywhere.”
“I mean, I don’t want to sound disrespectful…” VeVe says. “Oh, what the heck. Your father sounds crazy.” 
“That does sound more like crazy conspiracy theories to me,” Cierra says. “Potentially dangerous ones. Maybe...” 
“Look, I don’t really want to talk about Paul right now,” Angel cuts in, feeling overwhelmed. After everything that happened, it’s just too much. “I don’t really want to dive into his crazy talk. He gave me a one-way plane ticket after that dreadful night, and I took it. I have no other choice but to get as far away as possible from that place.”
“That’s understandable,” VeVe says, and Angel is surprised she lets it go so easily. “Sometimes you just need a break. In a way, he’s just like my mom.”
“Really?” Cierra asks. “How so?”
“I mean, she only seems to care about me when I get in trouble,” VeVe says, her frustration evident as she speaks. “We barely even talk to each other. She always acts so secretive and tense. We got into a fight earlier.”
“About what?” Angel asks, grateful that she is opening up, like old times. 
“It started with getting in trouble today at lunch. You were there. The real problem is, she just doesn't seem to understand who I am. It’s like I have a life of my own, and she has a life of her own. We’re two strangers living in the same apartment who occasionally talk to each other. Things have changed so much and...” Her voice trails off, so quiet its barely above a whisper. “I wish I could have my mother back; you know?”
“That sounds tough,” Angel concedes, thinking about the loss of VeVe’s father as well. “And I get it. It’s kind of the same between me and Paul. Since I’ve been gone, we’ve barely exchanged more than a monthly email, and even then, it's just surface stuff. Expenses, scheduled plans, etcetera. See… I’ve even gotten to the point where I’ve stopped calling him dad most of the time. But I miss him, or at least the person he used to be. I wish I could have my father back.” 
“Seems like we all have messed-up parents,” Cierra says. “I wish I had both of mine back. Wish I knew them in the first place. Well, I guess I don’t want to if I’m faced with the same damn old reasons one chooses to abandon their child.” 
“Oh, Cierra,” Angel says in sympathy. Just like that, they know they need each other. Despite the time and the distance, VeVe and Angel crawl up to Cierra and fold their arms around her. They stay like that, resting our heads on her shoulders, lost in thoughts of what had been and what would be. 
Angel’s odd day and long evening catch up to her and she yawns. A phone ringing from VeVe’s bedside table startles the girls from their quiet reveries. She springs to her feet, and the beautiful moment ends.
“Food’s here,” she says, holding out a hand. Cierra hands her a couple of twenties that her Aunt Jens had given her to buy food. Angel makes a mental note to thank her with a card. She’s always been the sweetest person, and she knows she’d appreciate the old-fashioned gesture.
They eat in comfortable silence. Angel looks over and see’s Cierra wiping her nose. The napkin comes away streaked in red. “You have a nosebleed?” she asks, concerned. 
“Winter weather is so cold and dry,” she quickly replies, trying to clean up the blood as fast as she can. “I’ve been getting them a lot more lately.” 
“You been to the doctors a lot lately, haven’t you?” VeVe asks.
Cierra nods as she puts the bloody napkins into the bag the food came in, slowly cleaning the room as it’s the only thing that can help her function. 
“What’s going on, Cierra?” Angel asks, feeling left out with all of her time away.
“Don’t know yet,” Cierra says after throwing all the trash away in a waste bin near the door. “Going to have to get a bunch of tests done. I have these weird symptoms that no one can really explain. Sometimes I’m too weak to get out of bed. I get really dizzy. Spent more time in the hospital my freshman year than doing anything else. I’m surprised I even passed.” 
“There were plenty of rumors around school because you weren’t around. Some said you moved or ran away with a boyfriend,” VeVe stated, a smirk coming to her lips. “I didn’t know that all that time was spent in the hospital.” 
“There was no way you could have known,” Cierra said with a sigh. “Three years is a long time for plenty to happen.” 
“But you’re better now, right?” Angel asks, feeling a sense of panic rising. 
“Hopefully, the tests will prove that. I’ll go back in tomorrow for testing, then a follow up appointment when everything comes back,” Cierra explains. “But all the tests are pretty normal. Nothing specific that they are looking for.” There is optimism in her voice, but it doesn’t stop the sinking feeling in Angel’s stomach.
“All right then. I think we should try to get some sleep,” VeVe states, raising a hand and rubbing her temples as if a headache has started. Angel yawns, feeling the hardships of the day pressing in. Too much has happened for just one day. 
After emptying the trash and taking turns in the bathroom, they slip back into the bedroom. Angel curls up in a sleeping bag on the floor. VeVe and Cierra stretch out in the king-size bed. Soon, the only sound is their breathing in the air.
It’s hard for Angel to believe the circumstances are real as she lays there, letting the night sink in. Could this have been the other option the night she was faced with a one-way plane ticket? Perhaps if she would have talked to her friends instead of leaving as quickly as she could, their friendship could have been nurtured back to health over Chinese food and mutual understanding. 
With her friends by her side, she might be able to get through all of this. Running the school newspaper. Dealing with Paul. Evading everything she reads in the auras of other people. Will I ever be able to tell them about my gift and the things that I can see? Will they be able to open up to me about what’s really going on in their lives? It’s always more than just parents being a pain. 
She can’t help but remember what she saw in the cafeteria earlier that day and the harsh words and anger that spread from VeVe. Where does all that anger come from? And why does Cierra look so sad? Angel doesn’t need to read their auras to know that something else is going on deep inside. Perhaps one day they’ll finally open up now that they’re together again. 
Within minutes, she closes her eyes and freefalls into the deepest sleep she can remember in years.






















Chapter Nineteenth
CHERRIE

“What do you mean she’s not in her office?” Cherrie demands, staring at the young woman stationed at the reception desk. Her mother’s office is one of several on this floor, and they all share a single well-appointed waiting room and a rotating secretary chosen from a pool of the more organized, administrative-minded Guardists within the Organization. One of her least favorites is here today.
A few years older, Katalina’s pastel blue hair is swept up in ringlets, forming a braided crown around her head. Her cold gray eyes mark her as Cimmerance blooded as she looks up over her trendy cat-eyed glasses. The lenses reflect the glow of her computer monitor. “I’m sorry, Cherrie. According to her shared schedule, she is currently monitoring an operation and is unavailable for the rest of the evening.”
“Since when?” Cherrie fumes. Her mother specifically told her to grab dinner for herself and then meet her there at the office for some one-on-one training. Unlike this morning’s beat down, they were supposed to be spending quality time together going over some new techniques. She didn’t say anything about any covert operations. 
“I’m afraid that information is not accessible.” Katalina’s neutral voice is irritating, exacerbating Cherrie’s growing anger. “If you’d like, I could take a message. Her instructions are set to ‘do not disturb,’ but if the opportunity arises, I will send it through.”
“What kind of operation is it?” she demands, knowing she has no right to ask.
“Again, that information is not accessible.”
“Fine; you know what? Never mind.” Her jaw is clenching so hard it hurts. “If she comes out of her cave, you can tell her I’m training. Without her.”
Katalina nods, typing a note into the computer. “Very well,” she says passively, then goes back to whatever constitutes as office work in this place. 
Cherrie turns on her heels and heads directly to the bank of elevators across the room, jamming a finger into the call button. Her whole body is shaking with fury. Not only did her mom forget about her—again—she didn’t even think to include her in this operation. Whatever it is, Cherrie is one of the Organization’s top recruits. She could have told her. She could have helped. 
Instead, she is stepping into the elevator and heading down to the lower training levels by herself. She hits the button for the right floor and takes out her cell phone. Reception is poor, but she manages to get out a text to Alya. 
You around?
The elevator descends as she waits for a reply.
The phone chimes. Library; you?
Wanna practice? I send back.
Only if you promise to teach me that move you promised. She adds a winkie face to her reply.
See you soon.
Cherrie takes a breath, letting her frustration out on the exhale. By the time she reaches the training floor, she feels a little better. Still frustrated, but at least most of the direct anger has faded. Mostly, she’s hurt. Not that her mother had to work exactly—Cherrie knows things can come up unexpectedly. But it’s weird that she didn’t call or leave a message. Most of all that she didn’t include her in the mission. At least then they’d still be doing something together. 
Cherries starts some warm-up stretches, and Alya shows up in track pants and a tank top some minutes later. Even in casual wear, the girl carries herself with regal, ethereal beauty. Cherrie be jealous if she wasn’t just happy to have her as a friend. She smiles as their eyes meet, and she floats over to the mat across from the entry door. She lands lightly on the balls of her feet and falls into the same stretching routine her friend had started. 
“So, what brings you here on your night off? I thought you had something to do?” Alya asks innocently enough. 
“Yeah, so did I,” she replies glumly. 
“Ah.” Alya makes an understanding, sympathetic noise. “Your mom again?”
Cherrie nods, glad to know someone so well that a long explanation is unnecessary.  “She keeps saying we’ll fix things, but nothing works. If every time we plan to meet, it fails. What’s the point of trying anymore?”
“Did she say why this time?” Alya asks, lithely stretching her arms to her toes.
“That’s the thing. She didn’t even leave me a message. I had to find out she was working from Katalina.” she makes an over-exaggerated groan thinking about the girl.
Alya looks over, doing her best dour, neutral-faced impression of the Underworld girl. “I’m sorry, but that information is not accessible,” she monotones, pretending to look over an imaginary pair of glasses. 
Cherrie laughs despite herself, bringing a smile to Alya’s face. Some of her tension gone, they transition into a round of slow-paced Tai Chi, their movements in perfect harmony from years of practice.
“Wait, weren’t you supposed to be studying with Luca?” Cherrie asks suddenly, the memory rises to the surface.
Alya sighs, her body slumping with disappointment. “He had to cancel.” 
“Everything okay?” Luca is usually reliable. He wouldn’t just cancel for no reason.
“Oh, yes! Everything is okay. He just had to take care of some family obligation back in his Realm. Nothing serious.” 
“You really have it bad for him, don’t you?” Cherrie teases.
“That obvious, huh?” she replies sheepishly, eyes on the floor.
“To me at least. But I’d like to think I know you better than most.” Cherrie stops her routine and puts a hand on Alya’s shoulder. “You want to talk about it?”
She looks up and nods, and they drop into a sitting position, cross-legged on the mat.
Two hours later, Alya starts to feel a little better. They split up—she has to head home, and Cherrie wants to check on her mom. As annoyed as she is about being left out, she can’t help but worry. What if she didn’t include me because she thought the risks were too high? 
Cherrie steps off the elevator. The waiting room is quiet, and it’s late enough that no one is stationed at the reception desk for the night. She weaves her way through the honeycomb of tiny offices until she reaches her mother’s, hoping she’s back. She’d rather be angry at her than concerned. The room, however, is dark. No one has been there in hours. Cherrie finally leaves, her stomach in knots, and heads back home for the night.  
She feels a lot calmer than she has all day. Better after everything that had happened at school, all in one day. Sometimes Cherrie wishes she could bring VeVe out onto the mat and show her really who is boss. That girl doesn’t know what kind of power I hold, despite all her anger. She wouldn’t be able to hold up in a real fight. Cherrie tries to push those thoughts away as she winds herself back through the halls and elevators to the exit. 
There will come a time when school won’t mean a thing anymore. That place, her grades, or her so-called friends that stand by her side. She’ll be able to be taken seriously in the organization, or finally find her way out of the whole mess. If her mother isn’t going to trust her enough to take her on missions or be in on the secrets of this place, then there is no point sticking with something that she’ll always be held back from. 
Eventually, Cherrie will have to decide. Use her years of training for something that will make her mother proud or finally figure out what she wants to do with her life. The closer she gets to being eighteen, the more she starts to think that she might have a choice. Despite everything she knows about the realms, there has to be a way to live a normal life. Either commit or let go. What will she ever be able to do? Will she be ready? Can anyone really say goodbye to the Organization? 
She snorts, thinking it all must be impossible. She really needs to earn her mother’s trust, be included in missions. Or she might just be forgotten and left behind. No way she was going to let that happen.
















Chapter Twenty 
MADDALYN
Sometimes in life, you’re forced to live with rumors. Misunderstandings about your past, your character, who you are as a person. Sometimes you have to watch as other people stomp all over your name, turning you into something you’re not, because there are some things that are more important than idle gossip. Maddalyn has always been one to play the long game. To wait for those worthy rewards.
But sometimes, rumors and misunderstandings can be deadly. 
She seethe as she walks the levels beneath the ground. Her anger lights up the dark halls. She caught them whispering again. Oh, how she wanted to give them a piece of her mind. She walks into view so they knew she is there; it gave her some satisfaction, but she didn’t say anything. Won’t even bother to set them straight. Because she has a daughter, and she’s what’s most important now. She is Maddalyn”s sole focus.
Her only goal in life is to protect her and train her as thoroughly as possible for as long as possible, so she can be ready for the challenges of the future. There will be many, of this Maddalyn is sure. A mother always knows, always wants what’s best for her child. She just want hers to survive.
Soon, she will find out the truth behind the gossip. Cherrie thinks her mother overbearing now, but she’ll understand why it was necessary soon enough. And one day they’ll see just how much Maddalyn is capable of. That the truth is darker than they can imagine. They will regret this.
Maddalyn places her fingers on the cold glass scanner and stand close so the monitor can catch a glimpse of her eyes. Most people in the H.N.U. don’t even know this place exists, or at least they don’t know exactly where it is. But you can never be too careful. Not when you’re dealing with something this precious. She step through the door. The corridor is slightly damp and chilly, meant to bring discomfort every second of every day. Maddalyn always shower when she gets home after being here. Cherrie probably doesn’t notice, but she always hug her daughter a little tighter, a little longer after being trapped in all this. 
Maddalyn stare in disgust at the prisoners languishing in their cells. Rebels that will likely be killed soon, wallowing in their own filth. It’s easy to see why the others don’t seem to consider them as a huge threat. They look helpless here, pale, beaten, blood dripping from their broken mouths to the cold floor. They tried to bite off their own tongues, if you can believe it. She wasn’t prepared for that. She’d seen them slipping when she tortured them. She knows some nasty tricks, and her colleagues are even worse. They were close to breaking, so they tried to bite off their tongues so they wouldn’t be tempted to slip up. 
It hadn’t worked completely, but they succeeded in that they can no longer talk. The mangled remains of their mouths is disgusting, yet she admire their loyalty. Maddalyn hopes she’s surrounded by people with similar passion. But that’s just it, isn’t it? If they were just loathsome rebels fighting for themselves, then why bite off their own tongues? Of course, they are hiding something. Protecting someone much bigger than them. They’re standing behind a cause that they’re loyal to. A cause they’re willing to die for. This whole situation with the A.C.S. is more dangerous than the others can fathom.
Maddalyn walks into a room that’s even darker than the corridor. The air is colder, more damp. She pulls her grey cardigan closer to her and touch a finger to her sapphire ring, her daughter’s birthstone. She’s doing this for her, Maddalyn remind myself. These people have to be stopped. She must convince the Council to listen or else we’re all in grave danger. 
There’s a steel table in the center of the room. She’d asked for the leader to be brought to it. He sits on one side, shackled. His face is a swollen mess, bruises and cuts all over his body. So far, he’s given us nothing. 
“Wymond,” She say, sitting across from him. Maddalyn automatically wants to get up and leave. You never fully get used to this. No human wants to see another human like this. “Do you know that your name means protector?”
He raises his eyebrows, wincing at even that slight facial movement. He’s probably wondering what that has to do with anything. 
“I just want you to keep that in mind,” Maddalyn says . “As I remind you yet again that I don’t want to kill you. I don’t want to harm you.” 
He scoffs, but manages to spit up some blood. He spits it on the floor. 
She ignores him. “I just want answers, and this will all go a lot smoother if you give them to me.”
He doesn’t respond. She’s not shocked. Maddalyn launches into a series of questions about his plans, his goals. She asks him where his hideout is. How he got entangled in all of this. If he’s working for a secret organization.
Silence.
“Who’s behind the recent attacks on the fae creatures in the realms?” She asks after getting nowhere with the other questions. “Are you trying to protect someone? Are you afraid?” She look into his bloodshot eyes. “Wymond, you have nothing left to prove. You’re here now; you won’t be able to do anything to help them. You’re useless to them now, and I know that though you may not be a simple rebel, you have a rebel’s heart. You’ve got to look out for yourself, not this group that owns you. You’ve failed, and they’ll kill you for that anyway. But we can protect you.”
That elicits a reaction. A laugh. He laughs right in her face, his mouth coated in crimson. “You know nothing,” he says, his words hoarse from a lack of water. It looks like it’s painful for him to speak, yet he tries not to show it. Mr. Tough Guy.
Okay, time for a more brutal approach. Maddalyn gets up and switch on a light. It illuminates the rooms flanking this one. To one side is one of his comrades, the woman; the other is the red-headed man. His eyes widen as he sees them bleeding, shaking, suffering. It’s clear they’re close to death.
“Your name means protector,” She reiterate as she sit back down. “But look at those you’re supposed to be protecting. They’re in need of emergency assistance, barely hanging on. You can get them the help they need; just answer my questions.”
A cold mask blinks over his features. He shrugs. “I’m sure they’re both willing to die for the cause,” he says. “We all are.”
That catches Maddalyn. The cause. That’s the first confirmation she have gotten, and he doesn’t even realize the value in what he’s just said. The cause. They are working for someone. A secret order does exist. The A.C.S. It’s clear he’s an Alterner, and that will make it more difficult to break him. Still, beneath his harsh words, she hear his true concern. His compassion. He doesn’t like knowing he failed. Doesn’t like seeing them like this. That’s a weakness. He possesses the type of soul that Maddalyn can exploit.
“Perhaps,” she say. “But are you really the type of person to watch your comrades, the people who trust you, who follow you, die painful, lingering deaths? Are you the kind of person who is willing to stand by when you have the option to save them?”
“You know nothing, bitch,” he hisses. 
She have found a weak spot. It’s a start. 
He glares. “This is so much bigger than our own feelings.”
“Go on,” she says. Now we’re getting somewhere. 
His eyes lock on Maddalyn. Gray daggers. His muscles tighten, and he smiles grimly with a mouth of broken teeth. “You don’t know what you’re getting into,” he says. “There are thousands upon thousands...” Bingo. 
***
Hours later, Maddalyn sits in the general meeting room where a skylight fills the room with early morning light. This room was created to give off an aura of peace. Of harmony. A vase of colorful flowers sits in the middle of the table. The red roses reminds her of the prisoners’ blood. Lilacs of bruises.
She called everyone to this emergency meeting because it was necessary. She wishes she never had to, though. All eyes are on her as everyone settles in. No one wants to be the bearer of bad news, especially this early in the morning. They might not even believe her. That would be worst of all.
“I called you all here because I extracted some information from the Alterners’ leader,” Maddalyn says. Skeptical eyebrows raise, arms fold, but they listen with curiosity. Her announcement sounds like a good thing, and she guesses it kind of is, if it's not too late already. “It appears the Alterners Clandestine Society is much larger than I initially thought, though I am right about its existence. They’re planning a big attack somewhere soon, but I’ve been unable to force any of the prisoners to give up any further details on where that attack might be or how they plan to wage it.”
“Maybe you haven’t tried hard enough,” Davis suggests, a dark gleam in his eyes. “Maybe you should allow others to try their methods.”
Maddalyn glares at him. “Trust me. But if you’d like to get your hands dirty yourself, please have a go.” He settles back, all bark and no bite. She thinks a moment about the horrible things she have done to prisoners over the years. Her job is necessary. It’s never easy, but she do it thoroughly. 
“Does anyone have any suggestions as to how to approach this?” Madam G asks.
Maddalyn have an idea, but she’s curious to hear their reaction. She wait and listen to see if anyone comes up with anything better.
Unsurprisingly, they don’t. They bicker incessantly as they always do. First, they question the A.C.S.’s existence again. She lays out the entire conversation she had with Wymond. Each bit of information he gave her, even those bits he didn’t know he gave her. Some still aren’t convinced, but they are eager to push this along. So, they start discussing a plan of attack. A way to ensure this process goes the way it should. They put out one foolish plan after another, fueled by silly dreams. Hopes and ideas about how they think the world should be. Maddalyn’s work has shown her how it actually is, though. She’s not afraid to take drastic action when life calls for it.
She looks at Madam G, silently begging her to put aside their personal differences and just listen, really listen to what she has to say. 
“I have a suggestion,” Maddalyn finally remarks. Everyone quiets as attention once again turns to her. 
“Are you actually going to listen to her?” Davison asks, turning to Madam G as if her voice doesn’t belong here.
	“Ms. Beccker is our most experienced and prominent battle strategist,” Madam G says, smiling her. It’s fake, She know, but it’ll ensure the others will at least listen to her. She’d always admired how Madam G can put personal grudges aside for the greater good of a situation. “She’s here to share her thoughts. Allow her to speak.”
Maddalyn wait for any other objections. She knows what she’s about to say will be controversial, but it needs to be said. It needs to be done. “We should set up the trials for the disciples...  in the coming weeks.” She emphasize the last word, and she’s met by eyes wide with shock. “I know it may seem harsh, and it’s certainly not ideal. But we are not in an ideal situation. We can summon the international disciples to compete in the tournament. The top five of every group shall pass through.”
“That is ridiculous!” Laydis says in her high-pitched voice.
“How would we decide what the tests are?” Madam G asks, her words laced with hesitant curiosity. Her vote matters most, so Maddalyn cling to it. She hates her, yet she’s always listened to Maddalyn more than anyone else does.
“We’ll create them together,” She say in an effort to bring them into it. If they have a part to play, they might be more open to supporting the action. “We’ll create tests of combat and of intelligence. We’ll make sure that the winners excel in all areas, so we come out with the best of the best.”
“Madness,” Laydis says.
“Do you have any suggestions as to what one of the tests should be?” Maddalyn ask as she turn to her. “I’m sure you have a ton of brilliant ideas.”
“Well…”
***
After the meeting, Maddalyn is still surprised by how well she was able to rope everyone in. We created tests of strength, knowledge, moral judgment. Tests that she truck believe in. This could work. It could really works. 
“I have some mundane things to do in the human realm,” Madam G says as she prepares to leave. “Call me if anything comes up. I’ll return tonight.”
Just before she leaves, she looks down at a message on her phone. Smiles. Once she’s had time to walk far enough away, Maddalyn leaves the room.
She’s proud of the progress they’ve made, but now that she’d played the leadership role, she shifts back into her role as a mother. As she return home, Maddalyn worries about what all this will mean for Cherrie. For her future. For her safety. Will she be capable of passing as a high school student while dealing with all of this?
[bookmark: _heading=h.35ilmgf7vizt][bookmark: _heading=h.r02nmirs5khx]She’ll have to be.
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Chapter 21—Wymond
The Guardist—a large, burly man with some kind of sigils shaved into the short hair on one side of his scalp—tosses Wymond back into the cell he’d pulled him from. The cell is so small, he can almost reach out and touch the walls with both hands. There is a drainage hole in the corner and a tap about chest high above it—an ingenious combination of a sink and a toilet, he suppose. There isn’t even a platform to function as a bed.  He thinks about the detention cells in the Tanner Building with fondness. At least their prisoners get a cot and toilet seat. 
Footsteps echo in the hallway beyond the closed doors to the holding cells. Guardists come and go, taking different prisoners at different times. Aspen and Merold are nearby. From what Wymond can see, they look even worse than he does. Rue and Jared—he doesn’t know what to think. That H.N.U. bitch said they were near death, but looks can be deceiving. His team can take a punishment, so he can only hope they look worse than they are. A small smirk appears at the corner of his mouth. He knew they would give their lives up before betraying their cause, and he’s proud of them, though he wish they didn’t have to suffer so much.
The enemy cannot stop them. 
The enemy cannot stop him. 
The H.N.U. has entirely too much power. It controls the lives of those who leave the realms in inhumane ways. Every ex-patriot has to abide by their rules in the human realm even though they're not humans. And despite their reasons for leaving their respective realms, the H.N.U. punishes them by binding their natural powers and abilities. Even the most harmless abilities, such as elevated taste buds, super hearing, and the ability to communicate with nature, are taken away. Just because they want more power than anyone else. 
Mr. Tanner made sure they knew who their enemies were. Why they’re fighting. And because of that, their loyalty is unshakable. 
“What are you thinking about, Wy?” Aspen asks, keeping his voice low. Glass partitions separate their cells, so Wymond can see them but not touch them. Aspen has a bruised eye, a crooked nose, and what’s left of his teeth are a chipped and bloody mess. He looks like he’s been beaten by a gang. But it was just that one cowardly Guardist and a chain to hold his friend down. These are people who relish power simply for the sake of it.
“Wy?” he says again, bringing Wymond out of his thoughts. 
“I’m just thinking about how proud I am of you all.” He give him a broken smile. “It’s incredible that despite this torture, you’ve been true to the cause. His cause. I couldn’t have asked for a better team.”
“Aye. We would never betray the cause. We would never betray you,” Merold chimes in from the other side.
“But hey, this isn’t just about us,” Aspen says. “You could have escaped hours ago. Why haven’t you?”
Wymond gives him a look they know all too well. He would never leave his team behind. He won’t abandon them. They are a family. They either leave here together, or they all die together. There is no other way. He wouldn’t survive the guilt. Instead of answering, Wymond give an order. “Rest up. We’ll figure out a plan, and sleep—whatever you can get—is always a good idea.” That statement is true enough, but he also want to stifle the conversation. The H.N.U. are most certainly listening to everything they say in here. Better not to talk too much.
	Wymond closes his eyes, but he  doesn’t sleep much. Instead, He replays the battle in his mind again and again. What was only hours feels like a lifetime ago already. Everything was normal. Boring. He even got to whisk Tasha away for a little while to show her that rooftop he found while he was casing the building last week in preparation for the party. But rather than see the smile that she gave him as they danced, he sees how she looked after. He sees that dazed look of pain on her face when she was hit with the force of that concussion grenade. He sees the blood running from her ears, the tears in her eyes as he handed her off to be pulled away. He wanted to go with her. He wanted to protect her. But He knew why his team was there. He knew the best way to save her was to do his job. So he did.
He haven’t seen her or any of the other higher-ups here, so Wymond can only hope she made it to the safe room. He’d  like to think his team and him did everything they could, but his mind is full with doubt he won’t share with any of his team. They followed their training. They secured the escape route doors and blew the access ports. They stayed behind everyone else and took the last stand, holding off the attackers long enough to make sure the personal security could whisk each and every guest away to safety. But something was bothering him. Something just didn’t feel right about the attack. What was their target? 
Their team came in through the side delivery entrance, throwing concussion grenades and flash-bangs first. Relatively standard infiltration tactics. Weapons-wise, they had enchanted munitions but nothing out of the ordinary. Flame pistols, stun wands... things to subdue and suppress, not maim and kill. 
	And then he realized. They didn’t try for the escape routes. They didn’t try to push past his team. They cleared the rooms and then… then they disabled them with those energy net grenades. Some kind of mobile, projectile dampening field for extraordinary abilities. Something new. They waited for them to show themselves, and they left once they had them. 
	Tanner, Tasha, the other A.C.S. members weren’t the mission. His team was

