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Prologue

It was a monster from the worst of nightmares.
A massive scaly tail whipped around behind it, smashing into one of the buildings and leveling it within a matter of seconds. Instantly, the monster was hidden again in a plume of dust.
The man snapped us out of our shock, pushing on the guy’s back behind me to move us forward.
We both took off into a run, now being among the stragglers. Everyone else in the street had fled either down the road, or down an alleyway to escape the area. My classmate’s mother had stopped to pick up a small boy who belonged to a young woman with a crying baby in her arms.
The ground was trembling again, prompting me to look back with wide eyes, seeing the behemoth running down the street with bared fangs. The fine hairs stood up on the back of my neck as I considered its size to my own – I was like a small bird compared to a lion, literally being able to fit in its mouth with ease. It could swallow me whole without any effort.
As it barreled towards us, unhindered despite the sides of its body smashing against the buildings, I realized there was no hope that any of us were going to survive.
Not unless I did something.




Chapter 1: Best Friend

I hurried through a narrow alleyway, careful not to trip on my own feet, while attempting to avoid being seen by anyone familiar as I made my way to the edge of town. Today had been a horrible day at school, as were most days, but I didn’t care about that now.
Right now, I just cared about the three dead rabbits in my arms, and their importance.
The significance of me making this trip in the first place.
This was a poorer part of town, with the exposed wooden frames of the houses being filled with clay daub, rather than brick or stone. The roofs here were also usually pitched straw instead of slate tiles, something I only knew about because my father was a carpenter.
He taught me many things they didn’t teach in class – practical things, like how to hunt, trap, and fish. How to skin and gut. How to garden and harvest.
I knew how to cook and sew too of course, but my dad didn’t let the fact that I was a girl stop him from showing me how to fend for myself.
He also taught me to have a thick skin – instructed me on how to ignore those who were mean.
I still wasn’t very good at that though.
As I slipped out of the alley into the street, I glanced around before darting across for an even narrower crevasse, bumping into a barrel only to startle a hidden cat. It immediately arched its gray back and hissed viciously, giving me pause. I wasn’t foolish enough to think I could calm it down, knowing I was only one step away from it attacking. The last thing I wanted was to get all scratched up, and the passage was too narrow to go around, so I carefully retreated back towards the street.
“Stupid cat,” I muttered, hugging the rabbits tighter while keeping my head down.
I doubted I would see anyone I knew, but the risk made me nervous. I would have just gone through the forest around the town, but I would lose too much time. I already felt like there wasn’t enough time in the day as it was.
For a week now, there hadn’t been enough time.
Unexpectedly, I gasped when something hard hit me in the middle of the back, causing me to drop a rabbit. I looked behind me in shock, only to see Kaylee running off in the other direction, having just thrown a rock. My surprise of seeing her in this part of town immediately shifted to annoyance.
Coward.
She would never try bullying me when she didn’t have the rest of her crew. But I was relieved it was just her this time. All the kids at school were hateful to me, but Ryker and Meno were the worst. Kaylee was terrible too whenever she had them to back her up.
I picked up the rabbit I’d dropped and then readjusted them in my arms before hurrying the rest of the way out of town.
Sometimes I found myself wishing that I was a boy, so they would leave me alone. I certainly dressed more like a boy, wearing snug shorts and tunics most of the time, although there were a few other girls I knew who wore shorts. Or maybe if I was at least as strong as the boys, they might back off. A lot of the boys got into fights frequently, but at least most of them could fight back. They were strong, whereas I wasn’t.
And since I couldn’t easily fight back, especially when they were in a group, they picked on me all the more.
They usually called me cruel names, like ‘abomination,’ ‘devil,’ and ‘freak.’ Sometimes Ryker even called me a bitch. But they were only repeating what their parents said behind closed doors. It didn’t help that I had a higher pain tolerance than most people. Now, the kids regularly threw rocks at me because I usually didn’t react, which only further encouraged the rumors that I was a freak.
But I wasn’t a freak. I was a normal girl.
All these problems stemmed from my absent mother. The town was full of rumors about why she didn’t live with us, and supposedly only visited occasionally. The biggest rumor was that she was literally a devil, which is where the nickname came from.
And the fact that she refused to show herself to other people didn’t help much either.
In my opinion, it was foolish of them to call her names too, because I was fairly certain my mother could use magic. And shunning a mage only hurt them, ultimately. The services of a mage were highly desired in most places.
I certainly didn’t blame my mother for the bullying, primarily because my father didn’t blame her. He said she was a good person, and that she loved me dearly. And I believed him, because I knew he loved me dearly.
I trusted my dad more than anything…but I just wished I could remember her for myself. He promised me that she visited once a year, but I couldn’t recall a single time. When I asked him about it, he finally explained somberly that she always suppresses my memories. Apparently, my mother believed kids can’t keep secrets, including her own daughter. It made me a little sad that she didn’t trust me, especially since I was fifteen.
‘You’ll remember on your own when you’re old enough,’ he promised me. ‘She loves you and just wants to protect you.’
And I believed him. Because I missed her.
Even though I didn’t remember her, I knew the memories were there deep down, because I had a longing that couldn’t be suppressed. I missed my mom like I knew her.
But, as rough as my life was, everything had gotten a lot easier in the last week.
Because I finally had a friend.
A friend who I was headed to now, with the three rabbits I had trapped and killed. I had gone a very long time without any friends, doubting that my forced childhood friendships counted – especially since Kaylee was one of those people – but now I finally had one.
However, unlike me, this new girl was genuinely different, but I didn’t mind at all. I thought her snake-half was beautiful, with her lower body being covered in brilliant sky-blue scales. And her human-half was absolutely gorgeous.
She had the upper body of an attractive human girl with a very large chest that made me a little jealous, considering mine was still flat even despite my age. And her hair and eyelashes were snow white, her eyes being a brilliant gold. I had to admit that I still felt a little nervous sometimes when I held her gaze. She had slits for pupils that made me vaguely uncomfortable, but it wasn’t just her.
In general, I didn’t care for snakes, cats, or anything that had slits for eyes. Something about it just bothered me.
But she was the sweetest person I knew, and she was exceptionally shy. The only reason I had been able to approach her was because she was injured – otherwise, she had told me she would have run away…
Well, slithered away.
She had been naked when I found her, so one of the initial things I did that first night was bring her a shirt. I was a little shocked when she began shredding the garment, but she ultimately just tore off the bottom half and used the strips of material to tie underneath her chest to provide her some support. It left her milky stomach and waist exposed, but she didn’t have noticeable intimate parts that a normal person would cover up.
Instead, her body was just a smooth transition from a normal looking belly to a snake body, which meant the shirt over her chest was enough. I was certainly a little curious about her unique body, but I didn’t want to be rude by asking such a personal question.
I was shocked to discover she didn’t have a name, but I hadn’t found that out for two days. She really was exceptionally timid. Even after all my help, it took her a while to warm up to me. I assumed she was afraid I’d be like all the other humans, but when I shared with her about my life she seemed to slowly begin to trust me.
We both felt alone, with her literally being alone. I at least had my father, but it was difficult not to feel lonely when everyone else was mean to me.
At least she wasn’t withholding her name because she didn’t like me. Once she nervously admitted she didn’t have one, we tried out a few different ideas, ultimately deciding on Jasmyn. She liked the Jasmine flower, and I wanted to spell it similar to my name Alyssa.
She didn’t know how to read or write, so it didn’t matter to her either way.
Recalling the recent memory, I smiled to myself as I reached the rock wall that hid her small cave. I dropped the rabbits at the entrance, and ducked down to slip into the small crack in the rock that served as the opening.
“Jasmyn,” I whispered, hearing my voice echo slightly against the cave walls.
No response.
Was she inside?
I slipped further in and then finally stood up once I was able to, knowing the interior was high enough that I didn’t have to worry about hitting my head. It was pretty dark, so I shuffled my feet to avoid accidentally stepping on her tail if she was sleeping.
“Jasmyn?” I whispered again, speaking a little louder.
Unexpectedly, someone grabbed me from behind, and I felt a hand cover my mouth at the same time that a powerful tail slithered around my body, completely immobilizing me. I screamed from the startle, but my voice was muffled by her palm.
Her warm breath was on my ear then, prompting my heart to pound even harder. For the first time since meeting her, I was genuinely afraid.
“Shh,” Jasmyn hissed in my ear.
I took a sharp breath through my nose, and then nodded against her hand. Slowly, she pulled it away, moving her palm to my chest and pressing me firmly against her. Her tail was still snug around my entire body.
“Did you tell anyone about this place?” she whispered urgently. Her voice was trembling, like she was afraid.
“No,” I whispered back, craning my head to look up at her even though I couldn’t see.
Given how much of her tail was wrapped around me, and the fact that my neck was against her large chest, I had a vague idea of where her head was. She would probably only be a few inches taller than me if she had legs, but her tail was at least three times as long as my entire body.
“Why?” I continued, my heart beginning to calm down. “Did something happen?”
I felt her long white hair tickle the sides of my face as she shook her head. A lot of it was tangled in the back, but the hair she kept up front was fairly well maintained.
I rolled my eyes. “I can’t see anything, Jasmyn.”
“Oh,” she whispered, realizing her mistake. “Sorry. No, not exactly.” She paused. “I decided to venture out for a little while, and when I got back I caught the scent of another human.” Her voice still sounded afraid. “I don’t think they came in here, but they were definitely near the entrance.”
My brow furrowed. No one knew about her, not even my father yet, so I couldn’t imagine that she was in any danger. “Well, I haven’t said anything,” I repeated, before sighing heavily. “You really scared me, Jasmyn.”
She gasped. “Oh, I’m sorry…” She hesitated, seeming doubtful. “I did? I thought I just surprised you.”
“No. Why is that so hard for you to believe?” I wondered seriously, already knowing the answer.
She was kind of a scaredy-cat, but she had good reasons to be. The wound she had received was an arrow that shot straight through her tail, piercing a perfect spot in between two scales. She never even saw her attacker, jumping into a river to escape, and climbing on the shore downstream where I found her. She healed fast though. Barely a week and she was slithering around just fine now, but the trauma was still there.
Jasmyn didn’t respond to my question. Instead, she began rubbing my chest gently, as if to silently apologize again. If my chest weren’t mostly flat, then I might have been a little embarrassed, but it didn’t feel awkward.
Unexpectedly, she grasped the pendant hidden under my clothes, prompting an unreasonable panic to make my heart race.
“Oh,” she gasped. “I didn’t realize you had a necklace on. Can I see it?”
“I can’t take it off,” I replied urgently, trying to wiggle my arms free from her tail’s grip. In response to my sudden anxiety, she loosened up and set me on my feet.
“Sorry,” she whispered. “I wasn’t going to take it off.” She then paused as she considered my words. “Wait. You can’t take it off? Why?”
I shrugged as I turned around to face her, knowing she could see me in the dark. “I don’t know,” I admitted. “It’s a gift from my mother. I don’t know why I can’t take it off…or rather, I guess I don’t remember why, but I just know I can’t. I’ve had it on for as long as I can remember. Even as a baby I think.”
I felt her warm hands slip onto my cheeks, silently telling me that her face was in front of mine now. I could just barely detect her slitted gold eyes in the darkness a few inches away, as if they were suddenly glowing faintly. “Can you show me?” she wondered curiously.
I sighed, reaching into the top of my shirt to pull it out. She didn’t move to touch it, instead keeping her hands on my face. I saw her eyes flick downward briefly, seeming to glow slightly brighter before returning to mine.
Wait. Were they glowing?
“Pretty,” she mused, her eyes dimming again. “What color is it?” she wondered.
I must have hallucinated it. “Black. My father said it’s a piece of onyx.”
“Oh, okay. I thought maybe it was just a really dark blue or green. And your mother gave it to you?”
I nodded.
“But you said you can’t remember her,” she reminded me. “How do you know?”
“I just do,” I retorted, feeling a little annoyed now. Being questioned about my mom always bothered me, because it was frustrating being reminded that I couldn’t remember.
“Sorry,” she whispered again, her shyness reappearing in her tone.
I quickly tucked my pendant away and reached up to hold her face. I could feel her cheeks rise as she smiled. “It’s fine,” I replied. “It’s just irritating not being able to remember much about her.”
She nodded against my hands.
I continued. “Oh, and I brought you three rabbits for dinner.”
“Oof,” she exclaimed. “One will be enough for a meal. I mean, I can fit all three in my stomach, but then I’d feel bloated.”
I smirked at her. “Well, then the other two can be breakfast and lunch, silly. I feel bad that this is the first time I’ve brought you more than one. It would be plenty to last me for a day, but you’re like four times my size.” I paused, hoping she didn’t take that the wrong way. “Do you want me to clean them for you?”
She shook her head. “No, that’s alright.”
I sighed heavily. She always denied my offer to clean them. I didn’t understand why. “I can do it for you,” I tried again. “I have a small knife in my pocket to do it.”
She shook her head again hesitantly.
It made me feel like she didn’t trust me. I knew we had only known each other for a week, but we had spent a ton of time together. I was actually a little surprised by how attached I’d become already, but I could confidently say I cared about her a lot – way more than anyone else other than my parents. But maybe it wasn’t the same for her? I kind of felt like she should at least be able to trust me by now.
“Why?” I finally asked. “Do you just prefer to do it yourself?” Though I wasn’t sure how she did. She didn’t have any tools, and her fingernails weren’t that sharp.
I felt her face grimace in my hands.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, suddenly worried.
She was silent for a few more seconds, before answering. “I’m afraid to tell you,” she admitted quietly.
I groaned. “Jasmyn, just tell me.”
“I eat them whole,” she whispered.
My eyes widened in surprise. “Oh,” I replied simply. My eyes then narrowed as I thought about her very normal mouth. I reached out automatically with my thumbs to feel the edges of her grimace, her soft lips frowning when I touched them. “H-How?” I wondered hesitantly.
“You’ve never seen a snake eat?” she asked in disbelief.
I had seen a snake eat before. I had been fishing once, tossing my catches on the shore behind me, only to turn around and find a black snake with half of a fish down its throat. Its mouth was massive as its body conformed to become like five times its normal size to fit its meal.
A bead of cold sweat trickle down my neck.
I really didn’t like snakes.
My shaky voice came out choked. “What’s the largest animal you’ve eaten?”
“Alyssa…” she whined quietly. “I really don’t want to talk about this.”
I felt my body start to tremble. “Could you eat a person?” I asked seriously.
She gasped. “I would never!”
“But you could,” I repeated, not asking a question this time.
“And a person could eat me,” she retorted, sounding annoyed now. “Maybe not whole, but it’s been done before.” She noticed my trembling then, since my hands had started to shake. She moved her palms to my unsteady shoulders. “Alyssa, I’d never hurt you,” she reassured me.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “It’s just the idea disturbs me.”
She groaned. “And that’s why I didn’t want to tell you.”
“I’m sorry,” I repeated. “I trust you, and I really like you…but, I’ve never really liked snakes.”
She was quiet then. I couldn’t judge her expression with my hands.
“But I really like you,” I repeated. “And that’s fine that you eat your rabbits whole.” I sighed heavily. “You’re my friend, and I want to know everything about you. I can get over it.”
I felt her hands return to my face, her thumbs gently caressing my cheeks. “You’re my only friend,” she replied. “The only one I’ve ever had.”
“Me too,” I admitted, though she already knew that. I’d never had real friends, as far as I was concerned. I sighed again. “So, can I watch you eat then?” I wondered hesitantly.
I felt her cringe.
“I want to accept all of you, Jasmyn. I don’t want you to be afraid to do something in front of me. Especially not something as simple as eating.”
She took a deep breath. “Are you sure?”
I nodded, feeling resolved now. I didn’t like snakes, but she wasn’t just a snake. She was my best friend. I just hoped my resolve didn’t waiver when I watched her mouth grow large enough to swallow an entire rabbit whole.




Chapter 2: Sacrifice

Yep. Watching Jasmyn eat was a little disturbing, but I did a good job of maintaining a neutral expression. I was pretty sure her jaw separated in at least three locations in order to swallow the dead rabbit whole. It was also creepy to watch her normal-sized neck expand to three times its girth as she swallowed it. But at least the weirdness was over once it got past her throat.
I didn’t even want to think about what it would look like if she swallowed a deer…or a person…
The whole process lasted barely half a minute. She looked at me with an apprehensive expression after she was done. Now that we were outside, standing in front of the cave, I could see her gold eyes clearly, along with her furrowed brow.
“It’s different,” I admitted after a second. “But I still like you.”
She slithered towards me slightly and wrapped her arms carefully around my shoulders. I returned the embrace, resting my head on her shoulder. After a moment, I scooted my temple closer to her neck because she had a hard patch on her shoulders where I knew there were sky-blue scales underneath the shirt. She also had some bright blue scales on the sides of her upper arms.
She was quiet for a few minutes while we hugged, before speaking up again. “I might have to find a new place to stay,” she said quietly. “It really scares me knowing a different human was around here.”
I pulled away slightly to look up at her. She lowered her upper body a few inches to be at my eye level. The slits in her golden irises were both alluring and made me feel uneasy at the same time. Her pretty face was ultimately the only reason why I could get past the anxiousness her eyes naturally elicited in me. “Maybe you can stay with me?” I suggested tentatively.
Her eyes widened in surprise.
I quickly continued. “My dad doesn’t know about you yet, but I trust him. I think he will be okay with you living with us. And you’d be safe. You wouldn’t have to worry about hunters.”
Jasmyn bit her bottom lip gently as she thought about it, her teeth appearing like a normal person’s except for having slightly elongated canines. “He won’t want to hurt me?” she asked cautiously.
“Definitely not,” I replied firmly. “And I won’t tell him where you are just to be on the safe side. I’ll just tell him I have a Naga friend, but I’ll leave out the details of your location. If he’s fine with you staying with us, then I’ll come get you.”
“And what if he’s not fine with it?” she asked timidly.
“Then we’ll find you a new home out here.”
She shook her head gently. “No. I mean, what if he’s not fine with me being your friend?”
I scoffed, tightening my embrace on her. “I love my dad, but no one is going to tell me I can’t be your friend.” I then looked at her meaningfully, holding her gaze for a long few seconds.
After a moment, she nodded hesitantly. “Okay,” she whispered.
“I’ll talk to him about it tonight,” I promised. “So hopefully I’ll have an answer by tomorrow when I stop by.”
She nodded again. “And I’ll stay here for tonight.” She paused. “I’m probably going to move a stone in front of the entrance on the inside.”
“Just be careful not to suffocate yourself,” I commented seriously.
She laughed, the charming sound warming my heart. “Oh, it will be fine. There’s enough air in there to last a few days. Plus, I would just block the entrance enough to prevent a person from coming in.”
“Okay,” I sighed. “I probably need to go for now.”
She looked dejected. “Okay,” she whispered.
“I’m sorry I was late today. My teacher made me stay after school,” I explained. “She didn’t like how I answered a question on my homework, so she made me redo the whole thing.” I sighed again. “Stupid woman.”
Jasmyn’s eyes were wide as she listened. “What didn’t she like about it?” she wondered.
I gave her a small smirk. “She asked a question about the Mayor of our town, wanting us to list three achievements he had accomplished in the last five years as a local history assignment. Instead, I listed three abominations he was responsible for, one of them being his son Ryker.” I took a deep breath. “So really it was my fault. Ryker is her favorite student. I should have just told her what she wanted to hear like I ended up doing.”
“He’s an abomination?” she wondered seriously.
I shook my head. “No, not really. He’s just extremely hateful. He’s one of the kids who throws rocks at me, and he has shoved and hit me before too.”
Jasmyn looked terrified as I spoke, seeming genuinely afraid for me. “He hurts you?” she whispered.
I sighed. “Not too bad,” I replied. “The rocks can sting a little, especially when he throws them, but usually he just says mean things.”
Her brow furrowed even more. “Why doesn’t your father stop them?”
I shrugged. “I haven’t really told my dad how bad it is. Ryker’s father is the most powerful man in town, and he would never believe that his son was anything other than a perfect angel. Telling my dad is just going to make him worry, and if he does try to stick up for me then we might get kicked out of town or something.”
“I’m sorry,” she replied, pulling away slightly and reaching up to cup my cheek with her warm palm. “I wish I could make them leave you alone.”
I laughed humorlessly. “You probably could,” I mused.
She looked at me in shock, her hands beginning to tremble. She really was a scaredy-cat. Especially when it came to humans.
“I’m just kidding,” I quickly clarified. I tightened my embrace around her waist. “I don’t want you to get hurt either.”
She nodded somberly.
I sighed. “I’ll see you tomorrow then. I hope you enjoy the other two rabbits.”
She gave another sharp nod, more confidently this time. “I will. Thank you, Alyssa.”
I gave her one last tight hug before heading back into the trees. I decided to take the long way home through the forest, hoping to not come across anyone I knew like before. I needed the time to think anyway, to consider my options on how to approach my dad about Jasmyn. He didn’t have too many rules for me, other than ‘don’t fight with anyone’ and ‘be home by sunset.’
I just hoped ‘don’t see Jasmyn anymore’ didn’t become a new rule. Because it was one I wasn’t going to obey.
Once I got home, I discovered that my dad already had dinner waiting for me, boiling on the kitchen stove in a pot sitting over the hole in the stone counter. Surprisingly, he didn’t comment about me being a little late, the sun having disappeared half an hour ago, with the last of the twilight transitioning to darkness just recently.
The first thing I did while he poured me a bowl of stew was tell him about my homework, showing him the note I had been sent home with. I wanted to get that out of the way before anything else. He listened attentively to me discuss it from my point of view.
I then apologized and told him I wouldn’t do it again.
My dad just shrugged with a sigh as he sat down. “Ms. Landerson has always been uptight,” he offered. “I don’t think there is anything wrong with you expressing your opinion, but obviously there might be consequences for doing so.”
“I know,” I admitted, my eyes lingering on the tattoo on his chest that was peeking out of his shirt. He had an exact replica on his back as well, though I had no idea what it represented. I sighed as I continued. “I was just irritated when I was writing it. I won’t do it again though. I don’t like staying late.” It meant less time with Jasmyn.
He nodded in acknowledgment to my spoken words.
My dad didn’t like the idea of making it seem like he had punished me for something so stupid, but he knew he had to respond to confirm the delivery of her note. So, he begrudgingly wrote her a simple message back that would appease her.
‘I apologize for my daughter’s behavior. It won’t happen again.’
I had been standing by my chair across the small table while speaking, but now that the school issue was taken care of, I sat down, discovering that I was hungrier than I realized. However, once I had eaten all the meat out of my stew, I ended up finding myself poking at it with my spoon. I certainly liked vegetables too, but now that the best part was gone, all I could think about was asking my dad about Jasmyn.
He was now thumbing through an old book as he ate, oblivious to the fact that I wanted to discuss something important.
An oil lamp sat between us on the small table, lighting up the kitchen brightly, even without the extra help of the stove coals behind me. I stared at the flame, watching it slowly sway while I contemplated my thoughts, working up the courage to speak. To talk about what I really wanted to discuss.
The orange and yellow flame reminded me a little of my father’s complexion. I envied his fiery red hair and bright blue eyes. I had been blessed with my mother’s black hair and brown eyes, which were pleasant in their own right, but I would have preferred having my dad’s appearance instead – even if it would have made me stick out more.
I admired his features.
Unlike Jasmyn’s yellow snake eyes, I found fire extremely comforting. I stared anxiously at first, before taking a deep breath as the dancing flame eased my mind.
My father’s blue eyes darted up towards me. “Something wrong?” he asked, noticing I wasn’t eating anymore.
“No, not exactly,” I hedged, shifting uneasily in my chair.
He slid his book to the side and rested his chin on his interlaced fingers, his elbows on the table. “What’s wrong?” he rephrased, eyeing me attentively.
I met his gaze for a moment, before glancing back at the flame. “Well…umm…” I took another deep breath. “I’ve made a friend…” I began.
His eyes widened slightly in surprise. He knew none of the kids were friendly with me, although he didn’t know the extent. “A boy?” he wondered.
I realized then that he was trying to guess at my hesitation. I leaned back in my chair. “No, it’s a girl. Well…sort of…”
His eyes narrowed slightly. “Sort of? A pantherian?” he tried guessing again.
Pantherians were usually mixes between humans and non-human races, which meant Jasmyn didn’t fit that category even if she was more humanoid than some of the other races. I shook my head slowly. “No…a therian…” I paused. “A Naga,” I clarified hesitantly.
He abruptly sat up straight. “How big?” he demanded.
I gasped, feeling nervous now. “A-About my size – well, her upper body at least.” When he didn’t respond right away, I continued. “Are you mad?” I asked seriously. He didn’t look angry, but I couldn’t read his expression either.
He sighed heavily, ignoring my question. “How long have you known her?” he wondered.
“A week,” I said quietly. “She was injured. I’ve been bringing her food every day. She doesn’t have any friends either. She doesn’t even have her parents.”
He stared at me for a moment, before responding. “That’s a very dangerous friend to have,” he finally said. “Creatures like her can eat people.”
“I know,” I admitted quietly, feeling uneasy again. “But she promised she’d never hurt me.”
“It wouldn’t hurt,” he clarified. “Their venom has a paralyzing effect. It doesn’t kill by itself, but you certainly wouldn’t feel anything after being bitten. Not to mention, she could swallow you whole.”
“Dad,” I complained. I had lost my appetite now.
“I’m just saying,” he quickly retorted, before his brow furrowed. He was quiet for a moment. “I think I should meet her,” he added firmly, “before I let you two spend any more time together.”
“Well, that’s kind of what I wanted to talk to you about…” I admitted quietly.
“Oh?” he leaned forward again, waiting for me to continue.
I was silent now. Hesitant. “It’s dangerous for her in the forest,” I blurted out. “She doesn’t have a safe place to stay.”
My father was pensive, prompting me to stare at the flame while I waited for him to respond. After a moment, I finally looked up at him to see him staring at me intently.
“Like I said, I need to meet her first.”
“Then you’ll consider it?” I asked hopefully.
His eyes narrowed. “It could be dangerous for all of us if anyone found out she was living here. The people in this town are not accepting of non-humans.”
“I won’t tell anyone,” I promised.
“And I believe you,” he offered. “But she couldn’t risk leaving the house unless it was at night.”
“Oh,” I said simply. I wasn’t sure how Jasmyn would feel about that, especially considering how scared she was all the time. Granted, she could see in the dark, so maybe it wouldn’t be a big deal to her. “Well, I’ll ask her tomorrow.”
“While you’re on your way here, right?” he clarified.
“Yes, of course. We’ll make our way around the town through the forest, and then I’ll come get you once she’s in the trees behind our house.”
He sighed heavily. “And she knows about all this, correct?”
I nodded, feeling confused now. “Yes. Why?”
He looked at me seriously. “Because if she didn’t know you were planning to tell me, then she might get defensive when she finds out I know. Hostile even.”
I immediately thought back to when we were in the cave earlier – how she had grabbed me from behind and asked if I told anyone about her. She didn’t really seem hostile though. Just scared, and nervous.
“Well, she knows,” I reassured him. “I talked to her about it earlier before I came home.”
He leaned back in his seat, running his fingers through his fiery hair, and sighed again. “Well, just make sure you bring her straight here after you go see her tomorrow.”
“I will,” I promised. “Assuming I snag something in my traps tonight, then I’ll come home to kill my catches, and then go see her.” Jasmyn had told me she could eat meat that was several days old without a problem, but I was committed to only bringing her fresh food. Thus, I usually moved the small animals I caught to a temporary cage for the day until I came home.
I always reset my traps of course, but rarely did I catch anything while I was at school.
“That’s fine,” he agreed. “With how clever your traps are, we probably won’t have a difficult time feeding her. I wonder if she’ll eat vegetables too, in case you have a string of bad days.”
I shrugged in response, not having really thought about that.
I wasn’t that great with a bow, so she would probably have to do her own hunting at night if I couldn’t catch anything. Granted, she had survived on her own long before I started bringing her meals. I supposed I shouldn’t worry so much.
“I could always try fishing,” I suggested. “It’s been a while since I’ve done that.”
He smirked at me. “You really like her, don’t you?”
“I do,” I agreed. “She’s really sweet.”
“Then I look forward to meeting her.” He glanced back down at his book. “And I’m glad you’ve made a friend,” he added.
“Me too,” I admitted, my appetite finally returning. I went back to eating, feeling slightly excited now. Not only did I finally have a friend, but she might get to live with me! It seemed like things were finally looking up for my life.
Finally.
I had a difficult time sleeping that night, thinking about Jasmyn the whole time. I wondered if she was thinking of me too. It made me happy to imagine that she might be. I couldn’t wait until tomorrow after school. I almost wanted to skip class to go see her, but I knew that such a decision would ultimately come back to bite me in the butt.
In the morning I was surprisingly still alert, even though I had barely slept. I discovered that I had trapped a fox in one of my traps, so I stored it away in a cage before getting ready for the day. My father walked me halfway to school as usual, needing to take a different route to work. I was still so excited about letting Jasmyn know, that I almost forgot to give the note to my teacher, reminding me of the annoyances of my daily life.
She scoffed when she saw my dad’s handwriting.
Ms. Landerson was actually really pretty despite her plain complexion, but the almost permanent scowl on her face whenever she was interacting with me made me perceive her as being ugly. I suspected that the reason why she was still single had nothing to do with her appearance.
“Ugh,” she groaned in annoyance. “He probably didn’t even discipline you, did he? If you were my daughter…” she gritted her teeth together.
She didn’t need to continue anyway, because I knew what she would say. Probably something like, ‘I’d beat you to death,’ since I had slandered her favorite student. Good thing I wasn’t her daughter. It was none of her business how I was disciplined.
I was relieved when she told me to have a seat.
Thankfully, Ryker wasn’t in my class, since he was a year older, but both Kaylee and Meno were. While I suffered through Ms. Landerson’s lecture, the two of them were busy spending most of the day exchanging a note to each other whenever our teacher wasn’t looking. I thought it was a little unusual, since I was fairly certain that Kaylee was interested in Ryker, but just because they were exchanging notes didn’t mean anything romantic was going on between them.
Not that I cared either way.
As long as they weren’t focused on me, then that’s all that mattered. I preferred to just be ignored.
I was relieved when the day was finally over. I headed straight home to kill the fox I had caught last night. Once I was on my way to see Jasmyn, I decided to take the long way through the trees, wanting to avoid another chance encounter. Yesterday, I had taken what I thought was a safe path through town, but I had still been spotted by Kaylee. I didn’t want to risk it today.
My excitement began feeling like it was going to explode out of my chest as I drew closer to Jasmyn’s cave. I clung to the dead fox joyfully, almost wanting to skip the rest of the way.
However, unexpectedly I heard yelling coming from the direction I was heading, causing me to gasp in surprise when I recognized the voices. My happiness was instantly shattered as dread filled my heart. I held Jasmyn’s dinner even tighter against my chest as I began running.
Crack.
The sound of a rock hitting a stone wall echoed throughout the trees.
Fear clawed at my heart as I ran faster.
“Freak!” Ryker’s voice called out.
“Yeah! Filthy snake!” Meno shouted.
“Abomination!” Kaylee yelled.
I gasped again as they came into view.
Five of my peers were here, having Jasmyn cornered against the rocks on the side of the entrance to her cave. Her snake lower-half was curled up underneath herself, the sky-blue scales looking like they were vibrating as she trembled in fear. Her hands were at the sides of her head trying to protect herself from the stones being tossed at her body. Her white hair was hiding her face, but I knew she was terrified.
I was surprised Ryker and his crew would be so bold after seeing her, but Jasmyn’s scared reaction probably gave them the courage to attack – it was like they could smell fear.
“Leave her alone!” I shrieked.
I bolted straight for Ryker, dropping the fox as I used my bodyweight to shove him to the ground. Everyone else backed away in surprise when he faceplanted, likely shocked considering he was a lot larger than me. I then tried to move in front of Jasmyn to shield her.
“Bitch!” he yelled, jumping back up.
“Snake lover!” Kaylee shouted, her eyes full of spite as she chucked a rock at me. It hit me in the shoulder, causing me to gasp from the unexpected pain. It hurt worse being hit at this closer distance.
“I’m going to kill you for that!” Ryker continued, pulling out a long blade.
I immediately felt the blood drain from my face.
Because he was serious. His eyes were filled with hatred. Of all the days to leave my knife at home, why today? It wouldn’t do much to protect us, but at least he might think twice if he thought he could get hurt too.
A sinister chuckle escaped his hideous face when he saw my expression. “I thought you might have a pet you were taking care of out here. Turns out I was right,” he laughed again, his eyes darkening. “So we came to kill it.”
“Just leave us alone!” I shouted again, my voice breaking. “She didn’t do anything to you!”
He scoffed, holding up the blade. “Die bitch! Move and I’ll stab the filthy snake instead!”
He lunged forward.
I didn’t move, because Jasmyn was literally right behind me. I was almost touching her. Every fiber of my being told me to get out of the way, my instincts screaming at me to dodge the knife, but I couldn’t do it.
I had to protect her. My friend.
Despite what he said, it looked like he was expecting me to move after all, because his eyes widened in surprise as the blade buried itself in my gut. His weight slammed me back into Jasmyn, smashing us both into the rock wall.
Ryker immediately let go of the knife and jumped backwards. “Stupid bitch!” he yelled at me in horror.
“Shit,” Meno gasped, his eyes wide in shock. He immediately spun on his heels and took off running, followed quickly by Kaylee and everyone else.
Ryker just stood there dumbfounded for a second before pointing his finger. “She did it!” he announced, not realizing he was the only person left. “The snake stabbed you!” He then took a hesitant step back, before turning and running away too.
I slumped to the ground, landing on my knees and then falling awkwardly onto my side. Suddenly I found myself staring into Jasmyn’s golden eyes as she gently helped me onto my back. Her expression was just as horrified and shocked as I felt.
“Alyssa,” she cried, glancing down at the knife still sticking out of me. “What should I do?” she pleaded.
I couldn’t speak. All I could do was focus on the excruciating pain in my gut. It hurt so much. And it was so hot inside of me. Something important must have been stabbed, like a kidney.
Jasmyn’s eyes rapidly began filling with tears, some of them falling on my face. “Alyssa!” she cried again. She reached out like she was going to touch the knife, before flinching and looking at me again. “Please! I don’t know what to do!” she begged.
I coughed as I tried to respond, my mouth tasting like metal. “I don’t know,” I whispered.
More of her tears fell on my face as she leaned closer. “Alyssa,” she whispered back. “Why?” She was sobbing now. “Why didn’t you move? You should have just run away.”
I shook my head. “No,” I said firmly, coughing again. “You’re my friend. And…” I coughed, trying to focus. “Jasmyn, you’re my best friend.”
“You’re my only friend,” she sobbed, her eyes squeezing shut like she was in physical pain. She leaned forward then and gently kissed me on the forehead, more of her tears falling on my face. After a moment, her expression became more determined. “I’ll go get help,” she promised.
I reached out and grabbed her thin arm, the blood on my hand slipping on her scaly patch, making it difficult to hold onto her. “No,” I said firmly. “Jasmyn,” I coughed, “they might kill you.”
She sobbed. “But you’ll die if I don’t get help…”
“You should leave,” I said almost inaudibly, trying to focus on her gold eyes. “If Ryker tells them you stabbed me, then they’ll come looking for you.”
“No,” she whimpered, pressing her forehead against mine. “Please,” she begged again. “Just tell me what to do. I’ll do anything. Please.”
I reached up to my chest, feeling my pendant underneath my shirt. Jasmyn immediately pulled it out for me, probably assuming it meant something.
But it didn’t.
I just suddenly missed my mom, wishing I could see her again. Wishing I remembered seeing her in the first place. I grasped the black rock tightly in my fingers and sucked in a shallow breath.
“Leave,” I repeated quietly, my volume completely gone now. My mind was beginning to swim as I felt more light-headed.
Jasmyn’s expression pained, the muscles in her face trembling in grief, her bottom lip quivering. We were both quiet for what felt like a long time. And then something abruptly changed as she watched the life begin to drain from my eyes. I saw the same look in her expression that I had seen in Ryker’s just moments ago.
Pure hatred.
“I’m going to kill them,” she whispered harshly, gently kissing me on the forehead again. “I’m going to kill all of them for killing you.”
I listened absentmindedly, unable to even fully process what she was saying. Did she think I was already dead? Maybe I was dead. I wasn’t breathing anymore. My muscles felt limp, including my hand.
I watched as she rose up from me and quickly took off, slithering away much faster than a person could run.
And then I was alone, loosely grasping my pendant, my mind completely blank. I stared up at the blue sky barely visible through the green canopy, watching the leaves gently flutter in the occasional breeze.
There was nothing for a long time.
Unexpectedly, a loud crack filled my ears.
The black onyx in my hand shattered.




Chapter 3: Revival

I gasped as an explosion erupted from inside of me.
Literally.
It was like my entire body detonated into a massive ball of purple fire, and the sky began raining down strikes of black lightning all around me.
Or was the lightning coming from the ground? Rising up into the sky? It was almost as if the lightning was coming from me, crackling around my body.
I felt the knife in my gut get shoved out of my stomach, and I took a sharp breath as the pain in my side peaked briefly before completely disappearing. I held up my palms and watched in shock as my skin abruptly shifted to an extremely dark gray – the color of charcoal. I turned my hands over as my nails turned pitch black and began elongating into sharp claws. And my eyes stung for a moment as something happened to them too.
And then it was over, an unexpected thrill rushing through my muscles.
I was still on fire – vibrant purple flames flickered all around me, somehow failing to devour my clothing. I sat up hesitantly, feeling almost too good as the shards of my pendant fell to the ground in between my legs. I pulled up my blood-soaked shirt to look at my flat gray stomach. My eyes widened in shock when I saw that there was nothing there – not even a scar.
A sound – followed immediately by movement in the corner of my eye – caught my attention and my head snapped over to see Jasmyn rushing through the trees. She froze in shock when she saw me, and I just stared back at her when I saw her hands and forearms covered in blood.
The purple flames around me slowly died down while we held each other’s gaze.
I finally spoke up, my tone sounding a little apathetic. “Did you kill them?”
Her eyes widened even more. “Y-Yes,” she whispered, her voice shaking. “All five.”
I focused on the blood on her arms again, discovering the color holding my attention. It was…enticing. I stood up slowly, staring at her for a moment longer, only to close the gap between us in the blink of an eye.
One moment I was at least twenty feet away, and the next I was standing right in front of her.
She gasped and recoiled automatically from the startle, but I reached out to grab her blood-covered wrist, holding her in place. She began trembling, her eyes wide, as I slowly raised her hand up to my face. I then carefully stuck out my tongue, realizing it was almost twice its normal size, and licked the blood on her palm.
I sighed heavily in relief as my mouth flooded with drool.
It tasted so good.
I reached out with my other hand to grab her elbow, and began maneuvering her arm carefully while I licked the blood off. The whole time her gold eyes were wide, her pupils dilated a little, her entire body locked up in fright.
Once I had run my tongue down her entire forearm a few times and moved on to her other hand, she seemed to relax a little.
“Alyssa,” she finally whispered hesitantly, watching me lick the back of her hand. “What are you?”
I sighed, running my tongue along her wrist, before pulling away a little. I felt my ears twitch when I heard some commotion in the distance. I reached up, pinching my ear in between my fingers to discover that they were twice as long now, and pointy, unlike my usual small round ears.
“I don’t know,” I admitted quietly, glancing up at her. “I thought I was human.”
“I did too,” she whispered.
Her snake eyes didn’t seem to bother me anymore as I stared into them. It took me a moment to notice my own tiny reflection in her dilated black pupils. I gasped when I realized my eyes were the same as hers now. They were a brilliant crimson instead of gold, and the slits in my red irises were wider, along with the white part of my eye being pitch black, but still…they were the same.
And then, as I considered her question, it suddenly happened.
My memories flooded back, and I realized what I was.
My father had lied.
My mother didn’t visit once a year – she visited once a month to spend time with me, staying for a few days.
No wonder I missed her so much. She was a regular part of my life. And the reason why she couldn’t stay around was because she looked just like me – her skin dark gray, her eyes bright red. Because she was a demon, and I was her half-demon child.
The gossip that she was a devil wasn’t a rumor after all.
And the black pendant was a gift to suppress my magic, in hopes that I could live a normal life until I could control it on my own.
Because, unlike her, I had a choice.
I could choose forms, so long as I could regulate my magic effectively. And it helped that my father was actually a shapeshifter, though I had never seen him in any form other than his human one. My parents didn’t think he had passed his ability directly on to me, but it was probably the reason why I could transition to a human in the first place.
I focused on Jasmyn’s hesitant expression as I heard the commotion in the distance grow louder. “We need to go,” I announced. “Let’s hurry back to my house and see my dad. He will know what to do.”
She nodded hesitantly. “Okay,” she whispered. “Umm…Lead the way.”
I grabbed her hand as I began to move, unsure of how fast I needed to go to match her pace.
Not wanting to let go, I had to run slightly ahead of her to avoid getting in the way of her tail, like I was dragging her along. But it only took us a few seconds to get in sync, and then we were flying through the forest at a pace much faster than I had ever thought possible. We made it back to my house in record time, with my transformed body being capable of running more than triple the speed I was used to.
But my father wasn’t home when we got there.
I had Jasmyn wait in the trees while I dashed into the house, expecting him to be home. However, when I found it empty, I decided to invite her in, taking her to my small room to hide while we waited. We didn’t talk very much, instead just sitting side-by-side on my bed.
She had an arm wrapped around my shoulders, with my own arms wrapped around my knees, while I listened carefully to the noises outside. My hearing was much better than I was used to, as was my eyesight.
I could hear everything.
Beyond all the birds and cicadas, I could detect the grunt of a deer that was awake early for the night, the squeaking of a fox in the brush behind our house, and even a low purring inside the room that I unexpectedly identified as a spider in the corner of my ceiling. I had no idea a spider could make a noise, yet it was undeniably coming from the small pest.
Jasmyn’s sky-blue tail was laid out like long legs, the majority of it lying on the floor since my bed was so small. The underside of her body was leathery, being only a slightly lighter shade as her sky-blue scales. We were both silent for a long time while we waited.
All my muscles tensed when I finally heard someone run up to the house, their footsteps extremely heavy, and then I sighed in relief when I heard my dad’s voice call out to me.
“Alyssa! Are you here?!” he asked, slamming the front door shut behind him.
“In my room!” I called out.
He appeared in the doorway just a moment later, pausing briefly when he saw Jasmyn. He then focused his gaze on me, unsurprised by my appearance. “I saw your magic released. What happened?!” he asked breathlessly.
“Ryker killed me,” I admitted in a rush. “He stabbed me with a knife.” I then lowered my knees, so he could get a better look at my blood-stained shirt.
His eyes widened in shock. “And you killed him?” he wondered hesitantly.
“Yes,” I blurted out, before Jasmyn could say anything.
But she gave herself away, lowering her gaze with tears slipping from her eyes as she tightened her grip around my shoulders. “I thought she was dead,” she sobbed abruptly. “And there was nothing I could do to help her.” She lowered her head more, closing her eyes. “All I had left was getting revenge for them killing my only friend.”
My father looked back and forth between us for a moment, easily fitting the pieces together, before sighing heavily. “So is there anyone alive who has seen either of you?”
We both looked at him in shock, Jasmyn snapping her head up abruptly. We exchanged a glance, before she answered him. “N-No,” she whispered.
“Okay,” he replied, taking a deep breath “Well, then at the very least, we won’t have to move to a different town.”
I just gawked at him. “You aren’t mad?”
He shrugged. “It’s not ideal, but ultimately it was his fault for stabbing you. Although…” He held up a finger like he was going to chastise me. “You didn’t die. It’s very difficult for a demon to die. Your mother is over a thousand years old.”
“Oh,” I said simply, truly surprised. Now that I remembered my mother, it was difficult to attach that kind of an age to her young attractive body. I wondered if that meant I’d look young forever too.
My father continued. “Honestly, I think it’s a good thing you found a Naga to be your friend, since they have really long lifespans too.” He then looked at Jasmyn. “And it’s very nice to meet you. I’m Axel, Alyssa’s father. Thank you for getting revenge on my daughter’s behalf…” He paused. “Although you may want to be a little more discreet about it next time.”
Jasmyn lowered her gaze, looking ashamed. “Sorry,” she whispered. “I wouldn’t normally tear them apart like that, but I thought they had killed Alyssa.”
I stared at her in disbelief as my father nodded in acknowledgment. “You’ll definitely need to hide for a while, because they’re on the hunt now. You should be safe here though,” he quickly added. “They have no idea what they’re hunting for, so they would never suspect the culprit to be hiding out in a house.”
“What about me?” I wondered hesitantly, glancing down at my dark gray skin.
“For you, my princess,” he said with a smile, “it’s time to teach you how to control your magic.”
My eyes widened.
Teach me how to control my magic?
Even despite what had happened, I hadn’t really considered the implications that I had magic, having gone my whole life thinking I was normal. But I supposed I couldn’t deny it was true, which meant now I had to wrap my mind around this new reality.
I hopped off the bed and followed my father out of my bedroom into the living room. Jasmyn hesitated and then followed close behind me, slithering easily through the doorframe. Her tail trailed behind her as it weaved back and forth allowing her to move straight forward as if she were walking like a normal person with legs.
Our living room had a roughly textured rug in the middle of the wooden floor, but otherwise very little else. My father’s bedroom door was on my right at the other end of the room, with the kitchen entrance being on my left just next to me. A stone fireplace was set into the wall across from my room, currently with a large pile of logs that probably wouldn’t be used for months. Either that or we’d end up using them to cook dinner in the kitchen over the fire-heated stove.
Just outside my room was a wooden bench sitting against the wall with a long, flat, hard pillow. On the far corner of the room to my right was a rocking chair sitting underneath an oil lamp attached to the wall. I had a lot of memories of playing on the floor by my dad’s feet with wooden dolls he had carved for me.
Some of my dad’s books were stacked unevenly on a short table next to the chair, with the rest of his books shoved into a wide bookshelf on the other side closer to his room. While he was primarily a carpenter, he also did a ton of reading into subjects I didn’t have the first clue about.
Unlike in my bedroom, the ceiling was vaulted with nothing but open space between the support beams and roof.
We weren’t really poor, but my dad didn’t see the point in buying unnecessary luxuries. We had plenty of food to eat. And really, part of the reason we had money was simply because we didn’t spend it on much.
I knew my eyesight was better, but it still took me a second to realize I could see everything so clearly in the dim light, even despite the fact the room was windowless. The only light came from the kitchen window where the sun was nearing the horizon. It was dark enough that I shouldn’t have been able to see this much detail, as if there were windows in the room flooding it with daylight.
My dad grabbed a few matches to light a couple of the oil lamps mounted on the walls. He then turned towards me in the middle of the room and pointed next to him. “Have a seat,” he instructed.
I immediately looked down at my blood-stained shirt, which was surprisingly dry even though it had been covered in so much blood not long ago. I wondered if it was due to the purple fire that didn’t burn me or my clothes.
“Umm, there was fire…” I commented as I sat on the floor cross-legged where he was pointing. “And lightning,” I added.
He nodded in agreement. “I know. I saw it in the distance. You created a tower of fire full of black lightning. Your magic has grown a lot more than your mother and I thought. Honestly, I’m surprised you’ve been able to suppress it as much as you have right now. I would have anticipated you still being on fire.”
Jasmyn unexpectedly spoke up. “Oh…umm…”
My dad looked at her curiously. “Yes?”
She bit her lower lip. “I’m sort of…doing that…”
My father’s eyes widened as he reevaluated her.
I looked up at her in shock, from my seated position on the floor. “You are?” I asked in surprise.
Now that I was paying attention, it looked like her eyes were glowing slightly. Did that have anything to do with it? It probably would have been more noticeable if it were still dark in the room, but the lit oil lamps on the walls provided plenty of light now. Granted, I might not have been sure either way, considering I could apparently see in the dark in this form.
She looked at me apologetically. “Yes. I can’t control it very well. It happens like a reflex when I feel threatened.” She bit her lip again. “I’m suppressing your magic right now.”
I stared at her in shock, my voice all but gone. “You…feel threatened…by me?” I asked quietly.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I can’t help it. I know you wouldn’t hurt me, but my instincts are screaming at me to run away.”
My dad chimed back in. “It’s alright, Jasmyn. For now, it’s a good thing. Maybe we can work on teaching you how to control your magic too.” He paused. “Are there any other types of spells you can use? Or just that one?”
She nodded slowly. Hesitantly. “I can…make others do what I want…sometimes…”
My eyes widened as I tried to consider all the times I’d thought her eyes were glowing. Really, I only noticed it if it was exceptionally dark. However, Jasmyn’s ashamed expression made me wonder if there had been even more times.
“You made me show you my necklace, didn’t you?” I asked quietly.
She nodded slowly, her expression becoming pained as she stared intently at the floor. “I wasn’t trying to make you. Just sometimes when I want something, it activates on its own.”
“When else?” I whispered.
She sighed heavily, meeting my gaze with teary eyes. “Having you help me when I was wounded, asking you to bring me food, making you hug me when I needed the comfort.” Tears silently slipped down her cheeks. “All of it. I made you do it.”
I didn’t know what to say. I felt like I wanted to do all those things, but maybe that’s how her magic worked. If that was the case, then did it matter? Wouldn’t I still feel the same way? I glanced up at my dad’s pensive expression, with him appearing to evaluate her words carefully.
He noticed my glance in the corner of his eye and looked down at my hesitant composure. “Let’s try something,” he abruptly announced, looking back up at her. “Jasmyn, I want you to look at me and tell me to sit down.”
She wiped her eyes with a sniffle, and looked up at him through her white eyelashes. “W-Why?” she wondered.
“Just do it, please,” he urged her. “And really ‘want’ it. Want me to sit down next to Alyssa.”
She nodded timidly, and held his gaze. She didn’t even say anything. Suddenly, my dad dropped to his rear so fast it looked like it hurt. He sucked in a sharp breath, but didn’t otherwise move.
“Well,” he finally said after a moment. “That was different. Now, I want you to have Alyssa stand.”
Jasmyn looked at me apologetically, before holding my gaze intently.
I felt nothing.
I did nothing.
“Try harder,” my dad encouraged. “Want her to stand. Or want her to do anything really. Walk away, walk closer, whatever you really want her to do, demand it of her.”
I felt a little shocked to have my father speak like that, especially since he just realized that we were both in a room with someone who he barely knew and could possibly make us do anything she wanted. However, as she stared into my red slitted eyes, still nothing happened. Her eyes grew brighter then, a brilliant gold as she thought of something she really wanted me to do.
But I just sat there, holding her gaze.
“That’s what I thought,” my father finally said, standing back up.
Jasmyn finally looked up at him, her expression a mixture of surprise and confusion.
My father continued. “That magic is unique to the Naga race, but it is still somewhat rare, even for them. Usually called ‘snake eye,’ it allows the user to control the actions of their prey, unwillingly so. I didn’t want to sit down, but I felt compelled to do so, like I had no choice.” He paused, glancing down at my expression before looking back up at her. “It’s ineffective on Alyssa though – probably all demons for that matter. Even when she was in her human form, it shouldn’t have worked.”
Jasmyn immediately looked at me in shock. “I can’t control her?” she whispered. Her eyes began filling with tears again as she realized I had truly done everything on my own, because I wanted to. Not because she made me.
I looked up at my father. “But why?” I wondered.
He held my gaze, still seeming completely unaffected by my dark gray skin and red eyes. Although, I suppose that shouldn’t be surprising since it was exactly how my mother looked all the time. “Because it only works on weaker creatures – like I said, on prey.” He hesitated. “There’s a reason why her instincts are telling her to run away. You are much more of a threat to her than she is to a human.”
“Oh,” I said simply, glancing at Jasmyn in the corner of my eye. She didn’t seem frightened by that fact. Instead, she seemed like she was still slowly falling apart at the realization that I did everything because I wanted to.
I continued speaking. “I suppose it makes sense now why you weren’t too concerned when you found out about her,” I mumbled.
It was more of a rhetorical comment, but he heard me. “Yes, although with your magic suppressed before, I still didn’t want to chance you getting hurt, sweetie.”
“Am I an actual danger though?” I wondered quietly, remembering the blood on Jasmyn’s hands. “Like do I have to worry about hurting either of you?”
He shook his head. “Just be careful about using your full strength. Avoid intentionally exerting yourself, otherwise you might break something.”
“No dad,” I whispered. “I mean…do I have to worry about wanting to hurt either of you?”
His eyes widened slightly as he registered that. “Did something happen?” he asked seriously.
I nodded somberly. “I like blood,” I said quietly. “A lot. I licked it off Jasmyn’s hands.”
He laughed at that. “Oh.” He continued chuckling. “No, honey. You’re still you. Just a much stronger, faster, more powerful version of yourself. You liked blood when you were very young, just like how you love meat now, but between your mother's magic and that pendant, it was suppressed for the most part. Nothing to worry about.” He clapped his hands together. “Now, let’s get started on teaching you how to control your magic before Jasmyn’s suppression weakens and you explode again.”




Chapter 4: Bonded

Learning how to control my magic was harder than I thought it would be. Surprisingly, it came naturally for Jasmyn, who picked up what my dad was trying to tell us very quickly. At first, it took her a few minutes to collect herself and listen, because she was still crying after realizing that I really had done all those things on my own. Obviously, she hadn’t forced me to be her friend, but she had still been under the impression she made me do a lot of things I might not have done otherwise.
However, once she started paying attention to the magic lesson, she got it easily.
I…did not.
When a spark of black lightning unexpectedly crackled around me, my dad decided to change his approach. “Okay,” he announced, “this is what we’re going to do, since Jasmyn can use magic too–”
I cut him off. “Wait. What?” I asked in surprise. “You can’t use magic?”
He shook his head. “No, of course not. Why?”
“But you’re a shapeshifter, right? I remember that, although…” I looked down at my gray hands in my lap. The black claws were half an inch long each, and extremely sharp. “Actually, I don’t have any idea what you can shift into…” I looked back up at him. “But doesn’t that mean you can use magic?”
He shook his head, before running his fingers through his fiery hair. “No, it’s not magic. At least, not exactly. Anyway, we need to focus. Jasmyn’s suppression spell is losing its hold on you.”
I nodded in acknowledgment. He had already explained that magical energy wasn’t infinite – it would dissipate slowly and run out eventually. It didn’t affect the same energy to move around, so it wasn’t related to the sensation of feeling tired. There was no outward sign that someone was running low on magic – only the person using it would be able to tell. However, overuse of magic could certainly make someone physically exhausted, and sleeping could help their magic recover.
He abruptly looked at Jasmyn. “I need you to get behind her and place your hands on her chest and stomach.”
I automatically sat up straighter as my friend did as she was told, placing her hands where my dad had asked, slipping them in my shirt to touch my dark gray skin. I kept my sharp claws in my lap. “What if this doesn’t work?” I wondered seriously as Jasmyn pulled me against her, my head resting against her chest. “Can’t mom make another pendant?”
My dad shook his head. “Your mother didn’t make the necklace. She bought it, and the amulet was very expensive.”
“How much money?” I exclaimed breathlessly, my eyes wide.
He shook his head again. “Not money. More like a favor in exchange – one that involved her lethal magic – the same magic in you, which means we need to focus. You can ask her yourself when she visits in a couple of weeks.”
I nodded, briefly excited to be reminded of her visit, but also feeling sobered by the idea that my magic might be a lot more dangerous than my dad was sharing. The situation was more serious than I assumed.
“Now,” he continued, “Jasmyn, that feeling I was telling you about, I need you to try to push that sensation into your hands. Hopefully, if you can reach some of your magic into her, then you can help her feel it inside herself.”
Jasmyn sucked in a sharp breath, pulling me against her tighter. “But won’t that use up my magic faster?” she wondered seriously. “What if she blows up the house?”
He shrugged, acting calmer than I suspected was warranted. Maybe he didn’t want to make us nervous, which might hinder the process. “It’s a risk, yes. But going outside right now and potentially being seen by a search party is a greater risk. Just do your best.”
She nodded and moved her body down slightly, sliding against my back to rest her chin on the top of my head as she concentrated. Her long white hair tickled the sides of my face. I tried to relax, keeping my hands limp in my lap. At first, I didn’t feel anything at all, like usual, but then I began to sense a warmth creep underneath her hands.
It slowly seeped into my body, which already felt really hot, but somehow this was different. Dissimilar to my heat. For a moment, it lingered just below my skin, before beginning to flow in a particular direction, which was a sharp contrast to the raging chaos inside of me. It was like it was following a specific pathway that ran straight through my core.
I carefully reached my fingers up to gently cover Jasmyn’s hands with my own. I then closed my eyes as I felt the warmth rise into my head and between my thighs. After a few moments, it continued onward down my legs and arms, until I could feel her warmth enter into my hands and feet.
I got it then.
By feeling Jasmyn’s magic stay on the channels inside of me – I finally got it. I took a slow, deep breath, both our hands rising and falling with my chest, and then began trying to pull the swirling inferno within me back towards where I could feel her energy flowing.
At the same time, I gradually reached out with my own magic – gently, carefully – and pushed it into her hands. She flinched, but I ignored it, gasping when I realized that I could sense the formation of her body as I moved up her arms. The sensation caused me to realize that she could detect my shape as well. I tightened my grip on her hands slightly as I entered into her core, quickly slipping throughout her body like she was in mine.
It was amazing.
And really invasive.
I felt like I couldn’t do this with just anyone – certainly not with a guy. It was too personal. Too private.
And it would have been far too embarrassing if it had been anyone else. But it wasn’t with her, possibly because she wasn’t human. If anything, I found myself more curious and fascinated than anything.
As I slid down her tail, I discovered just how different her body really was from mine. On the one hand, it was very similar, but organized in ways I hadn’t expected below her ribs. Her lungs and heart were in the same place. And even her stomach started in the same spot, but unlike me it continued downward past what would have been her hips if she were human.
At least now I understood why she didn’t have intimate parts to cover up. Her digestive track ended about three feet away from the end of her tail, which stayed concealed behind some kind of muscled flap. It was the same location where her more intimate parts were too, higher up, but underneath the same vent.
It was different. Very different. Yet somehow similar.
After a few minutes, I felt a smile tug on my lips as we synced our separate energies, flowing continuously throughout our bodies together like an unending river of magic. I was so lost in the experience that it wasn’t until I noticed the smell of roasting meat that I popped my eyes open, instantly pulling my magic back inside of me.
I blinked a few times, feeling disoriented by my surroundings. I was in the same place, but the lighting was different. I realized the sun had set. And my father wasn’t standing next to us anymore. I hadn’t even noticed him leaving. I could hear him in the kitchen, working on dinner.
Had we really been sitting here that long?
Jasmyn slowly pulled away from me then, carefully removing her hands from underneath my shirt. Her fingers lingered on my shoulders, prompting me to look up at her as she raised her upper body. She looked down at me, holding my gaze for a long few seconds.
Without even really knowing why I said it, I spoke. “Thank you,” I whispered.
“You’re welcome,” she said softly. “It worked really well.”
I glanced down at my hands and arms, realizing for the first time that I looked like my normal human self again. “Oh!” I said in surprise. “Thank you for that too.”
She gave me a confused look. “What were you thanking me for the first time?” she wondered curiously.
I glanced away as I thought about it. “I guess, thank you for being my friend…and thanks for what we just did.” I looked up at her again. “Thank you for doing that with me.”
She nodded slowly, seeming embarrassed now. “I instinctively wanted to resist your magic,” she admitted quietly. “But it wasn’t so bad after the initial shock.”
I gasped. “Oh! I’m sorry. Did I…” I bit my lip, feeling embarrassed too. “Did I force my magic on you?” I asked hesitantly.
“It’s okay,” she whispered quickly. “I would have pulled away if I really didn’t want you to. Or at least said something.” She sighed heavily. “I’ve just spent my whole life reluctant to trust anyone. It’s difficult, even now, to break that habit.”
“Well I won’t do it again,” I promised. “I didn’t even realize you were resisting.”
I supposed that might mean the power difference really was extreme, like my dad had suggested.
She shook her head, her fingers tightening gently on my shoulders. “We can do it again. I really liked it, and it actually helped my magic recover a lot.”
My brow furrowed. “It did? How does that work? Did I give you some of my magic?”
She shook her head again. “No, I don’t think that’s possible. But for some reason your magic coursing throughout my body encouraged my own to replenish faster. I’m not really sure why it worked. Or how.” She looked at me warmly. “But I really liked it.”
“Me too,” I agreed with a grin.
My dad appeared in the doorway then. I looked up at him expectantly. “Oh, good,” he said with a smile. “I’m glad you’re finished bonding.”
“Bonding?” I asked in confusion.
He nodded. “Yeah, it’s what happens when two mages sync their magic together. It’s hard to do – requires a lot of trust – but it makes you more sensitive to each other’s magic. You might even be able to sense each other from a distance now, although there are limitations of course.”
I glanced at Jasmyn who looked just as surprised as I was. “Oh,” I said, looking back up at my father. “I didn’t realize we were doing anything like that. Do mages do that a lot?”
He scratched the back of his head. “Umm, no. Rarely actually. Like I said, it requires a lot of trust to be successful. Most are twins. And…well…” he hesitated. “I’ll just leave it at that for now. There are a lot of theories about why it works for some and doesn’t for others. We can talk more about it later if you want.”
I sighed. “That’s fine. Although, I’m surprised something like that can be accomplished so quickly.”
My dad laughed at that. “Sweetie, you returned to your human form over an hour ago.”
I gawked at him. “An hour?! It felt like a few minutes!”
He shrugged. “Something that involved will easily make you lose your perception of time.” He gave me another warm smile. “I figured that’s what was going on when neither of you budged after you returned to normal. It was obvious you both were unaware of your surroundings – too focused inwardly on each other. Anyway…” He thrust his thumb over his shoulder behind him. “Dinner is ready. Plenty of meat, although I’m curious to find out how Jasmyn feels about vegetables.”
“Me too,” I admitted, looking up at her with a mischievous grin.
She gave me a wary expression in response.
However, it turned out that Jasmyn could eat vegetables without a problem – she just didn’t prefer them because she had to eat a lot more to feel full. For her, eating a whole rabbit, squirrel, or fox in one gulp was a lot faster, with the idea of sitting down to enjoy a meal being a foreign concept. Her perception of eating was totally different than ours.
Instead, she just wanted to get that part over with, like any other bodily function, since being distracted by consuming food could be dangerous in the wilderness. Eating was basically just a necessity to be accomplished as fast as possible.
And she certainly wasn’t a picky eater. According to her, fruit and berries had been a staple of her diet when she was younger, since catching animals wasn’t always feasible.
If anything, it was a little amusing to see her struggle with using a spoon, only to give up and ask if she could eat raw vegetables that hadn’t been chopped up. She might have done the same with the meat too, had there been any unprepared. But her only option was to shove handfuls in her mouth, swallowing without chewing, since it had all been minced and boiled.
Neither of us were bothered by her eating habits.
It didn’t surprise my dad at all, as if her way of eating wasn’t even remotely foreign to him, and I just found it fascinating.
By the time I finished dinner, it was already late enough to go to bed for the night, so we both said goodnight to my father prior to heading into my room. Jasmyn assumed she would be sleeping in the living room, but I insisted she sleep with me instead. It had been something I’d thought about ever since I met her a week ago, because it felt like we were having a sleepover that other girls my age did sometimes. Except it was even better than I imagined.
Now my best friend was going to be living with me too!
Needless to say, I felt giddy once we were snuggling, sighing in contentment as I pressed more into her lying behind me. I was facing the wall in my bed, with her upper half lying next to me while the majority of her tail went right over the foot of the bed, resting on the floor. Her arm was wrapped loosely around my stomach.
I had my knees bent so I could feel her warm underside against the bottom of my feet. Despite her skin’s toughness on the snake portion, it was also smooth like leather. I still didn’t care for snakes, but really it was their heads I didn’t like.
Alternatively, I liked the snake-portion of Jasmyn’s body just fine.
“Are you okay?” she asked quietly from behind my head.
“Yeah,” I replied, slightly confused. “I’ve never been happier.” I then wondered if she had misinterpreted my sigh.
She tightened her embrace slightly. “Me too,” she admitted. “This is the first time I’m not sleeping alone. It’s really nice.”
“I agree.” I sighed again. “You’re so warm.”
“Too warm?” she wondered, considering it was fairly warm in the house.
“No, not at all,” I replied honestly. I was then pensive for a moment. “Actually, to be honest, I’ve never felt too warm…or too cold, even in the winter. And now, it’s even more so. I actually like how warm you are. It feels really good.” I rubbed my feet back and forth against her lower half. “Especially on the bottom of my feet,” I admitted with a giggle.
I heard her let out a sharp breath through her nose as she attempted to stifle a laugh. “Well, I’m glad,” she said quietly.
I felt the end of her tail curl back onto the bed and loosely wrap around my ankle. She gave it a tight squeeze and then let it slide back down to the floor. I scooted against her a little more and took a deep breath, deciding I should try to sleep.
It was difficult though, considering everything that had happened today. I still felt a little anxious from earlier, especially the dying part.
As my mind began to wander, I thought more and more about it. Thought about the blood. About it being on Jasmyn’s arms.
“Are you okay?” I whispered after a second.
I didn’t want to remind her of it, but I also didn’t want to let her struggle with the grief of what she’d done on her own. I wasn’t sure how I would have felt about it if it were me, but I was confident given what I knew about her that it probably bothered her. A lot.
Jasmyn was silent then for a long time.
Finally, I twisted around to look at her, our faces barely an inch apart. She was still awake of course, her eyes squinting with a grimace. Her expression was pained. I quickly reached up and rested my hand on the side of her stomach. Jasmyn’s muscles flinched at the touch, before she abruptly took a deep breath and then let it out slowly, almost like she was on the verge of sobbing.
Her eyes were glowing faintly.
“Do you want something from me?” I asked quietly.
She finally sobbed, her eyes closing in agony as tears slipped sideways onto the bed. I reached my hand up and rested it against her cheek, pressing my forehead against hers. “What do you need from me?” I rephrased.
She sobbed again, her voice coming out in a whimper. “Your forgiveness,” she whispered.
“Oh,” I said in surprise, pulling away slightly to get a better look at her. “For what?”
“For killing them,” she replied with another sob. “For causing you trouble.”
My eyes widened.
I didn’t hold a grudge against her, but I admitted I didn’t feel like it was right. My father had raised me to believe that everyone’s life was important – not to be taken lightly, even if they were horrible people. It was why I was so surprised my dad shrugged their deaths off so easily. Was he just trying to be easy on Jasmyn, seeing that she was torn up about it?
Possibly I could reason that Ryker might have deserved it, because even if he didn’t really mean to stab me, he did intend to kill Jasmyn. So it was self-defense. However, the others? Most of them were just a part of the crowd, lacking the courage to stand apart. It was either side with Ryker or become someone he tormented. Granted, in doing so, I imagined that several of them found themselves enjoying the bullying. Like Kaylee.
She was sweet to me at one point, long ago when we were both really young. But that changed in a heartbeat when she was harassed for being friendly to me. Now, she went out of her way to bully me, even if none of the other kids were watching.
Well, used to, at least.
I supposed that since they were dead, I wouldn’t have to deal with them anymore, but they weren’t the only ones who tormented me. Just the ones who did it most often. There was a group of older kids who shoved me around when I came across them, all boys, but I rarely saw them. I knew better than to venture near their stomping ground after a certain time of day. Granted, they didn’t throw rocks at me. Instead, they tried scaring me.
And they didn’t single me out. They picked on almost everyone younger.
I sighed heavily as I gently rubbed my hand against Jasmyn’s face. “I forgive you,” I whispered softly. “I might have done the same if they had killed you.”
“Really?” she wondered hesitantly with a sniffle.
I nodded. “I really like you, Jasmyn. It’s why I didn’t move when he stabbed at us. It would horrify me if someone hurt you, and I’d want to hurt them back.” I sighed. “Granted, I probably would have only killed Ryker,” I admitted. “But then again, I’m thinking clearly right now. I don’t know what I’d do if I was overcome with that rage. The same rage that made timid-you kill people.” I finished my statement with a smile, hoping my lighthearted tone would help, despite my words.
She sniffled and gave me a weak nod. “I’ve never been so angry before. I felt like a different person entirely. One who wasn’t afraid. One who wanted to hurt others.” She sniffled again, before her expression became more determined. “But even still, I won’t let you get hurt like that again,” she added firmly. “I’ll get angry before you get hurt. Not after. Even if I regret it later.”
I moved my hand and slipped my arm underneath hers to give her a half-hug. “Me too,” I agreed. “My dad always taught me that everyone’s life was important, but I can’t help but feel like yours is more important to me. If someone is threatening you, I will defend you. All I could do was die for you before, but now I can truly protect you.”
Her gold eyes pained again as more tears slipped out. “You say that like dying was no big deal,” she sobbed, her voice trembling.
“I’d do it again,” I said quietly. “It was horrible, but I’d still do it again. Without a doubt, because living while knowing you died instead is too unbearable for me.”
She took a shaky breath, and pulled me tighter against her. Her tail reached up again to wrap around my ankle. At the same time, I interlaced my fingers with her free hand that was squished against my side. We remained like that for a long time, both of our eyes closed, with her sniffling occasionally.
I knew she was finally falling asleep, exhausted after all the stress, so I tried to do the same. However, when her tail loosened on my ankle, followed by it slowly sliding back onto the floor with a quiet thud, I opened my eyes to stare at her sleeping face.
I was wide awake, beginning to feel restless. My door was cracked open out of habit, and the moonlight coming in from the kitchen was seeping into my windowless bedroom.
There were two moons in the sky, a pale white one and a smaller light-red one that disappeared behind the other in the winter. Right now, the mostly white light had a slight pinkish tinge to it because of the smaller crimson moon.
I felt like they were calling out to me, yearning for me to come play in the night. I tried to ignore the sensation, knowing I’d be exhausted tomorrow if I didn’t fall asleep soon. However, after a while, I finally pulled away from Jasmyn and sat up.
I stared down at her, watching her breathe slowly, her full lips slightly parted, before I moved my gaze down the length of her sky-blue tail.
It looked dull in the darkness. I wanted to see the brilliant color better.
I held up my hand to look at it, only to take a slow breath in as I focused on the flow of magic inside of me. As I pushed the air out of my lungs, I similarly allowed my magic to seep out of the channels within.
Barely a little magic was released, and suddenly my hand was rapidly graying, my fingernails elongating into midnight claws.
My eyes didn’t sting this time, but unexpectedly it was like a veil had been lifted from my face, abruptly allowing me to really see. Jasmyn’s tail was so bright it almost sparkled from the dim moonlight.
I felt a smile playing on my lips then, my mood shifting with the transformation, as I decided to answer the twin moons’ call to come play.
I was going to go have some fun.




Chapter 5: Decisions

After I silently slipped out of the house, I didn’t really know where I was going. I just wanted to go somewhere – anywhere – flying through the trees like a ghost in the night. I couldn’t believe how fast I was, and the more of my magic I let out, the faster I ran.
I ended up returning to Jasmyn’s cave, reaching it twice as fast as when we made the trip earlier. That’s when I finally stopped, staring down at the blood-soaked ground where I had died. I supposed I had been subconsciously drawn to this spot.
I knew my father said I couldn’t easily be killed, but it still felt like I had been, especially since I didn’t know I would live. My mind still went through the same processes and thoughts as if I was really dying.
It truly felt real.
My pointless life flashing before my eyes. Thinking, ‘Is this really the end?’ Hoping that Jasmyn would be safe. Wishing my mom was here with me.
Earlier at dinner, my dad shared that the magical amulet wasn’t spelled to break if I was harmed. Rather, when my body’s stress peaked beyond a certain point, my magic forced its way out, breaking the seal on me in the process. He hadn’t known that would happen, suggesting instead that I would have remained in a state of near-death until either my body had time to recover or someone removed the pendant. He assured me he would have removed it himself if it hadn’t happened on its own so explosively.
As I considered that earlier conversation, I slipped into Jasmyn’s cave briefly, before deciding to track down where she had made her kills. There were people still out with torches and guns, trying to find whatever had slaughtered my classmates, but I wasn’t worried about being seen by them. My body was too dark, and I could run too fast.
I ghosted straight towards the direction of town, knowing that’s where they had been headed after Ryker stabbed me. It only took a few seconds to find the scene of the first victim, which I assumed had been my attacker.
I stopped and crouched down when I found two men talking. The one on the left was holding an oil lamp, while the one on the right grasped a flaming torch in his hand. The larger fire caused light to dance around the area. I didn’t recognize either of them, but both had long guns, holding them pointed toward the ground as they spoke quietly.
I would have seen through the foliage clearly without the light, but the extra luminescence really made all the red pop out. I was shocked by how much blood there was. It was soaked into the ground and splattered all across the trees and plants. I even saw pieces of what I assumed was leftover remains of Ryker’s body.
Which didn’t make sense, given how little blood Jasmyn had on her. There should have been no way for her to be so clean if she had caused this massacre. There was no blood on her tail, and no blood on her body either, both of which should have been covered in it.
I listened as the guy on the right, with the torch, was responding to an unheard question asked by the other man. “No, they still haven’t found him. By the look of this mess, we’re beginning to suspect whatever attacked the poor kid may have eaten him. The mayor is going to be devastated to lose his youngest son.”
I gasped silently in shock, horrified by the idea that Ryker’s remains might have been in Jasmyn’s stomach all this time. It couldn’t be true, could it? Was that the real reason Jasmyn was so upset? Because she was lying about eating him?
The guy with the torch then continued after a pause. “How’s the girl?” he asked tentatively.
The man with the lantern finally responded with a sigh. “Alive still, though we aren’t sure if she’ll make it. She lost a lot of blood from the cut in her side, but hopefully she can tell us what attacked her if they can get her to wake up.”
My eyes widened as I listened, surprised to discover that someone had survived. There had been two girls in the group, so the survivor was either Kaylee or the older girl in Ryker’s class, whose name I couldn’t remember. Either way, if they told the adults what happened…
The guy with the torch readjusted his gun and nodded with a grimace. “I’ve never seen anything like it. What in the world would tear out someone’s organs like that? Heart, lungs, liver – all of it torn straight out of the body. And none of it eaten, like I would expect from a monster.”
Mr. lantern shrugged, his expression somber. “Maybe that’s what happened here too, but the creature didn’t get around to eating the others. I’m starting to wonder if that explosion we saw was unrelated.”
The one on the right scoffed. “I have a difficult time believing that.”
Mr. lantern paused. “Well, maybe it is related. Maybe there’s a mage out here who attacked whatever was killing these kids. If he or she is a stranger, then I could imagine they wouldn’t want to stick around to face scrutiny for their deaths.” He took a deep breath. “But if that’s true, the mage might have already eliminated the monster for us, thereby protecting the town from more tragedy. We should keep a close eye on any new strangers in town, just in case. It might be a hero in disguise, who feels guilty for arriving too late to save them.”
The other guy stared for a moment before nodding hesitantly. He then sighed. “Well, if you see Elaine, give her my condolences and tell her I hope her daughter recovers. Even if she lives, no doubt she’ll be traumatized after what happened, especially considering she’s the only survivor.”
I gasped again, louder this time, forcing me to clamp my hand over my mouth. Neither of the men heard though, continuing to talk.
My mind began to think frantically as I considered the situation. Because now I knew who the survivor was. Elaine was Kaylee’s mother.
Which meant I also knew where to find her.
But should I find her? And what should I do once I did? If she did eventually wake up, then she might tell them about Jasmyn. She didn’t know anything about my secret, but she would certainly be suspicious if I reappeared without any signs of having been harmed.
Not to mention, she knew there was a connection between me and her attacker.
Which meant I really didn’t have a choice. I had already promised Jasmyn I would do anything to protect her, and Kaylee explaining the connection would result in my friend being discovered.
But could I really do it?
I took a deep breath as I stood up from my crouched position. I had to pay Kaylee a visit tonight, and possibly take care of her before she snitched.
I hesitated as I considered that, before silently ghosting away into the darkness.
Kaylee had been hateful to me for years, but that didn’t mean she deserved to die. But if I didn’t kill her, it might lead to Jasmyn getting hurt. And I might be implicated too, since she knew I had been the one taking care of my Naga friend.
Our family might have to leave town after all, and that was assuming we even could, before half the townspeople surrounded our house. There were already rumors that my mom was a devil, so it wouldn’t take much for them to attack, happy to have someone to blame.
As I silently sped through the trees, already almost about to reach the edge of town, I mentally attempted to prepare myself for what I was about to do.
Once I got to the buildings, I stalked through the alleyways quietly, sticking to the shadows. There were oil lamps hanging on poles in certain areas, brightly lighting up the streets, but Kaylee lived in a part of town with less lighting. Less wealthy. Though not in the poorest part of town where I had seen her earlier that day. I still had no idea why she had been there, unless she had been following me the whole time.
I knew she and her family lived in a building with two floors that didn’t directly connect. They each had separate entrances from the outside, allowing for a separate family to live below them. It was a common form of housing for those who didn’t own any land, unlike my father who owned a few acres outside of town. Many wondered why he didn’t farm the land more, beyond the several large gardens we had, but I knew the reason was because of mom.
He didn’t want anyone to chance seeing her.
My dad made a lot more money as a carpenter than he would as a farmer, so for him to farm the land he would have to hire laborers to do the work for him. It would technically bring in more money, even after paying the help, but it wasn’t worth the risk. We lived outside of town intentionally, so my mom could visit whenever she wanted.
Once I arrived at Kaylee’s house, I found the window for what used to be her room when I was younger and leapt straight up to grab the stony ledge to peer inside. My clawed toes helped me stabilize myself, digging into crevasses between the stones in the wall, even though I could have held myself up with my arms alone.
I was a little shocked I hadn’t even doubted that I could jump so high, nor did I feel too surprised that I could hold myself up easily. If anything, I was shocked that I wasn’t surprised by my own abilities. Everything just felt natural, and when I had seen the window above me, I just knew I could reach it.
As I looked through the glass, I saw that it was still her room even after all this time. There were two people inside, with Kaylee lying in her bed with her clothes gone, except for underwear. The blanket only covered up her legs, which I suspected was because she was running a fever.
Or maybe breaking a fever? Beads of sweat were on her face.
Otherwise, she had bandages covering her side, and wrapping up around her chest. There was a large red stain underneath her ribcage.
Kaylee’s mother was sitting in a chair next to the bed, with her head lying on the fresh sheets, holding her daughter’s hand. It appeared she was sound asleep. The only light was from a lantern in the corner of the room glowing dimly.
The smell inside was like death, the scent so powerful that I could detect it through the triangular glass panes. At first, I wondered if it was Kaylee herself, but then I noticed the pile of bloody clothing and sheets stuffed in the corner.
I continued to examine the room while listening for the other sounds in the house, still deliberating on what to do. I really didn’t want to kill her mom, who had sincerely always been nice to me. Granted, I didn’t really want to kill Kaylee either, despite her hatefulness. But I felt like I didn’t have much of a choice on the latter victim.
It was odd that I was even having these thoughts so easily in the first place. It almost felt like my sense of empathy was muted, and I felt…calculating. I knew my mood had changed ever since I left the house, which made me wonder if it was because of my transformation.
Granted, I wasn’t about to shift back to my human-self right now to find out.
A light breeze made my black hair flutter in front of my face, so I let go of the ledge with one hand to pull it over my shoulder, remaining where I was on the wall. Once all my fingers were grasping the ledge again, I continued to deliberate, uncertain of what to do.
I waited for a long time before I finally got a break. Kaylee’s father, Mather, quietly entered the room, prompting me to duck out of sight. I heard him wake up Elaine before walking her out into the hallway, probably getting her to move to their bed. The door closed behind them.
I immediately used the opportunity to open the window, carefully pulling out one half and then the other. I then lifted myself up and stepped into her room. As I slipped over to stand above her, I felt my temporary resolve waiver again.
Kaylee appeared so helpless lying there, and she even looked a little sweet and innocent while she was sleeping. Like an angel, instead of the devil I knew her to be. I sighed heavily as I sat down in the chair and reached out to touch her hand.
I hesitated when I saw my claws, willing my body to return to normal, with any remaining resolve I had dissipating. I then took her limp hand in mine and stared at her for a long time, having no idea what to do now.
Really, I didn’t want to hurt her. But I didn’t know how to get her to keep quiet either. I just wished I could force her to not tell anyone, so I wouldn’t have to do anything bad.
If only I could use the memory spells my mother was capable of, but I knew that wasn’t possible, having always known that her magic was rare – at least, whenever I was allowed to recall that much.
But now that my memories had all come back, I was beginning to remember more and more things that I had picked up over the years from my parents.
Like the fact that all mages had an affinity for certain types of magic, being incapable of learning something that didn’t come naturally. It was just like how Jasmyn suppressed my magic without even meaning to – no one taught her. It wasn’t even really something teachable – only trainable. Either a mage was capable of a certain type or they weren’t, with my natural magic obviously being demonic fire and lightning.
I knew that Jasmyn might be able to resolve the problem with her snake-eye, but I’d never be able to get the two of them near each other for that to be an option. It was far too dangerous to try to sneak Jasmyn here, and trying to take Kaylee to my house and back seemed a little unrealistic with her being injured – never mind the fact that she would freak out if she woke up.
Unfortunately, I had forgotten that my ears weren’t as sensitive in my human form, so I was shocked when the door abruptly opened. My heart was suddenly pounding in my throat as I froze in place.
Elaine jumped backwards, startled from seeing me, before she let out a loud hiss. I was surprised she didn’t scream. “Alyssa dear, what in the world are you doing here?” she asked in shock.
“I came to see Kaylee,” I blurted out. “I heard what happened from my dad. I wanted to make sure she was okay, so I snuck out of the house to come see her.”
She shook her head in disbelief. “How did you even get in here?” she asked seriously, glancing at the window.
I tried to look surprised that she thought there was more than one way. “The front door, of course. It was unlocked, so I snuck inside. I opened the window because it smells really bad in here.”
Elaine nodded in acknowledgment, not finding my story difficult to believe, since it shouldn’t be possible for someone to climb up from the window. And to her, I was a normal girl like her daughter. Honestly, it probably was almost impossible to climb up – I did have to jump after all.
“Well, I’m sorry honey, but you really need to go home. Your father is going to be worried sick if he discovers you’re missing.”
“I know,” I whispered, trying to look grieved. It wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be. “I was just really worried about her.”
Her expression softened some. “I’ll tell her you stopped by, dear. Now run along. I’ll have Mather take you home.”
I hesitated. “Can I leave her a note?” I wondered. “I want her to know I was thinking of her.”
Elaine appeared touched by the sentiment. “Sure, honey. I’ll be right back with a pen and paper.” She then stepped out of the room, rummaging through a closet in the hallway, before returning.
I accepted the writing materials and scooted the chair closer to her bedside table to write out a letter, hoping to sway her discreetly so I wouldn’t have to kill her. It was a risk for sure, but a risk I hoped I didn’t regret taking. I just needed to try to be convincing without sounding strange to someone who wasn’t aware of the true situation.
‘Kaylee,’ I began to write, ‘I’m very sorry to hear about what happened. But I’m glad you’re okay. I snuck into your room at night to come see you. Your mom caught me, but that’s alright. I’m glad she knew I was here. I hope you feel better soon, and I’ll be here to talk, if you need a friend. Love, Alyssa.’
I then hesitated, wondering if my goodwill would be enough to stop her from saying anything. Wondering if she needed an extra threat as well. After a moment, I drew a large S to the side and added a little more.
‘Also, my friend hopes you feel better soon too. She wanted to come visit, but I asked her to wait to see how you’re feeling. She promised she wouldn’t bother you unless I said it was okay. I know too much company can be unhealthy sometimes. Get better soon.’
There.
Now a normal person reading would think my friend wouldn’t come unless she was feeling better, whereas only Kaylee would know her coming was actually a bad thing. That I would only say it was okay if we needed to handle her for snitching. I felt confident she would get it. I just hoped she would take the threat seriously enough to keep her mouth shut.
I folded the note in half, writing her name on one side along with little hearts, and then set it up like a tent facing her. I hoped she would see it first thing, before she spoke to anyone about what happened. Maybe the fact that she was involved in almost killing me would make her hesitant to talk about it. She might be afraid she would get in trouble for her own part.
With a heavy sigh, I handed the pen back to Elaine and thanked her. She gave me a warm hug and escorted me out of the room.
Needless to say, Kaylee’s father was a little less excited about the idea of walking me home at this hour, but when we got halfway there I let him off the hook. The moons were bright after all, and I knew my way home.
I gave the excuse that I didn’t want my dad knowing I had snuck out. Mather wasn’t the most responsible of fathers, smelling faintly of alcohol at all times, so he was more than happy to let me continue on by myself.
As I made my way home, I walked at a normal pace, my mind finally returning to Jasmyn…
And Ryker…
I wasn’t looking forward to waking her up to ask her about it, but I needed to know. I had to know if she had eaten Ryker after killing him. I had to know if there was a part of her that would do something like that if she got angry enough.
I didn’t know what I would do if it was true. But if we were going to be friends then I felt like it was absolutely necessary I understood this side of her.
The side that reared its ugly head when someone provoked my sweet timid friend into a homicidal rage.




Chapter 6: Origins

Once I got home, I snuck into the house and climbed back into bed with Jasmyn, deciding not to lay down. Instead, I sat in the small space between her and the wall, leaning back with my arms wrapped around my knees while staring at her for a few long minutes. It disturbed me to look at her body and wonder if Ryker’s remains were in there. Granted, I would assume it might be noticeable, but she admitted to tearing her victims up – or at least, she tore Ryker up while just ripping out organs from the others.
I decided my resolve wasn’t going to get any stronger, so I forced out a long breath before reaching to gently shake her shoulder.
Jasmyn opened her eyes groggily as I tried to rouse her. “Alyssa?” she whispered, still half asleep. “Is something wrong?”
I sighed heavily, dreading this conversation. “I’m sorry for waking you Jasmyn, but we need to talk.” I paused. “Please,” I added.
She became more alert when she saw my serious expression. After a moment, she slowly propped herself on her elbow and looked me over. “What’s wrong?” she asked, her eyes wide.
I decided to be blunt. “Did you eat the boy who stabbed me?”
She gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. “No!” she said a little too loudly. She quickly lowered her voice. “I promise I didn’t,” she pleaded.
I sighed, wanting to believe her, but unsure if she would tell me the truth about something like this. “Then what did you do with his body?” I asked quietly, looking away.
Jasmyn gave me a confused expression. “You left the house?” she wondered in disbelief.
I nodded, refusing to meet her gaze now.
She was silent for a few seconds. “Well, I didn’t do anything to his body. I mean…” she grimaced. “I ripped out his insides, but then I left his body alone after that.”
“That’s not what I saw,” I whispered. “There was blood everywhere, and his body was nowhere to be seen. Only little pieces of it.”
She gasped again, reaching out to grab my hand this time. “Alyssa, I promise I’m not lying to you.” When my expression didn’t change, she continued with a grimace. “Okay, listen…I’ve eaten a deer whole before, okay? But it isn’t like eating a rabbit. It took me almost half an hour to get the whole thing into my stomach. I didn’t–”
I cut her off before she could continue. “Is that why you tore him into pieces first?” I wondered, my voice barely audible.
Jasmyn tightened her grip on my hand and tugged gently. “Alyssa, look at me.” She paused until I complied. Her slitted eyes were desperate. “I didn’t have time to wait around for something like that. I killed him and immediately went after the next kid. I was attacking the last one when I saw your magic explode, and then I rushed right back. Every second I wasted on the boy who attacked you was more time the others had to run. I wanted to kill them all – that was more important to me than torturing one individual.”
I nodded somberly as I considered that. It made sense, but I honestly didn’t know how much time had passed between her leaving and my magic exploding. It felt like forever.
“I’ll do it,” she blurted out. “I’ll eat three rabbits tomorrow, or whatever else you want me to eat. Then you’ll see.”
I looked at her in shock. “What do you mean?” I asked seriously.
She made another face. “If I eat that much, you can see it. My stomach will bulge out…” She let go of my hand and placed her palm on her navel, which would probably be the center of her stomach since it went so low. “The last thing I ate before dinner tonight was the two rabbits you gave me yesterday.” She ran her hand over her smooth flat belly. “If I had eaten that boy, you would know it. There would be no way to hide that I had that much inside of me, whether it was in pieces or whole.”
I nodded again as I processed that. And then I thought about the blood on her arms. How it didn’t make sense that she could be so clean considering what I had seen earlier…
My eyes began to sting with tears as I dropped my knees and leaned forward, falling halfway on top of her. She turned onto her back at the same time and plopped back down on the bed under my weight.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered against her neck, feeling horrible now. “I’m so sorry. I just…” I took a deep breath. “What I saw didn’t make sense, and I heard a man say he thought whatever attacked Ryker must have eaten him, because they couldn’t find his body anywhere.”
Jasmyn gently ran her hand up and down my back. “I promise I didn’t,” she repeated. Her voice sounded sincere, but also reserved.
“Please forgive me,” I begged. “Please. I’m really sorry.”
“I forgive you,” she whispered, her tone unchanging.
I pulled away slightly to look down at her, afraid I’d really hurt her feelings. Hurt her enough that she might not be able to forgive me, even despite her words. She met my gaze, her expression matching her voice.
Her eyes were hard.
“What can I do to make it up to you?” I asked desperately. “I’ll do anything.”
She blinked at me, her eyes finally softening. “Alyssa, I forgive you. I really do.”
“You do?” I asked seriously.
She nodded.
“Then…what’s wrong?” I finally managed.
She tightened her embrace on me. “Alyssa, when I last saw that boy, his organs were torn out, but his body was overall still whole. If what you described is true, then that means something else ate him.”
My eyes widened in shock.
Of course. Why hadn’t I thought of that? I supposed it was because I assumed that only a short time had passed between her killing him and their bodies being found by the townspeople. I gasped. “But that means…”
Her expression hardened again. “Something else was in the forest with us – something that ate the boy shortly after we left for home.” She paused. “And whatever the creature was, it was big enough to make an entire meal out of a person.”
My eyes were still wide. “There’s something else out there,” I realized. “A predator.”
Jasmyn nodded. “A very big predator. Something much larger than me.”
I shivered at the thought, wondering if it had been stalking Jasmyn or if it had just randomly been in the area. Either way, if Ryker and his gang hadn’t been there, then I might have been the one attacked when I headed home. Or even worse, it might have tried attacking Jasmyn once the sun disappeared. It was doubtful the creature would attack a group of people, even if they were younger, so my classmates would have probably been fine as long as they stayed together.
Needless to say, Jasmyn and I both had a difficult time sleeping the rest of the night. Neither of us spoke much after that, because we were trying to get back to sleep, but the idea of a large predator running around made us both uneasy. Granted, we were on the other side of town, but still...
The next morning, I admitted to my dad that I’d snuck out of the house. We were all in the kitchen, sitting at the table eating breakfast…well, Jasmyn wasn’t sitting in a chair, but she was still eating with us – the idea of sitting in a chair was even more foreign to her than the idea of enjoying her meal, rather than gulping it down in one bite.
I was concerned my dad would be upset even though I had never truly seen him angry at me. However, he listened patiently while I explained to him what I’d seen, and what the men had said.
He then turned to Jasmyn, who was staring at the table now, looking uncomfortable. “So then, you didn’t tear the boy apart?”
She shook her head. “Not like that. I thought you were referring to what I did to the other kids.”
He nodded in acknowledgment.
I quickly spoke up. “But then, that confirms what we suspected. That something ate his body sometime between me exploding and the men finding him.” I paused, as I considered my own statement. “What kind of creatures can eat an entire person?” I wondered seriously.
My father was pensive, his brow furrowed. “Well, there are a lot of things that might feed off a human…but eat an entire person, including bones? Not many. Obviously, another Naga is possible, but usually they eat things whole and something that big would take time to swallow.” Jasmyn nodded automatically in confirmation as he continued. “It would have to be something really big, like a dragon, but I know it’s not a dragon.”
“You do?” I wondered. “How?”
He smirked at me, his blue eyes almost sparkling. “I was born a dragon.”
“What?!” I exclaimed, jumping out of my chair. “Y-You’re a dragon?! How could you keep that from me?! Does that mean I’m half dragon?!”
He laughed. “Calm down, sweetie. And no, you’re half human.”
“B-But how is that possible?” I asked in disbelief. But then I gasped as a new possibility crossed my thoughts. After all, I didn’t share any of my dad’s iconic characteristics. “You are my real father, right?”
His expression instantly became serious. “Yes Alyssa, you are my daughter, without a doubt.”
I looked at him apologetically, slowly sitting back down. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. I then sighed. “You’d be my dad either way. You raised me after all.”
“But I really am your father,” he reassured me. “I was born a dragon, but right now I’m a human. It’s the nature of shapeshifters. I’m not a dragon in human form." He laughed. "If that were the case, then Jasmyn's compulsion magic wouldn't work on me." He shook his head. "No, I’m an actual human, just a lot heavier than most. And your mother and I had you while I was human.”
“But why be a human?” I wondered. “If you can change forms, then why not be a demon like her?”
He grimaced. “Well…” He took a deep breath and sighed. “Let’s just say that a human is the closest form I could take, that could potentially be with your mother.”
“Dad,” I whined, knowing he was keeping secrets.
He sighed heavily. “Shapeshifters can only transform into things they’ve…eaten…”
Jasmyn and I both gasped. I recovered quicker. “So, did you eat a person as a dragon?” I wondered seriously.
He nodded. “Accidentally, believe it or not. It’s a complicated story, but neither your mother nor I were interested in having me fight and eat a demon just to be like her. She was fine with my human form.”
I nodded slowly, trying to process this new information regarding my father. I still couldn’t believe I had never known this, but it made sense now why they would have kept it from me.
Was he finally telling me because he felt like I was old enough now that I could control my magic?
“So what else can you turn into?” I asked cautiously.
He shrugged. “Nothing really. It has to be an intelligent creature, so all the animals I’ve eaten haven’t done anything for me. And I really would never eat an intelligent creature on purpose.”
I had no problem believing him. But now I was curious. “So, did you meet mom as a dragon or human?” I wondered.
He smirked at me again, running his hand through his red hair at the memory. “A dragon actually. She fell in love with my red scales. When she approached me to try to talk, I decided to change into a human to greet her.” He laughed. “Most demons would be hesitant to approach a dragon like that, but she wasn’t afraid at all. It helps that she’s a super powerful mage.” He chuckled again. “Needless to say, she was really moved by the fact that I’d turn myself into something easy to kill just to allow her to be more comfortable talking to me.”
He looked at me meaningfully then, as he continued. “Sometimes it can be scary to offer trust without knowing a person very well, but doing so can have a powerful effect on how the relationship develops.” He then glanced at Jasmyn meaningfully too, prompting us to look at each other.
I assumed he must have been hinting at the fact that we had grown so fond of each other in so little time. For Jasmyn, I knew it would have been a lot scarier for her in the beginning if it wasn’t for the fact that she thought she was controlling me. But still, either way, offering my trust like that definitely had a powerful effect on our friendship. And even more so when she found out it was genuine.
In barely a week, I was already willing to die for her – I was already that committed to protecting her. I wasn’t sure it could get any more serious than that. Granted, it sounded like we might have a long time to find out just how close we would become, assuming I could keep her safe.
“Oh, and there’s something else,” I admitted, sighing heavily. “Kaylee’s not dead.”
Jasmyn’s eyes widened in surprise as my father responded. “Kaylee? She was one of the kids?”
I nodded, unable to meet his gaze. “I went to visit her last night,” I said quietly. “I thought about taking care of the problem to protect us, but I couldn’t do it.”
My father abruptly reached across the table and grabbed my hand. “Alyssa,” he said firmly. “What have I always told you?”
“That every life matters?” I wondered hesitantly.
He nodded. “You shouldn’t kill her just because she knows something. That’s not how your mother and I raised you.”
I gawked at him. “But you said–”
He cut me off, his voice firmer. “I didn’t scold Jasmyn for something she had already done, and clearly regretted doing. That’s not the same thing as approving of what she did. I don’t approve, but I’m also not going to make her feel worse when she clearly already feels horrible about it.”
Jasmyn was staring at the table again, her expression pained.
“Oh,” I said simply. So then, I made the right decision after all.
My dad continued. “If Kaylee involves you in this situation, then we’ll just leave. Your mother and I already have a plan in the event something happens. She would know where to meet us.” He paused. “Of course, the better option may be to try to talk to her, if you think that’s possible. Otherwise, just leave her alone and see how she handles it.”
“But what if we find out too late?” I wondered. “What if a bunch of people show up at our door and try to hurt us? Hurt Jasmyn?” I emphasized.
He shrugged. “I can still turn into a dragon if needed, and I’m definitely not worried about anyone hurting you, especially not now that your magic is under your control.” He stood up abruptly. “As for Jasmyn…” He walked out of the kitchen.
I craned my neck as I watched him run to his room, only to return while threading a gold ring with a crimson gem onto a thin gold chain. Once he was standing in front of us again, he held it up towards me expectantly.
I quickly held out my hand, and he lowered the ring into my palm, followed by the chain. He then gently curled my fingers around it. “This was a gift from your mother to me. She gave it to me before she knew I couldn’t use magic, having assumed I could since most dragons are able to.” He paused. “Shapeshifters generally can’t use magic, no matter what race they are initially born as.” He sighed, seeming a little somber about that truth. “This is a very powerful ring that, when worn, will protect the wearer from harm. However, unlike your amulet, which didn’t use magic, this sucks up an immense amount of energy. It should only be worn on a finger if absolutely needed.”
I gave him a confused look. “And this is for me?” I wondered.
“I wouldn’t feel right about giving this to someone I barely know,” he replied carefully. “However, I am giving it to you, which means it’s yours now to give to anyone you choose, to be worn around the neck unless their life is in danger.”
“Oh!” I grinned at him and jumped up to wrap my arms around his neck. “Thanks dad! I love you!”
“I love you too, sweetie.”
I pulled away. “But what happens if the wearer runs out of magic?” I asked seriously.
“Then they’ll be in a risky situation,” he admitted. “They’ll have no magic to call upon to protect themselves, and the ring will stop protecting them too. Otherwise, nothing bad will happen. The user would be just like a magicless person wearing a normal ring.”
I nodded, turning towards Jasmyn. She had her hand curled up against her chest like she was uncertain of herself. I smiled at her. “May I?” I asked, holding out the chain with the ring dangling on it. The red gem was really pretty.
She glanced at the jewelry, then at me, and then at my dad, before returning her gaze to mine again. “Are you sure?” she whispered. “That seems like a really valuable ring.”
“It is,” I agreed. “So I want you to wear it.”
She hesitated before nodding slowly.
I leaned forward and slipped it over her white hair. The thin chain was just big enough to fit over her head without effort. She gently touched the ring with her fingers as it rested on her chest. “Thank you,” she whispered, quickly glancing at me and then looking at my dad. She seemed to be unsure of who she should thank.
He laughed. “Don’t thank me. I was going to give it to Alyssa one day anyway, so it really is hers. I certainly can’t use it.”
Jasmyn nodded, returning her gaze to mine. “Thank you,” she repeated, putting even more feeling into her words.
I grinned at her. “You’re welcome!”
My dad chimed in again. “It might be a good idea to try it out later, to figure out how long it will last before it uses up your magic. But if you’re dealing with humans, Jasmyn, it will likely be better to try using your ‘snake eye’ rather than use this. The ring would be more beneficial to use against an unseen enemy, or one that is stronger than you – a threat your compulsion magic won’t work on.”
Jasmyn nodded in acknowledgment.
I looked down at my unfinished breakfast and sighed, thinking about the day now that her safety was taken care of. “So I guess I’ll try to go see Kaylee after school…” I considered out loud. “Or do you think that’s a bad idea?” I asked my dad.
“That’s probably okay. Although, if she’s awake and doesn’t want to see you, then don’t press the issue. From her perspective, it sounds like she knows you were severely hurt, so you’re going to have to deal with the problem of her realizing you’re not injured now. Probably best to not tell her specifically why. Keep it vague.” He paused. “I assume she also knows that you have a connection to Jasmyn?”
I nodded in response. “Yes, we were all there when it happened, Jasmyn included. I was trying to protect her.”
He inclined his chin. “So then, if Kaylee mentions her, you might get questioned about your involvement. Although, you could probably get by with claiming you weren’t involved at all.”
“How do you figure?” I wondered seriously.
“Because if she does say anything about Jasmyn, then she will probably also mention that you were hurt too. Whether she blames the injury on Ryker, or lies and says it was Jasmyn, it won’t matter. When everyone else sees that you are obviously fine, they are going to suspect the trauma is messing with her memory of what happened.”
My eyes widened in surprise. “Oh. Okay, yeah that could work.” I smirked. “I can play that off if needed.” My grin widened. While I didn’t think Kaylee deserved death, I also didn’t have a problem with making everyone else think she was crazy. “Thanks dad!”
He smiled warmly. “You’re welcome. Just use your best judgment. And if something happens, then we’ll leave if needed, so don’t worry if it doesn’t work out.”
I sighed. “Yeah, but I really like living here,” I admitted. “In this house,” I clarified. “I’m not a fan of the people here, but this is where I grew up.”
He reached out and ran his fingers through my black hair. “I know, sweetie. But safety comes first.”
“Yeah, I know,” I sighed. I then took a deep breath and began to finish my breakfast, since I had to leave for school soon. It sucked that I still had to go to school after what happened, but at least I knew Jasmyn was safe and would be home when I returned. It made me happy thinking about it.
My best friend really lived with me now!
My dad returned to his seat to finish his food too, hurrying like me. Jasmyn was already done eating, not having bothered to chew any of her breakfast, so she just stared down at the table with her fingers gently clasping the ring around her neck.
We were all quiet for a few seconds, before a thought unexpectedly occurred to me. A very disturbing thought.
“Dad…” I began hesitantly. “You said you can only turn into an intelligent creature you’ve…eaten…”
He nodded slowly, examining my disturbed expression. “Yes?” he finally asked, when I didn’t continue.
“Is it possible the thing that ate Ryker…” I took a deep breath. “Was a shapeshifter trying to take human form?”
His eyes widened in shock as he considered that.
“Well,” my dad finally began after a long silence, “that would be a problem.”
“Why is that?” I wondered seriously, exchanging a glance with Jasmyn. I assumed it might be bad if a shapeshifter was in town, but I didn’t exactly know why it would be a problem.
He ran his fingers through his red hair. “Most of my kind don’t know they are shapeshifters until they have eaten another intelligent creature. They then discover the ability after their first transformation, which happens uncontrollably about a day afterwards. Given the short time that passed before the townspeople found the kids, it would make me suspect the shapeshifter knew exactly what they were doing.”
He paused with a heavy sigh, interlacing his fingers in front of his forehead as he rested his head on his hands. With his eyes hidden, he continued. “The few shapeshifters I’ve met have made it a point to sort of ‘collect’ the forms of each race. A method of gaining power essentially. Some even believe they’ll obtain the ability to use magic if they collect enough forms.”
“Is that true?” I wondered seriously.
“Doubtful,” he replied, looking back up at me. “But really I wouldn’t know. Either way, it doesn’t matter if it’s true or not. What matters is whether or not the shapeshifter believes it’s true.”
I nodded in acknowledgment, glancing at Jasmyn again. “So, then they would leave, right? Now that they’ve accomplished their goal?”
My dad’s expression unexpectedly became hard.
My eyes widened in shock. “What’s wrong?” I whispered, not used to seeing him look at me like that.
He continued to stare at me for a long moment, before answering between his teeth. “They might leave. They might not. It depends on whether or not they saw Jasmyn…and whether or not they’ve acquired the Naga form…”
I bolted from my seat faster than my human form was capable, sending the chair behind me crashing against the wall. Black lightning crackled around my gray body, my claws digging into the palms of my hands without cutting me.
My dad jumped up too. “Alyssa! Calm down!” he exclaimed.
I was shaking. My entire body was shaking with rage. In that moment, I was ready to kill, mercilessly so. I was ready to rip out a shapeshifter’s heart, ready to murder whatever might try to harm Jasmyn. I’d tear it limb from limb.
“Alyssa!” my dad exclaimed again, finally getting my attention.
I glared at him, my eyes unblinking, my mind lost in fury. I didn’t realize I was on fire until Jasmyn tentatively reached her hand out to me, flinching when she touched my purple flames that contained no heat.
She slowly wrapped her fingers around my gray wrist, finally shifting my focus to her. The fingers on her other hand were gently clasping the ring around her neck, and her eyes were glowing dimly. I realized she was probably the only reason the house hadn't just blown up.
I quickly closed my eyes, gritting my teeth as I tried to focus my thoughts. After a moment, my rage shifted to grief at the thought of something happening to her. I sucked in a sharp breath as Jasmyn pulled me closer and wrapped her arms around my trembling shoulders, a tear slipping out of my eye. I clinched my hands tighter at my sides as I sobbed unexpectedly, leaning my head into her neck.
I didn’t fully understand why, but my emotions felt unstable.
A few seconds later, and I was able to pull my magic back inside.
After a moment, my dad spoke up again quietly. “More than likely, it’s something else,” he whispered. “We should consider the possibility of course, but even if it is a shapeshifter, they won’t know where Jasmyn is. She’s safe here.”
“I don’t know if I can go to school,” I replied, my voice muffled by Jasmyn’s skin. “Especially knowing she’s here all alone.”
“She’ll be safe here,” my dad repeated. “And you’ve got other things to deal with, like talking to Kaylee. You need to go to school so you can make it seem like you really weren’t involved – pretending like you know almost nothing about it. No one knows Jasmyn is here, and just like we don’t have the first idea of where to find this creature, likewise it doesn’t know where to find us. Even if it is a shapeshifter, there are far too many people in this town for it to find either of you. It could walk around the city for weeks, even months, and never run across any of us.”
He sighed as he continued. “Even if it saw you in the forest, Alyssa, they wouldn’t have anything to go on except your description. And then people would get suspicious that he or she was asking about a girl with black hair – which could be anyone. It’s not like your coloring is overly unique.”
I nodded as I considered that, thankful for the first time that I hadn’t inherited my dad’s red hair.
He continued. “Jasmyn’s coloring is unique, but again, no one knows she’s here. If we were in a Naga village then she would be easy to single out. But here, you blend in with the humans, so long as you can avoid getting angry like that again. Jasmyn won’t be around to suppress your magic next time.”
Having moved my chin to Jasmyn’s shoulder, I stared down at her tail behind her as I considered that. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “Just the idea of…” I took another deep breath.
Jasmyn tightened her embrace on me. I still had my arms at my sides.
My dad took a deep breath. “I know. But you need to focus on your day right now, because we both need to get going. Hug Jasmyn and say goodbye. She’ll be here safe when you get back later.”
I nodded, finally wrapping my arms around my friend’s waist. “Thank you,” I whispered, before pulling away with a sigh. She nodded silently, her gold eyes examining me intently.
I grabbed my last bite of food on my plate, and then said goodbye while I headed out the door with my dad.
She gave us both a warm smile, though I wondered if she was just trying to be strong for me. I hoped she didn't spend the entire day being afraid. I began worrying about her again, but as we made our way towards town, I realized my dad was right.
Jasmyn would be safe, especially now that she had that ring. And I needed to focus on my day, and try to seem as normal as possible – worried about Kaylee, but pretending like I was just another concerned classmate who was uninvolved in the situation.
‘Really, I wasn’t involved,’ I silently told myself, trying to get into the right mindset. My only knowledge of the situation should be what I supposedly knew from my dad, which was that they were attacked by something, and only Kaylee survived.
That’s all I knew.
I could do this.




Chapter 7: Visit

Ms. Landerson was absent that day, staying home sick, although we all knew the real reason why she wasn’t here. Likely, she might have come to class today if Ryker was fine and it had been only the other kids. It was strange seeing Meno and Kaylee’s seats empty, especially knowing that Meno was dead.
Everyone found themselves staring at their chairs throughout the day.
Instead of our normal teacher, we had Mr. Harmon as our substitute – the principal of the school. He had us go through our normal schedule for most of the day, but towards the end he had us make ‘get well’ cards to deliver to Kaylee that evening.
When he asked for a volunteer to go with him, I shot my hand up automatically, realizing it was the perfect excuse. I wasn’t sure if it would seem weird for me to visit her to begin with, but I knew this definitely would be less strange.
Unfortunately, another girl shot her hand up too. Monica, of all people.
I wasn’t fooled for a second. While I knew that she and Kaylee were on speaking terms, I also knew that Monica couldn’t care less about anyone but herself. She was only focused on getting all the juicy information, so she could gossip about it, making herself seem more important in her perception. She just wanted to go find out from Kaylee what happened, or to at least share her current condition with everyone.
Mr. Harmon’s eyes widened in surprise at our overly eager reactions, but I spoke up before he said anything.
“I’m going over there anyway,” I announced. “To see how she’s doing.”
Monica immediately glared at me, her hand still raised. “You aren’t even friends with her,” she sneered.
I ignored her, continuing to talk to Mr. Harmon. “I was over at her house last night too,” I continued, trying to get my expression to match my words. “I’m really worried about her. The cut on her side is really bad, and they said she lost a lot of blood. I was there really late, so Mr. Sykes had to walk me back home.”
Monica just gawked at me, shocked that I knew more about Kaylee’s condition than she did. She looked back up at Mr. Harmon. “Well, I’m her best friend,” she retorted. “So I’m going.”
The man just looked back and forth between the two of us before sighing. “I don’t see any reason why you both can’t come.” He then held up a stern finger. “But the two of you need to be on your best behavior. I don’t have to bring either one of you with me.”
We both nodded in agreement, with Monica flashing me another glare.
Honestly, this wasn’t ideal. I needed to figure out a way to talk to Kaylee alone, without this stupid girl eavesdropping. Hopefully, Kaylee’s mother would be reasonable. Maybe I could suggest that we take turns to see her, although I definitely had to be the one to see her first. The last thing I needed was for Kaylee to find out I was there and freak out.
Granted, all this was assuming she was awake now. She might still be unconscious.
The last hour of the school day dragged on forever. I tried to ignore Monica while I focused on some homework, not really being concerned about putting too much effort into my card. The principal had run out of things for us to work on, so it was sort of free time. I was glad when it was finally time to leave.
Everyone had set their cards on the teacher’s desk up front, so I walked right up and began trying to stack them neatly. Monica appeared right at my side, shoving me unnecessarily with her hip, since Mr. Harmon had walked towards the door for a moment. I had to remember to stay calmer than usual, knowing I didn’t have my pendant keeping my magic bottled up anymore.
“Liar,” she hissed at me. “You were not there last night. I bet you heard all that from your stupid father.”
I bit the inside of my cheek as she insulted my dad. Ironically, he was probably one of the smartest men in town, if not the smartest, though I knew she was just trying to say anything to get underneath my skin. I had to let it go. Especially now that I could probably kill her without even meaning to.
For some reason, knowing that fact made it easier. Knowing I could hurt her with so little effort, made me feel like I was above her childish taunting.
Doing my best not to respond, I grabbed the cards I had collected and headed towards Mr. Harmon, whose gaze would keep Monica’s behavior under control.
Needless to say, the trip to Kaylee’s house was a long one. I tried to socialize the best I could with the principal while we walked, to avoid focusing on Monica’s glares and to get on his good side while I could.
He at least didn’t seem to think poorly of me due to the rumors about my mom.
“So Alyssa, how’s Deyanira doing? I haven’t talked to Axel in months. Last I heard, she was in Nishran helping with the Dwarven conflict.”
My eyes widened in surprise. I hadn’t heard anyone use my mom’s name in years. “Umm, she’s doing well I think,” I hedged.
I didn’t know what to say, because I wasn’t expecting to have to talk about my mother anytime soon. I supposed I needed to get back into the mindset that I didn’t remember hardly anything about her.
What had my old self known?
“It’s been over half a year since I saw her last,” I lied. “But the last time my mom wrote to us, she said she was doing okay.” I paused, clutching the homemade cards to my chest. “She couldn’t tell us anything about the situation though.”
I heard Monica mutter something under her breath behind us, but I ignored it.
Mr. Harmon nodded in acknowledgment. “No doubt it’s a sensitive subject. Truly a magnificent woman she is – not many have the skills she has. Between her diplomacy and magic, she’s truly amazing.”
I gawked at him in disbelief. “You know my mom’s a mage?” I hadn't even remembered that until yesterday – previously, only suspecting it. How did this guy know more than I had?
He nodded, looking at me in confusion, before glancing back at my classmate. “Of course, but I suppose that’s not common knowledge, is it? Most of the people here are highly superstitious. It’s ridiculous what some of them say.” He scoffed. “Coming up with silly stories just because none of us have had the honor of meeting your mother.”
I nodded slowly as he finished. I knew that them meeting her was never going to happen, but it was nice to see that someone didn’t think ill-will towards my mom.
Why couldn’t Mr. Harmon be my teacher? Granted, his perception might change if he ever did actually see her…
Monica abruptly spoke up, her tone sharp. “How do you know she’s a mage? Have you seen her use magic?”
Mr. Harmon looked back at her in shock from her attitude. “Well, no, I haven’t.” He held up his finger again. “But you should understand something young lady. Alyssa’s father is a good man. He works hard for this town, and is a member of the Night Watch. He has no reason to lie about his wife.”
“Unless she’s a devil,” she muttered.
“That’s enough out of you!” Mr. Harmon snapped. “Or else you can go home,” he added.
Monica stared at the ground with a scowl on her face, but she didn’t retort.
I knew this was probably going to bite me back in the butt, but I said it before really considering my words.
“You want proof my mother isn’t a devil?” I glared back at her, continuing before the principal could stop me. “Because then that would make me a half-devil! Which means I’d be strong and scary!” I snapped.
Her eyes were wide, probably because I’d never actually fought back before, even verbally.
“Okay, that’s enough out of you two,” our peacekeeper demanded in a gruff voice.
I looked up at him apologetically. “Sorry,” I said sweetly. “It’s just frustrating having people call my mom a devil when clearly she’s not.”
“I understand,” he agreed, his tone still firm. “But let’s drop it for now. I brought you two with me to have someone to visit with your classmate. You both should be focusing on her right now. She’s been through a lot.”
I nodded, glancing back at Monica again. “Just to forewarn you, it smelled like death in her room last night. I hope you’re not squeamish because there was blood all over her clothes and sheets.”
Much to my surprise, her face paled at that.
Maybe I could use that to my advantage to speak to Kaylee alone first. Monica was silent the rest of the way there.
When we arrived, I was disappointed it didn’t smell as bad as I had hoped. If anything, there wasn’t even really  stench. Monica became more confident when she realized that, assuming I had been lying after all.
It was Kaylee’s aunt who answered the door. She invited us inside, asking us to wait in the living room while she ran to go get Elaine down the hall. To me, it seemed strange knowing there was another family living below this floor. Granted, I suspected they couldn’t be heard unless they were exceptionally loud.
Unlike my house, Kaylee’s home was well furnished. The living room had two wooden couches with firm cushions built in. The wood was ornately carved, especially on the armrests. Very different from the plain bench outside my room back home. They had a few oil lamps mounted on the walls, but both the living room and kitchen area had chandelier lamps hanging from the ceilings.
Despite the fact that my dad had more money than Kaylee’s parents, their house looked significantly more luxurious in comparison. Granted, we didn’t pay rent, nor did we have extra things that would put a drain on our money.
Monica immediately threw herself on one of the couches cheerfully, especially now that she thought I had been dishonest. I wondered if the stench had been more potent to me because I was transformed last night. It occurred to me that I didn’t notice the smell as much when I got caught, although I also wasn’t paying attention at that point either.
Elaine came rushing down the hall a few minutes later. “Oh! Alyssa! I’m so glad you’re here! Kaylee’s been asking about you!”
Monica and I both gawked at her, but for very different reasons.
Mrs. Sykes continued. “When she woke up a few hours ago, she was panicking, saying you were injured.” She looked at me apologetically. “She seems really confused. I don’t think she believed me when I told her you were okay. I even told her you were here last night, and I showed her your letter.”
I nodded slowly, still stunned that Kaylee would actually be worried about me. It didn’t make any sense. She had been a monster to me for years now. Was it just her trying to get on my good side out of fear?
“Oh, and Wayne,” she said, looking at Mr. Harmon. “Forgive me for my rudeness. It’s nice to see you.”
“You as well,” he replied warmly. “I had her classmates make cards for her, and brought along these two to visit if she’s up for it.”
Elaine nodded. “Nolan is here speaking with her about what happened. But I think he may–” She paused when heavy footsteps came down the hallway.
My eyes widened when I realized it was the man with the lantern from last night who she was referring to.
Elaine immediately introduced us before anyone else could speak. “Ladies, this here is Mr. Nolan Burrows, the head of the Guard and Night Watch.” She turned to the man. “And this is Alyssa Dracul and Monica Lyman.”
Mr. Burrows immediately looked over at me. “Dracul? Are you Axel’s daughter?”
I nodded hesitantly.
He gave me a warm smile. “Well, it’s very nice to meet you,” he replied, holding out his hand for me to shake. He wasn’t an overly large man, but his hands were massive, swallowing up mine in his grasp. He continued. “Please remind your father he’s on duty tonight. After what happened, we decided to double the watch for a few weeks. Everyone will be doing four nights a month instead of two.”
I nodded silently again while he returned his gaze to Elaine.
“I’m going to come back later and try talking to your daughter then. She doesn’t seem to remember very much, but that might change after she’s had some time to recover.”
Mrs. Sykes sighed heavily. “Well, thank you for not pushing her too hard. I know it’s important we find out what attacked them, but I’m worried she’s still not well enough yet.” Her eyes teared up a little. “It’s like she’s just a shell of herself right now. Like my daughter isn’t even there.”
Mr. Burrows nodded somberly. “That’s to be expected though. She’ll return to normal soon enough. Maybe visiting with her friends will help.”
I chimed in then, trying to look really concerned. “Can I go see her alone?” I asked tentatively.
Monica jumped to her feet. “Hey! Why do you get to see her first?” she blurted out.
I ignored her, continuing to speak to Kaylee’s mom. “I don’t want to overwhelm her by having more than one person visit with her, and I want her to see that I’m okay. Maybe it will help with her confusion,” I offered.
I saw Monica gawking in the corner of my eye, before it quickly turned into a scowl. “That’s not fair,” she complained loudly.
I finally glared at her. “This isn’t a game!” I snapped, truly annoyed for the first time.
She didn’t even care. But then, did that mean I did care? I knew I shouldn’t care. Not after all the years of hatefulness.
Elaine interjected before I could continue. “Both of you stop it!” she scolded us firmly. She then looked at me. “Yes, Alyssa, I think that’s a good idea. Go ahead. Monica can visit with her when you’re done.”
I quickly took my cue to head down the hallway before I thought too deeply about how I felt about the situation. Mrs. Sykes sighed heavily behind me, before wishing Mr. Burrows farewell and striking up a conversation with the principal again. It was strange finding out that all three of these adults had a positive perception of my father, and at least one of them thought highly of my mother.
Maybe it was because I was always around Ms. Landerson, and my classmates, that it felt like everyone hated my family. But obviously I couldn’t deny that must not be entirely true. For the first time, I began to wonder if the world I was living in was very different than what my father experienced.
No wonder he didn’t suspect anything too terrible was happening in my life. He knew I didn’t have friends, but I didn’t bother telling him about the teasing, bullying, or rock-throwing. Granted, I wasn’t sure he could have done much about it anyway.
I sighed heavily as I reached Kaylee’s door.
This was it.
I tapped lightly on the door before cracking it open. I saw her immediately, sitting up in her bed, staring out of the open window across the room. Her light brown hair was unkempt, and she looked really exhausted. Her green eyes were tight too, like she was stressed out. The tan shirt she was wearing had a small red stain where I knew the bandaged wound was underneath.
It was weird to think that I was the only reason why she was alive. If Jasmyn hadn’t become distracted by my magic, then she wouldn’t have survived. Granted, it wasn’t like I saved her life on purpose, but still…
Kaylee didn’t even bother looking when I opened the door the rest of the way. However, once I closed it softly, she finally glanced over.
Immediately, she flinched with a gasp, before jerking back against the wall. Her hand grabbed at her side simultaneously as her expression shifted to agony.
I didn’t want her to scream for help, so I remained by the door. “Hey Kaylee,” I said quietly, feeling uncertain about how to proceed.
She took a moment to recover, before looking at me hesitantly. “How are you okay?” she hissed.
“Can I sit down?” I asked, trying to delay answering her question.
She stared at me for a moment, before nodding slowly. But then she flinched a second time as I began walking over to sit in the chair next to her bed. Just as I was about to speak, she cut me off.
“I haven’t said anything,” she said quickly. “And I won’t. I promise.” She then sighed heavily, looking away with a grieved expression. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t realize he would do something like that. I ran to go get help, but then…” Her voice trailed off.
My eyes were wide, surprised by what she was saying, but also hesitant to believe her. For all I knew, this was just some scheme of hers to get on my good side. It wouldn’t have been the first time someone had done this to me.
Monica was a perfect example, pretending to be friendly to try to learn more about my mom, or the boys I liked, only to turn around and announce it to everyone, calling me pathetic. It was a good thing I didn’t have a boy I was interested in at the time, because I would have been mortified to have her tell everyone.
When I didn’t say anything, Kaylee continued. Her expression was hard again as she stared down at her blankets. “Why don’t you hate me?” she demanded with a grimace, a slight edge to her voice.
“What?” I asked breathlessly.
She looked up and glared at me then, her tone angry now. “Why don’t you hate me?” she snapped. “I’m so mean to you, and yet no matter how hard I try to make you hate me…”
Her expression became even more infuriated as tears filled her eyes. She looked away then, starting to shake. Her hands were gripping her blanket in her lap so tight that the tendons were popping out.
“I hate you,” she finally whispered after a moment.
I wanted to scoff and act like I didn’t care, but I realized I did care, because her words hurt like someone had stabbed me in the chest. It was yesterday all over again, except the knife wasn’t physical this time.
My eyes started to sting as my vision blurred with tears.
I abruptly stood up, trying not to sob. “Just keep your mouth shut,” I snapped, turning to leave.
Unexpectedly, I heard her grunt in discomfort as she reached out to grab my hand. I froze when her fingers grasped my wrist, my body starting to shake as well. I had to take a deep breath when I began feeling my magic on the edge of leaking out again. The last thing I needed was for her to have some way to blackmail me by seeing my demon form.
“I’m sorry,” she pleaded. “I’m just so angry right now,” she continued quietly, though her tone didn’t match her words anymore.
I finally looked back at her hand holding onto mine fiercely, before meeting her emerald gaze. “What do you want?” I finally asked, feeling hurt and annoyed.
“I want to know why you don’t hate me,” she replied, her voice barely audible now. She didn’t look angry anymore either. Instead, she looked…vulnerable.
I turned my head away from her, uncertain why myself. I didn’t like her, but she was right. I didn’t hate her either. But why?
“Because we were friends once,” I finally retorted. “Or at least I thought we were.”
Kaylee let go of my hand then.
I glanced back to see that she was covering up her face, her body trembling. I just stared at her for a few minutes, watching her begin to cry harder until she finally laid down and rolled over, sobbing into her pillow. Her hands were now clutching her side, her body tightening in pain with each sob.
My eyes began watering more too, though I didn’t understand why. I considered just leaving, but I ended up sitting back down cradling my head in my hands.
“I don’t deserve to live,” she sobbed. “I wish I had just died like everyone else.”
I looked up at her in shock, wiping the tears from my eyes. I then bit the inside of my cheek and kept my mouth shut. I didn’t know what to say to that anyway. I didn’t know what was real and what wasn’t. She seemed sincere, but how was I supposed to know for sure?
She continued to cry until her mom came in to check on us.
“Oh sweetie!” Elaine exclaimed after opening the door. “What’s wrong?”
When Kaylee ignored her, she looked at me.
“I’m sorry dear, but I think maybe you should come back another time.”
I nodded, wiping my eyes again in preparation to stand, only for Kaylee to speak up.
“No,” she whined. “I want her to stay.”
“Oh,” Mrs. Sykes said in surprise. “Are you sure, honey?”
“Yes,” she groaned, sounding annoyed now.
“Your friend Monica is here too. Do you want–”
“Just send her home,” Kaylee snapped, wincing from the effort. “She probably just wants to have something to gossip about at school.”
Elaine looked like she wanted to chastise her daughter for speaking poorly of her classmate, but she held her tongue. After a heavy sigh, she finally gave me a weak smile and stepped back out. Kaylee sighed, followed by one last uncontrolled sob, before turning onto her back and staring up at the ceiling.
I sniffled and cleared my throat. “Why do you want me to stay?” I asked seriously.
Her expression pained briefly before she composed herself. “I don’t know,” she finally admitted. “I guess I want to say sorry, but I doubt it matters at this point.” She took a deep breath, and finally glanced at me. “I’m glad you’re okay, although I still don’t understand how. I saw the blood.” She shivered and looked away again, lowering her voice. “There was so much of it.”
I sighed, knowing I needed some kind of excuse. “Yeah, well my mom’s a mage. I had a pendant I’ve been wearing forever that was a gift from her. I guess it had some kind of healing spell, because it broke and then I was okay.” I paused, examining her shocked expression. “I died you know. Or at least, I got to that point. That’s why it activated. And that's why my friend...” My voice trailed off.
Kaylee’s expression pained again at the mention of my serpentine friend, and she turned her head away. However, instead of being resentful for being attacked, she seemed apologetic about me dying.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I wish there was something I could do to make it up to you.”
“Well, you can start by not saying anything.”
“I won’t,” she agreed, returning her gaze to mine. “I promise.”
Part of me wanted to believe her promise was sincere, but after all this time I wasn’t sure if I could. I mean, she was telling me exactly what I wanted to hear. I wanted her to keep her mouth shut about Jasmyn, as well as my involvement. So why didn’t I just leave now? Why was I hesitant?
Was it because I didn’t believe her? Or because she was showing signs of sincere remorse?
I honestly didn’t know. I wasn’t sure if I could ever trust her again.
Unexpectedly, Kaylee winced and closed her eyes.
“Are you okay?” I asked with urgency, feeling helpless as I reached out.
Why did I even care?
She took a sharp breath, and then was still for a few seconds. She wasn’t even breathing.
“Kaylee,” I hissed, finally grabbing her arm.
She sucked in another sharp breath and peeked at me through her eyelashes. “Sorry,” she whispered. “It hurts to breathe sometimes.”
“You seemed fine a second ago,” I replied in disbelief.
She shook her head, but didn’t respond. Instead, she held her side and focused on taking slow shallow breaths. I tentatively reached up and placed my hand gently on her forehead. She flinched from the touch, but otherwise didn’t move. Her skin was really dry and hot – the exact opposite as when I saw her last night. I knew from my dad that dry hot skin could mean something beyond a fever, but I couldn’t remember what. He seemed to know more about health than the town’s doctor. I would have to ask him about it later.
“Do they have something for the pain?” I wondered quietly, pulling my hand away.
She nodded, her eyes still closed. “But I don’t want it right now,” she whispered. “It will just make me go to sleep.”
I was about to go ask her mom for it anyway, but she sucked in another sharp breath and then relaxed a little.
“There,” she finally said, opening her eyes more. “Now it just aches again. It felt like someone was stabbing me for a minute.”
I bit my lip as I held her gaze, unsure if I wanted to ask. “What…” I paused, before trying again. “How...” I sighed. “How bad is it?” I finally managed.
She barely moved her shoulders in a shrug, turning her head slightly to look up at the ceiling. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “Your…friend…dug her fingers inside of me.” She cringed. “I must have passed out, because that’s all I remember. I don’t know if she went deeper or not. No one will tell me much.”
“When did you wake up?” I asked, my voice barely audible.
“Today,” she replied just as quietly. “That’s when I found out…I was the only one…”
We were both quiet then for a few minutes, before she glanced at me again. “I think I was the only one running to get help,” she whispered. “Meno started running before me, but I passed them all up.” She scoffed before immediately wincing again. “He was probably more concerned about getting in trouble for being there. I doubt he even cared that you had been stabbed.”
“And you do?” I asked in disbelief. I couldn’t take it anymore, listening to her apologize and tell me about how noble she was. “You’ve been tormenting me for years!” I retorted, speaking too loudly. I lowered my voice. “How can you expect me to believe anything you say?”
Her eyes immediately filled with tears again, and she closed them, forcing some to slide down the side of her face.
“I know,” she groaned quietly.
“Ryker stabbed me,” I exclaimed, my annoyance finally clawing out over my other feelings. “And even if he hadn’t almost killed me, he did intend to kill my friend. And you knew that! You knew what he planned on doing!”
She shook her head. “I didn’t know he brought a knife,” she replied. “We were going to steal whatever you were taking care of. I didn’t know he was going to kill it.” She grimaced. “And when we saw her, I thought we were just picking on her like we did you.”
I shook my head in disbelief. “How can you be so hateful?”
She covered her eyes with one of her hands, her arm trembling. “I don’t know…I was just so angry.”
“Why?” I demanded, crossing my arms.
She shook her head again and was silent.
My hands were clinched into fists while I tried to keep my anger under control. I shouldn’t have even come here. I wasn’t even sure why I was staying now. She gave me what I wanted – her promise of silence. That’s all I needed.
Without another thought, I abruptly stood up and headed for the door. My hand was already on the doorknob when she spoke up again urgently.
“Wait!” she begged, trying to sit up again.
I glared back at her. “Why?” I snapped in a low voice. “So you can explain to me why you hate me for no reason?”
She grimaced. “I don’t hate you, Alyssa,” she finally admitted with a sob. “I hate myself.”
My hand slipped off the doorknob as I stood there staring at her in disbelief. I unexpectedly felt detached from the world, as if I was on the outside looking in. Nothing made sense to me anymore.
She was mean to me because she hated herself? Or did she hate herself because she was mean to me? Did she place those feelings on me because I didn’t hate her in return?
It was stupid. Why not just stop being mean if it was making her hate herself? It didn’t make sense.
Kaylee was still trying to fully sit up, but she seemed weaker than before. After a moment, I walked over and sat back down in the chair, prompting her to give up on her attempts to sit. She reached out then with her hand, as if offering for me to take it.
I just stared down at her fingers, beginning to feel more and more separated from the world. I felt numb. My annoyance was gone. Everything was gone. I just didn’t want to feel anymore. I didn’t know what to feel.
After a few seconds, she seemed to take the hint and slowly pulled her hand away, her expression grieved. “You’re never going to trust me again, are you?” she wondered quietly.
I continued to stare at the blankets where her fingers had been. “How can I?” I asked, my voice almost inaudible. It was a question I really didn’t have an answer to. Something I sincerely wanted her to answer for me if she could.
But she didn’t have an answer. And neither did I.




Chapter 8: Confrontation

After a few minutes, Kaylee seemed to accept that her sudden change of heart caused by her near-death experience wasn’t just going to fix things instantly. So, once we had been sitting in silence for another ten minutes, she didn’t complain when I suggested I needed to go home.
However, her expression became somber. She seemed to sincerely like having me there, even if we weren’t talking.
I sighed heavily, hoping I didn’t regret being nice to her. “I guess I can come see you tomorrow after school too,” I offered. “If you want.”
She nodded, her eyes brightening. “Okay,” she whispered.
I stood up then, hesitating for a moment.
Years ago, when we were little, I would have given her a hug when I said goodbye. Yesterday, I wouldn’t have even considered it. But now, I wasn’t sure what to do. After a moment, I gave her a small nod and turned to leave.
“See you tomorrow,” I announced as I opened the door. I didn’t wait for a response as I closed it behind me and headed down the hall. Monica and Mr. Harmon had both already left.
I told Kaylee’s mom that I was going to let her rest for now and come back tomorrow. I also mentioned that she might need some of her pain medicine.
Mrs. Sykes thanked me for being such a good friend to her daughter, reminiscing about how she had been worried that we stopped spending time together years ago, before giving me a warm hug and sending me on my way.
I still felt numb as I began walking down the street. The sky seemed to mimic my mood, graying with thick clouds as a storm began to roll in. I doubted it would start raining anytime soon though. There was no lightning in the distance, which usually seemed to prompt the rain to fall, as if the thunder was shaking the water free from the sky.
I had gone to Kaylee’s house expecting to convince her not to say anything, not for her to apologize for being hateful all these years, seemingly with the intention of making it up to me.
Did she really want to be friends again? Could I even be her friend after the way she had treated me all this time?
How could I trust someone who had made such an effort to make me miserable? Calling me names, teasing me, spreading rumors, throwing rocks at me, shoving me around…
Really, I knew I should be careful with her. It was going to take a long time to regain my trust, and I needed to remember that she had liked Ryker – or at least, I was pretty sure she did. I knew it was possible him stabbing me snapped her out of her fantasy that he was actually an okay guy. But then again, for all I knew, she might want revenge – maybe she wanted to pretend to get on my good side so she could retaliate eventually.
The truth depended on what kind of a person she really was deep down, and on how humbled she was by her near-death experience.
I couldn’t handle being betrayed by her a second time.
I sucked in a deep breath, trying to shake off my numbness. I didn’t like feeling like this.
I needed to focus on Jasmyn instead, because I felt like she was someone who would never betray me. In many ways, she was just like me – lonely. So she knew. She knew how it felt – how I felt. And I knew how she felt too. No one who went without friends for so long would give it up for anything, just like no one who had starved would take food for granted ever again.
Unfortunately, I was so focused on my internal turmoil, that I didn’t notice where I was walking, just automatically taking the shortest path home.
Thus, I was surprised when three people stepped out of an alleyway, before promptly walking in front of me.
I came to a halt and looked up in shock, before groaning in annoyance. It was three of the older boys who liked to mess with anyone who came into their territory. I didn’t even bother looking around, knowing that we were probably out of sight from most people.
Dammit, I really didn’t want to deal with this right now.
“Hey,” the one in the middle spoke up as they all three gathered around me. I was short in comparison, the top of my head only going up to the shortest one’s chin. They towered over me like I was five years old, especially the taller two.
I warily met his gaze. His brown eyes were hard, a shade twice as dark as his brown hair. He was the tallest – I didn’t even go up to his shoulder.
“You’re Alyssa Dracul, right?” he continued.
My eyes narrowed at that. “What’s it to you?” I snapped in a low voice.
Unexpectedly the one on my left – the shortest of the three – reached out and placed his hand on my thin shoulder.
I immediately glared at him, not having to look up as high, prompting him to quickly withdraw it. He held his hands up defensively. “Hey,” he exclaimed. “I didn’t mean anything by that. We were just wondering if we could walk you home.”
I stared up at him in surprise. It was difficult not to be suspicious, but his green eyes seemed…sincere. “I can walk home on my own,” I muttered.
“No, seriously,” the guy in front of me retorted. “Let us walk you home.”
“No,” I repeated. “Just leave me alone.”
The boy on my right finally spoke up. “We were going there anyway,” he blurted out. “So, we should all walk together.”
My eyes narrowed again as I examined his expression. He had brown eyes like the first guy, but his hair was almost blonde. And just like the second guy, he seemed…sincere.
I finally crossed my arms. “Okay, what’s this about?” I finally asked.
I didn’t want to try forcing myself around them. They basically had me caged in, and I wasn't any stronger than a normal person in this form.
The guy on my left with green eyes and black hair spoke up again. “I’m Kain, by the way.” He pointed to the guy in front of me. “And that’s Roelyn, but he prefers Roe, and the guy on your right is Lee.”
“Okay?” I said, my arms still crossed. Why were they telling me their names? I didn’t care what they were called.
The blonde guy on my right, Lee, spoke up again. “We just want to make sure you get home safely,” he offered.
Now I was annoyed. “Dammit!” I exclaimed. “Just tell me what this is about already!”
Roe spoke up in front of me. “We had someone approach us,” he began tentatively. “Wanted to pay us…to take care of you…”
The hairs on my neck stood on end, a shiver running up my spine as I took a step back automatically. Kain shot his hand out again, placing his warm palm in the middle of my back. “We didn’t agree to it,” he added quickly.
“Yeah,” Lee continued. “We don’t do that shit.”
Roe immediately agreed. “Scaring kids is one thing, but killing them? Like he said, we don’t do that shit.”
“But,” Kain continued, his hand still on my back, “he did pay us to keep quiet about it. Which means he’s probably going to ask someone else to do it. We were heading to your place to tell your dad.”
My mind was frazzled. I felt like I couldn’t think clearly. Someone had tried hiring them to kill me? Who was the guy? And why? Instead of asking those questions, I found myself grasping at a stupid one. “How do you even know where I live?” I finally asked Kain, looking up at him on my left.
His green eyes looked embarrassed as he removed his hand from my back and shifted uneasily. “Well, my dad works with your dad,” he replied tentatively.
“That still doesn’t explain how you know where I live,” I retorted, unsure of why I was even pressing the issue. But I certainly didn’t know where he lived. Nor did I know who his dad was.
Kain shifted uneasily again, rubbing the back of his neck. “Well…”
Roe spoke up. “Look, it doesn’t matter,” he retorted, sounding annoyed himself now. “You’re going to your place. We’re going to your place. So let’s go together. Okay?”
“Fine,” I sighed, dropping my arms. “Whatever.”
Roe nodded and stepped out of my way.
As I began walking again, Roe kept ahead and to my left, while Kain and Lee fell in step at my sides. It was weird having them surround me like this. I wanted to keep being suspicious about their true intentions, but all three of them were looking around like hawks, especially Roe. It made it seem like…well, like they were really trying to protect me. Like they sincerely thought my life might be in danger.
I looked up at Kain again, noticing for the first time how his dark hair really made his green eyes pop. “So, who was the guy?” I asked seriously.
Lee chimed in, prompting me to look up at him on my other side. “We aren’t sure. Never seen him before.”
“He was dressed nice though,” Kain added, seeming unoffended that Lee had answered for him.
“And he was offering a lot of money,” Roe continued, glancing back at me.
“But why?” I asked seriously, trying to understand.
“We don’t know,” Kain replied, meeting my gaze. “I mean, you’re only fourteen, right?”
“I’m fifteen!” I snapped, suddenly annoyed at my flat chest. Why did I have to look so much younger than my peers? I crossed my arms automatically.
His eyes widened in surprise. “Sorry,” he replied uncomfortably. “But I was just trying to say, it seems weird someone would want you dead. Even if you’re fifteen – shit, even if you were seventeen like the rest of us – it doesn’t make sense. I mean, what did you ever do to anyone?”
I knew he was trying to suggest that I was just a kid without offending me again. But he had a point. What bastard hires someone to kill a fifteen-year-old?
“Maybe this is about the rumors,” Roe suggested from in front of us. “About her mom.”
“Her mom’s not a devil,” Kain snapped defensively. “And even if she was, should it really matter?”
I gawked at him in surprise, though he wasn’t looking at me. They were talking now as if I wasn’t even there.
“Don’t devils kill people though?” Lee asked from my right. “I heard they drink their blood.”
“I don’t know,” Roe said tauntingly. “Ever met one?”
Kain chimed in again. “But that’s not the point,” he sneered, seeming annoyed now. “Alyssa didn’t do anything. And even if the rumor was true, neither did her mom.”
“As far as we know,” Lee retorted quietly.
Roe continued after a moment, staring straight ahead. “We could always just ask, you know.”
All three of them were silent then, none of them looking at me. I felt a little uneasy myself, having them talk about me like I wasn’t there, not to mention the subject. Roe finally glanced back at me again.
“Well?” he wondered, as if they had already asked me. “Do you know why someone would want you dead?”
I shrugged, staring down at the ground. I honestly didn’t know. The whole situation was like a blow to the chest. The only thing that had happened recently where I was technically involved was…
Unexpectedly, Kain grabbed me roughly by the shoulder, pulling me to a stop. “Shit,” he exclaimed in a low voice.
I looked up at the same time that Roe snapped his head back forward, seeing that two men had just stepped out of an alleyway to our left down the narrow street – two adults, carrying long metal rods, staring straight at us.
One of the men threw his rod onto his shoulder, and gave us a glare. “Now, this is interesting,” he sneered in a gruff voice. “The man mentioned he had asked some kids to do this job, but I never imagined this. Trying to play hero?” he asked with a grin.
Kain abruptly dashed in front of me, grabbing my hand in the process as he tugged me past Lee. It took me a second to realize he was trying to drag me toward an alleyway to our right.
“This way,” he hissed at me.
I tried to keep up, but he really was almost dragging me. I just couldn’t move as fast in this form. So much for being half-demon. I was very human right now. I glanced back to see that Roe and Lee had only followed to the entrance, at which point they spun around to attack our pursuers with small knives.
I watched in horror as one of the men smacked Lee right in the head, dropping him instantly. Roe was out only a moment later, getting hit in the forearm first, before the other guy brought his rod down on top of his skull.
Kain yanked me around a corner as the two men began pursuing us.
“Focus on running,” he abruptly urged me, giving a rough tug. “Don’t look back.”
I tried to listen, completely baffled that these three boys were trying so hard to keep me alive. It felt surreal. Why did they care? And why was I less concerned? I supposed it was because they didn’t know what I knew – that my life really wasn’t in danger – at least, not from them. Granted, that didn’t change the fact that I still had something at risk.
Exposure.
We rounded another corner, only for Kain to stop abruptly, causing me to slam into his back. “Shit,” he hissed again.
I quickly peeked over his shoulder to see another man, this one with a short gun. So, there were three of them as well.
“You can’t fire that,” Kain abruptly snapped at him. While he spoke, he let go of my hand and wrapped his arm around my back to keep me behind him. “People will hear and come running to find out what’s going on.”
The man grinned at us. “Oh, I think not,” he retorted. “The Guard maybe, but none of them are anywhere close to here. They’re busy with another situation.”
My eyes widened in surprise to discover these guys really knew what they were doing. I quickly tried to wiggle out from Kain’s grasp. “Just let me go with them,” I urged. “You three are going to get yourselves killed.”
Kain looked back at me in shock, about to speak, but the man’s laughing cut him off. “Oh honey,” he taunted, holding up his gun. “We aren’t taking you anywhere. You’ll die right here and now.”
I gasped, my eyes widening in surprise.
The gun fired.
Instantaneously, my gray hand wrapped around Kain and caught a piece of metal before I even heard the gunshot. It stung like hell. My palm felt bruised. A moment later and the sound ricocheted off the alley walls, the noise much louder than I was expecting. My ears twitched when I heard the other two men finally catch up to us.
Kain glanced down and gasped when he saw my dark gray fist in front of his chest, before slowly looking over his shoulder in shock to see my slitted red eyes staring down the man who had fired.
My prey seemed frozen as his mind tried to register what he was seeing. His finger ready to shoot again.
His mistake.
I ducked out from Kain’s arm and stood in front of my enemy.
Instantly.
I traversed the space before anyone could even blink.
A trail of noise that sounded like thunder followed behind me. I watched with amusement, feeling drunk with power, as the man’s eyes slowly widen before his head jerked down to meet my unblinking crimson gaze.
I held my hand up to his chest, the bullet still in my grasp. “I believe this is yours,” I said harshly, opening my hand while shoving it at him.
A peal of black lightning shot out of my palm, tearing straight through the man’s torso, then nicking the top of a house down the alleyway, and finally streaking through the sky as far as I could see. The thick clouds in the distance abruptly separated, appearing as if they had exploded in order to create an unexpected sea of blue.
I cringed from the monstrous sound that reverberated through the air, before jumping back when I realized the man had a hole in his chest big enough for me to fit through.
His body stood there for a moment, his eyes unseeing, before he fell straight backwards with a muted thud. There was no blood.
The clouds continued to part in the sky, reaching the edge of the town as the sound of a torrential downpour began all along the outskirts. However, directly above me it was now perfectly blue.
I looked over my shoulder to see that the three humans all had their hands over their ears from the unexpected thunder, their eyes wide in shock.
Instantly, I flew past Kain and stood in front of the next closest man. Before he could react, I yanked the rod out of his hand, the abrupt movement shredding his skin as the metal left his fingers, and I shoved it into his chest. I then spun around his frozen form and did the same to the next one, shoving his weapon through his gut.
In a flash, I was in front of Kain again, looking up at him. He was still facing my first victim, having never had the opportunity to turn around.
He flinched when he registered me, taking a step backwards automatically. He then abruptly jumped again when he heard the two men behind him grunt and fall to the ground. His head snapped to the side as he looked over his shoulder, before he slowly turned his gaze to me, his pulse throbbing in his neck.
“Oh,” he finally said after a moment, sounding like he was choking on his words. “I guess…” His voice trailed off.
“Guess what?” I wondered quietly.
“You didn’t…really need…our…” His eyes were beginning to look glazed over. “I need to sit down,” he said breathlessly, half falling as he did.
I stared down at him unblinking as he tucked his head in between his knees.
He was silent for a few seconds, before he spoke up again. “Are you going to kill me?” he asked, his voice almost inaudible.
I already knew my answer, but decided to delay. “Are you going to tell anyone about this?” I asked just as softly.
“No, of course not,” he replied urgently, looking up at my red eyes. “I promise I won’t.”
“Then no,” I said simply. I then scoffed. “You tried to protect me, even almost taking a bullet to the chest.” I held up my hands and shrugged. “Why would I kill you?”
He sighed heavily in relief and rested his chin on his knees. After a moment, he laughed humorlessly. “Well, I’m not about to list off reasons why you should,” he replied with a grimace. He then hesitantly looked up at me again, as if trying to evaluate my impassive expression.
My ears twitched when I heard commotion down at the other end of the alleyway. It didn’t sound like anyone was brave enough to find out what was going on, but I didn’t want to stick around to find out. “We need to go,” I said urgently, reaching my hand down to help him up.
He stared at my black claws for a moment, before tentatively accepting the gesture.
After I hoisted him to his feet, he seemed to collect himself some. “Umm, can you change back?” he wondered hesitantly. “You know…so someone doesn’t accidentally see you…”
My eyes widened in surprise. “Oh, yeah I guess you’re right.” I quickly took a deep breath and focused on bottling up my magic again.
He seemed to relax a little when I returned to looking human. “Let’s go,” he said, reaching out like he was going to grab my hand, before flinching and pulling away. However, rather than being repulsed by me, it appeared like he was just afraid to get on my bad side by grabbing my hand without my permission.
I felt a smile threatening to sneak onto my lips by that realization, watching him turn around to go back the way we had come.
I quickly followed after him, only for him to stop in front of one of our attackers – the man with the rod sticking out of his gut. He was on his side, gasping for breath, his hands on the metal as if he were trying to pull it out. At first, I wasn’t sure why he hadn’t tried to run away, but then I realized his legs looked limp. The rod was coming out his back, straight through his spine.
Kain glanced over his shoulder at me. “Umm, I guess we probably can’t leave him alive…” he commented, speaking slowly as he evaluated my expression. “Even though they were hired to kill you, I wouldn’t be surprised if he comes up with some story about how they’re actually the victims.”
I shrugged. “Go ahead then,” I suggested, not wanting to do it myself. I was annoyed before, but that feeling was starting to wear off. Now I just wanted to get out of here as soon as possible. I really didn’t feel like killing anyone else, especially now that I was in my human form and no longer drunk on my own power.
Really, these guys were the first time I’d ever done it – killed a person. It felt…weird. I had an uneasy sensation in the pit of my stomach. I was trying hard not to think about it.
Kain hesitated, before running over to grab the other man’s gun.
When he returned, his gait was unsteady, and he looked like he was going to be sick. I suspected it was from getting a closer view of the gaping hole in the man’s chest. Beads of sweat were rapidly forming on his brow, his green eyes almost looking pained.
Kain’s hand began trembling as he held the gun close to the living man’s head.




Chapter 9: Shaken

I came to a halt automatically when Kain bent over to vomit again. This was the third time we had been required to stop. I used the opportunity while he wasn’t looking to shift to my demon form, also for the third time. All my senses were so much more sensitive when transformed, and it was beginning to make me feel uncomfortable – muted – whenever I was normal.
We were still safely away from anyone seeing us, but I wasn’t sure how long that would last before the Guard started doing a detailed sweep of the area. Thankfully, we were almost back to Roe and Lee.
“Sorry,” Kain whispered, panting heavily. “I’ve never killed anyone before. I feel like shit.”
“It’s okay,” I replied just as quietly, looking human again. “I don’t feel very well either,” I admitted, before pausing. “It was my first time too.”
He looked up at me in surprise, which I unexpectedly found offensive.
“Seriously?!” I exclaimed. “Don’t look so shocked.”
“Sorry,” he repeated, standing up straight. “That was rude.”
“Very rude,” I agreed, my arms crossed over my chest.
He placed his hand on my shoulder. “Come on,” he said gently. “Let’s keep moving.”
I met his gaze for a moment before nodding hesitantly. He was just so…accepting of everything. As if it didn’t matter to him that I was half-demon. That I could look like a demon. That I could kill like a demon. He didn’t seem to care. If anything, his expression was even more tender because of it. As if he liked having a secret with me.
I tried to swallow the lump in my throat as we continued on. I was glad when he removed his hand from my shoulder. I wasn’t sure how to feel about the warmth of his palm, or the fondness in his expression. I didn’t even know him, at least not other than having seen him around.
When we rounded the last corner, we found that the alleyway was empty – Roe and Lee were nowhere to be seen.
We both exchanged a glance.
“We should head back to your house like we originally planned,” Kain suggested. “When they woke up, they would have known there was no hope of figuring out where we went. They might have gone to tell your father.”
I paused as I considered that. “Would they have tried telling the Guard?” I asked seriously.
He shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know. I mean, your dad’s a member of the Night Watch, right? And trying to walk around town to find one of the Guard could take a while.”
“Oh,” I replied. “I guess that’s true. Well, let’s go then. Hopefully, they are there. Otherwise, we need to come up with an excuse for explaining how we weren’t involved if they tell someone else.” I thought back to last night. “Maybe we can say a mage in black–”
Yelling, near the entrance to the alleyway, caught our attention.
“Over here!” someone yelled. “I think the lightning came from this direction!”
Kain abruptly cursed under his breath, before wiping his mouth and shoving me against the wall.
I gasped as he slid his knee in between my legs. “What are you doing?!” I exclaimed, my eyes wide.
“Sorry,” he whispered. “Just trust me.”
I froze when he ran his fingers through my hair and shoved his lips on mine. His skin was smooth, soft, and warm. My face unexpectedly felt like it was going to explode as I’m sure it turned a dark shade of crimson.
“What in the hell?” someone exclaimed under their breath.
Kain quickly pulled away and looked over at the four men that had just appeared in the alleyway. I stared straight down at the ground, unable to look up at any of them.
“Oh!” Kain exclaimed, sounding embarrassed. “We weren’t doing anything.”
“Kids these days,” another one of them scoffed.
The first one spoke up again. “Take it someplace else!” he barked out. “This isn’t the time to be sneaking around!”
“Yes sir,” Kain retorted firmly, grabbing my hand and tugging me along.
I didn’t even bother looking up at them as we passed, my face still bright red.
He kissed me. My first kiss. Suddenly, that’s all I could think about. It took me a few minutes to realize we were now walking at a normal pace hand-in-hand, our fingers intertwined. I glanced back to make sure no one was watching, before carefully pulling my hand away.
He let go immediately. “Sorry about that,” he said, his cheeks slightly red too. “I just figured it was the easiest way to avoid us raising suspicion.”
I just nodded without a word, holding my hand against my chest, the heat still lingering in my fingers. Did that really just happen? I felt more rattled from the kiss than from killing those men. Although, now the two sensations were combining, making me just generally uneasy all over.
“You aren’t mad, are you?” he asked seriously after a moment.
I glanced up at him, before immediately looking away. “Just please don’t do that again,” I said. I then gently bit my lip, lowering my voice. “I mean, at least not without my permission.”
“Sorry,” he repeated quietly. He then took a deep breath. “I’m sure that was disgusting, considering I had just vomited.”
I didn’t answer. Honestly, I didn’t even notice, but I wasn’t about to admit that. “Have you done that before?” I asked hesitantly after a moment.
“What? Kiss? Of course,” he scoffed, before his eyes widened in surprise. “Wait, was that your first kiss?”
“So what if it was?!” I snapped, unexpectedly annoyed.
“Calm down,” he retorted. “It’s just surprising since you’re so pretty. Besides, it wasn’t even really much of a kiss.”
“It wasn’t?” I asked, confused now.
He scratched the back of his head nervously. “Well, no. Not really. I mean touching lips is nice, but the fun part is using your tongue.”
I immediately stared down at the ground, my face turning red all over again. I didn’t want to think about this right now. I had more important issues going on in my life, rather than worrying about boys and kissing.
I didn’t say anything in response, and he either took the hint or else was just as embarrassed as I was now. Either way, he was quiet after that, and we didn’t talk the rest of the way to my house.
I assumed my dad might be there, since going out to search for me would be a fruitless endeavor, but I was still relieved when I saw him outside with Roe and Lee. And even more relieved when he ran up to me and snatched me up in his arms, pulling me away from the uncomfortable tension lingering between me and Kain.
I sighed heavily as I hugged him back, my feet off the ground. “Hi dad,” I whispered simply, feeling all my uneasiness finally unwind. I didn’t even realize I was crying until I started sobbing uncontrollably.
Apparently, killing someone wasn’t as easy as I thought it would be. I had trapped, killed, and cleaned so many animals over the years that I didn’t think killing a person would be much different.
But it was different.
Very different.
I had never been this upset over killing an animal. And now I was thankful I hadn’t really been able to go through with ‘taking care’ of Kaylee. Granted, I was sure I never would have actually been able to do it anyway.
Once I started calming down a little, my dad asked the three boys to wait outside while he took me in. I suspected he wanted to talk to them more, and he probably assumed I wanted to see Jasmyn.
He was right.
She was hiding in my room, knowing we had company outside. When he sat me down on my bed, she immediately wrapped her arms around my shoulders.
I was a little surprised to discover that she was wearing what I assumed must be one of my mom’s corsets. It was black with frill along the top and bottom edges, along with a cute silk ribbon in the middle. It fit her really well, and it looked great on her too, sharply contrasted against her brighter coloring. The laces on each side would have allowed her to put it on herself – I certainly doubted my dad would have helped her, though I had no doubt he was the one who had recommended she wear it instead of one of my torn shirts. Jasmyn certainly never would have gone rummaging through my mom’s clothes on her own.
Her snowy hair was combed a little too, although the rest of it still looked to be so hopelessly tangled that her only chance of combing all of it was just to get her hair cut short. I decided in passing that I’d talk to her about that eventually, so I could help her take care of her hair from now on.
As my dad began to leave the room, I quickly spoke up to stop him. “Umm,” I sniffled, “the boy that was with me, Kain, saw me. He promised not to say anything though.” I sighed heavily. “I kind of saved his life, so he owes me anyway.”
My dad nodded. “It seems like they are all willing to stay quiet about it, although I’ll probably need to give the other two some explanation.”
“Just tell them I’m a mage?” I suggested hesitantly.
He nodded again. “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking. Which solves that problem for now, but I’m really concerned about the fact that someone tried to have you killed in the first place.”
“What?” Jasmyn hissed next to me. “That’s what this is about?” she asked in disbelief.
“Yes,” I whispered, leaning more into her.
She automatically tightened her embrace around me in response. “But who would do that? And why?”
My father shook his head. “They said it was a well-dressed man who approached them, and when they described him, it reminded me of someone…” He paused to sigh. “But that would be very problematic.”
“Who?” I asked seriously, reaching up to wipe my eyes.
My dad gave me a stern look. “I’ll tell you, but only if you promise not to go running off at night to take care of anything yourself.”
I shivered at the idea, especially considering how I felt now. “I promise,” I whispered.
He nodded. “I don’t actually know the man’s name. But, if it’s who I’m thinking of, then the person who likely put him up to the task is the mayor.”
My eyes widened. “You think Ryker’s dad is trying to have me killed?” I clarified in disbelief.
“Possibly,” he replied. “And given that his son just died, it seems likely.”
“But he shouldn’t know I’m involved,” I retorted. “Unless…” I gasped, dread filling my chest.
Please don’t tell me Kaylee lied…
“Unless what?” Jasmyn asked.
I didn’t answer her though. I didn’t want to say it out loud. It felt like saying it would make it true.
My dad stared at me for a moment, seeing if I would continue, before replying to my first comment. “Actually, it doesn’t matter if he knows you were involved.” He sighed again. “The man hates mages. I’m pretty sure he’s the person who started the rumor that your mother is a devil.” He scoffed. “Of course, he had no idea how close to the truth he was, but to him mages are all devils.”
“But what does that have to do with me?” I wondered seriously.
He scratched the back of his head. “His grief over his son’s death has probably turned to an irrational hatred. I wouldn’t be surprised if he just wants someone to blame, and he picked you, assuming the explosion could be your fault. It’s not far of a stretch to assume you’re a mage too considering your mother is.”
“Yeah, but that’s not even how Ryker died.”
“Doesn’t matter,” my dad replied. “When people are blind with grief and hatred, they generally don’t think clearly.” He took a deep breath. “Either way, whoever hired the men to kill you is going to feel confident that you are involved now.”
“Why?” I asked breathlessly, my eyes wide.
“Because of that attack you used,” he answered simply. “If it is the mayor, then he knows that the men he hired tried to kill you, only to be killed with the same type of magic as was seen when his son died.”
I felt dread creep into my chest again. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I didn’t know the attack was going to be that powerful.”
My dad drew closer and laid his hand on top of my head. “Sweetie, it’s alright. This kind of problem is normal for demons.”
I gawked at him. “It is?”
He smiled at me. “Yes, it really is. Humans often have a difficult time releasing magic in the first place – they must train to become effective mages. However, magical creatures like demons, dragons, and elves all have to train how to control their magic. Letting it out is the easy part for most of them, whereas keeping it under control once they do let it out is something they have to train.” He sighed heavily. “Usually, you would have started training at a young age when your energy pool was still small. However, now you’re like an infant in an adult body when it comes to your magic.”
“If that’s such a bad thing,” I replied slowly, “then why not train me sooner?”
He shrugged. “Your mother really wanted you to have a normal human life, since it can be difficult for those of mixed races to find acceptance anywhere. And while you might have had more control over your released magic now, it would have taken you years to learn how to completely bottle it up. Instead, now that you’re older, it took you barely half an hour to look human again.”
I nodded slowly. “So what do we do then?” I wondered. “If Ryker’s dad knows I was involved, then won’t he send people after me again?” I shivered at the idea of having to defend myself a second time…and killing more people. “Or…” I realized, my eyes widening. “What if he tells everyone?”
My dad gently ran his fingers through my hair. “You let me worry about that, honey. If he tells anyone, then we will just leave. However, I’m not about to be run out of town by one person who insists on trying to harm my family. I’ll find the man who I think set this up and get some answers out of him. If it turns out that it’s the mayor, then I’ll take care of it.” He grimaced. “I may be a human right now, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know how to stealthily eliminate enemies.”
My eyes widened in shock. Was he really going to kill the mayor? I knew this was different than the situation with Kaylee, but still…
“Please be careful,” I whispered. “I don’t like the idea of you getting hurt…or worse…”
He patted me on the head and stepped away. “I can still always turn back into a dragon if I need to.” He then sighed. “Anyway, I’m going to go talk more with the boys who tried to protect you. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
I nodded somberly, leaning more heavily into Jasmyn’s embrace. “Okay,” I whispered. “I love you.”
“I love you too, sweetie,” he replied with a warm smile, before heading outside.
Later that evening, after he had talked to the guys, my dad had to leave since it was his turn to help with the Night Watch. It wasn’t unusual for me to spend a couple nights a month alone in the house, since my dad had been helping out with keeping the town secure at night for several years now. However, this night in particular was one in which I was especially thankful Jasmyn had started living with us. I wasn’t sure I could handle being alone right now.
I had honestly already forgotten about my embarrassing moment with Kain, but then Jasmyn wondered if I would tell her exactly what happened. I still didn’t think much of it while I began recounting the story. However, once I got to that part, I started blushing again and skipped right over it. I figured it wasn’t that important anyway, but she knew I was hiding something.
We were laying down in my bed, with me facing the wall and her behind me, as was becoming our usual sleeping arrangement. And I was doing a poor job of not reacting.
“Alyssa,” she whined. “What aren’t you telling me?”
“He kissed me,” I blurted out, covering my face with my hands.
She propped herself up on her elbow to get a better look at me. “What’s a kiss?” she asked seriously.
I turned my head to gawk up at her. “You don’t know?” I wondered in disbelief.
She shook her head, looking embarrassed now.
My expression was immediately apologetic for assuming. “Sorry. It’s when two people put their lips together.”
Jasmyn immediately grimaced. “Gross!” she exclaimed. “That sounds disgusting.”
My eyes widened in surprise. “Really?”
“Yes, really,” she retorted. “Why would you want to do that?”
I looked past her and stared at the ceiling as I thought about it. “Well…I guess usually it’s supposed to be a romantic thing when you do it with someone who isn’t family. Something people do when they like each other a lot.”
She abruptly looked shocked. “Wait. Did you like it?”
I covered my face with my hands again. “I don’t know,” I moaned, my voice muffled. “I’ve never been kissed before on the lips. It was really embarrassing, especially because people saw.”
When Jasmyn didn’t respond, I peeked at her through my fingers. Her brow was furrowed now, seeming pensive.
“What do Nagas do?” I wondered hesitantly. “Like when they want to be romantic with each other.”
Now she looked embarrassed. She immediately averted her eyes. “Well…they…” She plopped back down and hid her eyes behind her hands, prompting me to flip over to face her. “They…” She took a deep breath. “Sort of, wrap around each other,” she finally managed.
I glanced down at her sky-blue tail, most of it flowing off the bed and laying on the floor. “Oh,” I said simply. I was then pensive. “That sounds a little more intimate than just kissing though,” I considered.
“It is,” she admitted, peeking at me through her fingers. “I mean, I’m not sure exactly how intimate kissing is, but wrapping around each other is something only lovers do.” She paused then, pulling her hands away slightly. “I don’t think Nagas really do anything else. At least, I don’t think. That’s just what I remember from when I was little.”
I grabbed her hand in both of mine to pull it away from her face, interlacing our fingers. “You never did tell me about that,” I said quietly. “About how you came to be alone.”
She sighed heavily and closed her eyes. After a moment, she tightened her grip on my hand. “It’s because of how I look,” she finally whispered. “Most Nagas have a dark complexion, especially their lower bodies. My village viewed it as a bad omen when I was born. As if I was a curse.” She sighed heavily. “All the kids teased me, and some even tried hurting me. There was a lot of pressure on my family to get rid of me, and some even wanted me dead. In the end, my father decided enough was enough.”
Unexpectedly, she sobbed, her expression overwhelmed with agony at the memory. “I thought my dad was taking me away to teach me how to hunt…” She sobbed again, followed by a shaky breath, her closed eyes tightening. “Once we were far away, he scolded me for causing them problems and told me he never wanted to see me again. Then, he just left me alone in the forest.”
I scooted forward and placed my forehead on hers. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.
She sniffled, her eyes still closed, tears slowly dripping onto the bed. “I was only six years old. I had no idea how to get home. We had changed directions so many times, and I was too focused on thinking we were going to spend the day together to pay attention.”
Another wave of agony crossed her expression as she made a quiet whining noise. After a moment, she continued.  “I was devastated. And I didn’t know how to hunt. I didn’t eat for two weeks.” She took a deep breath as I gently ran my fingers through her white hair. “I’m not sure I would have survived if it weren’t for my magic, because I couldn’t even find berries. My first kill was actually some kind of giant cat that tried attacking me. I was both terrified and starving. I wanted it to just die.” She opened her eyes slightly to peek at me. “It didn’t actually die of course, but it laid down and let me kill it.”
“How did you kill it?” I wondered tentatively.
She took another shaky breath, and then let it out slowly. “I wrapped myself around it and tightened until it couldn’t breathe. And then I swallowed it. It took me almost an hour, because I was really small then.”
I nodded in acknowledgment. “Well, I think you’re beautiful,” I said confidently. “I love your white hair, and I especially love the color of your tail. It’s like always having the bright blue sky around, even on a gloomy day.”
She laughed and sniffled, pressing her forehead more into mine. “Thanks,” she whispered. “You’re the only person who has ever thought that. Everyone else has always called me Chala’Brah.”
“What?” I asked in surprise, pulling away slightly. “What’s that?”
Her brow furrowed as she thought about it. “I’m not sure how to explain exactly. I don’t think your language has a word that fits.”
Now my brow furrowed. “Wait. Actually, I just realized something.” I propped myself up on my elbow. “How do you even know the human language? Haven’t you been alone all this time?”
Unexpectedly, her eyes widened in fear.
I gasped. “Jasmyn…I thought you said you were alone all this time…”
She grimaced then, and hid her face with her hands a second time. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t want to tell you. I didn’t know if I could trust you before.”
“Tell me what?” I asked breathlessly.
“I’m a slave,” she whispered. “The person who shot me with an arrow was my master, trying to hunt me down for escaping.”
I gasped again. “H-How long have you been a slave?” I wondered seriously. “And is that even legal? I didn’t think slavery was allowed.”
“It’s not,” she admitted quietly. “But there are still people who buy and sell slaves – Nagas, Worgron, Elderfel, Golydin, Rinefel, and even some humans occasionally. I’ve been bought and sold a few times,” she admitted quietly. “And–”
“Wait,” I interrupted her. “I know Worgrons are like humanoid wolves, and Elderfels are like cats, but what about the other two?”
“Oh,” she said in surprise. “The Golydin are lizard-people and Rinefel actually look like humans except for having rabbit features.” She paused to make sure I was satisfied with her answer before continuing. “Anyway, I’ve seen at least one of every race at the secret auctions.” She hesitated. “Well, except the dwarves, and the magical races – dragons, demons, and elves. They’re too powerful to be forced into slavery.”
I laid back down, grimacing at the idea. “What did they make you do?” I wondered hesitantly.
She sighed. “Nothing actually. I could make them do whatever I wanted as long as I made eye-contact. That’s why I kept getting sold. Often, it took over a year, sometimes even longer, to realize something weird was going on. Once they did, they got rid of me.”
“But why not make them keep you?” I wondered seriously. “And why not run away?”
She grimaced. “Because I was afraid to live in the wilderness,” she admitted quietly. “And because if I stayed, they might figure out my secret.” She lowered her voice. “That’s what happened with my last master. He figured out I could control people, so he wore some special type of glasses that prevented my magic from working.” She looked away. “He tried to get me to do horrible things, threatening to cut me in half if I didn’t. I was able to knock off his glasses and used the opportunity to escape.” She sighed heavily. “He still tracked me down though. At least, I’m pretty sure that’s who shot me.”
I nodded absentmindedly, my fatigued mind suddenly thinking of an idea that hadn’t crossed my thoughts up until this point. “Jasmyn…” I began hesitantly.
She reached out and rested her hand on my arm, lifting her head up slightly. “What’s wrong?”
I held her gaze. “Why didn’t you use your ‘snake eye’ on the boy who stabbed me?”
Her eyes widened. “I tried,” she replied seriously. “That’s why I was so afraid of them. Because it didn’t work.” She shook her head at the memory. “I don’t know why it wouldn’t work, but they were completely unaffected.”
I nodded silently as I considered that. My mind was becoming too tired to think clearly, so I couldn’t come up with any explanations. Jasmyn noticed my sleepiness and tilted her chin up to kiss me on the forehead. It got me thinking again. “Why do you do that?” I wondered quietly. “If Nagas don’t kiss?”
Her gold eyes widened slightly. “Oh,” she exclaimed, her cheeks blushing. “That’s called a kiss too?” she wondered timidly.
I nodded. “Yeah, it’s not necessarily a romantic thing, but any time someone does that with their lips, it’s called a kiss.” I then held up her hand to my mouth and illustrated, pressing my lips against her skin. “See? That was a kiss too.”
“Oh,” she repeated, blinking a few times. “Well, I’ve grown up around humans, so I knew they did that to show affection – and it makes sense to me. I didn’t know what it was called though. No one has ever talked about kissing around me, and I don’t think there’s a word for it in my original language.”
I smirked at her. “That sounds about right,” I agreed, kissing her on the hand again. “Showing affection.”
She smiled warmly at me, before unexpectedly grimacing. “I’ve never seen the mouth-to-mouth thing though – that doesn’t make sense to me. It just sounds really gross.”
I nodded in acknowledgment, not really agreeing, but my eyelids felt too heavy to respond. The last thing I remembered was feeling her pull me closer and placing her lips on my forehead again one more time.




Chapter 10: Premonition

I woke up in a panic, my eyes suddenly wide, my mind alert. The first thing I noticed was a pair of golden eyes glowing brightly. I sucked in a sharp breath before my mind began registering Jasmyn’s concerned expression…as well as a hint of pain in her eyes.
“Alyssa,” she exclaimed softly. “You’re hurting me.”
I gasped when I realized my gray hand was holding onto her arm tightly. I immediately let go. “Sorry!” I pleaded with her, my thoughts calming down some. “I think I had a nightmare. Are you alright?”
She nodded somberly, tightening her embrace on me. I was still in her arms, one underneath my head like a pillow while the other was pulling me against her torso. I realized the end of her tail was also snaked around my entire leg, which she gently constricted for a moment as if to reassure me. “I’m okay,” she whispered. “I don’t think it will even bruise.”
I grimaced. “I hope not,” I replied. “I’d feel horrible.”
Jasmyn quickly reached up and gently ran her hand along the side of my face. “You didn’t do it on purpose,” she replied gently.
I winced. “But still…” I sighed. “I’m sorry for waking you up.”
She gave me a weak smile. “It must have been a really bad dream. My suppression magic activating is actually what woke me.”
My eyes widened as I held up my hand and stared at my claws again. There was a low roar in my ears, like the faint memory of a sound I heard in my dream. And something else. Something horrifying.
“Do you remember what it was about?” she wondered hesitantly.
I met her gaze, the fear still lingering. “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I remember hearing a sound, sort of like a thunderous…flapping noise. It was all I could hear, as if everything else in the world had gone silent.” I shook my head. “I don’t really know how to explain it. And then there was…” My eyes widened as I felt panicked again.
“What?” she whispered, pulling me closer – something I didn’t even think possible at this point.
“Death,” I replied quietly. “I felt like I was staring straight at the mouth of death.”
“The face of death?” Jasmyn asked, sounding confused now. She quickly clarified. “That’s a phrase, right? The face of death?”
I nodded slowly. “Yes, but I mean it literally. I felt like I was staring death in the mouth. Like it was about to eat me.” I shivered at the distant memory. I couldn’t really recall the details anymore, but the overall sense of impending doom prevailed. “Has my dad returned yet?” I wondered seriously.
Jasmyn shook her head. “I don’t know. I didn’t wake up until just now.”
I nodded. “I’m going to go check on him,” I whispered.
She let go of me automatically as I sat up, freeing my leg too. I was surprised by how much I liked having her tail wrapped around my leg. I didn’t fully realize how much until she let go.
As I climbed over her, she smirked, prompting me to pause while I was still straddling her wide tail just below her waist.
“What?” I wondered.
She shook her head, twisting her upper body to lay on her back while her tail remained motionless underneath me. “You wouldn’t know,” she began. “But you sitting on me like that reminds me of what Nagas do when they want to wrestle.”
I cocked my head to the side. “Wrestle? As in fight?” I asked seriously, concerned that I was being rude.
Her smile widened at my confusion, and she shook her head. “No, it’s something that friends do. I guess it is like fighting, but it’s for fun. Playful. And usually it’s between the same genders.”
Sounded like normal wrestling to me, not that I had ever really wrestled with anyone for fun. “Why does gender matter?” I asked.
She shrugged. “I don’t know.” She was then pensive. “Probably because they didn’t want males and females wrapping around each other like I was saying earlier. It would be easy for wrestling to turn into that.”
“But it’s okay for the same genders to wrap around each other?” I teased.
She grinned. “Well they certainly can’t have little Naga babies if they accidentally get carried away.”
My brow furrowed. “Just how young can Nagas start having babies?” I asked in disbelief.
She cocked her head to the side. “Well, it varies I guess, but usually around ten or eleven. What about for humans?”
“I think usually a few years older than that,” I admitted. “I’m not really sure about boys.”
Jasmyn nodded with her brow furrowed. “So then, you’re old enough to have babies, aren’t you?”
I stared at her in disbelief, my shock quickly turning to embarrassment. “I’m going to go check on my dad,” I announced, jumping off her before she could stop me.
Unexpectedly I almost tripped when I felt the end of her tail snake around my leg again. I looked back at her in surprise as she got off the bed and moved herself over to me, lifting up the larger portion of her tail to wrap once more around my body, along with her arms embracing my shoulders from behind. I probably could have gotten away if I was still transformed, but I had already returned to my human self while talking with her.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean to make you upset.”
I shook my head, my face still red. “I’m not mad,” I replied quietly. “Just embarrassed. I don’t really like talking about that subject, especially not in regard to me specifically.”
She nodded apologetically, nestling her head against the side of my neck. “I’m sorry,” she repeated. “I let my curiosity get the better of me. I didn’t know there were subjects we couldn’t talk about.”
I sighed heavily and reached up to rest my hand on her head, running my fingers through her white hair. “It’s not that…” I took a deep breath, deciding to answer her question. “I’m not sure honestly. My body doesn’t seem to be keeping pace with everyone else my age – everyone assumes I’m younger than I am. At least now I know it’s probably because I’m half-demon.” I sighed again. “I’ll just ask my mom about it when she comes to visit in a couple of weeks.”
Jasmyn nodded against my neck.
I continued. “So I guess that means you can have babies, huh?” Granted, given her chest size, I would have assumed that anyway.
She lifted her head to look at me, angling herself so that her face was in front of mine, with my head turned to the side. I looked up at her as she replied. “Not that it matters. I’ll never have children.”
“What? Why?”
She scoffed. “Because I’d pass on my curse. At least, that’s what the Nagas in my village believed.” She shook her head. “Not to mention, I don’t think I could ever do that with a guy. I’ve never met one that was nice. And there’s not a single one that would ever see me as anything other than cursed.”
I twisted my upper body around in her grasp to face her, and slid my hand on her cheek, unsure of what to say.
Because I knew she was probably right. It was just like my dad’s red hair, which I might have inherited. Except, maybe for her, the chances of her having children that looked like her was higher than it was in my dad’s situation. Maybe all her children might turn out like her.
I wasn’t sure, but I could see how that possibility might keep the others away. There wasn’t much hope for her to have a normal life.
“Well,” I finally began, “I know your white hair and blue tail have caused you a lot of trouble, but I think you’re beautiful. And I’m thankful for how you look.”
“Why?” she asked in disbelief.
“Because I wouldn’t have known you otherwise,” I whispered meaningfully.
Her golden eyes slowly filled with tears as she considered that. After a moment, she tightened her tail’s embrace around me, along with more firmly wrapping her arms around my shoulders as she pressed her head against the side of mine.
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” I responded warmly.
The loud sound of the front door opening caused us both to jump.
“Dad?” I called out hesitantly, knowing it should be him.
“It’s me,” he announced after a brief pause, probably a little surprised I was awake so late. A moment later, once he lit the lantern in the kitchen, he was at my bedroom doorway. Jasmyn was still hugging me with her arms, but she had dropped her tail to the floor. “Everything alright?” he asked with concern. “You haven’t been up all night, have you?”
Jasmyn let go completely when I pulled away to give him a hug. As I wrapped my arms around his torso, my head barely reaching his shoulder, I sighed. “No, I just woke up from a really bad dream,” I admitted quietly.
He gently rubbed my back. “I’m sorry, sweetie.” He glanced up at Jasmyn. “Thank you for being there for her.”
“Of course,” she whispered.
I twisted my head around to look at her too. She was blushing, her eyes trained on the floor. I looked back up at my father. “Did anything happen? It seems like you’re home later than usual.” I hadn’t looked at the pendulum clock hanging on the wall in the kitchen, but I suspected it was early in the morning.
My father sighed. “Well, after my shift, I tracked down the man who I thought might be involved.” He paused for a long moment. “He’s gone,” he finally admitted.
My eyes widened in surprised. “You killed him?” I whispered.
His brow furrowed unexpectedly. “No, I mean, he disappeared. Left town or something.” He reached up and ran his fingers through his fiery hair, keeping his other arm wrapped around me. “But that just confirms what I thought – that the Mayor is likely the one who put the guy up to the task.”
“So what do we do?” I wondered.
He smirked at me. “You do nothing, except go to school and act normal. Let me handle him.”
I groaned in annoyance. “Dad...” I complained. “You can still tell me what you plan on doing. I’m not a little kid anymore.”
He shook his head. “Your mother wouldn’t be very happy with me if I got you any more involved than what you already are.”
“Don’t you have some way to contact her?” I wondered seriously, knowing she could probably help with the situation.
His eyes widened. “Oh, I guess I didn’t tell you. The pigeon she usually sends around this time of the month, to check up on us, should arrive today or tomorrow. When it does, I’ll let her know what’s been going on. She’ll come straight home when she finds out.”
I knew about her pigeons of course, but I was hoping he had a magical method of communication. Still, it was better than nothing. I sighed in relief. I really missed her as it was, but with everything going on, I really needed my mom more than ever.
“That’s good,” I replied. “But what happens if someone comes after me again?”
“Just try to stay in public. They won’t attack as long as they can’t get you alone. School should be a safe place for you.”
“What about Kaylee’s house?” I wondered. “I told her I’d come see her after school.”
“That should be fine,” he agreed. “Just no trips down secluded alleyways. Stay where people can see you.”
“Okay,” I agreed, resting my head against his chest and hugging him tightly again. “Just please be careful.”
“I will, sweetie,” he replied, tightening his arms around me. “Now, try to get some more sleep. There’s still a few hours before dawn.”
“Are you leaving again?”
He shook his head. “No, I still have work in the morning, and I don’t think the mayor will try anything else too soon. The fact that you easily handled three armed men is going to make him more hesitant to try again. If he’s that set on harming you, then he will need time to come up with an alternative plan.” He bent down to kiss me on the forehead. “Now get some sleep, sweetie.”
I nodded somberly, letting go of him.
“Oh,” I added, stopping him before he left. “Speaking of Kaylee, her skin was dry and hot. I know that means something, but I couldn’t remember what.”
His eyes narrowed. “Now honey, I know you know what a fever is.”
“Yeah,” I pressed. “But she looked like she had just broken a fever the other night. Not to mention, she’s hurt, not sick. Doesn’t it mean something for her to have a second fever so soon? Her skin was really warm.”
He paused as he thought about it. “Maybe I should ask Elaine if I can have a look at her. I’m not sure how she will feel about that though, since I’m not technically a doctor.”
“Can you try?” I pleaded.
He paused for a moment, before nodding. “Sure. I guess I’ll meet you at their house then, after school.”
“Okay!” I replied warmly, giving him one last hug.
He wished me and Jasmyn both goodnight, and then headed off to his room to sleep for a few hours before work. I knew these days were rough on him. It was rough for everyone who was on the Night Watch, which is why each person only did it twice a month usually. It’s not like it was an actual job anyway – everyone was a volunteer, though supposedly the town was working to make it a full-time job like the Guard.
However, until then, volunteers filled the gaps in the town’s newfound security. It was weird to think that the Mayor had been the initiator responsible for most of it, especially considering he was now involved in a criminal activity himself – trying to kill me.
Unexpectedly, I gasped when Jasmyn grabbed me from behind with her arms and lifted me high into the air, our heads almost touching the ceiling, before setting us gently down on my bed.
“Too serious,” she whispered, before I could speak. She was cuddling me like I used to cuddle with one of the dolls my mom made out of an old cushion.
“What?” I said breathlessly, readjusting myself in her embrace to get more comfortable. I was laying awkwardly on her arm, so I slid down to rest my head on it instead.
“It’s time for sleep,” she replied, her tone content. “You can worry about serious things in the morning.”
“Why the sudden…” I tried to think of the right word to explain her tone and behavior. “Affection?”
She buried her face in my hair, pulling me tighter against her chest. “Because of what you said earlier,” she admitted. “Just before your dad got here.”
“That I’m thankful for how you look?” I wondered.
She nodded once, the end of her tail sliding up my leg like how it was when I first woke up. “Yes,” she whispered. “Now time for sleep.”
I tried to look back to see her expression, so I could understand what was going on with her, but she held me more tightly to keep me immobilized in her arms. After a moment, I sighed heavily, deciding that wrestling against her strength in my demon form probably wasn’t a great idea right now. When it was obvious I had given up, I heard her giggle quietly.
“Good night,” I finally responded, trying not to sound annoyed at being held captive against my will.
“Sleep well,” she replied happily.
The next morning, I was surprised to feel well rested, especially considering the nightmare and late-night meeting with my dad. However, thankfully, I slept really well after that. On the other hand, my dad looked exhausted at breakfast. No surprise there.
Jasmyn seemed a little sleepy too, but nothing extreme.
As my dad and I headed into town, the day seemed to be getting to a normal start until we came across Kain. He was hurrying in the opposite direction, at least until he caught sight of us. He slowed down then and waited briefly for a horse-drawn wagon to pass through before crossing the street.
I realized for the first time that it was strange the horses around the city didn’t respond to my dad and me, but I supposed he did say he was truly human at the moment. Did that mean I was truly human right now too?
I mean, I supposed I must be human enough for the horses not to notice.
“Good morning,” Kain said cheerfully.
“What are you doing?” I asked bluntly, confused by his behavior.
He began scratching the back of his head, appearing uncomfortable now. “Well, considering everything that’s happened, I figured I would walk you to school.”
I crossed my arms. “Usually my dad does,” I retorted, uncertain of why he was showing so much concern on my behalf. Especially since he knew my secret.
Granted, what I said was only half true. My dad walked me most of the way there, but then we headed our separate ways at a certain point. He knew I didn’t want to be embarrassed by having my parent walk me to the door.
Before Kain could respond, my dad spoke up. “That’s very generous of you, considering you live almost a mile away from us.” He paused. “And you have to walk in the wrong direction,” he added.
Kain shifted uncomfortably again.
“Well, just stay in public places,” my dad said abruptly. “No one’s going to try anything if there are people around.”
I gawked at him. “You’re going to leave?” I asked in disbelief. Surely he wouldn’t abandon me!
He shook his head. “No. I’m going the same way of course, but I don’t see why he can’t walk with us.”
I just threw my hands in the air and began walking again, not waiting to make sure anyone was following. Barely a moment later, and Kain was at my side trying to strike up a conversation. However, when I gave him simple one-word answers, he finally settled with socializing with my dad instead.
Once we reached the last stretch of the way to school, the point where my dad took a different street, Kain resumed trying to speak to me again.
“Are you mad at me?” he finally asked.
I groaned. “No,” I admitted.
“Then why are you acting like you’re mad?”
I glared at him.
“See?” he exclaimed.
I rolled my eyes and sighed. “I mean…I don’t know.” I took a deep breath. “Why are you even walking me to school? You’re acting like we’re friends or something.”
“I’d like to be friends,” he offered.
I glanced up at him again, before staring down at the cobblestone underneath my feet. “Why?” I asked sincerely. “You never showed an interest before.” I scoffed. “If anything, you and your friends used to try scaring me before I got smart enough to avoid where you hung out.”
Kain sighed heavily. “Yeah, well we don’t really do that anymore. And…” He paused.
I glanced up at him. “And what?”
He looked uncomfortable again. “Well, they wouldn’t have bothered you anyway. At least, not after I asked them not to.”
I abruptly stopped walking, gawking at him. “Why?” I asked in disbelief. “And when did you do that?”
He ignored my first question. “Probably about a year ago now,” he admitted.
“But why?” I repeated.
“Well…” He took a deep breath. “Because I kind of like you.”
I immediately started walking again, my face red with embarrassment. I wasn’t even sure how I felt about him, but having someone – anyone – say that kind of thing to me was mortifying.
“Sorry,” he said quickly, catching up to me without a problem. “That was probably too soon. I shouldn’t have said anything.”
“Too soon?” I echoed, not looking up at him. “You don’t even know me. How could you like me?”
He didn’t answer though, continuing to keep up with my pace. “I’d like to get to know you,” he finally said quietly.
I abruptly stopped again, though I couldn’t meet his gaze. I kept my eyes on the ground while he turned to face me. “Look,” I began, “thank you for trying to protect me yesterday, but I don’t even know you. You’ve never tried being friendly with me before now, and the fact you’re trying when all this stuff is happening only makes me more reluctant to trust you.” I finally glanced up at him. “And I’m not even sure I want to like anyone at this point.”
“That’s fine,” he replied, looking slightly dejected. “But can we at least try being friends?”
I scoffed and looked away. “You know, up until about a week ago, I didn’t have any friends at all.”
He stared at me in disbelief. “Seriously?”
I nodded once, keeping my eyes on the building behind him. A couple of my classmates walked by, gawking at us, prompting me to look at him again to avoid their gaze.
“Sorry,” he finally replied. “I didn’t know. I would have tried being your friend sooner, but…”
I didn’t want to hear excuses from him, or anyone for that matter. “Whatever,” I scoffed, feeling annoyed now. I turned and started walking. “Just keep your mouth shut about yesterday.”
“Hey,” he said, catching up to me right away. He lowered his voice. “I told you I wouldn’t say anything.”
I nodded once again, keeping my gaze focused on the school building, which was now in sight.
On the outside, the structure looked like a really large church, with a stone foundation and a tall steeple on the roof. However, on the inside it was built more like an inn, with two floors of rooms housing all the older kids over the age of ten. A smaller building next to it had all the children. Both exteriors needed a fresh layer of paint, the dark blue color peeling off in a lot of places. The areas that had once been painted white towards the bottom of the building were bare stone now.
“So can we try being friends?” Kain asked hesitantly.
“I said fine,” I replied hastily. “Just don’t expect me to trust you for no reason. I’ve had people betray my trust too many times to count.” Kain unexpectedly placed his hand on my shoulder, which I immediately shrugged off. “And you can start by not touching me without my permission,” I hissed, my face turning red again.
“Sorry,” he replied, but he didn’t have time to continue since we were about to go our separate ways. “See you after school?” he asked expectantly.
I quickly shook my head. “No, I’m meeting my dad at my friend’s house.”
“Oh.” He looked dejected again. “Then I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”
I sighed heavily. “I guess,” I said simply, before heading off to my class. It already felt like this was going to be a long day.
Ms. Landerson was back in class today, much to my chagrin. I realized I actually liked having Mr. Harmon around a ton more. I knew he couldn’t teach class forever, since he was the principal, but it was nice to have a teacher who didn’t seem to hate me for no reason.
At least she ignored me most of the day.
Monica, on the other hand, spent most of her time glaring at me. Obviously, she was not happy that she got sent home yesterday, whereas I was able to stay for an undisclosed amount of time. I didn’t know what she told everyone, but all the whispering going on whenever Ms. Landerson wasn’t paying attention made me suspect Monica had crafted some hateful rumor to spread.
Stupid girl.
I didn’t have time to worry about her though. I needed to stay focused on the things that mattered, like acting normal and trying not to stand out.
Needless to say, my peers made it difficult when I came back to my seat after lunch and found the word ‘Devil’ carved hastily into the wood. The entire class roared in laughter when I froze upon seeing it.
Ms. Landerson, who was already in a bad mood, yelled at everyone to be quiet while walking up to see what they were laughing about. She then grabbed me by the arm roughly, glaring at me.
“Damaging school property?!” she exclaimed. “You little twit!”
I gawked at her in disbelief, trying to yank my arm away. “You can’t honestly believe I wrote this in my own seat!”
She scoffed, before shoving me away. “Go stand in the hall!” she yelled, pointing over my head aggressively.
On the verge of tears, I marched off before I became any more pissed.
“And the rest of you shut up!” she snapped when a bunch of my classmates laughed again.
She made me stand in the hall for the rest of the day too. Either that or she just forgot I was out here. At least I didn’t have to look at anyone during that time. Instead, I focused mentally on my hands, clenching and unclenching repeatedly.
They were stupid. All of them, stupid.
And hateful.
And then I was even more mortified when Kain’s class came down the stairs at the end of the hall, their teacher having let them out a few minutes early.
I stared at the floor, trying to pretend like I didn’t exist, but that didn’t discourage him from stopping in front of me. It didn’t help that all the older kids started whispering when he did so.
I didn’t bother looking up at him. “Just go away,” I hissed when he didn’t say anything.
“What happened?” he finally whispered, knowing I could get in trouble if my teacher knew I was socializing with someone.
I just shook my head, and looked away to my right, tears threatening to cloud my vision. Talking about it wasn’t going to help. It was just going to make me fall apart. I didn’t want anyone to see me cry.
“I’ll be outside,” he finally said quietly, heading down the hallway again. He didn’t wait for me to agree to meet up with him.
When Ms. Landerson released everyone for the day, I made sure to stay where I was, so they could all see that I hadn’t left my spot. I didn’t need her punishing me again for leaving early, in the event she decided that was the only explanation for not seeing me after class.
Once they were all gone, I went back into the room to see what she had written on the board for homework.
I paused again and bit the inside of my cheek when I saw that someone had tossed half of my stuff on the ground in the hustle to leave. As I began picking my books up and shoving them back in my desk, Ms. Landerson stomped her way towards me and slammed her hand on the wood surface.
“You are such a nuisance,” she hissed harshly. “I can’t wait until you’re out of my class next year.”
I wanted to agree, but I held my tongue, standing back up hesitantly.
“Take this home to your father,” she continued rudely. I realized she had a note under her palm where she had slammed her hand down. “And you need to apologize!” she snapped when I didn’t respond.
I gawked at her in disbelief. “Apologize for what?”
“For damaging school property!” she shrieked unexpectedly, her hostility brimming over.
“I didn’t do it!” I exclaimed. “Why would I write that on my own–”
Unexpectedly, she slapped me across the face with enough force to knock me into the next desk over.
I didn’t even see it coming.
I failed to catch myself on my neighbor’s chair and ended up falling squarely on one of my knees, holding the side of my face in shock.
“Shut up!” she shrieked. “Another word out of you and you’ll stand in the hallway for the rest of the year!”
“What’s going on in here?” a familiar voice asked abruptly. It was Mrs. Boone, the woman who taught Ryker’s class – the class I’d be in next year.
Ms. Landerson stood up straight and glared at her. “Nothing Michelle,” she snapped. “Just disciplining a student for damaging school property.”
Mrs. Boone fully entered the classroom, eyeing my still stunned expression from my knelt position next to my neighbor’s desk. I couldn’t even bring myself to stand up yet, still too shocked that she had really hit me. And for no reason. Not to mention, I knew I couldn’t do anything in response. It’s not like I could hit her back.
“Last I checked,” the woman replied sweetly, “our dear mayor eliminated in-school punishments involving physical discipline. That was to be left up to the parents.”
Mrs. Boone reached out then and helped me to my feet while Ms. Landerson retorted, gesturing wildly at my chair. “Look at what she did!” she snapped.
Mrs. Boone glanced down before her eyes narrowed. She then focused down at me. “You may go, dear. Run along home.”
I just nodded and started walking away. The side of my face still stung where she had hit me. I was sure it was bright red.
“She needs to take this with her!” Ms. Landerson hissed, holding out the note.
However, Mrs. Boone snatched it away from her and opened it to read what it said. After a moment, she looked over at me again with a glare, though I suspected it wasn’t intended to be directed towards me.
“Go home,” she said firmly, keeping the piece of paper tight in her grasp.
I rushed out of the room before I had time to process what had just happened. I was only halfway down the hall before Mrs. Boone began yelling.
“This is not an acceptable note to be sending home with a student!” she snapped. “I don’t know what kind of personal grudge you hold against the Draculs, but–”
I was out the front door then, not wanting to hear the rest of it. Not wanting to be involved. Part of me appreciated the defense, but I knew Ms. Landerson would still find some way to make my life miserable later. She’d blame me for everything. This would all be my fault in her perception.
Kain was waiting as promised, knowing something was horribly wrong when he saw my expression.
“Just leave me alone,” I snapped at him as I began walking away towards Kaylee’s house. My eyes were already brimming over with tears.
He followed after me anyway.




Chapter 11: Attack

Kain insisted on following me to Kaylee’s house, but when it became clear I wasn’t in the mood to talk, he finally dropped it for a while. It’s not like he could do anything about it anyway, so I saw no point in telling him. And I definitely didn’t want to talk about it. I didn’t even want to think about it.
I stared down at the cobblestone underneath my feet, a mixture of anger and depression thrashing around inside my heart, despite my attempts to push it aside.
Why did Ms. Landerson have to be so hateful? Why did all my classmates have to be so hateful?
I bet they wouldn’t be so mean if they knew I could kill them…
I grimaced when I was reminded of the man who I had killed, my stomach feeling queasy when I recalled the gaping hole in his chest. The memory made me stumble accidentally, prompting Kain to reach out and grab my shoulder.
“I’m fine,” I retorted harshly, shrugging off his hand even before he could say anything. “You should just go home,” I added.
“Alyssa…”
“What?” I snapped, looking over my shoulder to glare at him.
His sympathetic expression shattered my anger though. I quickly looked straight ahead again, now just feeling depressed. I wanted to cry, but not in front of him.
I set my thoughts on Kaylee instead. “Are you seriously going to walk me all the way there?” I finally asked, already knowing the answer since we were almost at her house.
“I’d like to see how she’s doing too,” he hedged.
I glanced back at him again to see that he was rubbing the back of his neck, looking away. I wasn’t even sure why he was keeping a few steps behind me towards my side. Maybe he thought I’d forget about him if he was out of sight. Then again, I had been the one to take off without waiting for him to catch up. So then, maybe he was giving me some space in his own weird way.
“You don’t even know her,” I said after a few seconds.
He scoffed, meeting my gaze. “I don’t have to know someone to be concerned about them when they’re injured.”
I took a deep breath, before deciding to slow down briefly to walk beside him. Because I could understand that, since that’s how it had started with Jasmyn. I had been concerned about her even though I didn’t know her.
Kain was looking down at me from the corner of his eye now, seeming uncertain about my change of pace, but I ignored it.
“Do you really think your dad can help?” he asked unexpectedly.
My head snapped towards him in shock. “How did you know about that?” I wondered seriously.
He looked at me like I was crazy. “Your dad mentioned it this morning while we were walking…” He paused. “And apparently when you were trying to ignore me.”
I took a deep breath, because I knew he was right. “I don’t know if he can help,” I admitted. “He knows a lot about apothecary, though he doesn’t actually practice it.”
“How does he know about potions if he doesn’t practice it?” Kain asked seriously.
I shrugged my shoulders. “He reads a lot…”
Not to mention he was a lot older than he looked – both my parents were. However, I finally decided I didn’t want to talk about this subject anymore. My voice came out a little harsher than I was intending though.
“I really don’t know, okay?”
Kain nodded, falling silent, which was great as far as I was concerned, because we were at Kaylee’s place anyway. An older woman from the family who lived on the first floor was just unlocking her door and heading inside. She glanced at us, before closing the door behind her without a word.
I ignored her as I began climbing the stone stairs that led up to the second-floor doorway. The wooden railing looked like it was beginning to rot, enough so that I was hesitant to put any weight on it, suspecting that leaning on it too heavily might cause the unlucky person to fall the few feet back down onto the street below.
Kaylee’s mother was the one to answer the door after a couple of knocks.
“Hello Mrs. Sykes,” I greeted her politely.
“Oh, Alyssa dear,” Elaine said sweetly despite her expression seeming reserved with worry. “Your father said you’d be stopping by after school. I’m glad–” Her voice cut off as her eyes shifted to Kain. “And who’s this?” she wondered, forgetting what she was going to say.
“Kain Aldrich, ma’am,” he replied just as politely. “I was hoping to see how she was doing too…” He paused then, glancing down at me with a hesitant expression. “I’m a friend of Alyssa…”
I sighed, deciding not to contradict him, since I had agreed to try being friends earlier that morning. “So, is my father not here?” I asked.
Elaine shook her head sympathetically. “He came by a little earlier, and then left straight away to go talk to the doctor.” Her expression dropped slightly. “Kaylee isn’t doing very well – she hasn’t woken up at all today.”
My eyes widened in surprise. I knew something wasn’t right with her. I lowered my voice. “Can I still see her?”
Mrs. Sykes sighed heavily before nodding. “Mr. Burrows is here too – he just stopped by to speak with her before finding out. He’s talking to Mather now.” She gestured for us to come in as she spoke, holding the door open more.
Kain and I shuffled inside, only to find that the head of the Guard was in their kitchen talking with Kaylee’s father as mentioned. They seemed fairly deep in conversation, so Elaine didn’t bother with greetings, instead showing us down the hallway to Kaylee’s room.
I was shocked to see that she looked so much worse than she had yesterday.
It was still several hours before sunset, but the sun was low enough to be streaming in her room. Nevertheless, the soft yellow glow on her body did little to hide her sickly coloring.
Her cheeks and forehead were flushed red, whereas the rest of her face and body looked much more pale than usual. Her breathing was also heavier than it should be for normal sleeping, and her skin looked dry as a bone.
I automatically sat down in the chair next to her bed, reaching out to hold her limp hand. Even her fingers were burning up. I saw Mrs. Sykes pause to look at us briefly before closing the door behind her.
Kain stood there awkwardly at the foot of the bed while I examined Kaylee’s face intently. I wished there was something I could do for her, but I was at a loss.
Kain spoke up after a few minutes of listening to her labored breathing. “So, something attacked her?” he wondered absentmindedly.
I glanced up at him, deciding I didn’t want him to know all my secrets – I still didn’t really know if I could trust him. Not to mention, the less people who knew about Jasmyn, the better. “That’s what I heard,” I agreed.
He nodded, seeming lost in thought. After a moment, he surprised me by moving closer to my side, looking down at me hesitantly.
I leaned away from his sudden proximity. “What?” I gasped, uncertain of why he was looking at me like that.
“I want to try something,” he explained. “But you have to promise not to laugh.”
My eyes narrowed at that. “Try what?” I hissed, already suspicious.
Kain ignored my question though, instead kneeling down next to me and reaching out to grab Kaylee’s hand from mine. I wasn’t sure what he was up to, but I let him take her hand from my fingers, scooting the chair over slightly so he didn’t have to be so close.
However, he automatically scooted over too, so that he was pressing up against my hip again.
I glared at him, ready to tell him off, only to see that his expression had changed dramatically. He was focused intently on Kaylee’s face now, his hands grasping hers tightly, his green eyes appearing pained. After a moment, his entire expression transitioned from somber to one of torment.
I gawked at him in shock as he began to silently cry, a tear slipping out of his eye.
At first, I was surprised enough that Kain had started crying, but after another moment he deteriorated even further, pulling Kaylee’s hand towards him more. He then bowed his head over their hands, pressing his forehead against them.
And then he sobbed, his face distorted in pure grief. I didn’t understand what I was seeing – I didn’t understand what he was doing.
But then I felt it.
Just barely, I felt an infinitesimal amount of magic leak out of his side into my hip.
I gasped, my head snapping from him towards Kaylee as I focused more intently on her face now.
But nothing happened.
I stared for several minutes, before looking back down at him when I felt that miniscule thread of magic disappear. He abruptly stood up then, covering his face with his hands as he walked over to the window. I watched him trying to collect himself, wiping his eyes as he attempted to pull his emotions out of the grief he was apparently feeling.
Or maybe it was empathy?
My mind was swarming with questions. So many questions. What was he trying to do? Why did he think he could help? Did he realize he could use magic? How much magic did he have inside of him?
I recalled my dad saying humans struggled to get their magic out, requiring training to do so, which meant he might have a decent amount hidden within.
But out of all those questions, one thing was absolutely certain: no matter how weak his magic was now, Kain was undoubtably a mage. Though it appeared whatever he had tried doing failed.
I sighed heavily, finding myself unexpectedly thankful he had at least tried – that he was willing to be so vulnerable in front of me. It kind of made me feel bad for being so harsh on him, though I had to admit it didn’t change my overall feelings.
I still barely knew the guy.
However, as I began thinking about the few experiences we had shared in the last day, my train of thought was interrupted by the most shocking sound ever to touch my ears.
“Alyssa?” a quiet voice whispered.
I whipped my head around in disbelief, only to see Kaylee peeking at me through her eyelids. My eyes instantly began stinging when I heard Kain sob from behind me. I reached out to grab her hand again.
“Hey,” I whispered back, trying to hold it together.
Her hand was a normal temperature now.
Kaylee reached up with her other hand to wipe the sleepiness out of her eyes, before focusing on Kain over by the window. “Who is that?” she wondered, sounding a little indignant. I couldn’t blame her, since this was her room after all.
I smiled. “That’s Kain Aldrich,” I replied simply. “He’s in his last year at school, so I’m not sure if you’ve met him before.”
Kaylee’s eyes narrowed, before she slowly began sitting up.
Unexpectedly, her eyes widened in surprise, her hand flashing down to her side. She then met my gaze as if I had the answer to some unasked question.
“What?” I said breathlessly, unsure of how to interpret her expression.
She abruptly sat up the rest of the way, lifting the bottom of her shirt to her chest, revealing her bloody bandages. Without hesitation, she dug her fingernails underneath the blood-stained wrappings, revealing…
Nothing.
I had no idea what the wound had looked like before, but clearly it was gone now.
Kaylee gasped, looking at me in shock. “Did you…” she began, her voice trailing off.
I was gawking at her side too. “N-No,” I replied in disbelief. I then bit my lip, before glancing back at Kain. I didn’t want to give away his secret, but I also didn’t know how we could get by without giving her an explanation, and I wasn’t about to claim responsibility for something I couldn’t do.
However, she figured it out from my glance. “He healed me?” she wondered with wide eyes.
Kain took a shaky breath, before turning around to face us. “I wasn’t sure if it would work,” he admitted, his voice uneven. “But a few years ago, my older brother was really sick – he was the same age that I am now. Nothing the doctor gave him seemed to help, so I finally broke down, willing him to get better.” He took a deep breath. “And surprisingly he did. I thought it was just a fluke originally, but…”
Kain met my gaze then, looking at me meaningfully as if what he was about to say should mean something to me.
“But then about a year ago, one of our horses broke its leg. My dad was going to have to kill it, but when he ran to get his gun, I desperately tried to will it to heal…” He finally looked away. “And it did. I actually heard it’s leg snap as it fixed itself.”
“So then, you can use healing magic,” I whispered, stating the obvious.
I was trying to understand why the horse breaking its leg should be significant to me though, part of me wondering if I was just misjudging his expression. I wasn’t really sure either way. The only reason I could think of was that maybe that’s when he took more of an interest in me – about a year ago, when it was confirmed that he might be a mage. It made sense that he might suddenly become a little obsessed with the only family in town rumored to have a mage in the family.
Kain shrugged at my comment, still looking away. “It’s hard to get it to work – takes a lot of effort…but yeah, I guess.”
“That’s normal though,” I retorted, sitting up straighter. “For hum–” I abruptly stopped talking, a chill creeping up my spine. My body suddenly felt hot.
Kaylee didn’t know my secret, and I was just about to blurt it out by calling him a human.
Trying to cover up my almost mistake, I quickly attempted the most realistic sneeze I could, before sniffling. “Sorry. Anyway, that’s normal for most people. Mages have to practice to become decent at using their magic.”
Kain’s eyes were wide as he processed that, but it was Kaylee who spoke up first. “Wait, how do you know that Alyssa? I mean, I know you said your mom’s a mage, but does that mean you are too?”
I met her gaze hesitantly. “Umm, sort of,” I admitted.
“I wish I could use magic,” she unexpectedly whined.
My eyes widened in surprise, feeling skeptical. “You do?” I asked in disbelief.
She looked at me in confusion. “Yeah, I mean who wouldn’t want to be a mage? Sounds cool.”
My eyes narrowed, my irritation resurfacing. “But I thought you hated me because my mom was a mage,” I hissed between my teeth.
She grimaced. “That was all Ryker,” she whispered, her volume suddenly gone. “His dad hates mages. The rest of us just went along with it.”
“But why?” I snapped, really wanting an answer from her now that she seemed better.
Kaylee pulled her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. “So they didn’t bully me,” she admitted, her voice barely audible. “It was either be on your side or theirs.” She buried her head against her knees. “I’m sorry. I know I was stupid. I was just afraid.”
I crossed my arms over my chest, trying not to feel anything. But I was really struggling to keep the irritation and betrayal at bay.
Kain spoke up then. “So wait, are you saying that this kid made everyone pick on Alyssa?” he asked in disbelief.
“I told you I didn’t have any friends,” I retorted, refusing to look at him.
“Still. What an ass,” he commented.
“Yeah, well he’s one of the kids who died,” I said coldly.
Kain was quiet for a second, speaking more hesitantly once he did. “Yeah, I sort of know that.”
I looked over at him for a moment, wondering if he knew simply because almost everyone knew, or if my dad had mentioned his suspicion about the mayor’s involvement.
“Everyone knows,” Kain quickly added when he saw my scrutinizing. He then squared his shoulders. “Otherwise, I would have threatened to beat the shit out of him for what he was doing to you. I don’t care who his dad is.”
I was about to respond, but suddenly the house began vibrating, the windows rattling.
We all froze with wide eyes, before the trembling abruptly ended.
“What was that?” Kaylee asked, just as surprised as we were. Neither of us got a chance to respond though.
Suddenly it sounded like buildings in the distance were being smashed. The sound of wood snapping and stones falling apart filled our ears. Kain immediately opened up the window in order to look outside. People were screaming now, the noise growing louder by the second.
“I can’t see anything,” Kain announced, craning his neck in the direction of the sound.
Kaylee and I exchanged a glance, both of us jumping when her door abruptly opened.
It was Mr. Burrows.
“Everyone outside now!” he yelled at us, moving towards Kaylee to pick her up. He seemed a little surprised to see her awake, but was too panicked to comment on it.
“What’s going on?” I demanded as he scooped Kaylee in his arms despite her complaints.
Mr. Burrows wasn’t even trying to be gentle about it either, as if whatever had him upset was worse than any harm he might do to her. He was already rushing out of the room with her before he spoke again.
“Come on!” he barked out.
We quickly rushed after him without another word, the loud noises outside growing louder. We met up with Kaylee’s dad in the hallway, seeing that he was actively loading a rifle with bullets in the top chamber.
Mr. Burrows immediately spoke up again. “Here. Take your daughter,” he demanded. “I’m a better shot.”
Mather didn’t even hesitate, handing his gun to Kain briefly in order to grab Kaylee. The head of the Guard then roughly grabbed the rifle from Kain, before ordering everyone out of the house. Elaine was by the door, ready to exit with the rest of us.
As we all rushed down the stone stairs into the street full of screaming people, I finally looked down the road to see another building collapse, dust and debris filling the air. The intense rumbling was powerful enough to crack the stone stairs underneath us, causing me to slam into the railing for support.
It broke against my weight.
Suddenly, I was hanging over the edge of the small drop into the street below, being held in place by Kain’s rough grasp on my wrist. Mr. Burrows reached out from behind him as well, both of them pulling me back onto the stairs. Kain then grabbed my shoulders to make sure I stayed on my feet the rest of the way down.
I turned my head automatically again when I heard another collapse, causing Kain to bump into me when I unexpectedly stopped, having caught a glimpse of what lie hidden within the dust. He didn’t try to force me forward though, having seen it too.
Both of us stood there in shock, frozen in fear.
“Go!” Mr. Burrows shouted from behind us, turning on his heels to point his barrel at the thing sticking partially out of the cloud of debris. He fired his gun, aiming high above the heads of the townsfolk running in a panic down the street – aiming as high as the second story of the buildings it hadn’t leveled yet.
But the bullet did nothing, except get the monster’s attention.
It took a step out of the dust, and then another, revealing what looked like some horrid mixture of a sickly wolf combined with something massive, like a dragon. Its head was the size of a horse – larger even – and its body was covered in patches of black fur with most of its body being hairless, revealing leathery midnight skin.
It almost appeared as if it had mange, especially since its head looked so much like a wolf, with brilliant slitted yellow eyes actively glowing brightly.
Except that it was larger than a building – as large as what I imagined a full-grown dragon was.
As the beast advanced another few steps, growling with spittle flying out of its mouth, it revealed massive wings that were also covered in patches of fur, even on sections of the membranes.
It was a monster from the worst of nightmares.
A massive dragon-like tail whipped around behind it, smashing into one of the buildings and leveling it within a matter of seconds. Instantly, the behemoth was hidden again in a plume of dust.
Mr. Burrows snapped us out of our shock, pushing on Kain to move us forward.
We both took off into a run, now being among the stragglers. Everyone else in the street had fled either down the road, or down an alleyway to escape the area. Elaine and Mather had both paused too, with Elaine actively picking up a small boy who belonged to a young woman with a crying baby in her arms. The three of us quickly caught up to them, and made our way to the end of the street where there was a backup of people. It looked like a cart had overturned, with everyone climbing around it while attempting to avoid getting kicked by a horse frantically trying to upright itself in a panic.
The woman with the baby tripped, landing squarely on her wrist as she tried to catch herself from falling on the infant in her arms. We could all hear the audible snap of something breaking, all of us cringing when she cried out in pain.
Mr. Burrows shoved us forward as he attempted to lend her a hand, roughly getting her to her feet. The ground was trembling again, prompting me to look back with wide eyes, seeing the behemoth running down the street with bared fangs. The fine hairs stood up on the back of my neck as I considered its size to my own – I was like a small bird compared to a lion, literally being able to fit in its mouth with ease.
It could swallow me whole without any effort.
As it barreled towards us, unhindered despite the sides of its body smashing against the buildings, I realized there was no hope that any of us were going to survive.
Not unless I did something.
I grimaced, trying not to consider what this would mean. Trying not to think about the implications.
Instantly, I bolted past Mr. Burrows and was standing ten feet in front of him and the woman, a baby shrieking behind me as I held up my gray palm to attack with magic.
But nothing happened.
Dread crept into my chest as I focused on its savage yellow eyes, glowing brightly again after having momentarily looked normal – the same kind of glow I saw in Jasmyn’s eyes when she was suppressing my magic.
Terror gripping my heart, I did the only other thing that I could, knowing I probably wasn’t going to survive this.
I ground my feet and prepared for impact.
It came sooner than I was expecting.
The monster shoved its snout down towards me, my clawed hands barely managing to grasp ahold of its upper and lower jaws as it buried my feet into the cracking stones, forcing me backwards. A gunshot fired from behind me, hitting the monster above its eye like a pebble hitting a grown man. The pitch-black scaly skin underneath the fur was as tough as the thickest of hides, and it looked to be strong enough for bullets to only lodge themselves in a couple inches at most – barely a flesh wound to this behemoth, being no worse than a bee sting.
The creature began trying to shake its head back and forth, but I found myself barely managing to hold it in place as more gunshots fired around me.
“Don’t hit the girl!” someone yelled from the trapped crowd.
I thought it might be Mr. Burrows, but I couldn’t focus on who it was, instead feeling panicked as I stared into a mouth full of dagger-like teeth. Its breath was ghastly, thick drool oozing out over its fleshy gums. With all my effort, I arced my body to the side, shoving its head towards the ground.
The entire massive body surprisingly went with it, and the behemoth was unexpectedly on its side, destroying two buildings at once as it kicked its legs trying to right itself again.
Two men were at my side then, both of them firing point-blank at the monster, aiming for the eyes. I realized they were both on-duty guards who had come to help. They both pulled away when their ammunition ran out, replaced by two others – one being Mr. Burrows – while the prior two reloaded.
The monster got its legs underneath it again as I continued to struggle to keep its head down. The fact that my feet were buried in the street, combined with the fact that the monster hadn’t tried pulling me straight up yet, was the only reason why I had the grounding necessary to manage it.
However, it was smarter than I assumed, and suddenly I was thrust in the air as it craned its neck straight up. Even despite having my claws dug into its flesh, I slipped free as it abruptly thrust its head back down, sending me flying over the crowd. I slammed into the ground, tumbling backwards head-over-heels before twisting uncontrollably into a roll on my side.
I finally stopped when I smashed into a low stone wall circling a fountain in the middle of an intersection.
As I tried to get back on my feet before it ate them all, I coughed up blood into my clawed hand. I wiped the mess on my shirt as I began running again, feeling like everything around me began to slow down. The massive abomination had its head craned high in the sky now, a howl reverberating through the air at a much lower pitch than I would have anticipated.
Everyone seemed frozen as I leapt into the air over the crowd, some of them staring in shock at where I had landed, while others were still looking at the monster – however, none of them reacted as I quickly changed positions to one high above them.
Not a single person looked up.
Mr. Burrows, and the guard with him, had all fallen back against the crowd, leaving me plenty of space to land in front of the group again. However, just before my feet connected with the street, the monster’s massive jaws came down on me, smashing me onto my back against the cobblestone.
Unexpectedly, I couldn’t catch my breath as the wind was knocked out of my chest, my claws barely managing to grasp its jaws before it got its massive teeth around my body. It began lunging its snout at me, thrusting its teeth closer and closer with every shove, forcing my arms outward.
My head began to pound as I desperately tried to use my magic – any magic. A moment ago, when I was on the other side of the crowd, I felt like I had been able to use some to propel myself forward, yet now I felt trapped and suffocated again within my own body.
If only I could get away a second time, and try attacking from a distance – if only I had thought of that sooner – and yet I couldn’t get out of its ever-advancing jaws pressing me into the ground with enough force to crack the stones underneath my back.
My arms were forced out to the sides even more as I tried to keep it from swallowing me whole, suddenly finding myself staring into its ghastly throat. I could see nothing else now, except death.
I opened my own mouth, screaming as I pushed through the splitting pain in my skull, attempting to force out whatever would come. Attempting to push through the suppression magic being used on me.
My throat exploded with flames.
Hellish flames.




Chapter 12: Retaliation

My entire vision was instantly clouded with a black and purple torrent, as a jet of hell-fire erupted out of my throat. It felt like my head split open repeatedly as I continued to force out as much magic as possible through the tight seal on my body produced by this behemoth’s ability.
The struggle changed dramatically as my fire poured down its throat, eating away at whatever I wanted to destroy.
I was suddenly thrust high into the air again, but I managed to hold on while my hellish blaze began erupting out of its sides, rolling over the buildings in the area with no effect. Like a purple fiery ghost wisping on through.
I reached my limit at the same time as the monster reached the climax of raising its head up.
There was a brief pause before its snout plummeted towards the street again, dragging me along with it. I smashed into the ground, the air forced out of my lungs as my body rebounded back into the air again before slamming into the street a second time.
Suddenly, I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t see.
My entire existence became the agony in my head, threatening to destroy my mind. It felt like nothing happened for an eternity of suffering, before I became aware of a nasty stench filling my nostrils – the smell of burning fur and flesh.
I was then vaguely aware of someone dragging me along the ground, before I noticed a warm hand underneath my neck easing away some of the throbbing. I opened my eyes with a grimace, seeing Kain’s tearful emerald irises staring down at me from only a foot away. He was knelt beside me, his hand supporting the base of my head.
I briefly realized that if my brain wasn’t hurting so badly then I might have been annoyed to see him crying again. I knew he probably had to call upon a strong emotion to use his magic, but that was going to have to change, or else I was going to find myself really irritated at him turning out to be a crybaby all the time…
Not that I planned on spending a lot of time with him anyway…
Another shadow loomed over me then, and I focused my gaze on Mr. Burrow’s hard expression. Even from this distance, I could see my own tiny reflection in his dark brown eyes – my own slitted red eyes staring back at me, set within a dark gray face distorted in an agonizing grimace.
My ears were ringing, so I had assumed that the absolute silence surrounding me was due to that. But then unexpectedly someone cried out in a shaky voice.
“Devil!”
Mr. Burrows turned on his heels, his gun raised slightly. “She just saved all of our lives!” he roared in a voice that demanded authority and respect. “This…” He paused as if struggling to find the right word, gesturing wildly behind him. “Monster would have killed all of us!”
There was a lot of whispering then, but no one dared to speak up a second time. I heard Mr. Burrows tell a couple of his guards to not let anyone come closer, while he told a third one to go find my father.
Dad.
Where was my daddy? I really needed him right now, more than ever. I felt my eyes begin to sting as I thought of my mom too, wishing she were here as well.
Unexpectedly, Kain leaned forward, pressing his forehead against mine and staring into my red eyes. I didn’t like the sudden proximity, but I got over it really fast when I felt the pain and tension begin to truly release inside my head.
I sucked in a ragged breath, realizing it was the first gasp for air I had taken since I had forced my magic out. I hadn’t been breathing at all before. No wonder he was crying – he probably thought I was dead.
The trickle of warmth coming from Kain’s forehead continued to slowly seep down my body like warm water, relaxing my sore muscles. The sensation was nothing like when I had synced my magic with Jasmyn – this was more like the effect of his magic, like a spell spreading throughout my core instead of the raw energy itself. It was comforting and didn’t feel overly invasive at all.
I held up my clawed hand then, trying to look at my trembling fingers past Kain’s head as I attempted to return my body to normal.
But nothing happened. My nerves still felt on-edge, and I couldn’t seem to pull the magic swirling around inside of me back into the channels where it belonged. I couldn’t calm down enough to shift back into my human form.
Once Kain was finished, he finally pulled away, but kept his face closer than I would have preferred. I stared past him up at the sky, as the weight of the situation began to fall on me.
We were probably going to have to leave town now, no longer being able to hide what I was. I didn’t mind the idea of leaving behind most of my classmates, but I wasn’t sure I was ready to consider the idea of never seeing Kaylee again – a realization that surprised me. Granted, would she even accept me now that she knew?
I gasped, remembering her for the first time since we had left the house. I tilted my head back, looking at the world upside down as I tried to find her in the crowd. Much to my surprise, rather than everyone fleeing the scene, more people had gathered – a few of them holding tools like they were ready to use them as weapons. Shovels, a pitchfork, and one even had a sword. No guns though, not other than the ones the guards had.
I finally caught sight of Kaylee on the side of the street, her mother and father with their arms wrapped around her. They were all looking at me with wide eyes, Kaylee included. She flinched when I made eye-contact, prompting me to lower my chin to stare up at the sky again.
So much for saving that friendship.
Maybe if she had found out under different circumstances…
I noticed in the corner of my eye that Kain had sat up straighter, looking towards the monster I had barely managed to kill.
Unexpectedly, he bolted to his feet and tapped the guard next to him on the shoulder to get his attention. I stared at both of them for a moment, before I slowly sat up too. I realized immediately that Kain hadn’t really healed me, sensing that my body was repairing the internal damage by itself. Maybe that’s why I couldn’t transform back?
Instead, he seemed to have dispelled some of the suppression magic that was lingering on me. Or rather, he just eliminated the recoil of me forcing my magic through, despite the seal.
The suppression was still there though – only the headache was significantly more manageable. I wasn’t sure how it was possible to still have the monster’s seal on me, unless…
I gasped as I focused on the behemoth’s wolf-like face, seeing a small sliver of its eye cracked open, the gold iris underneath glowing slightly.
It was still alive….
But Kain hadn’t noticed that.
Rather, he was staring at the man with dark bluish hair that was climbing over one of the creature’s massive legs. The stranger landed on his feet and then began scanning the group with a smirk on his face. It only took him a second to pick out the unique person in the crowd, his eyes settling on me.
His grin grew even wider as he sauntered towards us, walking on by the monster’s head as if it wasn’t a threat to him at all.
“Stop right there!” Mr. Burrows barked out from behind me.
The man with dark bluish hair held up his hands innocently, continuing to approach slowly. “Relax, relax,” he said in a soothing voice. “The girl saved my life. I just wanted to say thanks.”
My eyes narrowed, unsure of what the man was referring to. Was he talking about the monster just now?
Needless to say, the guy’s calming tone caused the guard next to me to lower his gun. The man then stopped about six feet away and knelt down to be on my level, eyeing me strangely – almost as if he were in awe of my demon form.
“Wow,” he finally exclaimed after a moment. “Truly, you are one of a kind. Very pretty too. What a catch.”
“W-What?” I stammered in disbelief. I couldn’t understand what he was implying. Just that I was pretty? Or something more? The man was easily twice my age, not that I would have felt any more comfortable with the way he was looking me over if he were younger.
“I said,” he replied with a wide grin. “What a catch! You sure did a lot of damage to my chimera, but it was worth it.”
Unexpectedly, before I could even respond, the man’s face split right down the middle with a sickening crack.
I gasped in horror as the split continued down his neck, his face folding apart, followed by his chest.
His tan shirt tore as his ribcage opened right up, revealing no signs of a heart or lungs within. At the same time, his body began growing, shredding his shirt even more. Suddenly, it was like his entire body was just one massive mouth full of dagger-like teeth – a mouth big enough to swallow me whole.
I stared in shock as I recognized what I was seeing, a chill running down my spine as my mind flashed back to a nightmare I had just experienced the previous night. A nightmare in which I stared into a mouth of death, with no hope of escape.
Instantly, the horror lunged towards me until it was all I could see, my face barely inches away from the gory inside, its teeth curling around me.
My breathing halted.
My heart stopped.
Time froze.
All the sounds around me disappeared until I could hear nothing more than a low roaring in my ears, somehow finding myself focusing on it despite seeing the ribcage slowly closing in on me. The noise was methodical, like the flapping of a bird’s wings, only a thousand times more powerful.
Just like my dream.
‘Dad,’ I pleaded desperately in my thoughts. ‘Help.’
My heart restarted with a powerful pulse, and I tried to fall back away from my death. It was still coming for me, but extremely slowly. No one else around me had even reacted, not a single one having moved. Kain was still staring forward at the spot where this new monster had just been.
I tried flipping around, attempting to crawl away. But I felt like I was stuck in mud, like my body just wouldn’t move without an extreme amount of effort. Like being buried in sand, and the harder I tried, the more my head began hurting again.
“Dad!” I cried out desperately, panic gripping my chest.
But no one heard me.
I was screaming into a void. No one reacted.
The roaring in my ears was getting louder, but the monster was getting closer again too. I shrieked when I felt something grab my ankle. I turned my head to see that the mouth was even larger, and close enough again that I could stick my hand out and be inside of it. A grotesque clawed limb was trying to hold me still.
In the corner of my eye, I noticed a yellow glow pulsing brightly – the hideous wolf-dragon chimera was still using its sealing spell even now, even when on the brink of death.
I fell back instinctively again against the cobblestone underneath me, trying to put more space in between me and the death now looming over my body, only to catch a flash of red in the sky. In a panic, I focused my gaze past the edge of a row of ghastly teeth, desperately hoping I hadn’t imagined it.
I hadn’t.
A brilliant red beast was just now diving from the sky, coming to save me, but it was too far away – he’d never make it in time.
Desperately, I reached out towards him with all my might, pleading for him to come to me. To save me.
At the same time, I shoved my left hand out into the monster’s body, trying to will it to go away. Gory tentacles began slowly swarming out of its mouth, like twenty bloody tongues, wrapping around my wrist and climbing down my arm.
I couldn’t make it stop.
I closed my eyes, tears slipping out as my bottom lip trembled in terror.
I didn’t want to die.
I didn’t want to be eaten.
Unexpectedly, a sharp pain sliced right through my left forearm, severing my hand and wrist off completely. I gasped from the unanticipated pain, seeing that a massive pair of jaws had just closed in front of me.
Except it wasn’t the jaws I was expecting.
The ground underneath me began to shake violently as a crimson behemoth landed in the street, slowly thrusting away a pair of nearly severed legs and a grotesque arm, which was all that remained of my assailant. My own arm was nowhere to be seen, lost behind a row of the brilliant white teeth surrounded by vibrant red scales.
All at once, time returned to normal as my father rapidly whipped his head away from me, his slitted blue eyes infuriated, only for his mouth to be forced open as the thing inside grew massive to the point of almost breaking his jaw.
The red dragon was forced to spit out the monstrosity as it warped and twisted into a new form, rapidly taking on the shape of a dark blue dragon.
Everyone was suddenly shouting and screaming all around me.
I felt someone grab me underneath the arms, dragging me away in a rush, a trail of my blood left behind from my half-missing arm. A massive red tail whipped over our heads as my dad avoided the claws of the other dragon.
The enemy missed, prompting my father to attempt a swipe back, only to have the blue monster lunge at his side when he was off-balance. The red dragon instantly folded his wings and rolled backwards, barely missing one of the guards as he crashed into a house, and kicked the blue dragon into the air with his hind legs.
The monster used the opportunity to take flight, rapidly flapping its charcoal wings to ascend high into the sky. My father rolled over and leapt into the air too, attempting to chase it. But he was at a disadvantage being so much lower already.
The beast dove for him, slamming into his body and barreling him straight back down into the street. They both slammed into the chimera’s head, crushing it underneath their weight.
“No!” I shrieked as the monster began clawing at my father beneath it. Rage boiled in my blood, seeping through my skin. The pain in my head completely dissipated now that the chimera was truly dead.
Unexpectedly, my entire body erupted in agony, prompting whoever was dragging me to let go and jump backwards. I fell onto my back, screaming in pain as the torment immediately shifted to my severed arm.
I then shrieked again, flopping uncontrollably over onto my stomach, my spine exploding with fire and my shoulders beginning to snap.
Fighting against the unbearable pain, I dug my black claws into the stone, all ten of them – my missing hand having abruptly regrown, as the blistering torment became unbearable.
I could hear my clothes tearing.
And then it was over.
Though the rage remained.
I sat back on my heels and looked down at my humanoid hands – both of them – burning brightly in dark purple flames.
I then focused on the new sensations behind me, my demonic wings stretching out, making me feel like I’d been maimed all my life and not realized it. My thin tail swayed above the ground impatiently, my ears flinching as I registered all the sounds around me.
A multitude of gasps, hundreds of heartbeats, the sound of wings beating…
The fight had taken to the sky again.
I met Kain’s shocked gaze for a moment, realizing he had been the one dragging me, before ignoring him entirely. Without even looking back to see how the fight was progressing, I leapt to my feet and bolted as high into the sky as I could. I was far above the roofs of the buildings around me before my wings automatically took over – instinctively, like I’d had them all my life.
I had nothing holding me back now. No monster to seal my magic. I could fight without reservation.
This shapeshifter was as good as dead.
The blue dragon caught notice of me immediately, and dove straight in my direction, its mouth wide open.
Perfect.
I held out my hand, a massive bolt of black lightning piercing the sky, briefly darkening the world around us. The blue dragon abruptly thrust out one of its wings, spinning it out of my line of fire. My father attempted to use the distraction to barrel into our enemy, his teeth aiming for its neck, but the blue dragon evaded again.
I chased after them, finding myself much slower than they were in the air. I didn’t understand why, because even if they had larger wings, they were also a lot heavier. It took me a moment to notice that they both had waves of heat radiating from them. I wasn’t sure if heat mattered, but when I tried using my own magic to produce heat, I was shocked to find that I suddenly had a lot more control over my flight.
If I poured enough heat out underneath my wings then I could abruptly ascend higher without even flapping them – and if I did flap them, then the distance I was able to move was significantly greater, making me faster.
I was sure I could also hover in the air without moving my wings using this method, though I wasn’t about to try right now.
Because right now, I needed speed.
As I rose high above them, I attempted another bolt of black lightning when the blue dragon was distracted, this one missing due to my aim and careening into the ground off in the distance. The earth erupted where it struck, appearing as if the dirt was water boiling over. There had been nothing there except trees anyway.
Now there was a massive crater.
It was obvious that the blue dragon wanted to go after me again, but my father was forcing its attention on him. Every time it attempted to make a move in my direction, my dad had anticipated it and done something to make him dodge instead. It was almost as if he was just fast enough to keep the blue dragon on the defensive.
My anger and impatience only grew as I watched the fight, feeling helpless in the air. There had been times on the ground when I had moved instantly, yet I couldn’t seem to mimic the same effect now. I didn’t understand why.
Not to mention, I couldn’t attack without risking a hit on my dad because of their proximity, which was partially why I missed the last time, being afraid of hitting my dad by mistake.
Unexpectedly, just as the two dragons began falling from the sky while thrashing at each other, hundreds of vines erupted from the forest on the outskirts of the city. Instantly, they were both ensnared, wrapped up to the point of being unable to extend their wings.
Desperate to save my dad from this new threat, purple fire rapidly began swirling in my hand, a ball of hellish flames ready to shoot away from me. However, just before I released it, I saw the vines on my father loosen, allowing him to break through and ascend again.
Contrarily, the shapeshifter crashed into a building on the edge of town, having fallen at full speed.
I didn’t want to destroy any homes, but I was afraid of missing this opportunity to land a lethal hit on the shapeshifter.
As the flames in my hand dissipated, I pointed out my index finger, attempting to weaken the bolt of lightning coming out of me. It erupted into the same location where the dragon had fallen, leveling all the surrounding houses in the process.
I prepared to move closer for a second attack, but I was unexpectedly scooped out of the air by a massive clawed hand.
I gasped as my father shifted my flight direction, his own powerful crimson wings overriding mine. I quickly folded my extra appendages, knowing I didn’t have the same prowess in the air to resist him. Within a matter of seconds, we were zooming away, back towards our home.
“What are you doing?!” I cried out over the wind. “If we don’t kill it now, then it’ll just come back again!”
My father shook his massive crimson head, but otherwise didn’t make any attempts to communicate to me. I wasn’t even sure if he could speak in a language I’d understand while in his dragon form, so instead I resigned myself to scanning the area we were fleeing, attempting to see any signs of the dark blue dragon taking flight again.
But I saw nothing.
Was it dead? Did it try escaping?
I wasn’t sure.
My father landed in the forest not long after, snapping several trees as he did so.
However, instead of actually landing close to our house, we ended up a fair distance away from town. My dad let me go and began rapidly shrinking in size.
Watching him transform back into a human wasn’t nearly as grotesque as I was expecting, given what I’d seen from the other shapeshifter. However, I quickly averted my eyes when I realized he was naked. That should have been obvious, but it wasn’t on my mind at the time.
I still caught enough of a glimpse to see that he had shallow scratches all over his body, especially his torso. I felt bad that he had gotten hurt, but even more confused and annoyed that our enemy had gotten away.
“Why did we let it go?” I demanded, refusing to look at him even though he had his hands covering himself up now.
“Alyssa, you need to go home immediately and start packing. We’re leaving.”
I winced, finally meeting his gaze. I knew this was coming, but I still couldn’t help feeling disappointed.
He quickly continued. “I’ll follow after you, but you can run much faster than I can. Now go, and I’ll catch up.”
“Just tell–” I began.
He quickly cut me off, his expression tense. “He’s dead. Your attack got him – your magic is very lethal. One hit was all it took. But there’s obviously another mage in the forest, which means it wasn’t safe for us to stay in the air.”
I gawked at him. “How do you know it’s really dead?”
I couldn’t bring myself to call that thing that attacked me a he, even if it technically was male.
My dad sighed heavily. “I have heat vision in my dragon form. I saw your attack hit him, and I saw the outcome of what his body looked like afterwards.” His expression then softened some. “But the details don’t matter right now. I need you to grab what you want to keep, so we can go. The entire town is going to know about you within a matter of hours, and I don’t want to put you through any more stress than you’ve already seen. If I had realized something like this might happen, then we would have left yesterday.”
I nodded somberly, sighing as I turned on my heels to flee back home. There was really nothing else to say, so I just took off without another word.
Despite the distance, it barely took me a full minute to reach the edge of the trees in our backyard. However, much to my surprise, I caught sight of Jasmyn rapidly slithering my way. She sped up when she saw me, her brow furrowed with worry, her arms outstretched towards me.
I knocked into her with enough force to send us both tumbling to the ground, her tail unexpectedly wrapping around me from the waist down.
“Oof,” she exclaimed as she lost the air in her lungs, before taking a deep breath. I was lying on top of her now, in her arms. “Maybe not so hard next time.” Her brow then immediately furrowed again as she examined my wings folded behind my back. “What happened?!” she exclaimed seriously. “I thought I saw two dragons fighting in the sky off in the distance. And then I saw you being carried by the red one – I assume that was your dad?”
I nodded somberly. “The other one was a shapeshifter,” I explained. “It had some weird creature attack me in town, and then when I was weak from the fight the shapeshifter tried to eat me.” I grimaced as I spoke, already loathing the recent memory.
Jasmyn gasped. “It was after you all this time,” she whispered with wide eyes. “Not me.”
I quickly shook my head. “We don’t know that. It might have initially been after you, but then decided I was more valuable.” I buried my face against her neck. “I don’t know,” I whined. “But now we have to leave.”
Jasmyn rubbed my back in between my wings, her hand running against my gray skin since most of my shirt was in tatters. At least the front of my shirt was intact, not that it mattered since I didn’t really have a chest to hide.
“Well, at least I’ll be coming with you,” Jasmyn reminded me.
I nodded with a heavy sigh. I did at least have that going for me, and if I was being completely honest then I’d have to admit that life here wasn’t that great. A fresh start might be the best idea. It just sucked because this was where I grew up. I liked our house. I liked my room. I liked the forest here. I didn’t want to leave it all behind.
Granted, having a normal life again was assuming I could look normal again. Would I have to cut off my wings and tail? I shivered at the thought, remembering my recently maimed arm.
After a moment, Jasmyn uncoiled her tail around me, and then righted herself while keeping me in her arms. It still surprised me sometimes how strong her snake body was. She might as well have been holding one of my wooden dolls with how she moved with me in her embrace. She then slipped one of her arms underneath my knees and started carrying me like a baby.
“I can walk,” I complained when she started heading back to the house.
“And I can carry you,” she retorted, as if both required the same amount of effort on her part.
I sighed in reservation, deciding to tease her by wrapping my tail around her waist while I still had one. She gasped in surprise, stopping to look down for a moment, her cheeks flushed red.
“Is that weird?” I wondered hesitantly.
She quickly shook her head and continued on towards the house, her sky-blue tail zipping side-to-side underneath her as she moved forward, while the rest of it trailed in its path.
“No,” she finally answered, her eyes staring straight ahead. “Not weird at all. I just didn’t realize you had magically grown a tail too.”




Chapter 13: Aftermath

When we got back to my house, I began begrudgingly putting together the few possessions I wanted to take with me. I had never really realized how little I had to begin with. I’d certainly have to leave some clothes behind, since there was no way they would all fit in my pack, but otherwise I didn’t have a lot.
One of my most prized possessions was the necklace my mom had given me, which now contained an empty metal encasing where the onyx pendant had been. I still had the delicate gold chain even though that’s all that was left. I also had a notebook that I had occasionally sketched in, but otherwise I didn’t have a lot of things that I’d feel bad about leaving behind.
Alternatively, my dad had a ton of stuff, both in his room as well as in the form of books. I wasn’t sure how urgent our departure was, or whether we would be leaving by land…or air. If he decided to fly us away from here, with Jasmyn and me on his back, then he would have to leave the majority of his small library behind too.
My dad burst through the door a few minutes later, sounding out of breath. He called out for me to close my bedroom door so he could get some clothes on. I saw the slight amusement in Jasmyn’s eyes when she also realized only after the fact what should be obvious, but the expression didn’t reach the rest of her face since she was worried about my own somber posture.
She was examining my demon form intently, watching my every move as if she thought I was going to fall apart any moment.
I was trying not to think too deeply about everything that had happened, afraid I really would fall apart. My father had always taught me that every life was important, so just running away hadn’t felt like an option for me, even though my parents had never really discussed what to do if someone else’s life was in danger. Rather, they were always more concerned about my reaction to how people treated me, probably so I didn’t go and kill everyone I didn’t care for once I got older, found out I wasn’t fully human, and started using my magic.
And it wasn’t like I defended everyone for a ‘pat on the back’ either, especially since I fully expected the majority of the town to hate me now, Kaylee included, even though I had saved their lives.
But still, as much as I hated to be packing, I would rather be doing that than have to deal with the guilt of letting all those people die when I could have done something to help – of letting Kaylee, and her parents die, when I could have done something.
Mrs. Sykes especially had always been nice to me, and I could remember her kind words and hugs from when I was little.
And if I hadn’t fought back, the monster would surely be roaming around in town right now, killing without discretion, not to mention the shapeshifter would still be out there looking for me.
I still didn’t like packing though, even if it was better than the alternative. And the memory of almost dying – for real this time – was weighing heavily on me. My first brush with death had been bad enough, but this?
I really might fall apart.
My dad knocked on the door a minute later. “Can I come in?” he asked.
I nodded absentmindedly, before shaking my head, feeling stupid for gesturing nonverbally when he couldn’t see me.
“Yeah,” I croaked out after a second.
He opened the door hesitantly, before leaning against the frame and watching me shove some more of my clothes in my pack with clawed hands. “I’m sorry, sweetie,” he said after a moment.
I shrugged. “It’s not like it’s your fault.”
He sighed heavily. “I know, but maybe if I could have gotten there sooner.”
I finally looked up at him, a tear slipping out of my slitted eyes as I really thought about how close it had been. He immediately closed the gap between us and bent down to wrap me up in his arms, pinning my wings against my back.
“Thank you,” I whispered. “For saving me.”
He nodded, holding me tighter.
I took a deep breath. “What was that thing anyway?” I wondered seriously. “The shapeshifter called it a chimera.”
My dad stiffened unexpectedly, before pulling away to hold my crimson gaze. “That’s the magic I was referring to the other day,” he admitted with a grimace. “I didn’t think it was real until now, but apparently it is.”
“He made that thing with magic?” I clarified in disbelief.
He nodded again. “When a shapeshifter collects forms, supposedly they can use a type of dark magic to modify members of those races. In the case of the chimera we saw, it looked like he either started with a dragon and mixed it with a worgron, or else the other way around.” He paused as he looked over my shoulder, his eyes unfocused. “Both creatures used in the transmutation lose their lives, with the new monstrosity basically being like a puppet for its creator.”
“So that’s why it was able to use magic,” I realized. “It was sealing my powers,” I explained when he gave me a confused look.
Unexpectedly Jasmyn’s eyes widened. “It was sealing your magic?” she repeated, seeming shocked.
I nodded hesitantly. “Yeah, why?”
“Because I couldn’t use my snake-eye,” she reminded us. “When those kids were attacking me, I couldn’t make them go away with my magic like usual.”
My eyes widened as I processed that.
So then, the chimera must have been what ate Ryker. The shapeshifter probably already had the human form, and was instead tracking down Jasmyn, only to stumble upon me. I never would have considered myself the target, but I supposed I really was a unique form to acquire.
But then if he really wanted me, why wait? I didn’t understand. Was he trying to evaluate my power first?
My thoughts wandered back to the fight, prompting me to meet my dad’s gaze again.
“Umm, dad,” I began hesitantly. “When you saved me, you sort of bit off my arm…” His eyes widened, but I kept talking before he could respond. “Obviously I’m fine now, but would that be enough of my body for the shapeshifter to become like me?”
His brow furrowed as he thought about it. “No, it shouldn’t be,” he concluded. “But then again, I’m not an expert on the subject since I’ve neglected to intentionally pursue the darker aspects of my abilities.” He then paused as he became pensive again. “But he’s dead now, so it shouldn’t matter either way.”
I nodded somberly, being reminded of our impending departure. “So are we going to have to cut off my wings and tail?” I finally asked, not looking forward to the experience.
My father stared at me like I was crazy. “Cut off your wings and tail?!” he practically yelled, his expression bewildered. When we both flinched, he lowered his voice with an apologetic expression. “I mean, have you even tried shifting back to your human form?”
I shrugged. “Well no, but I guess I can try.”
He nodded firmly. “Please do, because while you’re definitely not a shapeshifter, you still have two forms like I do, and I certainly don’t have to cut off my wings whenever I want to return to being human.”
I stared at him as I considered that.
Where did all that extra mass go anyway? Back into his body? I knew my dad was like ten times heavier than a normal person, but the idea that he really just absorbed an entire dragon’s body into such a condensed form every time seemed strange to me.
I finally took a deep breath and attempted to calm the internal turmoil inside of me. My magic was still swirling around like an inferno just below the surface.
Unexpectedly, I felt my wings and tail begin pulling back into my body. The sensation was extremely uncomfortable, but it didn’t hurt like it had when they first appeared.
And then I opened my eyes, looking down at my human hands, the world around me not nearly as crisp as it usually was when I was in my demon form. I reached my hand back automatically to feel my smooth shoulders, before rubbing just above my butt too, where my tail had been.
My dad was grinning at me from ear to ear. “See?” he said cheerfully. “No need to cut anything off.”
“How is that even possible?” I wondered seriously, although I sort of already knew the answer, feeling like my body was slightly different now. I felt denser on the inside, and I suspected I might be heavier too. I wasn’t sure how I could suddenly weigh more, but obviously I did – possibly weighing even more than most grown men now.
Granted, I knew my magic was a big part of the change, because I felt like my initial transformation had used up at least half of what I had stored inside of me. It was slowly recovering, but it was the first time I had ever felt so empty.
Prior to today, my magical reserves had always been filled to the brim. Even the few times I had used my lightning attacks had done virtually nothing to deplete my magic, nor had I lost much when I had been stabbed.
But now, I could really feel the emptiness.
My dad was pensive as he considered how to answer my question about how it was possible, but he didn’t get a chance to respond.
Because unexpectedly, there was a rough knock on our front door.
I shifted instantly, minus the wings and tail.
“Stay in here,” my dad ordered. “I’ll see who it is.”
I barely heard him though, my sensitive ears focused intently on the noises outside. Three heartbeats, all of them racing, along with uneven breathing as well. Metal clinked together in one of their pockets as they shifted their weight, like a handful of coins, though the sound was different. Less metal involved, like a pocketful of bullets.
One heart skipped a beat with each breath, as if the act of sucking in air into their lungs forced their pulsing muscle to change its tempo momentarily each time. A knee clicked as another shifted their weight, just before another knock came on the door, their sleeve gliding over their skin on their arm.
Usually the sound of a knock was an indistinct singular noise, but now that I was paying attention I noticed there was a slight rattle as one knuckle hit the wood just before a second one did. The stranger hit the wood in succession multiple times, before an elbow joint grinded slightly from age as an arm was lowered.
“Come on,” a low voice whispered to themselves, almost like a prayer.
A voice I recognized.
My eyes focused and I realized my dad had waited, watching me listening to everything he couldn’t hear. I straightened up slightly. “It’s Mr. Burrows,” I announced. “He has two men with him.”
My dad nodded with a grimace, before closing my bedroom door behind him and heading into the kitchen to open the front door. I heard two of the men take a step back as the door began to open.
Jasmyn moved to wrap her arms around me, but I abruptly held up my hand to stop her, my expression serious. I was ready to bolt straight through the door, smashing through both it and the wall in my way if needed, in order to protect my human dad in the event that they tried shooting him.
I didn’t want to hurt Jasmyn in the process of my rapidly changing locations, because I could feel it again.
Whatever it was that I was doing, I was doing it now. Everything seemed to slow down as I listened, all the noises sounding a lot lower pitch than usual. I was listening for anything that might indicate a trigger was getting ready to be pulled.
But I didn’t hear anything threatening.
My dad’s voice came out at an exceptionally slowed pace. “Can I help you, Nolan?” he wondered seriously, his tone firm.
Mr. Burrows still sounded slightly out of breath. “Thank goodness you’re here. I need to talk to you,” he replied urgently, though the pacing likewise wasn’t right. “It’s about your daughter.”
“You mean about the fact she’s only half human?” my dad responded with an edge in his voice. It was obvious he wasn’t going to try to feign ignorance.
Mr. Burrows paused for what seemed like forever, but I knew that was only because everything seemed slower right now. “Yes,” he finally admitted. “We were attacked by some kind of monster, as well as two dragons. I know it sounds crazy, but one of them took her. She might still be in danger.”
My dad was silent for what seemed like an eternity this time as he considered how to answer. “She’s fine,” he finally replied. “In her room actually, packing her things.”
I heard Mr. Burrows take a step back, his knee clicking as he did so. The sound wasn’t usually noticeable to my human ears – at least, I had certainly never noticed it before.
“You’re leaving?” he asked in disbelief.
I heard my dad’s shirt shift over his skin as he raised his shoulders in a shrug. His voice was beginning to sound more normal now, as everything seemed to speed back up to a normal pace.
“You’re surprised?” His tone sounded skeptical. “Half the women in town have been whispering about my wife being a devil for years, and now this? I’m not going to put my daughter in a situation where she might have to hurt someone to defend herself.” He paused. “Not that anyone could actually hurt her,” he clarified.
The head of the Guard was quiet for a long time as he considered that – sincerely, a long time, not just my perception of it.
“Just give me some time,” he finally requested. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but your daughter is the reason only a handful of people are dead, instead of half the town. I’ll try to get everyone to understand. All of my men who I’ve spoken with so far are in favor of her staying. We can’t fight against something like that if we are attacked again. Our guns were practically useless.” I heard his elbow grind again as he lifted up his hands. “Just give me a few days. I’ll have men watch your house at night to make sure no one bothers you.”
My dad sighed heavily, before speaking to me with a normal volume. He must have assumed I’d still be listening, because my human ears wouldn’t have picked up on it. “Alyssa, what do you want to do?”
I hesitated briefly, before opening my door and slowly walking up to the entrance of the kitchen. I stopped again just out of sight, and then peeked barely around the corner. I was still in my demon form, not about to let my guard down in case this was a trick, but at the same time I was hesitant to show myself to them again like this.
Mr. Burrows noticed me right away, seeing half of my gray face appear around the corner.
My eyes widened in shock as he abruptly knelt down on one knee, grunting from the effort. He then rested his hand over his chest, and inclined his head like I was some goddess to be worshipped.
“Thank you, Alyssa Dracul, for saving my life, as well as everyone else’s. I know you didn’t have to intervene. You could have just run away. Your life wasn’t in any danger if you had decided to leave. But you didn’t. You stayed to defend us, even almost dying several times by my estimate. So thank you.” He looked up at me then, holding the crimson gaze of my one eye that was visible around the corner. “I’m sorry to say that it’s unlikely that everyone will accept you, but please know that you at least have my gratitude, if nothing else.”
I just stared at him, completely baffled that he was being serious right now. I mean, what he said was true. I didn’t have to defend them. I could have just run away like he said. Sure, the chimera might have chased after me, but I probably could have gotten away from it easily if I decided to flee instead of fight.
After a moment, I glanced at my dad, who was now looking back at me. I then sighed heavily. “Umm, you’re welcome,” I finally choked out. I didn’t know what else to say.
My dad spoke up. “Do you want to try staying?” he wondered.
I gawked at him. Was he really serious? “Umm, maybe we can talk about it?” I offered, surprised he was suggesting it when he seemed so set on leaving just moments ago.
He nodded at that, before turning back to Mr. Burrows. “We’ll talk about it then. But no promises. However, for tonight at least, I think we’ll be staying.”
Mr. Burrows immediately nodded, grabbing the doorframe and grunting as he got back to his feet. “That will work for now. In the meantime, we have quite the mess to deal with. One of my men reported that the Mayor’s been killed too, so now we have a vacancy in our leadership on top of this mess.”
My dad took a step back in surprise. “He’s dead?” he repeated in disbelief.
The head of the Guard nodded somberly. “Probably the work of that man the red dragon ate, if I had to guess.”
My eyes widened in shock again, trying to understand what he was saying.
Did he not realize the blue dragon was that man? What was going on? Something just wasn’t adding up, but I was having a difficult time figuring out exactly what was happening. Had everything just taken place too quickly for them to see the details?
I’d have to ask my dad once Mr. Burrows left.
I was glad when he finally did leave a few minutes later. My newfound advocate thanked me twice more before departing. As Mr. Burrows readied himself to head back to town, he instructed the men with him to guard our house while he was gone, adding to not bother us in the process.
Once the front door was closed, I stepped into the kitchen, hearing Jasmyn slither up behind me now that the coast was clear.
We had a lot to talk about, and it didn’t all involve whether or not to stay.
“Why didn’t Mr. Burrows realize that shapeshifter turned into the blue dragon?” I asked the moment my dad turned around to face me.
He sighed heavily, before gesturing to the kitchen table. “Let’s sit down,” he suggested.
I plopped down in my seat, my crimson eyes unblinking. “What’s going on?” I tried again when he didn’t begin answering my question after sitting. “Is it because it all happened too fast?”
My dad ran his fingers through his red hair, glancing at Jasmyn briefly as she slithered up to the table, her expression slightly timid. “Alyssa,” he finally began. “You did something impossible back there when you were about to be…” He grimaced. “…be killed.”
“I did?” I asked in disbelief, my eyes wide.
He nodded, finally meeting my gaze and holding it. “You manipulated time.”
I gawked at him, trying to process what he was suggesting. Manipulated time? What did he mean by that? Was I slowing it down? Or did he mean something else entirely?
“H-How?” I finally managed.
He shrugged, followed by running both his hands through his hair and then resting his chin on his interlaced fingers. “I don’t know. I’ve never heard of such a magic, but I experienced it for myself.” He paused, another grimace on his face. “I wasn’t going to make it in time,” he admitted. “I was sure I was about to watch my only daughter be eaten alive, already determined to do everything in my power to claw you out of his body if I had to. But suddenly I saw you reaching out to me, and it was like everything slowed down – everything except me.”
I gasped again as I thought about how he had been so far away – how I had been shocked to feel his jaws cut off my arm – shocked that he was there in the first place, that he had reached me in time. I then thought back to all the times when I had moved instantly, like the world stood still while I traveled to where I wanted to be.
I was manipulating time.
I was slowing it down, and possibly even stopping it entirely for short periods.
“Dad,” I choked out, thinking back to last night. “My nightmare. I dreamt about what happened today. Exactly as it happened.”
His eyes widened in surprise. “You saw the future?” he wondered seriously.
I shook my head. “I don’t know,” I admitted. “It felt more real than that. Like…” I paused biting my lip, not liking the idea. “Like maybe I’ve lived this day twice, sending myself back in time because I couldn’t figure out how to save myself.”
“Did anything else about this day seem familiar to you?” he asked, surprisingly not showing any signs that he thought I was crazy for what I was suggesting. “Or maybe did anything happen that should have surprised you, but didn’t?”
I paused to think about it. “Well, no,” I admitted. “I found out today that Kain can use healing magic – I was pretty surprised by that.”
“Really?” he asked, visibly shocked.
I nodded. “Yeah, he healed Kaylee completely just before the attack. And he also helped me out a little too.”
My dad’s brow was furrowed now as he considered that, nodding absentmindedly. He seemed like he had something on his mind, but wasn’t about to comment on it.
I decided to continue, grimacing as I considered what else I had to add. “Also, I was pretty surprised when Ms. Landerson slapped me–”
Unexpectedly, he bolted out of his chair, his eyes almost blazing with fury. “She did what?!” he snapped.
Jasmyn and I both cringed away from the sudden hostility radiating out of him, even though we knew it wasn’t directed at us. “One of the other teachers told her off,” I added. Though I wasn’t sure why I was bothering to defend her. If anything, I hoped she got what was coming to her, whatever that might be.
My dad sat back down, but he didn’t say anything. It was obvious he was pissed.
I tried changing the subject. “Why do you think the shapeshifter waited to attack me in the middle of town?”
The fury in his expression dissipated some as his brow furrowed more. “Probably because he didn’t know how to find you,” he considered. “He obviously had the worgron form available to him, but you probably smell a lot different in your human form, which means he couldn’t track your scent. If I had to guess, he probably found out where the sole survivor was of Jasmyn’s attack and then deduced that attacking Kaylee’s place might draw you out.” He shrugged. “Which would be risky, but after waiting a few days, he likely realized it was his only viable option to try to find you.”
“But what about Jasmyn?” I asked seriously. “She was there too when Ryker was eaten. Couldn’t he or the chimera have tracked her scent?”
My dad was pensive again as he considered that. “I don’t know,” he admitted. He then looked at me more intently. “You tell me,” he added. “What do you smell?”
My eyes widened slightly as I considered that. My nose definitely was more sensitive when I was transformed. I glanced at Jasmyn as I sampled the air with a sniff.
The wood of the table, the oil in the lamp, my dad’s scent, which was a mixture of salt and a sharp acrid smell from a long day of work. The leather in the shoes by the door, the musky scent underneath the sink, the ash and coals underneath the oven. Even the barely detectible scent of wildflowers around the house.
I cringed when I caught the faint whiff of cat piss outside. Apparently, we had an unwanted visitor who had stopped by. I had never noticed before now, but I really wasn’t much of a cat person, so it wasn’t a happy surprise for me.
But the longer I tested the air, the more I realized that I didn’t smell anything from Jasmyn – nothing at all. I finally focused on her, before abruptly leaning out of my seat and moving my face right up to her neck.
Her heart skipped a beat from my sudden movement, before she froze while waiting to see what I was doing.
Right up until I was about a finger’s length away, I didn’t smell anything. And then suddenly I did. Her scent was kind of musky but also sweet, like a cross between honeysuckle and moss. It wasn’t unpleasant at all – far from it actually. She smelled great.
“Huh,” I finally said, sitting back down. Jasmyn’s cheeks were rosy again as I continued. “I can’t really smell her unless I’m really close.”
“Do I smell bad?” Jasmyn wondered hesitantly.
“What? No, not at all. I really like the way you smell,” I replied cheerfully. I then pretended to gag. “Definitely a lot better than my dad does.”
He smirked at me, but didn’t comment on that, staying on topic. “Well, then it seems like there’s your answer. Jasmyn’s magic is really built for defense. Not only can she suppress another mage’s magic when she feels threatened, but it also seems that she’s continuously hiding her scent. And possibly the scents of those right up next to her as well.” He sighed. “A good thing too. I never would have considered that a shapeshifter around here would have the worgron form, since they live so far north, but maybe that man had been heading south all this time?”
“Speaking of that, dad. Why are you considering staying?”
He sighed heavily again, resting his cheek in his hand as he looked off to the side. “The main reason we should leave now is because everyone is going to know about you. You won’t be able to have a normal life anymore, not to mention I doubt they will let you go back to school.” He then met my gaze. “But if the townspeople will really tolerate you staying here without causing us problems, then maybe they will tolerate your mother living here too.”
I gasped.
“And I’m sure your mother would be happy to educate you herself, both in the typical stuff humans learn, as well as magic too. I know it might be wishful thinking, but I think it would be nice to be able to actually live as a normal family for once. Your mother could live with us permanently instead of only visiting once a month.”
Could that really work out? Could I really see her every day? I would love for my mom to be around all the time, and I was sure my dad would too. If there was even a slight possibility of making that happen, then it was worth it to me.
I nodded as I considered his words, my thoughts wandering to all the various problems we had been dealing with recently. “Well, I suppose we won’t need to worry about having problems with Ryker’s dad anymore either. Guess we got lucky with the shapeshifter killing him too.”
My dad unexpectedly grimaced. “No, I killed him earlier today,” he admitted.
Jasmyn and I just stared at him in disbelief, especially because he had played off his surprise to that news so well when Mr. Burrows was here.
He quickly continued. “I confronted him, flat out telling him I knew he had tried getting my daughter killed. He blew up at me and even pulled out a gun.” He shrugged. “It was technically self-defense, but the result probably would have ended up the same even if he hadn’t become so belligerent.”
“I thought you said we shouldn’t kill people,” I finally managed after a moment.
He sighed heavily, burying his head in his hands. His voice was muffled as he responded. “It’s necessary sometimes.” He then abruptly looked up at me. “But that doesn’t mean you can just start killing anyone that bothers you,” he chastised. “The men who attacked you, and this situation with the Mayor are different. Someone needs to be threatening your life, and even then you should just run away if you can.”
All I could do was nod in acknowledgment, because the memory of my recent – and only – human kills still weighed heavily on my mind, even though they technically deserved it.
I glanced at Jasmyn, seeing that she was staring down at the table with a somber expression, probably thinking about her human kills as well. She noticed my shifting eyes and met my gaze. The tension in her shoulders loosened slightly as we stared at each other.
After a moment, a smile crept on my lips, drawing her attention to them. This discussion was too much for both of us right now. We needed a break.
“What?” she asked after a moment, her eyes popping back up to meet mine.
“I need a timeout,” I began tentatively. “Maybe you can show me how Nagas wrestle?”
Jasmyn’s eyes widened in shock, before her eyes focused on my small smirk. “Okay,” she said cheerfully.
My dad laughed, shaking his head while raising his hands in disbelief like he had just given up on an argument. “Well, you can’t go outside right now, so if you’re going to play in the house then just try not to break anything.”
I grinned at him. “Jasmyn just needs to be mindful of where she puts her tail is all,” I teased.
She glared at me playfully from the corner of my eye, before crossing her arms with a humph. “I am well aware of what I do with my tail,” she retorted.
“Me too,” I agreed, having already discreetly made it grow again – it was a lot easier this time, not hurting at all. I poked her in the tummy with the end of it, prompting her to gasp before barreling into me and carrying me into the living room. She almost broke the chair in the process.
“I said be careful!” my dad called out to us.
“Okay!” we replied in unison, already struggling against each other on the floor.




Chapter 14: Meeting

Wrestling was a lot of fun, and a much needed outlet from all the stress. Now that the shapeshifter threat and the associated problem with Ryker’s dad were both dealt with, it was just a matter of whether or not we would have to leave town to start anew. My dad wasn’t worried about the mysterious mage who attacked from the forest being a problem, since that person likely only used their magic due to the perceived threat of the dragons. And since it appeared that no one had considered that my dad might be one of those dragons, he didn’t think we would have to worry about the mage attacking again.
Even I had to admit it seemed impossible for him to turn into something so large.
Struggling around on the floor with Jasmyn in the living room helped my mind focus on the present. It also helped me realize that it really wouldn’t be so bad if we had to move, because she would be going with us. She was the only true friend I had, and I was fairly confident that would remain the case now that everyone knew my secret. The only person who might continue to try to be my friend would be Kain, but that was assuming his parents didn’t forbid him from ever seeing me again, even if he told them he could use magic too.
Which honestly, I would be fine with – it was just the principle behind it that bothered me.
Although, that was one thing I didn’t exactly understand about him. The ability to use magic generally ran in the family, which meant one of Kain’s parents must be a mage. I wondered if his mage parent just didn’t realize they could use magic.
Either that or maybe Kain’s dad wasn’t really his father. There was no way to know if his older brother could use magic too, because even if they did have the same parents, the ability to use magic didn’t always get passed on.
The only exception to that rule was someone like my mother, who was considered to be a fons’radix – an original.
The name came from the legends of the first mages who were all extremely powerful. Usually human fons’radix didn’t have mage parents, yet exhibited an extremely high affinity for magic. Alternatively, my mother did have magical parents, as did virtually all demons.
However, her exceptional skill and overall prowess identified her as one of the very rare fons’radix that were only born about once every couple hundred years. Granted, since I had just recently found out that she was over a thousand years old, I assumed there must have been others born into the various races in the last millennium who were likewise identified as powerful originals as well.
I felt confident that Kain wasn’t a fons’radix though, because he would have been using his magic with ease at a very young age. Instead, he struggled with it just like most human mages would, making him completely normal in terms of skill.
After Jasmyn and I had wrestled for a while, I finally stopped struggling, finding my entire body wrapped up in her tail from the chest down. My arms were free though, resting on the floor stretched out away from my sides.
When I set my head down backwards against the floor, my entire body being over a foot above the ground due to Jasmyn’s tail curled around me, she slid part of her sky-blue tail underneath my head like a pillow.
“Everything alright?” she wondered with concern, her breathing a little heavy from the effort.
Surprisingly, unlike her, I wasn’t even slightly winded from the struggle. That appeared to be one of my two advantages – I didn’t tire as easily in my demon form. The other advantage was that I could be stronger than her if I wanted to be. When wrestling, it appeared that I had a baseline strength in my demon form that was somewhat similar to the strength of her tail, making it an even fight. However, I was able to overpower her whenever I wanted by using a little bit more of my magic, making it more fun and interesting.
She always seemed surprised when I unexpectedly overpowered her right when she thought she was winning.
Due to the fact that I had still been able to increase my strength even while having my magic sealed by the chimera, I suspected that my strength enhancing ability must be something purely internal. Alternatively, the suppression power had prevented me from pushing my magic outside of my body to influence the world around me. Granted, clearly my fortifying magic was limited since I still had almost been overcome by the strength of the chimera.
I sighed heavily, nodding in response to her question as I shifted my focus from the ceiling to her golden slitted eyes. “Yeah, I just think I’m done for now,” I admitted.
She inclined her chin. “Do you want me to get off?” she asked hesitantly.
I shook my head, before glancing around the room. “You’re fine. It just sucks to have to leave my home.” I could hear my dad in his room, sounding like he was packing up his things, despite being willing to stay to see what would happen.
Jasmyn cocked her head to the side slightly. “But I thought that man was going to try to convince everyone to let you stay?”
I shrugged, turning my head to hold her gaze again. “I’m not getting my hopes up,” I admitted. “It just seems too good to be true. Not to mention, I probably won’t be able to go into town anymore…”
Unexpectedly, Jasmyn leaned closer until her nose was barely an inch away from mine. I was surprised by the sudden proximity, but it didn’t bother me like when Kain had his face this close.
Jasmyn’s voice was quiet as she spoke, her warm scentless breath caressing my face. “Maybe this is selfish of me,” she whispered. “But I like the idea of getting to see you most of the day.” She then grimaced, and pulled away a little. “Not that I’m ungrateful for being able to live here with you, but when you’re at school all day, I wish I could go with you. I kind of miss you,” she admitted.
I nodded slowly. “Me too,” I agreed. “I think about you a lot when I’m in class.” Jasmyn’s cheeks turned rosy, prompting me to smile.
I then took a deep breath, being able to do so easily despite her tail firmly wrapped around me, and I looked towards the wall again. From the light in the kitchen, I knew that the sun was getting fairly close to the horizon. It would be dark in the next hour.
“I guess maybe you’re right,” I continued. “Even if I can’t go into town anymore, it wouldn’t be so bad. And it’ll be nice if my mom can live with us too. She can teach us both how to control our magic better.”
“Do you think she’ll like me?” Jasmyn asked shyly.
I focused on her eyes again, considering the question, rather than just giving a reassuring answer. “I don’t see why she wouldn’t,” I finally replied. “I mean, my dad is a shapeshifting dragon, so she obviously seems to be fine with other races.”
“Yeah,” she countered, “but they are both from the magical races. I’m not.”
My brow furrowed as I thought about that. “Well, I’m not really either,” I realized. “I mean, I am half-human after all. Even if my dad started off as a dragon, he’s a magicless human right now.”
She nodded, but didn’t seem entirely convinced.
My dad popped his head out of his room, prompting Jasmyn to loosen her tail on me. I just remained where I was lying on it though. I didn’t feel motivated to sit up at the moment.
“I’m going to get dinner started,” he announced, seeing my reserved expression. “But first, I was going to run outside and see if the guards Nolan left here wanted anything to eat.”
“Are you going to invite them inside?” I didn’t really want to meet them.
He shook his head. “No, they can eat on the porch, but I figured I’d at least offer.”
I nodded, staring up at the ceiling again. “Do you really think Mr. Burrows will be able to convince everyone?”
He sighed and leaned against the wall. “I don’t know, sweetie. But we will be staying together no matter what happens.”
I took a deep breath. “I know. It’s just hard not knowing what we are going to do. I’d almost prefer to just be packing to leave, rather than be uncertain if it’s going to happen or not.” I then returned my gaze to his. “Obviously, I’d rather stay. It’s just the uncertainty is hard to deal with.”
He nodded in understanding, his tone sympathetic. “I know, sweetie,” he said simply.
After a moment, he continued on to the kitchen, before heading outside to see if the two men wanted food too. I supposed it wasn’t such a bad idea to make sure we were in their good graces when they were ensuring no one bothered us during this mess.
Jasmyn slid her upper body to my side, her elbow on the floor propping herself up as she examined my face. I remained partially wrapped up in her tail, continuing to stare at the ceiling while listening to the noises outside.
I was doing my best to keep my thoughts from wandering, so I focused on the sounds of the birds chirping to each other in the trees around the house.
However, I was too focused apparently, because I didn’t immediately notice the clomping of a horse and the squeaking of wheels, as a wagon approached our house. I sat up when I realized the wagon really was heading in this direction. Unfortunately, there was no way to determine who the driver was based on the sounds. Jasmyn sat her torso up too, looking at me intently.
“Someone’s coming with a horse-drawn cart,” I answered in response to her questioning gaze.
“Is that bad?” she wondered.
I shrugged in response, honestly having no idea. When my dad greeted the driver, I discovered it was Mr. Burrows again. However, as they began talking, I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Jasmyn was exceptionally patient while I tried to process their conversation.
When my dad finally came back inside, I still didn’t have an answer to the question I knew he was going to ask.
And, of course, he realized I had heard when he saw my expression. “I don’t think it’s a bad idea,” he admitted. “It would allow us to hear firsthand what people think.”
I looked at him in disbelief. “You really want me to go? To listen to them talk about me?”
“No, not exactly.” He crossed his arms and leaned against the kitchen entrance. “I was just saying I don’t think it’s a bad idea. They don’t have to know you’re there. That’s the purpose of the cart – so Nolan can sneak us in town without anyone seeing.”
I crossed my arms. “I know. I heard.”
And I didn’t like the idea of having to hide just to visit the Town Hall to listen to everyone call me a devil.
“To be honest,” he quickly continued, “I really don’t want to put you through hearing some of the hateful things people might say.”
“Then why?” I wondered seriously.
“Alyssa,” he replied softly. “I didn’t say you had to do it. I didn’t even say I wanted you to do it. I was just saying it’s not a bad idea. Whether you want to, or not, is up to you. I’ll be there too, and you can stay in your human form, so it won’t be as easy to hear people.”
I scoffed. “If I’m going to go, then I want to know what people are saying,” I retorted.
He was quiet in response, waiting to see if I had decided without pushing it on me. After a few moments, he spoke again. “Well, if we’re going to do this, then we need to leave soon. Nolan has runners going through town, and supposedly there are already a bunch of people waiting to hear what happened from someone in authority. It’s more than just about that though – they also need to deal with all the people who lost their homes, as well as discuss charity efforts to rebuild what was damaged. So it won’t all be about you.”
“But what if someone trashes our house while we are gone and finds Jasmyn?” I asked, glancing at her. I shifted my weight on the portion of her sky-blue tail I was sitting on, before resting my hand on her leathery skin and running my fingers over it gently.
“She has that ring you gave her,” he reminded me. “Not to mention her snake-eye should work just fine on regular humans.”
I sighed, meeting Jasmyn’s gaze.
She reached out and rested her hand on my shoulder. “Do what you want,” she said quietly. “I’ll be fine here.”
I reached up and placed my hand on hers. “Okay,” I replied simply. I then met my dad’s gaze. “I guess let’s go then. Let me change my shirt first and then I’ll be ready.” I had already shifted back to my human form as I spoke.
“I’ll be waiting outside,” he replied, before pausing. “Unless you want me to wait for you in here?” he added.
I shook my head. “No, it’s fine. I want to say goodbye to Jasmyn anyway.”
He nodded, turning to leave as I stood up. Jasmyn followed me into my room and watched me take my torn shirt off to throw on a new one. When I was done, she came up behind me to wrap her arms around my chest, prompting me to grab her forearms while I leaned instead her. She had brought her upper body down low enough that she could comfortably rest her chin on my shoulder.
“You aren’t afraid of being here alone, are you?” I asked quietly, leaning my temple against hers.
She shook her head, causing her white hair to catch my attention. Now that I was looking at our hair side-by-side in the corner of my eye, it had never occurred to me that there was such a sharp contrast between her snowy hair and my own pitch-black color.
Our hair was pretty together in a strange way.
“I’m more worried about you,” Jasmyn replied quietly. “About what they’ll say.”
I shrugged. “I am sort of a devil, so maybe I should just own it and stop being bothered by people calling me that word.”
Jasmyn tightened her embrace, burying her face against my neck. “I just know how it is,” she whispered against my skin. “Being called mean things.”
I reached up to rest my hand on the back of her head as she continued.
“No matter what they say, just remember I’ll be waiting for you here.”
I smiled warmly as I turned around in her embrace to give her another hug. “Thanks,” I whispered. “I’ll try to keep you in my thoughts the entire time.”
“Well, you will be in my thoughts the entire time,” she retorted, resting her cheek against the top of my head. “As you have been every day since I met you.”
I sighed, holding her tightly, before finally letting go, knowing I had to leave now. I then wished her goodbye, and headed out of the house.
I immediately had everyone’s attention even though I looked human now. Both of the two guards made a point to carry their guns with their hands far away from the trigger – one was holding it by the barrel, while the other positioned his over his shoulder with the end pointing behind him. I wasn’t sure if I should be flattered or annoyed by their exaggerated behavior.
I sighed again, looking up at my dad and Mr. Burrows standing next to the single horse. The head of the Guard inclined his chin towards me, before turning to readjust some of the crates in the back of the wagon. There was a large burlap tarp for my dad and I to hide under, as well as a few bundles of hay mixed in, so no one would be suspicious if they happened to glance inside.
“Ready?” my dad wondered, his brow furrowed.
I took a deep breath, and then fully committed myself by climbing ungracefully into the back of the wagon. I had never felt overly clumsy, but I sure did now in comparison to being in my demon form.
“Ready,” I agreed.
At least, I was about as ready as I would be.
After my dad climbed into the wagon too, Mr. Burrows readjusted the burlap tarp over us to make sure we were inconspicuous. He then drove the wagon into the middle of town, letting everyone he passed know about the meeting happening at sunset. Most people seemed to know something was going on, having heard the commotion even on the other end of town, but many seemed surprisingly unconcerned.
Which I found shocking.
What if this place had been under attack by a human army? Did these people just not care that something major was going on in their own town? Was it just business-as-usual so long as it didn’t specifically involve them?
Maybe the fact we had a Town Guard made everyone complacent, with them not responding to a crisis because of them thinking ‘That’s what the Town Guard was for.’
If only they knew what kind of danger they might have been in if I hadn’t intervened. Granted, I was also the cause of the attack in a way too…since the chimera was technically after me.
However, I noticed attitudes changed as we neared the town hall. More often than not, people had heard the rumors of what really happened, and they already knew about the meeting. When we finally arrived, there were too many people milling around for us to get out without being seen.
Even though Mr. Burrows stopped the horse at the back entrance, we had to stay in the cart for almost an hour until the sun finally sank below the horizon. Neither of us spoke while we waited, to avoid someone who was passing by overhearing us.
We couldn’t see each other, but my dad held my hand the entire time. After the first five minutes of waiting, he began squeezing it occasionally in reassurance when he noticed that I had shifted into my demon form again. My hands were the same size, but it was impossible not to perceive my increased gripping strength and black claws.
I felt like I could trust Mr. Burrows, but waiting like this without being able to see made me uncomfortable and anxious. At least I could hear better in what I was beginning to feel like was my more natural form.
Finally, I heard Mr. Burrows exit the building just after dark and approach the cart. He abruptly greeted someone passing by, encouraging them to join the meeting, before speaking in a low voice as he shifted the tarp off us.
“Quick,” he urged simply.
I bolted inside the door in the blink of an eye, a combination of my speed and everything slowing down.
I was amused when I heard Mr. Burrows look at my empty spot in disbelief. His tone was shocked.
“Where is she?” he whispered urgently.
My dad’s voice was low as he jumped out of the wagon. “Inside already, I guess.”
The head of the Guard seemed to be at a loss for words as he fumbled around with various noises before following my dad back into the building.
I shifted forms again just as my dad passed through, wanting to be ‘presentable’ in case someone happened to spot me. Even though our town wasn’t massive by any standards, not everyone would recognize me on sight, so being human was enough of a disguise. In fact, I was sure less than a tenth of the town’s population would identify me as Alyssa Dracul, although now many more probably knew my name – especially after what happened.
Mr. Burrows led us through the dark room into a hallway lit with a few oil lamps mounted on the walls. We then made a turn, followed by entering through another doorway. I knew immediately we must be close to the stage, because the loud murmurs of at least a hundred people talking filled my human ears. The dimly lit storage room was not much larger than our living room at home, and it was filled with an assortment of random crates and furniture.
“Alright,” the head of the Guard said at a normal volume, speaking to my dad. “If you decide you want to leave before this is over, you can use my horse. I can just pick it up tomorrow if I need to.”
My dad nodded in agreement. “Sure.”
Mr. Burrows hesitated, glancing at me. “Is there anything you two need?”
My dad shook his head. “No, we should be fine. Right?” he added, looking down at me too.
I nodded silently, my stomach feeling like it was in knots.
Mr. Burrows grunted in acknowledgement, and then grabbed a hollow cone-shaped piece of metal standing on one of the crates. I kne it was a megaphone used to project a person’s voice. He then proceeded through the next door opposite the one we had come through. It abruptly grew much louder as his actions revealed that the stage was just through another doorway down a short hall. There was no door leading directly there, which was why it was so boisterous even in this room.
I had never been behind the stage before, but I knew from having seen it a few times that the townhall was just a giant room with a raised platform. There usually wasn’t seating available. Instead, everyone stood as close to the podium as possible, so they could hear better.
Surprisingly, when Mr. Burrows made an appearance in the brightly lit room, it became much louder instead of quieter. He had to use the megaphone to get everyone in order. He then began to explain some of the minor details of what had happened – leaving my involvement out of it entirely – before trying to move on to figuring out what to do with the displaced families, as well as who would volunteer to help clean up and rebuild.
I realized he must be attempting to get the important parts accomplished first, rather than spend the entire night debating about me.
Unfortunately, he didn’t get very far before people started interrupting.
“What about the dragons in the sky?!” a woman yelled loudly.
“Is it true the mayor is dead?!” a man demanded.
“I heard Axel Dracul’s daughter turned into a devil!” a second man shouted.
“She did turn into a devil! I saw it with my own eyes!” another woman announced.
Within a matter of seconds, the entire mass of them erupted into loud roars as everyone began talking at once.
“Now wait a minute!” Mr. Burrows tried saying into his megaphone, but everyone was talking too loudly. No one listened to him.
“I said be quiet!” he repeated.
Still no one listened.
“SHUT UP!” he finally screamed at the top of his lungs. I was sure his face was red from the effort.
Everyone finally settled down enough for him to continue speaking. “We were attacked by a monster today!” he repeated in an elevated tone. “A monster that our guns were useless against! Ask any of my guards who were there, and they will tell you. Shooting that creature in the eyes at point-blank did almost nothing! Half of the town should be dead right now!” he raised his voice even more. “All of you would be dead right now!” he repeated. “If it weren’t for Alyssa Dracul risking her life to protect us! She almost died today, slaying that monster single-handedly! I don’t give a damn what she is! She’s a hero! She’s the only reason we’re even having this meeting, instead of mourning the death of half the town!”
He paused then, seeming more like he had lost his train of thought, rather than being finished speaking. However, the silence that unexpectedly followed was absolute – as if there was no one in the room with him.
“Dracul’s daughter is a devil?” a man finally said in disbelief. His voice was at normal volume, but with everyone being silent, he was easily heard.
“Devil!” another woman shrieked. “I knew it! She and her mother are devils!”
“Now wait a minute!” Mr. Burrows tried again, but the woman just became more hysterical and began riling up some of the crowd.
“SOMEONE SHUT THAT DAMN WOMAN UP!” he screamed, his voice breaking. I doubted anyone did anything, but she stopped. Mr. Burrows quickly continued. “Alyssa Dracul has lived amongst us all of her life and never caused any problems. She–“
The man who unexpectedly interrupted must have had his hands cupped over his mouth, because his voice carried even despite Mr. Burrow’s megaphone. “What about that fire?! I was there, and it was the same kind we saw when the mayor’s son and all those kids were killed!”
The head of the Guard seemed to stutter as he tried to work up a response. “Well, that’s a separate situation we are investigating.” He paused as the volume from the crowd began to rise again. “For all we know, she might have been defending the kids – her classmates. Also, most of Ryker Benedict’s body is gone, as if he were eaten, likely by the monster we saw today.”
I barely heard the end of his statement, because the crowd was so loud again it drowned out his words. Someone commented regarding why I had kept the monster a secret if I already knew about it, but it was lost in the sea of sound.
I glanced up at my dad to see his expression tense, his brow furrowed, his blue eyes tight. Likely, he was worried that the long-imbedded rumors about my mother were going to prevent most of the people from accepting the situation. They wouldn’t even leave time for Mr. Burrows to fully try to answer the questions being brought up. And there were too many questions he couldn’t answer to satisfy their suspicion.
Just as I was beginning to feel like we should just leave, the crowd unexpectedly grew significantly quieter without any prompt.
Then, it became almost completely silent when someone cleared their throat through the megaphone – not as an act of getting people to be quiet, but rather just as preparation for speaking.
A familiar woman’s voice chimed in then, amplified by the instrument.
“I’m sure most of you know who I am, since I’ve either taught you personally, or at least taught your children. For those who don’t know, I’m Michelle Boone.” The teacher took a deep breath. “Today, I witnessed another teacher strike Alyssa Dracul across the face, knocking her to the floor.”
Her voice abruptly became more firm. “Now before you debate whether or not she deserved it, that doesn’t matter. Mayor Glen Benedict has long since removed institutional correction from our classes. That being said, I overheard the conversation between Ms. Dracul and the teacher, and she didn’t deserve to be struck. But the most important thing is this – despite being wrongly hit, Ms. Dracul made no attempts of reprisal.”
She took a deep breath. “Now, I know nothing of this devil business, but if Alyssa Dracul really killed a monster that even guns couldn’t harm, then I can only imagine it must have taken a significant amount of self-restraint on her part to be struck wrongfully and do nothing in return. I know that I personally would not have been so forgiving if it were me. And I stand by that.”
At her final words, not a sound could be heard, as if the room was completely empty again.




Chapter 15: Saved

Still in my human form, I didn’t hear the handoff of the megaphone, so I was surprised when Mr. Burrows began speaking again. “And as I’ve already said,” he continued from where Mrs. Boone had left off. “Alyssa almost died trying to protect all of us. And considering what I saw her do, she could have just as easily run away. In fact, at one point she was thrown clear over the trapped crowd.” He paused. “I was sure we were all dead, but then she came back and continued to fight.” He cleared his throat. “I’ve seen grown men run away from much less. And she’s only what? Thirteen?”
Mrs. Boone must have corrected him, because he quickly continued.
“Fifteen. No fifteen-year-old girl, devil or not, should have to defend grown men. And yet that is exactly what she did. She could have continued hiding her secret, but instead she saved us all.”
The murmuring crowd was beginning to escalate in volume again. However, it appeared they must have settled into the preestablished organized structure for such meetings, because Mr. Burrows said, “Go ahead,” to someone just before they spoke.
“And what about Mayor Benedict?” a man asked. “How do we know Dracul’s daughter isn’t responsible for killing him?”
“And why would she be?” Mr. Burrows retorted. “Are you suggesting that a girl is a more likely suspect than any other person just because of how she looks? She–”
Unexpectedly, his voice cut off and Mrs. Boone spoke again. “Alyssa has been at school all day.”
There was a pause, before Mr. Burrows chimed in. “And she showed up to the Sykes’ residence, to visit her injured classmate, shortly afterwards. I believe Aldrich’s youngest was with her too. So then, it sounds as if someone knew of her whereabouts at all times. Not to mention the attack was clear on the other side of town from where Glen Benedict was found deceased.”
There was another pause as Mr. Burrows indicated for someone to speak. It was a woman’s voice. “And what about that fire and lightning we saw when the kids were attacked? That must have been her!”
The head of the Guard paused for a moment. “We don’t know all the facts. The survivor, Kaylee Sykes, doesn’t know what attacked her. But Ms. Sykes was there too today!” he raised his voice in response to the woman trying to continue. “Does it make sense for Ms. Dracul to kill her classmates and then protect Kaylee, along with all of us? Or does it make more sense that she was trying to protect them from the beginning? If anything, she may feel guilty for not being able to save all her classmates. A responsibility a little girl shouldn’t have in the first place!”
“She should have warned us!” the woman retorted. “My brother’s dead because of her!”
“No!” Mr. Burrows barked out. “Your brother is dead because a monster attacked us! And the only reason the rest of us aren’t dead is because of a little girl! Why would she warn us about anything, when all of you are going to react like this?!” he demanded. “You know what would have happened if she had told us? All of you would have shown up at the Dracul’s residence with guns, demanding that he give over his devil daughter! You would have repaid her kindness with trying to kill her! Of course she didn’t say anything! Even now, many of you probably want to go on a witch hunt like we’re ancient barbarians, or at least exile a girl who risked her life trying to defend us!”
I was sure Mr. Burrow’s face was red again from the strain. He was certainly breathing heavy as he called on someone else. I didn’t like him calling me a little girl, finding it really annoying, but I figured he was saying that to make me seem less hostile.
More innocent.
“So what are you suggesting?” a man asked. “That we continue to let them live with us?”
“And what would you suggest?” the head of the Guard demanded. “There’s still a dragon out there! What happens if another monster like this attacks our town? Who’s going to defend us? You?! Because I sure as hell can’t. The best weapon I have is a gun, and that was little more than a bee sting to the creature that attacked us!” He paused, seeming to change subjects slightly. “If you haven’t already, I’d encourage all of you to go see the monster’s corpse for yourself.”
A woman spoke up, almost cutting him off, indicating she hadn’t waited to be called on. “You want her to continue living here with us?!” she almost shrieked. “What?! And she’ll go to school with our children too?! She’s a devil!”
Mrs. Boone spoke up again. “Mrs. Lyman,” she said firmly into the megaphone. “I can understand your concern, but Ms. Dracul has been sitting side-by-side with your daughter, Monica, all her life. And if I recall correctly, she has never once been violent with any of the students. Not to mention, if this hadn’t of happened, then she would have continued attending class with your children, uneventfully so, even despite this secret.”
She paused, but quickly continued before anyone could interrupt. “I forgot to mention before, but you know what Alyssa Dracul did after being hit and knocked down? She cried! Like a normal girl who had been wrongfully punished for something that wasn’t her fault.”
“What did she do anyway?” a man demanded.
“She didn’t do anything,” Mrs. Boone snapped. “A few of the kids carved the word ‘Devil’ into her chair. And why do you think that is?!” she demanded. “Because all of you have been gossiping about the Draculs for years!”
“But the rumors were true!” another woman yelled.
“So then, it’s alright for your children to bully and harass a little girl because she’s different?! Is that what you’re saying Mrs. Dunlop?!”
Unexpectedly, I felt my dad’s warm hand rest on my shoulder. I looked up at him in surprise, realizing my entire body was tense. “Are you alright?” he asked seriously.
I held his gaze for a moment before shrugging. I honestly didn’t know how I felt. Stressed? Annoyed? Anxious? I just wished they’d make a decision already. Knowing that we were leaving was better than being uncertain of what would happen.
“You can leave if you want,” he offered. “You don’t have to stay here and listen.”
I looked up at him through my eyelashes. “But I thought you wanted me to come.”
He shook his head. “I probably would have come either way, but you didn’t have to. If you want to leave and go back home to Jasmyn, you can. It’s after dark, so I’m sure you can make it back without being seen.”
I nodded in agreement, already having experience with moving through the shadows in town without anyone spotting me. However, as I considered it, I decided I wanted to know how this ended. I especially wanted to know if this was going to divulge into some of them attacking our house. I knew Mr. Burrows had left a couple of guards to defend it, but still…
I didn’t know if I could trust them.
I gasped when I thought of that.
“What’s wrong?” my dad wondered.
I shook my head. “I’m just worried about Jasmyn. Do you think she’s okay?”
“She has her snake-eye, remember? If something happened, they can’t hurt her. Also, she has your ring.”
I hesitated as I considered that, before nodding again silently.
Someone had asked Mrs. Boone who the teacher was that hit me, taking the conversation off topic briefly, but she deflected by suggesting it would be dealt with internally and that she wasn’t going to defame any of the teachers in public. Granted, it wasn’t like they couldn’t figure it out on their own easily enough.
Mr. Burrows took over again after a moment, steering the conversation back on track. It was obvious he was ready to put aside the current subject to get back to what was really important – like what to do with all the displaced families.
However, before he could even complete a full sentence, someone screamed.
The sound was not at all what I would have expected. For one, it was a man who cried out. And, it was outside. Everyone in the town hall abruptly grew quiet from the unexpected alarm.
I shifted to my demon form automatically to hear better.
Another guard outside fired a gun, just before he shrieked a bloodcurdling cry that disturbed me to the core, a chill running up my spine. I heard bones breaking and flesh being torn as the sickening earsplitting wail continued for a few seconds, before abruptly cutting off. I almost regretted shifting forms, wishing I hadn’t experienced the sounds I just heard.
I vaguely noticed Mr. Burrows demand what was going on, but I ignored him. I was too focused on what I was hearing outside.
Footsteps, like people, approached the entrance to the town hall. At least thirty. Except their movements weren’t normal. They walked sluggishly, like they were drunk, with small bursts of speed when they had attacked the second guard.
Only one set of footsteps was normal – the one walking in front of the rest. And this person’s footsteps were heavy. Really heavy.
Like my dad’s.
I gasped at the same time that I heard the door to the hall burst open, the wood splintering in two. I was simultaneously caught between a chasm of emotions, tugged between horror and rage. The latter of the two quickly overrode the prior. Something about being in my demon form made me more bold.
More aggressive.
I noticed my dad’s hand reaching out to grab my arm, but I evaded his grasp as I bolted down the short hallway and appeared on the stage. There were more people than I had envisioned, easily two hundred crammed into the auditorium. Mr. Burrows and Mrs. Boone were both standing on the raised platform as I had assumed. However, no one noticed me, everyone’s eyes focused in disbelief at the man who had just shattered a door with his fist.
A man with dark blue hair.
He had stopped at the entrance, scanning the crowd, seeming to search for someone. Then, a moment after I made an appearance, his eyes settled on me, a wide grin warping his facial features.
I spoke before he could. “How are you still alive?!” I demanded, my tone dripping with disdain, with a hint of disbelief and fear.
Suddenly, I had everyone’s attention, prompting a few women to scream when they saw me. I ignored them all.
The man laughed at my comment, his voice sounding more familiar than I would have preferred. “I’ll admit you almost got me,” he chuckled again loudly. “Given different circumstances, I would have been done for. But the regeneration capacity of demons is amazing.” His grin widened to an inhuman size, a sight I was sure would give everyone nightmares, adult or not.
His eyes then darkened. “Unfortunately, that’s all I got from just an arm. I was hoping to build up my army more before I came across you again, but oh well. It’s time to get the rest.” He raised his hand then, and instantly humanoid monsters began flooding out of the darkness into the room on either side.
They were grotesque, their bodies warped into forms that made me cringe, reminding me of the shapeshifter’s body when he had been in the process of trying to eat me before.
One had a bulbous eye and a distorted skull that made it look like his head was going to pop at any moment. Another had an arm that was twice as long as normal, with a massive clawed hand reaching down past its knees. They all had massive mouths, the skin along their cheeks torn from opening their unnaturally large jaws.
I held up my hand automatically, prompting the shapeshifter to dodge to the right in preparation for my strike.
I hesitated though, because I couldn’t control the strength of my attack. If I hit him with my black lightning, I’d likely kill everyone in the room along with him, severely injuring any unlucky survivors. Not to mention, he could apparently rapidly heal now. I wasn’t sure how to kill someone like that. I wasn’t sure how to kill someone like me. I had already survived one attack that would have killed a normal person, and another that would have maimed most for life.
My dad had been certain this fiend was dead before, and yet the arm this man had stolen from me allowed him to survive.
Panicking as the horrid chimeras leapt on people – shredding them apart like cooked rabbits, with their teeth and claws eviscerating and decapitating, their victim’s screams ear-piercing – the world around me abruptly slowed down.
I didn’t know what to do, I didn’t know how to win. So I did the only thing I could think of, buying myself a few precious seconds.
An earth trembling roar had just begun resonating through the air, prompting another spike of fear to stab through my heart. I desperately hoped it was my dad, but the memory of fighting the draconic chimera – the memory of almost losing, almost dying – made terror claw its way into my skull, gripping behind my eyes as it simultaneously moved down to ensnare my gut.
Instantly, all movement stopped entirely, my heart racing, jumping into my throat.
It was completely silent now, not even the roar outside penetrating the air.
Yet it still lingered in my mind, making me lose my nerve.
The memory of holding the chimera’s mouth open while it tried to eat me. The memory of the shapeshifter’s body splitting down the middle, transforming into teeth and death as it also tried to turn me into a meal. Both were suddenly all I could think about.
My entire body began to tremble.
I was scared.
Really, really scared.
My eyes began stinging as my heart pounded in my ears.
I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want to be eaten. I didn’t want to see these people die, or see this frozen massacre unfolding before me. I didn’t want to fight this man again.
I just wanted him to go away. Forever.
I didn’t want to fight. I knew I had to fight, but I didn’t want to.
‘I don’t want to fight.’
‘I DON’T WANT TO FIGHT.’
Unexpectedly, I saw movement through the blurry lens covering my slitted red eyes, penetrating the otherwise frozen world. I gasped, another wave of terror running up my spine, urgently wiping away my tears with clawed hands as something else slipped from the darkness outside.
And then that fear shattered, my knees buckling as I fell down.
Because it was someone I recognized.
It was a young woman, with dark gray skin, vibrant red eyes, and a set of pitch-black horns that protruded from her black hair just above her pointy ears. The horns angled away from her head by a few inches before rising straight up half a foot. She was wearing a black leather corset and matching leather pants, her feet bare. An intricate black tattoo was in the middle of her chest above her bust. And a large pair of bat-like wings were folded behind her back.
Wings like my own.
“M-Mom,” I choked out in disbelief, desperately hoping I wasn't hallucinating.
She didn’t respond right away. Instead, vibrant blue flames exploded everywhere, rapidly consuming the humanoid monsters frozen in place. The blue and black hell-fire touched many of the townspeople too, but caused no harm, unlike normal fire.
Her gaze then finally fell on me, taking in my defeated posture slumped down on my rear with my knees bent and legs folded to my sides.
“Hi sweetie,” she replied cheerfully, a sharp contrast to how I felt. She glanced around the room again. “Is this time manipulation magic?” she said breathlessly, almost speaking to herself. “Are you doing this?” she asked me directly.
I nodded hesitantly, reaching up to wipe away the snot running from my nose.
“Wow,” she replied emphatically, like she was truly impressed. She then gave me a warm smile. “That’s my girl. I don’t think there’s anyone alive who can use this type of magic. It’s ancient, like the weaker version called Haste, but infinitely more rare. And way more powerful too.” She laughed then. “And you even almost caught me with it,” she added with a wink. “Almost.”
“M-Mom,” I repeated, my voice breaking. “W-What are you doing here? How did you know to come? Y-Your pigeon–”
She cut me off. “Another time dear. I’m sure you can’t maintain this forever. Did I get all the bad people? Did I miss anyone?”
My eyes widened as I focused on the shapeshifter who was completely untouched by her flames. I pointed at him immediately. “That one,” I announced, my voice breaking again. “The guy with blue hair. He’s a shapeshifter like dad.”
“A shapeshifter?!” she exclaimed in disbelief, turning slightly as she focused on him. “What’s one doing here?”
“He’s trying to eat me,” I explained, my voice trembling.
Unexpectedly, her head snapped in my direction, her red eyes vibrant and wild with rage. “He…” She paused. “He what?” she snapped through her teeth. She abruptly returned her gaze to the man. “Can you release him?” she asked forcefully.
“I, umm, I think so, but…”
“Release him!” she snapped again, her body visibly shaking.
I had never seen her angry before. Never. I did as she asked immediately, trying to focus – to do what I had done with my dad earlier.
The man came to life a moment later, his eyes widening in shock. “W-What–”
Abruptly he was gagging as my mother’s claws dug into his throat, having closed the gap between them in the blink of an eye. Her voice was still feminine, but twice as deep as I was expecting.
“How dare you try harming my daughter!” she shrieked.
He couldn’t respond though, his expression barely having time to shift to fear, before midnight flames burst out of his mouth and eyes. He grabbed her wrist and began struggling fiercely for a brief few seconds, until his muscles went limp, his flesh rapidly disintegrating away to reveal a black-charred skull. His body then fell to a heap on the ground once the tissues around my mother’s fingers in his throat were gone.
But she didn’t stop there.
She held out her hand, the black flames intensifying as they continued to lick away at her victim, eating up his skin and devouring his muscles until only a black skeleton was left.
Then, that too began to disintegrate into a coal-black dust, leaving a long pile of ashes on the undamaged floor.
After a moment, my mother finally turned back towards me with a warm smile on her face. “There,” she replied simply. “I don’t think he’ll be bothering you anymore. Anyone else? Or was that everyone?”
I just stared at her, my chin trembling.
“Mom,” I sobbed unexpectedly, reaching up to try to stop the tears falling from my eyes.
In a flash, she waded through the frozen crowd, and was there with me on the stage, kneeling down to wrap her arms around my shaking form.
“Mom,” I whined again, my voice breaking as she pulled my head against her shoulder. I didn’t want to look weak in front of her, but I couldn’t stop crying.
“Shh, it’s okay sweetie,” she whispered, pulling me tighter against her. “The bad man is gone. You’re safe. Mommy’s here now.”
I sobbed uncontrollably, my chest hitching over and over, the sounds of my crying the only noise in the entire world. I didn’t like it that my parents still considered me a child, even if I was in their perception when considering how long my lifespan might be, but in that moment, I didn’t care.
I just needed my mom.
I winced when the roar and screaming abruptly returned, feeling like someone smacked me in the ears. My mom felt me flinch and began rubbing my shoulders reassuringly, bringing her lips up to my pointy ear so I could hear her over the noise. “It’s just your father, sweetie. I’ll let him know I’ve taken care of everything.”
I looked up at her in shock, wondering how she could do that. I then wiped my eyes again and peered over her shoulder when I heard the roar abruptly cut short, seeing a bright blue flame dancing in the darkness outside in an unnaturally repetitive pattern.
The crowd grew fairly quiet for a brief moment, realizing the monsters had vanished, replaced with black dust. But then, a flash of red appeared in the doorway just before a large blue slitted-eye peeked into the room. The unexpected dragon’s eye elicited another wave of shrieks from everyone, prompting many to stumble and fall in an attempt to back away.
My dad focused on us momentarily, and then lifted away to disappear back into the darkness.
Mr. Burrows finally noticed the demons on the stage with him a moment later.
“Deyanira?!” he exclaimed at full volume, catching many people’s attention.
My mother simply looked up at him with a grin. “Hi Nolan!” she announced cheerfully. “It’s been a while!”
I stared at her in shock, looking up at Mr. Burrow’s baffled expression before returning my gaze to her. “He’s met you before?” I whispered in disbelief.
She lowered her voice too, glancing at me from the corner of her red eye set within the depths of her black sclera. “I usually spell my memory enchantments to release when people see me again. He’s just now remembered.”
“Oh,” I replied almost inaudibly, my eyes wide.
She winked at me again. “Always a good idea to have a few men in your pocket. Especially the one’s with authority. I’m sure you’ll learn that soon enough.”
I cringed. “Mom,” I replied breathlessly, my nose wrinkling. “You cheated on dad?” I whispered in disbelief.
Her eyes widened briefly before she let out a loud peal of laughter. “Oh honey,” she giggled boisterously. “I’m sure Nolan would love that, but no. That’s not what I meant.”
“What’s this?” Mr. Burrows asked, having only heard the last part.
She chuckled again, looking up at him. “Nothing,” she replied sweetly, winking at him. “Private conversation between mother and daughter.”
Mr. Burrows blushed intensely, but his reaction only lasted a moment before a man yelled out over the frantic commotion.
“She’s still alive! Someone get the doctor!”
I realized the man must be talking about one of the victims who had been attacked. The head of the Guard immediately got back on his megaphone and began trying to regain control of the crowd, asking a couple of men to go retrieve the doctor. I was honestly a little surprised no one had paid my mother much attention yet. I half expected someone to yell out ‘Devil,’ but no one did.
After a moment, my mother looked me over intently, rubbing the sides of both my arms. “Can you stand?” she wondered.
I took a shaky breath and then nodded.
“Then let’s go home,” she replied, rising to her feet. “I think you’ve had enough stress for one day,” she added, with an outstretched clawed hand.
I wiped my palms on my shorts, before reaching out to accept the gesture. She effortlessly pulled me to my feet, and then held onto my hand as she hopped off the stage to walk through the throng of people. The crowd instantly began to part as people backed away to give her room. She kept her arm angled behind herself slightly, so that I was forced to walk directly behind her. I stared down at the end of her tail, noticing the light playing off her leather pants as she walked, feeling embarrassed that everyone was seeing me in my demon form. My mom didn’t seem bothered by it at all, although I suspected it was because she always looked like this.
That, and she was beautiful, demon or not.
It was eerily quiet now, even despite the fact that there were still a couple of people struggling to hang on to life.
When we reached the entrance, my mother stopped abruptly and turned her head to look over her shoulder. I looked up in confusion, seeing a cheerful smile on her face.
“Oh,” she said sweetly to the silent room. “And you’re very welcome for saving all your lives.”
She then directed her attention forward again, and led me into the darkness outside.




Chapter 16: Laws

My mother waited for my dad to get his pants on after transforming back into a human, before the three of us headed home on foot in the darkness. His shirt was nowhere to be seen, so I assumed he must have turned into a dragon before getting that off. We made a beeline for the trees, before walking at a more leisurely pace along the edge of town.
I was mortified as they shared an exceptionally long kiss while walking squished together, his right arm around her shoulders while her left was around his waist. She still had my hand in hers, but I was about to bolt if they kept it up any longer. I’d certainly seen them kiss before, but not like this – like they hadn’t seen each other in years. Like they were hungry, and the other’s tongue was a meal.
Maybe it just sounded extra gross because I was in my demon form and could hear better? I wasn’t sure, but I was on the verge of gagging.
They finally stopped once my dad decided to give her a quick rundown of what had happened while she was gone, speaking only of the shapeshifter, since that was the big event.
My mom squeezed my hand and glanced down to shower me with praise when she heard about my role in defeating the chimera.
She then finally shared about how she knew to come back home, letting go of my dad to show off the two rings on her left hand – her wedding ring from my dad, and the gold ring on her middle finger with a black stone in it, just like my pendant.
“This ring was spelled to let me know if you had taken off your necklace,” she admitted. “I didn’t tell either of you because…” She paused, glancing up at my dad before returning her gaze to me. “Well, because I didn’t know what kind of magic you would end up using, and it would be problematic if you rebelled.”
I gawked at her. “Mom, I would never do that.”
She nodded. “I know, sweetie, but there are very serious laws for our kind. I couldn’t afford the risk that you might discover how to get around the pendant’s seal and do something that could ultimately get you killed.”
My eyes widened in shocked. “K-Killed?” I repeated.
She nodded somberly. “Our kind doesn’t tolerate rule-breakers,” she whispered, squeezing my hand gently while wrapping her other arm around my father’s waist again. “But when the ring let me know that your pendant actually broke, I knew something horrible had happened. These artifacts don’t just break.”
I nodded slowly. “A boy stabbed me,” I admitted.
She halted in her tracks, her body plenty strong enough to force my human father to stop too. “Someone tried killing you?” she rephrased.
“Umm, sort of. It felt like I died at least. I was still aware, but I couldn’t think.”
“But he’s dead,” my dad chimed in.
My mom glanced at him and then nodded to herself, pulling us along again. “Well, that’s fine,” she reassured me. “Killing a few humans isn’t a problem. You might only get in trouble if you killed a lot of them at once, like an entire town.” She paused. “Or if you accidentally killed your father – that’s the real reason for the pendant.”
Now I stopped, pulling them both to a halt, my expression one of shock. “I would never!” I exclaimed in disbelief.
“I said accidentally,” she emphasized. “I know you’d never do it on purpose. But killing a prince of the dragons is kind of a big deal, even if you’re his daughter.”
My eyes widened in shock, before my gaze shifted to my dad. “You’re a prince?” I gasped.
He scratched the back of his fiery hair. “Yeah, sort of,” he admitted.
“Sort of?!” I exclaimed. “Dad, either you are, or you aren’t! And what does that make me?!”
My mom squeezed my hand again and shushed me softly. “Not so loud, dear. Technically, that would make you a princess, but you’re not one that the dragons would recognize as someone capable of becoming sovereign, because you aren’t really a dragon. You have most of the rights of royalty, including being able to walk freely on human land, but the dragons would never acknowledge you as true nobility.”
I was dumbfounded. This was too much to accept all at once. I knew my mother was a fons’radix, one of the most powerful mages alive, but now my father was a dragon prince too?! Granted, if only certain classes of people, including royalty, were able to walk among humans as they wished, then it made sense that both of my non-human parents would have to be something special to allow me to live here.
Still, I couldn’t wrap my mind around it. Part of me almost wished I had been born half-dragon, instead of half-human, so I could enjoy being a real princess, but I also couldn’t imagine not being part human.
“Wait, why can only certain people be around humans?” I wondered.
My parents exchanged a glance, before my mother sighed. “It’s a long story, sweetie, but basically there was a war between the three magical races a long time ago, even before I was born, with a lot of the conflict stemming from territory disputes. A ridiculous number of people died, and the non-magical races got caught in the crossfire, including humans. In the end, the magical races developed a truce, along with the humans and dwarves. Unfortunately, the humans have short memories, so they no longer remember the truce, but it’s still upheld to this day. As a result, the magical races agreed to stay within their established territories. The elves occupy the lands in the southwest, the demons in the southeast, and the dragons in the north, although most of them live on floating islands in the sky.”
“Floating islands?!” I repeated.
Was such a thing even possible? How come I had never seen one?
She nodded, as if it was the most normal thing in the world, speaking as if she had read my mind. “Yes. You wouldn’t be able to see them with your human eyes, but in your natural form you might be able to spot one. They are up very high.”
I nodded absentmindedly, wondering if I could visit a floating island someday. I had never particularly cared about traveling anywhere, but suddenly I found myself wanting to see one.
My mother abruptly changed subjects, speaking to my father now as we began walking again. “But with her magic unsealed, we’ll have to give her your sigil soon, so she can prove she’s your daughter if it ever comes into question.”
My dad nodded with a grimace. “I know,” he agreed. “I just wish we didn’t have to do it while she was so young still.”
“What?” I asked, completely confused by what they were talking about.
My mother gave me a reassuring smile. “It’s a powerful magic that brands a symbol on your body. That’s what your dad’s tattoos on his chest and back are, as well as my tattoos,” she added, twisting toward me to emphasize the black mark in the middle of her upper chest above her bust. “It will mark you as a member of the royal household of the dragons, and it’s absolutely essential you receive it sooner rather than later, since your magic has been unsealed. If an envoy ever caught you in your demon form, then you could get in a lot of trouble without evidence of your heritage.” She paused, evaluating my stunned expression. “I’ll give you my sigil as well, but we expect mine to be easy for you to inherit.”
“W-What?” I repeated. “Easy? Does that mean it will be hard for me to get dad’s symbol?”
They both grimaced, and my dad cleared his throat. “Sigils are a very unique magic, honey. It’s a very ancient magic that almost has a life of its own. The most powerful ones can only be on one person and can actually choose their owner, and there’s nothing anyone can do if a sigil rejects someone…” His voice trailed off.
“You think yours will reject me?” I wondered hesitantly. “Because I’m not half-dragon?”
“No, sweetie,” my mother replied gently. “We aren’t worried about it rejecting you – your father’s sigil isn’t strong enough to do that. But what we are worried about is…well, it might hurt a lot when we try to give it to you.”
“Because I’m not half-dragon,” I repeated.
They both nodded somberly.
My dad spoke in a whisper. “That’s why I would have preferred to wait until you’re older. I don’t want you to have to go through that kind of pain when you’re so young.”
“But it won’t hurt after I get it, right?” I clarified.
They both nodded. “Right,” my mother agreed.
My father immediately continued. “But it’s a pain I’ve been told you never forget. At least, if the sigil doesn’t want to be united with your magic.”
I cringed at the idea. My mother rubbed my dad’s bare back as if she was trying to comfort him. As if him seeing me in pain was going to hurt him just as much. I didn’t fully understand how bad it would hurt, assuming it would be much worse than having my arm bitten off, but I felt like I needed to be brave for my dad’s sake.
I cleared my throat. “Well, I guess let’s get it over with as soon as possible, so we don’t have to worry about it anymore.” I looked up at their surprised expressions. “Can we do it tonight? Or is it something that takes a long time?”
“No more than a few hours,” my mother said carefully. “If the sigil were to accept you, then it would only require a few minutes, but we should assume it’ll take a few hours.”
“A few painful hours,” I clarified.
My father grimaced again, looking away while my mother nodded somberly.
“Then let’s get it over with,” I replied decisively, knowing we were close to home. “Oh! And I almost forgot, you can meet Jasmyn too!”
“Who?” My mother asked, looking up at my father for an explanation.
He rubbed the back of his neck, appearing uncomfortable. “I explained in the letter I sent with your pigeon today, but of course you never got it. Alyssa has become friends…with a Naga.”
My mother finally pulled us both to a stop, her expression unreadable. “A Naga?” she snapped, her brow furrowing as she stared into space.
“She’s really sweet,” I replied in a rush, uncertain about her reaction.
“And she’s who killed the boy that attacked our daughter,” my father added. “She defended Alyssa,” he rephrased.
My mother let go of my hand, and took a step forward only to turn around and look at us both, crossing her arms over her chest. The added pressure against her leather corset made her appear even bustier than she already looked. I could see her dark gray skin just fine, despite the darkness, thanks to my demonic eyesight.
She addressed my father first. “And she’s living in the house?” she demanded.
“She sleeps with me,” I clarified. “I really like her, mom. She’s the only friend I’ve ever had. Ever.”
“She can’t stay with us,” my mother retorted, her crimson slitted eyes firm.
I stared at her in disbelief. “But mom–“
She cut me off. “I’m sorry, sweetie, but we have–“
I abruptly crossed my arms, cutting her off. “Fine,” I snapped. “Then we’ll both leave! If Jasmyn has to go, then I’m going with her!”
My mom’s eyes widened in shock, my father speaking up before she could respond. “Honey, calm down. Just–”
“No,” I snapped again.
The idea of Jasmyn leaving me now was unbearable. I already knew I cared a lot about her, but it felt like my feelings had escalated recently. I wasn’t sure why, but I couldn’t handle the idea of being separated from her.
“We’re a packaged deal,” I continued. “She’s the bow, and I’m the arrow. She’s the gun, and I’m the bullets. So if she has to go, then fine! But I’m going with her!”
My mother sighed, reaching up with her hand to pinch the bridge of her nose. She then addressed my father again. “A new fons’radix might have made an appearance,” she commented.
“Oh,” my father replied simply. He then took a deep breath. “Dammit, why now of all times?”
I looked at them both in confusion, a little surprised that my dad had cursed in front of me. He never said even remotely foul words around me, and would probably be shocked if he knew I had used them a handful of times myself.
My mother lifted her hands up in the air as she shrugged. “It can’t be helped. It’s been a long time since the last one, so I knew it might happen soon.”
My father scoffed. “Yeah, but soon could be twenty years.”
“I know,” she agreed somberly. “And I’m sorry. I was hoping to bring her with me, but maybe it’s better if she stays with you.”
“Wait, what?” I exclaimed. “What are you two talking about?”
My father sighed heavily, being the one to respond. “As a fons’radix, one of your mother’s responsibilities is locating and training new ones when they show up.”
“Or eliminating them,” my mother clarified. “If I determine they’re too dangerous.”
I gawked at them both.
My father continued. “Fons’radix unbalance the scales of power,” he elaborated. “An entire army of dragons, all capable of using magic, might fall to even just one fons’radix attacking them.”
I felt like my eyes were bugging out of my head as I looked at my mother. “You’re that powerful?” I asked in disbelief.
“I am,” she admitted. “And I wield a lot of authority and respect because of it. However, it also comes with a lot of responsibility. It’s my job to make sure another original doesn’t get out of hand. I have to educate them on the unified laws established by the three magical races, along with the consequences of breaking those laws. It’s also my job to try to recruit them towards protecting world peace as I have done myself for over a millennium now.”
“S-So, what does that all mean?” I asked seriously. “That you have to leave already?”
She nodded somberly. “And I would really like you to come with me,” she added. “So I can finally train you how to use your magic.”
“Oh,” I said simply, trying to process what she was saying. “B-But, what about Jasmyn? I’m not going anywhere without her,” I replied firmly, crossing my arms again.
“It’s not that simple,” my dad said gently. “I wouldn’t be able to go either.”
“What?” I exclaimed. “Why not?”
“Because of who I am,” he continued. “Marrying your mother was highly scrutinized by everyone because of who she is, but they ultimately decided to not get involved as long as I didn’t interfere with her responsibilities.”
“Really, that was our compromise,” my mother clarified, reaching out to grab my dad’s hand with an unexpectedly endearing expression. She was still talking to me, but her tender gaze remained on my dad. “I told them I was going to marry your father either way, and they needed to decide on what stipulations would make them comfortable with the arrangement.” She finally looked at me. “I rejected two of the three demands they made, and they didn’t really have a choice.”
“But what that means,” my father continued. “Is that the one demand she agreed to needs to be upheld no matter what. I can’t get involved in her work as a fons’radix. That includes being around while she’s training a new one.”
My eyes began to sting as I finally understood what they were saying. I couldn’t be with my father and mother at the same time right now, not when a new fons’radix had appeared. I’d have to choose, except that it wasn’t as simple as choosing between them, because Jasmyn was a part of the choice too.
“We don’t have to leave right away,” my mom tried reassuring me. “It’s unfortunate that I sensed someone who might be a fons’radix while I was on my way here, but we can push it off for a couple days.”
I scoffed. “A couple days?” I was definitely crying now.
She finally drew closer and wrapped me in her arms, pressing my head against her smooth shoulder. “You know,” she whispered. “Having you was one of the two conditions I rejected.”
“What?” I sniffled, looking up at her.
“They didn’t want us to have children, but I told them no. You exist because I wanted to have you, and I wasn’t going to let anyone stop me from doing so.”
I wiggled my arm free from her embrace to wipe my eyes, sniffling again. “Why can’t we just all be together though?” I asked seriously. “Jasmyn included.”
She made a face, and looked away before sighing heavily. “Well, I guess if you’re so fond of this Naga, then the least I can do is meet her.”
“Please be nice,” I whispered, uncertain about her tone. “I really like her. And she’s kind of shy, so please don’t hurt her feelings.”
She groaned before rubbing my back in between my wings. “Fine,” she agreed.
“Mom,” I whined.
“Okay, okay,” she replied. “I’ve just never met a Naga I liked. They’re all very rude.”
“Well, Jasmyn’s not rude,” I retorted. “She’s the sweetest person I know. Much sweeter than the humans around here.”
My mom grinned at that, but didn’t respond. I kind of wondered if me calling them humans was why she found my comment amusing, since I had lived my whole life as one, yet suddenly I was speaking as if I wasn’t one.
As we made the last trek towards home, my parents wrapped their arms firmly around each other again, seeming even more desperate to be as close as possible now that my mom had admitted she couldn’t stay long. I walked behind them to give them some space, but they were talking plenty loud enough that I could have heard them even if I wasn’t still a demon.
My mom was reassuring him that she was going to take a break after training this new fons’radix, so we could all live together like a real family for once. My father surprisingly didn’t seem too upset about it, instead just a little sad. I supposed he knew it couldn’t be helped.
However, I also knew they were both much older than they looked, and as far as I was aware, they had spent a lot of time together before I was born, so I wondered if their perception of time was different too. Her being away for longer than usual might be less devastating to him than it would be to a human with a significantly more limited lifespan.
I wasn’t really sure though. It could also be possible he just didn’t want to worry her while she was away by sharing how he really felt.
But one thing was for sure. He wasn’t going to be alone when she left.
Because, while I missed my mother dearly, I wasn’t going anywhere without Jasmyn. And while I loved my parents both dearly, I would leave them both if Jasmyn couldn’t stay too. I still didn’t fully understand when that shift in my feelings had happened, but it was undeniable now.
I cared about being around Jasmyn more than my mom and dad.




Chapter 17: Ritual

When we got back to the house, the first thing my dad did was ask the two guards to leave. While having them keep a lookout was a nice sentiment, it was completely unnecessary with my mom around. Doubtful anyone would be stupid enough to try to attack the demon who had already proven herself to be capable of destroying a small army of human chimeras. And if they did, they wouldn’t stand a chance.
The guards were a little reluctant to go at first, but then my mother stepped out of the darkness and told them sweetly that their services were no longer needed. They gaped at her beauty before stumbling away back into town like they were drunk.
When we got inside, I discovered that Jasmyn had changed back into one of my shirts for the night. It was one that was a little baggy on me, but snug on her because of the size of her unsupported chest.
She was so nervous to be unexpectedly meeting my mom that she started visibly shaking. I immediately wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled her tight against my side, trying to reassure her. We were in the kitchen, which suddenly seemed a lot smaller with all of us present.
In response to my embrace, she lowered herself so that our heads were more level, but otherwise didn’t motion to hug me back. Most of her tail was in the living room, since that’s where she had been when we got home. And one of her hands was tightly grasping the ring I had given her, almost as if she was trying to hide it.
“It’s…it’s nice to meet you,” she stuttered. “I’m…I’m s-sorry if I’ve been any trouble.”
I knew why she was saying that. Despite what my mom had promised, her youthful expression was heavily scrutinizing. After a moment she finally spoke up, just before I was about to.
“Wow, I’ve never seen a Naga that looked like you,” she commented.
“Mom!” I exclaimed. So much for not being rude.
She quickly continued. “So you defended my daughter, is that right?” she wondered.
Jasmyn looked at her in surprise, before looking down ashamed. “N-No. She defended me.”
“But she killed the boy who attacked me,” I clarified.
“I’m not a hero,” Jasmyn contradicted, tears appearing in her eyes. She was shaking harder now. “If you had been a normal human then you would have died because of me. Because I’m weak.”
“Well, it won’t happen again,” I tried reassuring her.
My mother spoke up again, her tone harsh. “No, it won’t,” she agreed firmly.
“Mom!” I exclaimed again, but she ignored me.
“Will it?” my mom demanded, almost glaring at Jasmyn with her hands on her hips.
My friend looked up at her in shock, evaluating her gaze before finally wrapping her arm around me firmly, pulling me roughly against her side. “No, it won’t,” she agreed. “I’ll defend her next time.”
I looked back and forth between them, wondering when I had missed the undertones of what my mom was saying. And wondering how Jasmyn had picked up on it so quickly.
Was it something my friend understood because she was a Naga? Like a cultural thing I missed?
My mother sighed heavily, before shaking her head. “I’ve never met a Naga I’ve liked, but you don’t seem so bad,” she conceded.
My eyes widened in surprise. Was she really okay with Jasmyn? Just like that?
My friend replied right away, sounding timid again. “To be honest,” she almost whispered. “I’ve never met a Naga I liked either. They’re all very rude and hateful.”
My mother laughed at that. “Okay, I guess you’re alright after all.”
Jasmyn smiled just slightly but didn’t respond.
“So…” I began hesitantly.
My mom sighed heavily. “I’d really like you to come with me sweetie, but she can’t come.”
“And dad can’t either,” I added.
She nodded slowly with a pout, her dark gray lip sticking out, before taking another deep breath. “So, I’ll just have to make sure we spend lots of time together once I’m finished with this new fons’radix. And maybe if we’re lucky, it will turn out to just be a powerful mage who needs a little bit of guidance, allowing me to come home sooner. I just feel like I’m missing out on you growing up. Another few years and we’ll look the same age already. Time is going too fast.”
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, letting go of Jasmyn to give her a hug. She met me halfway and wrapped me up in her arms, pinning my wings against my back.
After a moment, she took a deep breath, and pushed me away by the shoulders to examine my face. “Well, are you ready to receive our sigils? And then afterwards your father and I are probably going to go out for a bit. It’s been a while since we flew together, and I’m sure he’s eager to have me ride him.”
My brow furrowed, her grin and tone making me uncertain about what she was implying.
“Anyway,” my dad abruptly announced, “let’s move this into the living room so we can get started.” He then cleared his throat, giving my mom a serious look. “I assume we should do mine first?” he wondered.
She nodded. “Yours is more important, so yes.”
Jasmyn took their cue to slither back into the living room, since she was technically blocking the way for us to get out of the kitchen. She had a confused look on her face, like she wasn’t certain what a sigil was, but she didn’t ask. I suspected she was afraid to speak out of turn with my mom around. My dad was very approachable, but my mom could be a little intimidating with her confidence.
Even just the way she carried herself demanded respect. Granted, after over a thousand years of being one of the most powerful people in the world, I supposed that shouldn’t be too surprising.
As I followed after my friend, she moved all the way to the corner by my dad’s chair, curling her tail underneath her as if she was attempting to take up as little space as possible. My mom then had me stand in the middle of the room while giving me a rundown of what was about to happen, a grimace on her face the whole time. I used the opportunity to shift back into my human form, since I was starting with dad’s marking. I wasn’t sure it mattered, but it made sense to me.
“Your father will activate the sigil’s spell, which is a fairly simple process. After that, we just wait for it to unite with your body and magic,” she explained quietly. “Unfortunately, there’s nothing we can do after that. Once it’s begun, we just have to wait.”
I felt like this was supposed to be a happy thing, but they both seemed so down about the situation. Honestly, it probably would have been a happy event if they weren’t worried about it hurting so much, all because I wasn’t part dragon.
“But wait. I thought dad couldn’t use magic.”
She nodded. “Your father has magic in him, sweetie, but he can’t use it like we can. And this isn’t really his magic. It sort of has a life of its own. Honestly, it’s kind of like a parasite in a way, except it doesn’t hurt you. If anything, sometimes it can protect you.”
My eyes widened in surprise. “Really?” I asked breathlessly.
She nodded. “It’s rare, but sigils have been known to behave oddly when their owner’s life is threatened, sometimes allowing the user to cast magic they wouldn’t normally be able to use. I’ve even heard of a sigil creating an impenetrable physical barrier when its owner lost consciousness.” She paused, seeming pensive. “This isn’t just a random symbol to mark you as royalty, Alyssa. This is a gift. It’s a powerful ancient magic with somewhat unknown properties. It’s a privilege to own this magic, and it represents a lot more than your heritage.”
“And it can’t completely reject me?” I clarified. “Does that mean it can be given to anyone?”
My father spoke up, prompting me to glance at him. “No, it doesn’t,” he replied grimly. “The reason the sigil won’t reject you is because it should be able to detect the lifeforce inside of you that came from me. It’s just that, with your body being so different than what it would expect, it might not want to unify with you right away.”
“Right,” my mother agreed. “The part that can’t be seen is the part that matters most. Although, there are different types of sigils. Mine could theoretically be passed on to anyone who had enough magic, but not very many mages could accept it – you have way more magic than what is common, mainly because you’re my daughter. There are different qualifications for each sigil.”
I focused on the symbol on my mother’s chest as she spoke, examining the intricate pattern. My brow furrowed again. “But wait, I’m not taking the sigil away from you, am I?”
My mother shook her head. “No. As your father mentioned earlier, there are a few rare sigils that will only accept one owner and can’t be replicated, essentially. Usually those are given to the sovereign of each magical race, with the elves actually having a sigil that chooses their ruler. But most others can be passed on so long as the appropriate qualifications are met.”
I took a deep breath and nodded, realizing I was delaying a little. I sincerely was curious about all this, but I also wasn’t looking forward to the pain they said I’d never forget.
“Ready?” my mother asked.
I nodded again, prompting my dad to come closer.
“I have to place my hands on your skin,” he explained, reaching underneath my shirt from the side.
“That’s fine,” I replied, lifting up my elbows as his warm hands slid underneath my clothing to rest on my upper chest and back.
“Ready?” he asked this time.
I took another deep breath, bracing myself. “Ready.”
He didn’t say anything else, but I knew it was happening, because suddenly it felt like someone held a flaming torch up to my chest and back.
Like, actual fire, being held right up to my skin.
I started to scream, falling to my knees as he let go, only to realize I wasn’t the only one screaming. I looked up in horror, my vision trailing a ribbon of purple light leading away from me…to Jasmyn. She was writhing on the floor, looking like she was in a thousand times more pain than I was, as if someone had thrown her into a bonfire and she was burning alive. She shrieked at the top of her lungs as her tail began writhing around, knocking over everything in sight.
“What’s going on?!” my mother shrieked at the top of her lungs, before answering her own question. “They bonded?!” she exclaimed. “Axel!” she snapped when he didn’t answer her immediately.
I had never heard my dad sound afraid before, but his voice was terrified. “Y-Yes! I didn’t know that mattered!” he retorted.
“Of course it matters!” my mom yelled at him.
“How was I supposed to know?!” he yelled back. “I’ve never passed this on before! And I’ve never seen the process with someone who had bonded with another! It happens too rarely!”
They continued arguing as I slammed my head into the floor, the pain only increasing – spreading – running down my back and into my gut. But even worse than that was the earsplitting sound in my ears as Jasmyn continued shrieking at the top of her lungs.
‘No,’ I pleaded in my thoughts. ‘No!’
She couldn’t accept this. I didn’t know why the spell was affecting her too, but she wouldn’t be able to accept the sigil. She didn’t meet the qualifications. The horrifying pain she was in only reinforced that fact. It hurt me so badly, and yet it was hurting her so much worse.
I was on fire, but she was in hell, stuck in the center of a volcano.
I fell to my side, beginning to writhe around in agony as the spell really began to sink in. Jasmyn’s shrieks only grew in pitch, her tail destroying everything in sight now. I tried to look at her, my eyelids refusing to obey me, just barely being able to see the ribbon of light connecting us. It was purple on my end, but in the middle it turned bright white, before transitioning into a brilliant yellow as it entered into Jasmyn’s chest.
I had to do something. I didn’t know what, but I had to do something.
‘Please,’ I begged, trying to speak to the magic now. ‘Please accept me. Make it stop.’
An intense wave of agony washed over me, shattering my thoughts for a few moments. I realized I was screaming again once I could think, but my pitch couldn’t hide Jasmyn’s shrieks.
‘Stop hurting her!’
I reached out towards the ribbon, shocked to discover I could touch it. I grasped it tightly in my hand, trying to pull it away from her. Trying to break the bond, but it wouldn’t work. It was like the ethereal ribbon had no limit to its length, or rather I just wasn’t pulling it at all, even though I could touch it. My hand felt like it was tugging, but nothing happened. It continued to waver in the air like a flowing stream, refusing to become taut no matter how hard I tried pulling.
‘No!’ I shrieked in my thoughts. ‘Accept me!’
I let go and slammed my fist into the floor as hard as I could, hearing something snap in my hand as a bone broke. And yet, the agonizing pain in my body was so intense, I didn’t even notice any pain in my hand. I punched the floor again, combined with another snap.
‘Accept me!’
I gritted my teeth together as something stopped me from punching the floor a third time, struggling fiercely at whatever unseen force held me tight.
‘No!’ I shrieked at the sigil in my head. ‘You WILL accept me! You will accept me NOW! My father is a dragon!’
I freed myself from whatever was holding me back and slammed my head into the ground again.
‘I…’
I clenched my jaws together, feeling a prickling sensation all over my body, like someone was stabbing me with a thousand knives.
Stabbing me in the throat. Stabbing me in the jaw. Stabbing me in the hands, in the arms, in my shoulders, in my lower back, my thighs, my calves, my feet.
‘I AM…’
I opened my mouth and slammed my teeth shut again, looking up at the ribbon connecting me and my friend. I snagged it again with my clawed hand, rows of amethyst scales running up my forearm.
“I AM…” I began yelling out loud. “I AM A DRAGON!” I screamed.
I tightened my grip on the ribbon, feeling a truth settle into my core as I stared at the brilliant snowy luminescence directly in the middle, watching it glow even brighter. Watching it spread.
I opened my mouth a second time to finish my statement.
“AND WE ARE ONE!” I shrieked, my voice holding steady.
All at once, a burst of light filled the room, the ribbon glowing brightly as all the color vanished. What had once been the merging of violet and gold, was now a unity of magic, solidified into a single color. A single unity. A single bond.
I collapsed on the floor, breathing heavily, the room spinning all around me. My chest and back were still on fire, though it wasn’t painful anymore. I stared at my humanoid hand, limp on the ground, unable to process what I was seeing, unable to understand why my palm was dark gray while the back of my hand was dark purple – why it was covered in scales. Why those scales only went up to the middle of my forearm before transitioning into dark gray skin. Why the colors complemented each other so perfectly.
After what felt like forever, I heard someone calling my name.
I blinked, my eyes finally focusing, only to realize my mom and dad were both right there, trying to get me to respond to them. I couldn’t think though. I pulled my hand closer to my face against the floor, running my gray fingertips from my forehead to my lips, my claws just barely gliding over my skin. It felt normal, at least until I touched my jawline. Suddenly my skin…no, my scales were hard. I reached down further to feel the smooth hard surface of my neck, only to be confused when my soft skin returned just past my collar bones.
It was like I had a casing of leathery jewels covering my throat, the same texture on my forearms and the back of my hand.
My mom grabbed my hand then, pulling it away from my body as she clasped it in her own.
“Sweetie, say something,” she urged, sounding desperate.
I blinked again.
She looked at my father, even more distressed. “Axel, I don’t know what’s wrong with her! I don’t know what this is!”
I blinked yet again, before my mind unexpectedly began working. A single thought – a single word – a single name, popping into my head.
I abruptly sat up gasping. “Jasmyn!”
I quickly shoved past them on my hands and knees as I urgently crawled towards the limp form lying unconscious across the room. It was pitch-black now, because the lamps in the room were all destroyed, but I could see her just fine.
I sucked in a sharp breath as I wrapped my arms underneath her back and pulled her limp torso into my lap. Once I got her head against my shoulder, I reached up with a clawed hand to touch her cheek, only to freeze when I saw something peeking out of the top of her clothing. I quickly grabbed her shirt and pulled it down, revealing a familiar symbol in between her cleavage.
I gasped again, uncertain of what this meant. Did it accept her after all? Was she going to be okay?
I immediately tightened my embrace as I lowered my head, resting my pointy ear against her chest, trying to hear her heart better. Normally my senses were sharp, but they felt temporarily muted, like when I was human – I suspected due to the strain of what I just experienced wearing my body out.
Lub-dub. Lub-dub. Lub-dub.
It sounded normal.
Unexpectedly, I felt a hand run through my black hair as the sound of her heartbeat was eclipsed with a low groan. I tried to lift my head to look at her, but she immediately tightened her embrace, pressing my cheek firmly against her chest.
“T-That…was…awful…” she said almost inaudibly. Her body was trembling now.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, pressing my face into her even more.
She freed the arm pinned between us and wrapped it around my back, her fingers reaching up to grab my neck as she hugged my head more tightly. She then gasped, feeling the scales there more intently.
“W-What happened?” she asked. “This feels like my scales.”
“I don’t know,” I admitted. “And I don’t care right now. I just want to know you’re okay.”
She pushed herself upright more, so that now she was facing me, my head still snug against her. I looked up at her, my chin on her sigil, confused when I saw her glowing gold irises.
“You want something?” I whispered.
Her eyes widened in surprise, before she shook her head, the glow dimming. “N-No. I mean, I wanted to know what happened.” She paused. “And I’m okay,” she added.
I nodded, pulling away until we were sitting in front of each other, me on my knees, while she looked like she was sitting on her rear with her tail snaking around everywhere, her torso turned towards me. Our hands were clasped together in my lap.
“I’m sorry,” I repeated.
She didn’t get the chance to answer as we were both momentarily distracted by a yellow light suddenly appearing in the room. I glanced behind me to see that my dad was hanging the lamp from the kitchen on the wall. I didn’t see my mom though, so I spun around the other way only to flinch when I realized she was standing right there.
Her expression was reserved, speaking up when I noticed her. “I’m not sure we should risk giving you mine,” she admitted quietly.
She then dropped to her heels, and reached out to pull my shirt down a little, before her eyes flickered towards the more visible marking on Jasmyn’s chest thanks to my tugging on her shirt earlier.
She sighed. “It’s already a miracle this worked with your father’s sigil with you two being bonded.”
“What does that mean anyway?” I asked seriously. “Why did it affect Jasmyn?”
She took a deep breath and then leaned backward to fall on her butt, before tugging on her leather pants as she crossed her legs. She looked at each of us before responding. “It means your magic is sort of connected now. That ethereal thread linking you two is always there, even if you can’t always see it.”
Jasmyn and I exchanged a glance, still holding hands, as she continued.
“Bonding is usually a good thing. Mages who successfully sync their magic together can increase how quickly they can recover their energy. They can also sometimes defend against certain types of magic, like curse spells, so long as both individuals haven’t been cursed. Or, so long as one of the mages has an immunity to certain types of curses.”
She paused. “For example, Alyssa you should be immune to a lot of basic curse spells because you’re part demon. But now Jasmyn will share that immunity because your magic is bound together.” She sighed. “But it’s a bad thing for something like receiving a sigil. Everything becomes unpredictable then. In this situation, it seemed to actually speed up the process, but that isn’t always the case. It might have tortured you both for hours before rejecting you, all because you’re connected to your friend.”
I gawked at her. “Faster?!” I exclaimed. “What do you mean by faster?!”
She gave me a weak smile. “Sweetie, that whole thing only lasted a few minutes.”
I just stared at her in disbelief. “It felt like forever,” I whispered.
“An eternity,” Jasmyn agreed, shivering at the all too recent memory.
My mom nodded. “Pain will do that, unfortunately. It can make each second seem like it never ends.” She sighed again. “But, it’s over now. I really wanted to give you my sigil too, but I don’t want to risk it after seeing that. I was sure it would have accepted you easily, but now…”
I let go of one of Jasmyn’s hands and reached out to grab my mom’s. “It’s okay,” I replied quietly. “Dad’s was the one that counted, right?”
She nodded somberly. “Yes, you’ll be fine without mine, but you absolutely must have his. The fact that you’re a demon with a draconic sigil will indicate to most that you’re my daughter anyway. Normally demons and dragons wouldn’t be able to have children – your father and I are a unique case, since he can shapeshift. While it’s possible that there may be other demon-human hybrids running around, no other of our kind would have such a marking on them.” She glanced at Jasmyn. “And certainly no Nagas would have a draconic sigil.”
“I’m sorry,” my friend whispered.
My mother shook her head. “No need to apologize. While what you experienced was even worse than I would have anticipated, you actually made this easier on Alyssa.”
“I did?” she asked in surprise, holding her gaze, before looking at me shyly.
“Yes,” my mom continued. “Like I said, the whole process lasted a few minutes, which is about how long it would have been had the sigil accepted her right away, minus the pain. In a way, you took on Alyssa’s burden and protected her from the majority of it.”
Jasmyn looked up at her in shock. “I…I protected her?” she whispered.
“You did,” she replied confidently. “Just like you promised.”
Jasmyn looked like she was about to cry, prompting me to reach out and pull her into another hug. After a moment, my mom spoke up again.
“You two should go to bed. You both look like you haven’t slept in days.”
I nodded in agreement, letting go of Jasmyn to get to my feet, feeling a little dizzy once I did. My mom reached out to steady me, already on her feet herself, only to walk with us to my room. I crawled into bed, feeling relieved when Jasmyn laid down behind me and pulled me against her like she was snuggling a doll again. I could feel that my body was back to normal – normal, as in, my demon form. The scales were all gone now, absorbed back into my body much like my wings and tail did.
The door slowly closed until only a crack was left, before my mom disappeared into the kitchen. I could hear them begin to discuss what had happened, wondering what the purple scales meant. The most logical conclusion was that I had inherited some of my dad’s traits after all, though they had assumed that wouldn’t have happened given that he was a human now. Granted, it wasn’t like shapeshifter relationships were very well documented. This was all new for them.
My dad also explained that he had mentioned the bonding in the letter he sent – the one she hadn’t received because she was already on her way. After a short discussion about it, they both grew silent for a little while. I was beginning to wonder if they had gone to bed and I hadn’t noticed, but then my mother spoke up again quietly.
“I’m sorry for yelling at you.”
My dad sighed. “I yelled at you too,” he reminded her.
“I know,” she agreed. “It’s just that…we’ve been together for four-hundred and seventy-one years, and I don’t think I’ve ever yelled at you.”
“Umm, yeah you have,” he retorted, his tone sounding playful.
She made a sharp hiss. “That’s not what I’m talking about.” She paused. “That doesn’t count!” she added more loudly, as if she was responding to his expression. She then groaned in annoyance. “I’m about to take you outside mister,” she retorted.
“Please do,” he said cheerfully.
“Maybe I will,” she sneered.
I heard a chair scoot as someone stood up. There was a short pause before another chair scooted too, and then the front door opened and closed. I heard giggling slowly fade away into the night as they moved further away from the house, thankful when all I could hear was chirping insects and Jasmyn’s rhythmic breathing behind me.
I sighed heavily, pushing against my best friend more as my mind drifted off to sleep.




Chapter 18: Magicbound

I woke up to the sound of glass quietly clinking together in the living room, only to realize I was alone. I urgently sat up and scooted to the edge of the bed, stopping when my eye caught something gold on the small table in my room.
I gasped.
It was the ring I had given Jasmyn.
I immediately bolted for the door, sucking in a sharp breath of relief when I saw her carefully setting a piece of glass in a small wooden bucket. For half a second, I was afraid she left. She hadn’t noticed me, probably because I could move so quietly in my demon form, so I retreated back into my room to grab the ring, realizing the gold chain was broken.
Now that I thought about it, she wasn’t wearing the necklace after we received my dad’s sigil. I realized it must have gotten torn off when she was writhing around in pain. The memory of seeing her body move the way it did made me cringe, but I pushed it aside.
I went rummaging through a drawer to find my old pendant necklace, which was still one of my most precious possessions even though the onyx gem was gone. I had snagged the necklace many times before, but the chain never broke. Now that I knew it was magical, I suspected it might have been spelled to be a lot stronger than it looked, which meant…
I carefully picked up the gold ring to thread the delicate-looking chain through it, admiring the crimson gem as I did so. I then hid it in my hand behind my back, and carefully stepped out of my bedroom to approach Jasmyn from behind while she continued to pick up shards of glass from an oil lamp. She was dressed in her black corset again, revealing an intricate pattern on her upper back that matched my own.
The room really was a mess. No one had bothered cleaning up yet, and I could tell from my friend’s expression that she was beating herself up about it. At least it didn’t look like she had gotten hurt last night. Her tail was usually pretty tough.
She finally noticed my approach in the corner of her eye and bolted upright. “Oh,” she gasped in surprise. “Alyssa, I’m sorry. Did I wake you up? I was trying to be quiet.”
The sun had already risen, but it was still fairly early in the morning.
I shook my head even though she had woken me, my expression determined. I then pointed in front of me. “Come here,” I demanded, my voice sounding a little more firm than I was intending.
She blanched, looking like she was about to pass out. But she complied, slithering closer.
“Lower,” I whispered more gently, prompting her to lower her upper body until she was actually shorter than me. I then held out my hand, her eyes widening as I let the ring dangle freely, before trying to slip on the necklace.
However, unexpectedly, she pulled away a little, raising herself back up to my height.
I gasped in surprise. “What’s wrong?” I whispered.
She clasped both of her hands over her chest, her voice coming out almost inaudible. “I feel like I stole this from your family,” she admitted quietly.
That’s when I realized her hands were clasped in front of the sigil on her chest.
She quickly continued. “And I’ve taken some of your mom’s clothing too. I don’t feel right about it. Any of it.”
With the necklace in my left palm now, I reached out and grabbed her clasped hands, pulling them away from her chest a little. “You didn’t steal this,” I reassured her. “You’re sharing it with me.” I then held up the necklace. “And this is mine,” I agreed firmly. “Just because you’re wearing it doesn’t change that.”
Her eyes widened in surprise.
“But because it’s mine,” I continued. “You have to wear it. You don’t get to choose not to wear it, as if it was yours. This isn’t just some random accessory. This is my necklace – my ring – and you’re my friend. My best friend. So you have to wear it, even if you don’t want to.”
She stared at me in disbelief, her eyes slowly filling with tears. I knew that my tone, and my overall argument, was a little too intense. A little too possessive, implying that both she and the ring were mine, but I didn’t really care. And she didn’t try to argue with me either.
Even if it was intense, I felt like this was the only logic that would work on her. She’d likely feel bad about wearing the ring otherwise, even if I insisted, but if instead she felt like she didn’t have a choice…
As I held up my hand again to try to put it on her, my expression firm, she lowered her upper body a few inches, allowing me to slip it over her white hair. This chain was a little smaller than the other had been, but I was still able to get it over her head easily. I definitely needed to give her a haircut though. And soon.
“It shouldn’t break again,” I reassured her. “So, from now on you can’t take this off unless you need to use the ring, or I give you permission first, okay?”
“Okay,” she whispered, feeling the chain and ring with her fingers. She then cleared her throat, looking up at me from her lowered position. “H-How did you fix it?” she wondered.
“Oh. I didn’t. It’s not the same chain,” I explained. “It’s the one from my pendant, so it’s extra special now.”
She nodded again, her cheeks turning rosy.
I sighed then as I glanced around the wrecked room. Jasmyn had already cleaned up most of the shards of glass, even meticulously picking up the tiny ones, but my dad’s books were still everywhere, some of them damaged. The bookshelf and small table were both broken, my dad’s chair overturned, and one of the boards in the wall was even cracked too. At least none of the damage was completely irreparable, assuming one of the torn books wasn’t overly valuable.
I nodded to myself as I began heading across the room, only for the end of Jasmyn’s tail to snake around my waist, pulling me to a stop. I looked back at her in surprise.
“I can do it,” she whispered. “I made this mess, so you shouldn’t have to clean it up.”
I shook my head, gently reaching down to rub her blue leathery skin. “That’s what friends are for,” I reassured her. “Besides, I’d really like to cut your hair, so we can comb it out properly. If I let you do all this, then I’ll be waiting forever.”
She looked at me in surprise. “O-Okay,” she stuttered.
“It’s fine if I cut your hair, right?” I clarified, feeling like I was letting my previous argument go to my head now. She didn’t get a choice in regards to wearing the ring, as far as I was concerned, but that didn’t mean she didn’t get to have choices at all. Although, with how timid she could be, I wouldn’t be surprised if she let me make most of her choices without complaining. But I certainly wasn’t going to do that. I wanted her to learn how to be more confident in her decisions.
“Y-Yes,” she replied, looking embarrassed now. “Of course.”
“Good,” I replied cheerfully, looking forward to the experience.
We both began working on putting the living room back in order for a while in silence, only to be surprised when my parents came through the front door in the kitchen. My mom was still wearing her leather corset and pants, while my dad likewise had the same pants from last night. I had assumed they were in their bedroom, sleeping.
And here we had been trying to be quiet for no reason.
“You’re just now back?” I asked in disbelief.
They exchanged a glance, before my dad replied. “Your mother loves to sleep with me in my original form,” he explained. “And I can’t exactly fit in the house when I’m a dragon. We were close by though, in case someone unwelcomed showed up.”
My mom had a huge grin on her face. “His belly is so warm and soft!” she added.
I cringed, knowing she was talking about my dad’s dragon belly, but only being able to visualize his human stomach because he was standing there shirtless. It had never bothered me before, but my mom’s overly enthusiastic reaction, and the memory of them kissing last night just made me uncomfortable. I cleared my throat to change the subject.
“R-Right. We’re almost done cleaning up, and then I was planning on cutting Jasmyn’s hair afterwards.”
“Ooo!” my mom squealed. “Do you mind if I help?” she asked excitedly.
“Oh,” I hesitated, considering it. Honestly, I didn’t really know how to cut hair beyond chopping it off, whereas my mom knew exactly what she was doing. “Maybe you can teach me?” I offered.
She nodded with a grin. “Yep! We can start at the end, so I can show you what to do. That way, by the time we cut it around her shoulders, you should be able to do it all on your own.”
I smiled at the idea. “Okay!” I agreed, just as excited now. I was glad my mom seemed to have really taken a liking to Jasmyn. I glanced over at my friend to see she was smiling warmly too.
“Also,” my mom continued. “Later on, I’d like you to give me your father’s sigil as well.”
I looked at her in surprise. “I can give it to you?” I asked in confusion. She nodded, prompting another question. “Then, how come dad didn’t just give it to you?” I added.
“It’s a unique condition of this type of sigil,” she explained. “Your father can’t pass it on to me, but my child can.”
“Oh,” I replied simply, my brow furrowing as an uncomfortable thought popped into my head. “That’s not why…why you had me, right?” I wondered tentatively.
Her eyes widened in shock, before she abruptly closed the gap between us, wrapping me in her arms. “Of course not, sweetie,” she reassured me. “I don’t need your father’s sigil, but it would be nice to have more permanent proof that I’m his wife.” She held up her hand. “A wedding ring is nice, but these break easily. This one I currently have is spelled to be more durable, but if I had to go all out in a fight with someone, my magic would destroy it.”
“Oh…okay.” I nodded to myself, feeling foolish for having thought that. I held her more tightly underneath where her wings came out of her back. She then kissed me on the cheek, prompting me to clarify. “I’d still give it to you either way,” I admitted. “I just wondered.”
She nodded with a warm smile. “It’s alright dear. But if obtaining a draconic sigil was my priority, then I would have pushed for you to receive it years ago. Instead, I sealed away your magic and delayed you getting it, so you could have a more normal life with the humans.” She paused. “Your father wouldn’t be able to live with you in the demon’s territory,” she clarified.
I nodded, having already figured that out on my own, squeezing her tighter. “Thank you,” I whispered.
Even though life had kind of sucked for the last few years, it didn’t change the fact that my parents had done a lot to allow me to live a fairly normal life and see both of them frequently.
I finally pulled away then, expecting to give it to her now. However, she declined, saying it could wait. I assumed she was refusing because she didn’t want me to think she hadn’t been sincere about her previous statement, so I pressed the issue.
Once she finally agreed to do it, she loosened up her leather corset, so I could place my hands in the middle of her stomach and lower back. Her navel had already been showing previously, but I had to place my hands a little higher.
Apparently, the sigil appeared wherever the palms were placed, centralized on the body, with the chest being the most ideal location while the stomach was the second best. However, unlike my experience, my mom just smiled warmly as the familiar black tattoo appeared over her dark gray skin.
There was no pain at all.
My dad noticed my confused look, explaining that meeting the condition of being my mother wasn’t something that was difficult for the sigil to recognize. We waited for a few minutes for the process to finish, and then it was over, just like that.
As she tightened her corset on the sides, I saw that about a third of the symbol was visible beneath the shiny black leather.
“Thank you,” she replied with a pleased grin, glancing endearingly at my father.
“Of course,” I responded simply. “You’re welcome.”
Afterwards, even though we were already almost done cleaning the living room, both of my parents helped with the rest of it. My dad then went outside to get some boards to fix the cracked ones inside the house – apparently, I had cracked a few on the floor with my head too. In the meantime, my mom began showing me how to cut Jasmyn’s hair in the kitchen, snipping off an inch from the bottom before having me try.
It wasn’t strange not going to school today, because I would have had the day off anyway. And it probably wouldn’t feel weird until the day after tomorrow, when classes would resume. Although, I wasn’t sure how I was really going to feel about it – being ostracized like that.
I supposed it would be nice to stay home all day with Jasmyn.
Maybe I could teach her to read and write.
As I focused on what I was doing, only cutting an inch off at a time to practice, my thoughts began wandering back to last night. Specifically, to the ethereal ribbon that had appeared.
“Mom,” I said hesitantly, my voice trailing off as I snipped some of Jasmyn’s snowy hair.
“Yes?”
I glanced at her, seeing her crimson eyes examining me warmly. My gaze then fell down to her chest, examining the intricate pattern of her first sigil against her dark gray skin. “That thing that was connecting me and Jasmyn,” I continued slowly.
“The thread of magic?” she clarified. She continued when I gave her a small nod. “It’s a sign of your bond,” she explained. “When two mages successfully sync their magic, they become what’s called magicbound. It can be done artificially too with a summoning spell, but that type of magic is forbidden because both parties don’t have to consent for it to work.”
“Oh,” I said in surprise, dropping the scissors down to my side as I recalled that I had sort of forced my magic on Jasmyn. “But that can’t happen with regular bonding, right?” I clarified.
“Right,” she agreed. “Both people have to be willing to bond for it to work.”
I nodded as I went back to practicing on Jasmyn’s hair, relieved that this hadn’t happened against my friend’s will. “But what about the colors?” I wondered.
“What about them?” she repeated.
“I mean, like why were there different colors?” I clarified.
“Oh, because just like mages have different types of magic, the color of their magic is often different too. Red, blue, and yellow are the most common. For instance, my magic is inherently blue, which is why my flames are usually blue. Your father’s magic would be red if he could use it. And then, your magic is purple, a combination of red and blue, while Jasmyn’s magical energy must be yellow.”
She paused. “Children usually inherit the color of their magic from one of their parents, so you having a combined color is fairly unique. And if you combine yellow, red, and blue light then you get white light,” she added, anticipating my next question about why the colors changed to white.
My brow furrowed as I thought about that, knowing it wasn’t the same with paint. You just get ugly brown, but I supposed light must be different. “But why did it change?” I asked.
She took a deep breath. “If I had to guess, you were only partially bound together before, fully syncing towards the end.” She paused. “And to be honest, your syncing is probably what ended the ritual. It seemed like you were in a lot less pain once those purple scales started appearing, but the process couldn’t end with Jasmyn attached to you. But when you fully synced, it ended just like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis.
I nodded slowly, all of us falling silent for a minute as I considered that, my thoughts wandering back to something else she had mentioned. “But how do you know what color dad’s magic is?” I asked. “Is it because you have a ribbon connecting you two?”
She shook her head. “No, being magicbound is very rare. If I was going to try to do it with anyone, then it would be your father, but he isn’t capable of bonding like that. And I know it’s red because it’s the only way you would have ended up with purple magic.” She grinned. “After all this time together with your father, I learned something new about him last night.”
“Oh,” I replied simply, focusing on what I was doing again.
Jasmyn’s hair was still pretty long, even after snipping off a few inches, so I was working on a section by her arm when she shifted her weight slightly. The change in posture made me notice the strings holding her corset together, only to realize that there was a white marking on her skin. She was already pale, but the pure white pattern made it look like she had a suntan in comparison.
I reached out without thinking to tug in between the strings a little.
“H-Hey!” Jasmyn exclaimed, sounding embarrassed.
“Sorry,” I replied sincerely. “I was just trying to get a better look at your skin. You have something on it.”
She lifted her arm and twisted her body to try to see, only for my mom to gently grab her elbow to look more closely herself. She then reached down to begin untying the knot holding it all together.
“H-Hey!” Jasmyn repeated, her face turning red now.
“I’m not taking it off,” my mom reassured her. “Just hold it up while we look.”
Honestly, I didn’t know why Jasmyn was so embarrassed, since I had found her naked to begin with. But then again, I supposed if she had actually been living with people previously, then she was probably used to wearing clothes. Needless to say, my friend immediately wrapped her arms around her chest to keep the corset from falling down as my mom folded the back side to get a better look.
The snowy pattern was like elegant vines that created a band going around her torso just underneath her chest. My mom traced the pattern with her finger momentarily before glancing at me.
“Alyssa, lift up your shirt too.”
My eyes widened in surprise, before I reached down to pull my shirt up to just below my chest. Sure enough, the exact same pattern was wrapped around my torso, the brilliant white a sharp contrast against my gray skin, to the point that it almost looked like it was glowing faintly.
“Is this from being magicbound?” I asked in shock.
My mom didn’t answer right away, prompting me to meet her gaze. Her brow was furrowed, appearing deep in thought.
After a moment, she responded. “I think so,” she agreed. “That seems to make the most sense, considering you both have it. I’ve heard of markings like this appearing when the forbidden version is used, but I’ve not heard of this.” She reached out to trace the pattern along my ribs before continuing. “That doesn’t mean this is rare for those who are naturally magicbound,” she reassured me. “I just haven’t heard of it is all.” She laughed then. “Despite having been around for over a millennium, even I don’t know everything.”
I nodded as I looked at Jasmyn’s pattern again, realizing her gaze was focused intently on mine. Her gold eyes were glowing just slightly.
“Want to touch it?” I wondered, feeling like that’s what was on her mind.
She gasped. “Can I?”
“Of course,” I replied warmly.
With one arm still firmly holding the corset in place, she reached out and gently began tracing the pattern like my mom had done. “Pretty,” she whispered, almost to herself. She then met my gaze, her face turning red. “It looks a lot better on you,” she admitted. “You can barely see it on my skin.”
I shrugged. “I think it looks good on you,” I reassured her. “And now we have three matching tattoos,” I added, referring to the sigil being on both our fronts and backs.
She nodded, her eyes shifting to the top of my shirt where I suspected a little bit of the black marking was peeking out, since I was also pulling down with my thumbs as I bunched my shirt up around my chest.
After a moment, my mom spoke up again. “Well, honey, I think you might be ready to cut her hair for real, if you want to give it a try.”
“Oh, right,” I agreed, dropping my shirt. My mom then began tightening the corset again for Jasmyn as I grabbed the scissors I had set down.
Unfortunately, I messed up a little on her hair by making it shorter than I intended, but she didn’t mind. It was still about shoulder length, though just barely. I then combed it out for her, giving her a part down the side.
No wonder it had been so tangled – even being this short, her hair was ridiculously thick. By the time I was done, I felt very accomplished. She was already really pretty, but she looked adorable with her hair shorter and combed out.
“How do I look?” she asked nervously.
“Beautiful!” I blurted out, causing her face to turn bright red. “And extra cute too!” I added, encouraged by her reaction.
“You really are,” my mom agreed. “And I take back what I said about all Nagas being rude. You’re definitely one of the sweetest girls I’ve ever met.”
“T-Thank you,” Jasmyn whispered, one of her hands clasped tightly over her black tattoo.
“And that’s saying something!” I added, feeling mischievous. “Because my mom is really old!”
“Hey!” my mom retorted, giving me a playful glare. “I look no older than a human in their early twenties, thank you,” she humphed.
“Still old,” I mumbled, earning myself another glare. I sighed then, my grin fading. “Mom, do you really have to go?” I wondered. “Can’t this new fons’radix wait?”
Her expression dropped too. “I’m sorry, sweetie. But no, it can’t wait. The risk they pose to the world is far too great. Most of the ones I’ve met over the centuries have been decent people, but every once in a while, a bad one appears.” She paused with a grimace. “But you don’t need to worry about any of that,” she reassured me. “I’m sure this person will be fine. And like I said before, maybe we’ll be lucky and it’s just a powerful mage that’s shown up in the area.”
I nodded somberly. “How long do you think you’ll be gone?”
She sighed. “I wish I knew. It just depends on the person. Might be months…” She paused. “Could be years…”
“Years?!” I exclaimed.
“But I’ll come visit,” she clarified. “If I’ve been gone longer than half a year, then I’ll stop by for a few days.” She hesitated, only to quickly continue when she saw my expression. “And I’ll try to visit more frequently than that if I can. It just depends on the person, and how confident I feel about leaving them alone while I’m teaching them.”
I sighed. “I mean, they’re alone now, right?”
“Yeah, but…” She shook her head and pulled me into a hug. “I’m sorry, sweetie. It’s just how it is. And after I’m done, I’ll take a break so you can see me every day, okay?”
“Okay,” I sniffled. I hadn’t even realized I was teary-eyed. I pulled away slightly then. “We’ll just have to make these two days count then.”
She grimaced. “Oh, sweetie, I’m sorry.”
“W-What?” I stammered.
“The fons’radix was active again last night, so I have to leave sooner now.”
“B-But how do you know?” I asked in disbelief.
She held up her left hand, showing me her two rings. “I said this ring had been spelled to let me know if you had taken off your pendant,” she reminded me, speaking of the gold ring on her middle finger with the onyx stone. “But that’s not its original purpose. This ring is one of the most powerful artifacts in the world. It’s connected to teleportation stones in the capitals of each of the magical races, and more importantly, it allows me to sense the flow of magic in each region.” She paused. “When a powerful mage uses their magic, it’s very noticeable for those who have a way to detect it.”
I just stared at her in disbelief. “H-How soon?” I finally asked.
She sighed heavily. “Tomorrow morning. The mage in question is very close to elven territory, so I’ll be teleporting there.” She paused again to evaluate my dejected posture. “Alyssa, really I should have teleported there two days ago when I first sensed them, instead of making the trip here, and then I definitely should have left last night. If they move locations in the next day, then I won’t be able to find them again unless they use their magic.” She sighed. “But I wanted to be able to spend time with you and your father before I have to leave for a while.”
I nodded somberly. “I’m glad you came back,” I whispered.
“Me too,” she agreed firmly. “I can’t believe a monster like that was here of all places. I wish I could kill him again.”
It was strange hearing my mom call the shapeshifter a monster when dad was one too. But then again, being a monster was more than just what was on the outside. A person’s heart was the important part, and that man had definitely been a monster – the complete opposite of my father in every way.
“Then…” I began hesitantly. “I guess we’ll just have to make today count?”
She nodded decisively. “Yes, we will make today count,” she agreed.




Chapter 19: Classmates

My mom left early in the morning just like she said. She claimed that the fons’radix had been active again later in the afternoon, using up a ridiculous amount of magic, but she was committed to at least giving our family the one day, explaining that the elves would have contacted her via the ring if it was an emergency.
We all woke up before the sun rose to wish her goodbye, watching her use the ring’s teleportation magic to instantly reach the elven capital. It was a one-way spell though. She couldn’t just magically return out of thin air. There had to be a teleportation anchor – an established location – for her to travel to.
It had taken her two days of travel to reach town, with her leaving as soon as my pendant broke, only to arrive in the evening two days later. Yet, now she was traveling even further away than she had been, in the blink of an eye, using this unique magic.
A shadowy void appeared when she activated it, allowing her to step through and disappear from our sight. Just like that, she was there and then she was gone, the black portal disappearing soon after.
My mom left before the sun rose because it would already be morning for the elves, with them apparently being almost two hours ahead of us since they were so far in the east. It was strange to think that the sun had already risen there, even though it was still at least an hour away from rising here.
Before she left, she reminded my dad to just leave town if the people here decided to cause trouble. Suppressing the memories of everyone wasn’t feasible, due to the exorbitant amount of time it would require for her to use that magic on so many people, so she hadn’t bothered trying that option. Instead, we would just see how it played out, leaving if needed.
My mom also reminded me to avoid using any kinds of magical attacks if there were people around, in order to avoid collateral damage. She added that she was impressed I had so much control already, partially thanks to my syncing with Jasmyn, but that it would be better for me to run away than fight while I was untrained.
It was sad to see her go, especially knowing it might be a while before I saw her again, and yet I didn’t break down and start crying like I thought I might. I supposed it was because I had grown up thinking she only visited once a year at most. So knowing I might not see her for several months sucked, but it wasn’t as bad as what I had believed most of my life due to my mother’s memory enchantment.
Plus, I knew I’d be able to see my dad and Jasmyn every day, so I wouldn’t be lonely. Especially not with my best friend around. Especially not with her living with me.
Jasmyn and I went back to my room afterwards, but neither of us could get back to sleep, so we just talked softly instead. Granted, it wasn’t like we needed to be quiet. My dad certainly didn’t go back to sleep, instead staying outside for a while before coming in to cook breakfast.
Mr. Burrows came by later that day to talk to both me and my dad.
Jasmyn hid in my room while we spoke with him in the kitchen. I was, of course, in my human form even though the head of the Guard didn’t seem bothered by my other appearance. It felt like an automatic reflex though, to shift when another human was around.
But I definitely felt muted after having been in my demon form for almost two days straight – yesterday and most of today. My dulled senses were uncomfortable to say the least.
Mr. Burrows explained that too many families were concerned after discovering our secret, and that it would be best if I continued my studies at home for the time being.
“However,” he clarified, speaking more to my dad than me. “The principal, Wayne Harmon, has agreed to meet you two in town to walk her to school every day in order to find out what they will be studying and what the homework will be. That way she can stay on top of her studies, and–”
I cut him off. “Seriously?!” I exclaimed. “Why even bother making the trip there if I’m just going to have to come straight home?”
He shifted in his chair to focus on me, his expression gentle. “Because I don’t think it’s right for them to keep you out of school entirely – I want you to be able to go back one day. And having you show up every day – having everyone see you every day – is an important step to making that happen.”
I looked at my dad, who had his chin resting on his intertwined fingers, his elbows on the table. He spoke up in response to my glance.
“I don’t think it’s a bad idea,” he agreed. “I certainly don’t want you to fall behind. And you can use this time to also go back over some of the basics,” he added with a wink.
I stared at him for a moment, assuming he was referring to my desire to teach Jasmyn. There was no way they would ever let her go to school, so I could use the opportunity now to cover as much information as possible. And then, if I ever did get to attend class again, I could keep her caught up with me by teaching our lessons in the evenings, though I imagined it would be another year at least before she could follow what I was studying. Maybe longer. But it wasn’t like there were a ton of other things to do in the evening anyway. And, as long as I was by her side, I was confident I would enjoy whatever we were doing, even if it was schoolwork.
I sighed, crossing my arms over my chest as I leaned back in my seat. “Fine,” I agreed.
“Just–” Mr. Burrows began, before immediately shutting his mouth, like he was afraid to speak.
I sighed again. “Just what?”
He spoke hesitantly. “Just…please don’t hurt anyone if they do or say something harsh.”
I scoffed. “Why would I start now?” I asked seriously. “They’ve been mean to me basically all my life.”
His brow furrowed as he glanced at my dad, who just shrugged before speaking up. “I guess her classmates have been bullying her at school, thanks to the rumors about her mother.” He then met my gaze, seeming a little annoyed for once as he made his next statement. “I wasn’t aware it was so bad until recently…” He looked at the head of the Guard again. “But she’s gone through a lot without hurting anyone, including being slapped by her teacher for something the other students did.”
Mr. Burrows nodded in acknowledgement. “And I’m very sorry for that,” he apologized to me directly. “Your principal has assured me that nothing like that will happen again, and if it does, the consequences for your teacher will be severe. She’s already on leave, with Mrs. Boone taking over her class for now.”
“Then, who’s teaching her class?” I asked in surprise.
“Your principal is,” he explained. “The older students have essays they will be working on for the next few days, so they’ll be told to use the first half hour of class to focus on that while the principal is walking you a few streets away from the school.” He paused, glancing at my dad again. “The teacher next door will be checking in on them too, just to make sure everyone’s actually doing their work.”
I scoffed internally, doubting my dad cared what was happening with the other class. I didn’t bother asking about why Mr. Harmon would only be walking me partway to and from school. I knew it wasn’t for my sake. If anything, it was for the students. The adults were probably smart enough not to bother me, whereas the students were more unpredictable, being more immature. It was obvious no one was worried about me getting hurt. They were worried about me hurting someone else if they didn’t make the idiot go away.
Once I had agreed and Mr. Burrows elaborated on the details, he then began talking to my dad about the reconstruction plans for the destroyed homes, since he was a carpenter after all and would be helping out with the rebuilding. However, my dad noticed that I was ready to be done, considering the conversation didn’t involve me anymore, so he asked Mr. Burrows if they could talk on the porch instead.
I silently thanked him with an appreciative look, and he winked at me in return. He understood that I couldn’t just sneak into my room and risk our company seeing Jasmyn. Especially not when the door to my room was so close to the kitchen entrance.
I knew Jasmyn was excited about me staying home with her during the week, but she didn’t let it show. She was far too worried about me, feeling like she had messed up my life even though deep down she knew none of this was her fault.
She didn’t tell me any of that though.
Instead, I just somehow knew, and when I reassured her that she hadn’t messed up my life, instead making it better, and that I was looking forward to spending time with her too, she looked like she had seen a ghost.
Because it was like I had read her mind.
It didn’t take long until we realized that wasn’t far off from what was going on. Apparently, syncing our magic did a lot more than we initially believed. It was like our thoughts were slightly synced too. I certainly couldn’t hear words coming from her head, but I was beginning to pick up the general tone of her thoughts, anticipating what she wanted but was too afraid to ask. Like when she wanted to touch my snowy tattoo earlier, but was too embarrassed to say it.
She seemed mortified by that realization, her face bright red when we finally figured it all out. But I felt like it was a good thing, so I could help her learn how to be more confident about her decisions. I wasn’t going to be overly pushy, but if she knew I was aware of what was on her mind, then hopefully it would help her voice her thoughts.
And there was one thing in particular she had been wanting since she moved in, but had been afraid to ask.
She was in a house full of books all day, but couldn’t read any of them!
We had a few books that contained stories, so I promised that I would start reading to her every day, in addition to teaching her how to read. She was visibly ashamed because she felt like it would be an extra burden on me, but I was more than happy to do it. And honestly, I told her I wished she had asked sooner.
The next day my dad walked me halfway to school like normal, except he went a little further to meet up with Mr. Harmon. I was bringing my brown leather pack in order to take my books home, since they usually stayed in my desk at school. I had it slung over my shoulder, the single strap running across my chest while the bag rested against the opposite hip. It was weightless now, but I knew it would be really heavy for my human body once I got all my books stuffed inside.
The entire trip wouldn’t have been so bad were it not for the fact that Kain showed up at our house early in the morning to walk me to school too.
I had to admit I appreciated the fact that he didn’t try too hard to talk to me, especially when I made it clear I wasn’t interested in socializing, but I still didn’t like feeling as if everyone was babying me. I mean, having my dad take care of me was one thing, but I didn’t need Kain, Mr. Harmon, and Mr. Burrows treating me like a princess too, even if I was technically one.
Kain ended up talking with my dad most of the way, but then we were left standing there awkwardly in the street when my dad began socializing with Mr. Harmon. I kept my arms crossed, looking away and he thankfully took the hint.
My dad then asked if I wanted him to walk me to school as well, but I declined. I felt like the more people came, the more embarrassing this was going to be. Plus, I knew he needed to get to work himself. He hesitated, before reaching out to give my hand a squeeze and then took off down the street the way we had come. He probably wouldn’t have given me a choice if he was worried about me getting hurt, but we both knew that wouldn’t happen.
Mr. Harmon awkwardly greeted me, considering he hadn’t done so previously, and then began walking with stiff legs towards school. If anything, I think he appreciated having Kain there more than I did. However, once the school came in sight, I ended up being thankful they were both walking with me.
Kain reached up and rested his hand on my shoulder when we saw all the people clustered around the entrance of the school. And for once, I didn’t shrug it off. I wasn’t sure if they were all parents, here to make sure their kids were safe, or if they were just people who knew I was going to be showing up and wanted to catch a glimpse of the mysterious devil-girl.
Knowing that I was going to have all their eyes on me made my heart drop, a pang of anxiety filling my chest.
Without even thinking, I snagged Mr. Harmon’s hand like I would have grabbed my dad’s. I knew he had three daughters who were all older, so part of me hoped his dad-instincts would remind him of what it was like to have a girl my age. He looked down at me in shock, before tightening his grip when he saw my panicked expression.
The stiffness in his legs disappeared instantly, and his shoulder’s straightened, a renewed determination in his eyes.
And so we reached the throng of people like that, the crowd separating as we walked through, with Mr. Harmon holding my hand while Kain had his on my shoulder. No one said anything at all, not even a whisper, and my anxiety only escalated. I almost would have preferred them yelling out ‘devil’ instead of this. Their complete silence was worse.
I was relieved when we made it inside the building, only to discover it was silent within the school too, as if no one was here. But there were people here. Plenty of them. I saw a handful of empty seats as we passed doorways, but the majority of students were in attendance.
Every classroom we passed, every single student was silent, craning their necks to see into the hallway when they heard Mr. Harmon’s heavier footsteps. It was unnerving. I’d been in these halls for years and not once had it been this silent. I started to try to think of reasons why they would be so quiet, like maybe the teachers had threatened them with punishments if they even so much as whispered. I knew that had to be it. I couldn’t think of any other reason that made sense.
When we reached my classroom, Mrs. Boone stayed at her desk but gave me a reassuring smile, along with a simple greeting. She then gestured towards my desk in the row closest to the wall, where my books were stacked neatly, along with a note on top.
“I’ve got everything ready for you,” she said politely, not making any motion to get up to bring them to me.
I just stared at my desk like it was a world away, my anxiety preventing me from crossing the short distance to grab them myself. My gaze then swept over my peers, all of their eyes on me like I was on display for them to see.
And then my gaze caught a familiar one – a pair of green eyes, watching me with a reserved expression.
The moment I met Kaylee’s gaze, I felt like someone had stabbed me in the heart with a knife, reminding me of all the pain associated with her betrayal, along with the fact that I knew she’d never want to be friends now after what she had witnessed.
My eyes began to sting as I looked away and began rushing towards my desk to gather my books, ignoring it when a few of my peers squirmed in their seats like they instinctively wanted to run away. I stuffed my books in my bag as fast as I could, ready to escape this stupid hell.
However, just as I turned around, there was an abrupt commotion, along with Mrs. Boone yelling out someone’s name in a harsh tone.
“Kaylee!” she snapped.
I had already taken a step towards the door, stopping in my tracks when I saw that Kaylee was blocking my path now, her expression one I didn’t fully understand. I didn’t want to talk to her though. I didn’t want to hear what she might say. I averted my gaze and continued walking towards the side with the intention of going right past her.
She stepped in front of me again.
I looked up at her in shock. “What?!” I snapped, trying to sound angry instead of on the verge of tears. I wasn’t sure I was convincing though, with my vision becoming so blurry.
She didn’t respond.
Instead, she lunged for me and threw her arms around my shoulders, enveloping me in her embrace. I sucked in a sharp breath as she pressed her lips up to my ear, whispering with a hoarse voice, speaking just two words.
“Thank you.”
My composure broke, and I started sobbing, wrapping my arms around her waist. She tightened her grip on me, my shoulder becoming soaked with her tears.
Kaylee held onto me for several minutes before Mrs. Boone said her name again more gently, prompting her to pull away and wipe her eyes. I did the same, embarrassed by the mess on my face, but also glad that Kaylee was being nice to me for once. And thankful that it seemed sincere.
I sniffled as I tried to get the tears off my face, heading towards Mr. Harmon without saying goodbye to avoid my classmates seeing more of my crying than what they already had. Kain was still waiting in the hallway too, and even began following us down the hall before Mr. Harmon told him to go to class.
I had another spike of annoyance when he refused, feeling like he was babying me again.
“I’ll be fine,” I retorted firmly, only to feel bad about my tone. Because I had appreciated him being with me when we walked in. I quickly looked at him more meaningfully, before he got the chance to think I was ungrateful. “Thank you,” I whispered.
His eyes widened in surprise at the sudden shift in my demeanor, before he nodded, hesitantly turning around to go to class like he’d been told.
Mr. Harmon then grabbed my hand again, and walked me out of the building, keeping me close to his side as we made our way through the throng of people.
Just like before, no one said a word.




Chapter 20: Family

“Oh!” Jasmyn said cheerfully, staring at her name spelled out next to mine on the sheet of paper. “That’s what you meant when you said you wanted to spell it like yours.”
“Yep!” I replied. “Do you like it?”
She nodded eagerly, picking up the page from the kitchen table as she ran her finger over our names. The end of her bright blue tail lifted off the floor repeatedly in a rhythmic pattern, which I was beginning to suspect was a sign she was sincerely happy. It was sort of like a dog wagging its tail, except much more slowly, or maybe it was more like a person bouncing their foot while sitting.
The end of Jasmyn’s tail then grew still as she carefully picked up the pencil like I’d shown her before, when we practiced drawing shapes, and she meticulously copied our names a few times.
She looked up at me after a moment, while she was in the middle of writing my name for the fifth time. “Do you think you could read to me again?” she wondered eagerly.
“Sure,” I agreed with a warm smile.
I had read to her first thing when I got back home, and then we had just spent over an hour while she tried to learn how to properly use a pencil. Oddly enough, she preferred to hold it in her left hand, but I didn’t really care either way. Whatever she was comfortable with.
In response to my answer, she finished spelling out my name in a rush and then set the pencil down, only to lean forward to wrap her arms around me.
“Oh!” I said in surprise, returning her embrace. “Why the sudden hug?” I wondered. “Not that I don’t like it,” I clarified.
She took a deep breath, tightening her embrace. “I’m just so happy,” she whispered.
I smiled and rubbed her back gently. She pulled away a few seconds later, ready for me to continue reading one of the storybooks we had. I returned to my dad’s chair in the living room and began reading from where we left off, with her lying on her side on the floor, propped up on her elbow, her head resting in her palm.
As was now becoming my habit when humans weren’t around, I was in my demon form in order to reap the benefits of my heightened senses.
Thus, we didn’t get very far in the book before I paused, listening to footsteps approaching the house.
Heavy footsteps. Like my dad’s.
Was he coming home for lunch? I hadn’t thought to make anything yet because he usually didn’t come home for meals. It was too long of a walk. But then, as I listened, I realized they weren’t quite as heavy sounding as my dad’s, and the pacing wasn’t the same.
I stood up when they walked up to the door, fear gripping my chest when they knocked. My dad wouldn’t knock. Yet this person’s footsteps were too heavy to belong to a regular human, and so far I only knew of one other creature who had the same footsteps.
The shapeshifter.
“Get your ring ready,” I hissed urgently at Jasmyn, silently dashing across the room in an instant.
Now in the kitchen, I held up my hand, ready to blow up everything in the area if I had to. Black lightning began crackling around my body as my anxiety rose. I tried to keep my voice even, speaking loudly.
“Who is it?” I demanded.
I heard someone suck in a sharp breath in surprise, only to be shocked when a young boy’s voice responded.
“O-Oh, s-sorry. I’m looking for s-someone, and I was w-wondering if you could h-help me out,” he stammered.
My brow furrowed. “Who are you looking for?”
“The D-Dracul family,” he replied. “Yesterday, a man named M-Mather Sykes told me they w-were around here.”
My eyes widened in surprise. I didn’t know if I could believe this young boy, but I also didn’t want to keep talking to him through the door. If he was going to attack, I wanted to be able to see it first, which meant this conversation needed to continue outside. The door certainly wasn’t going to do anything to protect us in the event he was another shapeshifter, but at the same time I couldn’t imagine there could be so many in one area.
Not unless he was somehow related to the other one…
“Back away from the door,” I demanded. “And I’ll come outside to talk to you.”
“Oh.” There was a pause. “O-Okay.”
I waited for him to walk away, a little surprised when he went even further than I would have expected. I debated whether or not to reveal my demon form, only to decide that safety was more important.
Thus, I tentatively opened the door and stepped out onto the porch, shocked by what I saw. The boy was taller than I was!
He had tan skin and black hair, both of which made his bright blue eyes pop even from this distance. His dark hair was kind of long, enough so that he had it pulled back into a short ponytail, his hair covering his ears completely.
However, one thing was clear almost instantly – even though he might appear human to most, I could tell there was something seriously off about him. His youthful face was very angular, and he was way too tall for someone his age, assuming he was really as young as he looked in the face.
Even before I could speak, he immediately took a step back in shock, followed immediately by another.
“Oh!” he exclaimed. “I’m s-sorry. I must h-have the w-wrong p-p-place,” he stammered.
“How old are you?” I demanded, crossing my arms.
“E-Eleven, ma’am,” he replied, his eyes still wide.
“And what do you want with the Draculs?”
He immediately looked down, his eyes tight. “Umm, it’s p-personal business, ma’am. C-Can you just p-point me in the right d-direction?” he asked politely.
I bit my bottom lip, debating on what to do. I supposed that if he was looking for a fight it was better for it to happen now than for him to discover later that this was the right place and attack at night. I dropped my fists to my side, ready to defend myself as I spoke up again.
“I’m Alyssa Dracul,” I admitted in a rush. “Now, what do you want with my family?”
His gaze immediately shot up towards me, looking bewildered. “W-Who is your father?” he asked.
“Axel Dracul,” I said between my teeth, not wanting to let his timidity make me drop my guard. “Now, what do you want with my family?” I repeated.
He just stared at me, before straightening up. “Oh,” he replied, seeming surprised. “I guess…” He paused, looking me over again, appearing a lot less shy now. “I guess that makes you…my cousin.”
My jaw dropped.
This kid wasn’t serious right now, was he? I didn’t get time to consider it though, because he immediately did some weird gesture with his hand in front of his chest, before bowing at the waist.
“It’s nice to meet you,” he said pleasantly. “My name is Asher Dracul. My mother is Vera Dracul of the elves, and my father is Xander Dracul of the dragons. Your father is my uncle.”
“You’re an elf?!” I exclaimed in disbelief, his overall appearance suddenly making sense. I’d never seen an elf before, but I’d heard about them. I knew they were often much taller than humans, their skin, hair, and eye color coming in all kinds of shades due to their magic. Suddenly his height and age didn’t seem so strange, knowing he’d be even taller when he was fully grown.
He nodded hesitantly. “Well, half-elf of course. And…” He paused. “W-What about y-you?” he wondered, his stuttering reappearing.
I felt like that much should be obvious. “Demon,” I said simply, quickly continuing. “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”
His brow furrowed. “I mean…I can turn into a dragon if you want,” he replied hesitantly.
“Oh,” I said in surprise.
He could transform into a dragon? Of course. I supposed that explained why he was heavier than he looked. But how did he even come to exist in the first place? Was my uncle a shapeshifter too? I thought they were extremely rare. And if this boy’s father was a shapeshifter then did that mean I could actually become a dragon as well?
Although, I felt like the purple scales I could grow were the limit…
“Umm, no that’s okay,” I replied, trying to wrack my brain. I then had a thought, feeling a little proud of myself for coming up with the idea. “Do you have a sigil to prove your lineage?” I asked.
His eyes widened in shock and he took a step back. “Umm, n-no. That’s w-why I came here,” he admitted.
My brow furrowed again. “Why don’t you just ask your father?” I wondered, suddenly realizing that my question might be insensitive. What if my uncle was dead?
His gaze dropped, and his shoulders slumped. “He was only with my mom for a few years,” he explained quietly. “I’ve never actually met him.”
“But you know about the sigil,” I considered.
He nodded, his bright blue eyes glancing back up at me. “Yes, my mother didn’t want to send me away to find my uncle, but she said we really need it.”
I crossed my arms again. “Why didn’t your mother come too?”
He looked confused. “Because she’s an elf,” he said simply. When it was obvious I didn’t understand, he continued more slowly. “Because elves can’t leave their territory without permission,” he added.
“Oh!” I felt really stupid.
My mom had just finished telling me a few days ago that was why the sigil was so important – because if I got caught in my demon form without it, then I might get in trouble for breaking the treaty between the three magical races.
“Right,” I agreed lamely, trying to think this through. “But wait. The elves live really far away. And how did you know to come here?”
His expression turned somber. “I’ve been traveling for a couple of weeks,” he admitted. “Well, flying most of the way,” he corrected himself. “I kept having to stop by towns to figure out where I was. My mother heard a rumor that my uncle was married to a fons’radix and that her family lived here. I wasn’t sure I was in the right place though, but then I saw the dragons fighting in the sky. I tried to help, but–“
“Wait,” I cut him off. “You tried to help? What kind of magic can you use?”
“Fire and plant,” he replied simply.
My eyes widened. “You were the mage in the forest? The one that created those vines?”
He nodded, looking embarrassed. “I’m sorry for grabbing your father too,” he replied sincerely. “It’s hard to control my plant magic, but I knew fire wasn’t going to do anything to them.”
“How did you know which one was my dad?” I wondered curiously, finding my tone a little more casual now. I suddenly felt more relaxed too. The more I talked to him, the more I believed him. He just knew too much about…well, everything. And he seemed too sincere and polite.
“Oh,” he looked at me in surprise. “I thought it was common knowledge that the only red dragon alive is one of the princes.”
My eyes bugged out of my head. “Did someone kill all the others?” I exclaimed in shock.
He shook his head. “N-No. Red is a rare color for dragons. Most of them are black, brown, green, blue, or gray. Lighter colors in general are uncommon, but red is almost the equivalent of an animal being albino.”
I thought back to my dad’s comment about my mom falling in love with his red scales. I supposed now I knew why. If she had been accustomed to seeing darker colored dragons, then of course she would be shocked to meet one who was so bright. Not to mention, I knew from experience that the color red was enticing to demons.
But that got me thinking about the fact my dad was a shapeshifter again.
“So is your dad a shapeshifter too?” I wondered hesitantly.
His eyes widened. “N-No, he’s not.”
I gawked at him. “Then how…” My voice trailed off. Surely it wasn’t possible for his dragon father to…I cringed, quickly stopping that thought.
Asher answered me anyway though. “My father has transformation magic. It’s why I can turn into a dragon. My mom told me that he was able to take on a more human-like shape for a few days at a time.”
My brow furrowed. “He could become human and he wasn’t a shapeshifter?” I asked in surprise.
He shook his head. “No, he didn’t become human. He just became more humanoid. Like, he still had scales and such. And his face was more like a human.”
My eyes widened as I felt my amethyst scales begin to pop out of my body. I knew now that they weren’t just on my arms and neck. My purple scales were also on my lower back and ran down the sides of my hips and thighs, before covering my shins and the top of my feet, like I was wearing my own personal armor to protect the parts exposed to attack.
“Like this?” I wondered.
He took a step back in shock. “Y-Yeah, sort of. Although my mom said his whole body was covered in black scales, except for his stomach and chest, just like a dragon would be.” He paused. “So then, can you turn into a dragon too?”
I shook my head, my scales disappearing again. “No, I don’t think I can,” I admitted. I then sighed, deciding I trusted him enough to shift into my human form. “My two forms are human and demon,” I explained.
He nodded slowly, seeming to barely react to my change. “You’re very pretty,” he commented.
My cheeks instantly grew hot from the unexpected compliment. “T-Thanks,” I stammered.
Honestly, I wasn’t sure anyone had ever told me I was pretty besides my dad, which I didn’t think counted. I mean, I knew Kain thought so, but he had never actually said it directly. At least, not when I was in a good mood.
“You’re pretty as a demon too,” he quickly clarified. “But also a little…scary…” he admitted.
I laughed at that. “Thanks,” I repeated, a little surprised at myself that I liked that he thought I was scary too.
“You’re welcome,” he said hesitantly.
I sighed then, trying to consider how to proceed. I felt like he was being honest, but I also didn’t feel comfortable with the idea of just letting him hang out here all day before my dad got home. He was technically a stranger after all, even if he was young and seemed genuine. I pursed my lips as I thought about it. “Well, I want to believe you, but the only way to know for sure, that you are who you say, is for the sigil ritual to work on you – and that’s assuming my dad’s willing.”
He nodded slowly. “I can wait in the forest until sunset,” he replied confidently. “I’ve spent all my life among the trees,” he added. “So it’s no big deal.”
My brow furrowed again, feeling like I was being rude, especially since he might really be my cousin. “Umm, are you hungry? I can grab you something to take with you.”
He smiled warmly at me, his tan skin around his mouth forming into dimples. “Thank you for offering, but I’ll be okay. I can grow food whenever I want with my plant magic.”
My eyes widened in surprise, at first shocked and dumbfounded by how breathtaking his smile was, but then by his comment. “Oh…that’s…useful.”
Wow, were all elves this pretty?
He nodded with a larger, more stunning grin. “Yep!” He then took a step to his side, angling away slightly. “I guess I’ll see you this evening then. It was very nice to meet you.” He did another weird gesture in front of his chest like before.
I realized it must be his way of waving, or at least a fancy way of saying farewell.
“You too,” I agreed, almost sad to see him go now.
I let him leave though, not about to chance discovering he wasn’t who he claimed to be. Eleven-years-old or not, I knew from personal experience younger kids could be deceptive if they wanted to be.
When I got back inside, Jasmyn was relieved that the unexpected guest wasn’t a threat. I sensed that she felt bad again, feeling like all she could do was hide when I might have been in danger. But really, despite what she had promised my mom about protecting me, she really didn’t have the magic to do so. Certainly, she was much stronger than humans, and she had her snake-eye, but if the threat was something else, then she wouldn’t be much help.
Not that I cared. I was perfectly okay with that, enough so that I was willing to spend the next half hour reminding her of all the ways that she did protect me. After all, I didn’t feel lonely or depressed anymore, not to mention the fact that our bonding made the sigil ritual go faster than my parents expected.
In a way, I was like a sword and she was my shield, and I cheerfully told her that to her face, only to discover that she liked that illustration a lot, as well as my bow and arrow comparison too.
When my father finally got home, he was shocked to learn about our unexpected visitor, and also surprised to discover his involvement in the fight.
He was sitting at the kitchen table deep in thought after I told him all the details, including the kid’s description and abnormal height, despite his age.
After my dad was quiet for a while, I finally spoke up again, glancing at Jasmyn. “So…what do you think?” I wondered.
He sighed and leaned back in his chair. “It will only work on family, and it sounds like he knows that, so I don’t really have a problem giving the sigil to him…” His voice trailed off.
“Okay?” I felt like there was more.
He took a deep breath, running his fingers through his fiery hair. “I’m just trying to figure out what my younger brother is thinking. He’s never been the irresponsible type, and yet I can’t help but feel that him having a child with an elf, only to abandon his family after a few years, seems very irresponsible.”
“I’m glad you’d never do something like that,” I whispered.
He nodded firmly. “I wouldn’t,” he agreed. “Your mother and I have been together for a long time, and we put a lot of thought into having children.”
My brow furrowed as I considered both that idea, as well as something else I recalled that felt almost like a dream. “Why did you wait over four-hundred years to have me?” I wondered.
His eyes widened. “Oh,” he started off simply. “You must have heard us talking.”
I shrugged.
He sighed and rested his cheek in his hand, looking over at the window. “It’s not that we waited,” he admitted. “We’ve had a difficult time having children, probably because I’m a shapeshifter. Your mother should certainly be able to have children without a problem.”
I nodded slowly as I considered that. “Has mom had other children?” I asked carefully.
He abruptly sat up and shook his head. “Oh, no, she hasn’t. Before meeting me, she had decided not to get involved in romantic relationships.” His brow furrowed. “Maybe you can ask her about it sometime, but I wouldn’t feel right about telling you something that should come from her.”
“That’s okay,” I agreed, my thoughts returning to him being a shapeshifter. “So what about your brother, then?” I asked. “The boy, Asher, said that he used some kind of transformation magic. Is that really different?”
My dad nodded. “Yes, there are two types of magic that allow a mage to change forms, transformation and shapeshifting, both of which are rare.” He paused. “Shapeshifting is significantly more rare,” he clarified. “With my ability, I can actually take on the true form of another creature for as long as I want. However, my brother is limited on how long he can maintain his humanoid form, because it requires magic to stay like that.”
“Maybe that’s why he left?” I suggested. “Because it was harder to stay with Asher’s mom than he thought?”
My dad considered that. “Honestly, I don’t know.” His brow furrowed again. “He still should have given his son the sigil though.”
Jasmyn and I exchanged a glance, my gaze falling down to the tattoo on her chest, clearly visible due to the brown leather corset she was wearing. It wasn’t as cute as the other corset, not having any frills or bows, but it still looked good on her, especially in contrast to the blue scales on her shoulders.
However, my attention shifted to my ears as I heard those heavy footsteps again. Asher’s steps weren’t ungraceful at all, but it was impossible to hide the weight behind them. I was thankful that I was still light enough to be able to sneak up on Jasmyn if I wanted.
I stood up automatically, not about to let my human dad meet this kid alone, even if I did feel like I could trust him.
“He’s back,” I announced. It wasn’t sunset yet, but that was fine. Close enough.
My dad stood up too, and the two of us headed out the door onto our small porch, with Jasmyn staying hidden inside. Even despite my earlier description of Asher, my dad’s eyes still widened in surprise when he saw him, walking casually towards us across the unkempt yard.
Asher began making a small hand-gesture in front of his chest again as he approached, with my dad mimicking the motion in front of his own chest.
“₹₳₩₦₳€₭₮,” my father stated in an unfamiliar language, almost sounding like a worded growl.
Asher immediately stopped midstep, before replying in kind. “₹₳₩₦₳€₭₮,” he replied uncertainly. Then after a short pause, he continued. “I apologize Mr. Dracul, but I was never taught the dragon’s language. That one greeting is all I know.”
My father waved his hand dismissively. “No matter. It’s been ages since I studied elvish and I couldn’t remember the word used to greet someone younger, never mind someone who might be family.”
Asher revealed his dimples again with a grin. “I suppose it is a little more complicated than both the dragon and human languages,” he agreed.
My father nodded, changing subjects. “My daughter already told me why you’re here, and I don’t have a problem giving you our family crest, since it will only transfer to those of our bloodline. But first, I have one condition.”
Asher’s expression initially lit up, only to become reserved. “What does my uncle wish from me?” he asked.
“I want to know why my brother didn’t give you our family crest, if you happen to know. But more importantly, I want to know why your mother sent you all the way here for it when you’re so young. Alyssa mentioned that your mother said you needed it. Please elaborate.”
The boy hesitated, pursing his lips for a few long seconds, before speaking slowly. “I don’t know what you ask of my father. And as for my mother…” He paused, only to abruptly change subjects. “She is a very powerful mage – with her strong affinity to nature, along with her plant magic, she has perceived many things the elves would kill to keep hidden.”
My father nodded. “There’s no one around who can hear, and I would never do anything to endanger family, even if they aren’t draconic.”
Asher paused again, before taking a few steps closer and lowering his voice. His nervousness had returned, though he wasn’t stammering like when we first met. “The elven throne is empty…” he began, his voice trembling.
My dad nodded again. “Yes, I’m aware of that. Their Sovereign Sigil dismissed the previous ruler for an unknown reason, but hasn’t chosen anyone to rule in some time. What of it?”
The boy shifted his blue eyes around the area, as if confirming we were alone, before speaking even more quietly. “The Supreme Crest has chosen someone,” he whispered. “A person they don’t want to rule. Most of the elves aren’t aware of this, with those currently in power having decided to wait until the chosen dies of natural causes. But there are some who are planning to kill the Heir Apparent in order to force the Supreme Crest to choose one of their own.”
“A sect is planning a revolt?” my father repeated in disbelief.
Asher nodded once sharply.
“And they want to force the next candidate to be one of their sect,” my dad continued, speaking almost to himself. “But that won’t work. Even if the sigil’s chosen dies, they can’t influence the next candidate.”
“They can,” the boy disagreed, only to quickly clarify. “Or at least, my mother said they’ve developed a method to take advantage of the laws binding the seal’s magic. She believes they might succeed, and if they do, then the only way for us to avoid the ensuing conflict is to leave the elven territory – something we can only do safely with your family’s royal sigil.”
My father shook his head again, his tone becoming more firm – almost harsh. “The leaders must know about this. Why has your mother kept this information to herself?!”
Asher took a step back. “Who would believe her?” he exclaimed breathlessly. “Even if she is a powerful mage, she is no noble. And the elves are too proud to believe the words of a pariah who has lived apart from society for many years.”
I gasped, surprised he would talk about his own mother that way, which prompted Asher to meet my gaze briefly and then look away toward the ground. However, after a moment, I realized he was describing how the other elves would view his mother – a ‘nobody’ whose reputation couldn’t be vouched for in a prideful society that seemed to have elaborate social constructs. At least, I assumed as much, given what he had said about greetings varying depending on who was being greeted.
My father was quiet for a long few moments before responding. “Well, I’ll give you our family crest, but…” He paused to glance down at me. “As a prince of the dragons, I can’t ignore this information. Those who currently rule the elves need to be made aware. As part of our treaty, political distress in one magical race is to be treated as a problem for all races.”
“What are you saying?” I asked in disbelief, holding his gaze.
He sighed, looking over my head into the distance. “I may have to tell them myself – they’ll listen to me.”
“You’re going to leave?!” I exclaimed in shock.
His eyes immediately flicked back to mine. “You’ll have to come too – our family will have to go together,” he clarified when he saw my expression, knowing I thought he was implying that we would have to leave Jasmyn behind. “But with your mother gone for an unknown amount of time, it has to be done…” He met Asher’s gaze again. “I won’t involve you or your mother, but I still need you to tell me everything she shared.”
Asher gulped. “But what if they don’t believe the information is reliable. What if they want to know the source?”
“I know an elf who will believe me, and who will respect the tip as given, without prying into where the information came from if I declined to supply my source.”
“Who?” the boy asked quietly. “And are you sure they can even do anything about it?”
My father nodded once sharply. “Yes. Especially considering she was the last crowned royal, before the Sovereign Sigil presumably dismissed her…” He paused, ignoring Asher’s shocked expression, seeming lost in his own thoughts for a moment. “Or, I guess, maybe the truth is that it chose another who they didn’t want to rule. But her name is Aurora Akema, the former queen, and a powerful wind mage that rivals the strength of the fons’radix. If anyone can do something to prevent this atrocity from occurring, it will be her.”
I interjected. “And there’s no way we can just tell mom? I mean, since she’s already there…”
My dad shook his head, speaking intentionally vague. “Our pigeon is still gone and it won’t know how to get to her new location anyway, not to mention that she has her own situation to deal with. Also, I doubt she’s even with the elves anymore, since she suggested she might travel north.”
“Then how will we talk to her?” I asked seriously.
He ran his fingers through his fiery hair. “Unfortunately, we won’t be able to, sweetie. The best we can do is leave her a note here, in case she returns before we do, but that’s unlikely. Your mother does have a location with a trained bird that’s in the far north of the elven territory, but I doubt she’ll go there right away. Besides, if we leave tomorrow, then we should be back in a couple of weeks, long before she returns.”
Asher finally chimed in again. “A couple of weeks?!” he exclaimed. “It took me longer than that just to get here!”
My dad smiled. “Did you fly over any water?” he wondered.
Asher shook his head. “Well, no. I tried to follow the trails and roads, so I didn’t get lost.”
“Then that’s why it took so long. I admit that we might have to stop occasionally to verify our location, since I’ve never flown to the elves from here, but if we fly over the gulf between here and there, then we’ll save a lot of time.”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Wait, we’re going to fly there?”
“Of course. Well, I won’t make you fly – you can ride on my back.”
“But what about…” My voice trailed off, briefly uncertain if I should mention my friend. I supposed Asher would find out about her anyway, since I imagined he might travel most of the way with us, but still. “Jasmyn,” I finished hesitantly.
“She can ride on my back too. She’ll just have to wrap her tail around my neck.”
“Tail around your neck?” Asher repeated. “What kind of person has a tail that long?”
My dad and I exchanged a glance, before I answered. “My best friend is a Naga,” I explained simply. “So technically it’s not her tail – just her body.”
Asher’s eyes grew as wide as saucers.




Chapter 21: Departure

Asher had never met a Naga before, but his reaction didn’t last much longer than when he saw my demon form. He also complimented her much the same he had done with me, prompting her to blush intensely, and causing me to wonder if his comments were more out of politeness than sincerity. Granted, it was undeniable that Jasmyn was beautiful by anyone’s standards, but I had also never seen Asher greet anyone else other than my dad at this point, so it was hard to know for sure.
His attention didn’t stay on her for long though.
Now that he had been invited into the house, he quickly became almost obsessed with all the books my dad had.
When my father saw my confused expression, with me finding it odd that an eleven-year-old would be interested in reading about boring stuff, he explained that it was a dragon thing.
They all had a nearly insatiable curiosity, and apparently the young half-dragon, half-elf was no different.
Later that evening, my father took Asher deep into the forest so he could perform the sigil ritual while they were in their dragon forms. And, from the sound of it, Asher’s experience was much different than mine – a simple, painless process that lasted barely a minute.
Which meant he really was my cousin.
My really tall cousin.
I realized I must have still been a little on edge, possibly due to all the recent danger I’d been exposed too, because when he came back and cheerfully yanked up his shirt to show us the familiar tattoo, I found myself relaxing fully.
Asher hadn’t been lying. He was truly family, and that meant I had an elf aunt too.
For a second, I found myself feeling a little sad that I might never meet her. But then, it suddenly occurred to me that since his mother was wanting to leave the elvish nation, it might be possible the two of them could move here.
The thought made me happy, even though I had no idea if either of them wanted to live in a place like this. It was certainly far away from the dangers my aunt worried about, but I was sure there were far less mundane locations to reside.
After examining the pattern on my cousin’s tan chest for a few long seconds, I finally looked up to meet his gaze, returning the grin. His dimpled smile was even more endearing now that I knew for sure he wasn’t a threat.
However, that sensation was only reinforced even more when my dad offered to let him spend the night in the living room and Asher declined, explaining that he preferred to sleep among the trees, since the elves used magic to make their buildings out of living nature. Apparently, our house being made of dead wood caused him to feel a little uncomfortable, but I found that odd considering he didn’t have the same reaction to books.
Again, I wasn’t certain if he was being sincere or just polite. If it was the latter option, I wouldn’t call it a lie, but instead more like a thoughtful half-truth.
I almost felt as if he was being considerate of the fact that I might be uncomfortable having someone I just met around while I slept – specifically me – since he appeared to be gauging my reaction to his decision.
Maybe because he found me a little intimidating?
He had said my demon form was a little scary after all…
I, of course, didn’t voice my opinion on the subject, and after he met my gaze a few times while explaining, he thanked my dad again for the family crest and wished all of us good night.
Really, the more I was around him, the more I felt like all of his behavior was odd, but not because he had grown up as an elf.
Rather, it was because of his age – his youthful face made it undeniable that he was only eleven like he claimed, but his politeness and physical stature made him feel at least as old as I was – if not older.
As hard as I tried, I couldn’t fully reconcile the mental picture of all the human eleven-year-olds back at school with Asher. They all still seemed very much like little kids, whereas my cousin did not – the opposite in fact. Unlike my peers, both older and younger, he felt like someone responsible who I could count on if needed.
Later that night, Jasmyn and I ended up talking about everything, including how I felt about leaving for a few weeks. Honestly, after my first day of picking up my books and getting my homework, I was relieved to not have to re-experience that embarrassing nightmare again for a while, even if it would put me behind in school. And, maybe all the emotions regarding everything that happened recently would have died down some by the time we returned, making my daily trip a little easier.
The next morning, my dad left first thing to settle matters regarding his job and to speak in private with Mr. Burrows about our imminent departure, since we were attempting to avoid everyone finding out we were gone completely. Rather, it would be better if people believed we were just keeping to ourselves for a while. Otherwise, I imagined our unprotected house might be raided by someone while we were gone. Or worse – someone might try to burn it to the ground.
My dad left just as the sun was rising, because he also needed to make it back in time to meet with the principle, Mr. Harmon, to let him know that after the previous day’s experience, I had decided to ‘stay home’ for a few weeks. I didn’t know if my dad would tell Mr. Harmon the truth or not, but I knew the less people who were aware of our departure, the better.
Asher stopped by shortly later, and we let him inside, only for me to return to packing the few things I wanted to take, including clothing for Jasmyn. I half expected him to become absorbed in my dad’s books again, but he just kind of stood around awkwardly, sneaking peeks at us through my open bedroom door. I wasn’t even transformed, so I felt uneasy to have his eyes on me, though I knew he was watching us both.
When I accidentally blurted out that he was being a little creepy, his face turned red and he apologized profusely, explaining that he had grown up mostly alone – he wasn’t used to being around people similar in age – only his mother.
I felt bad after that, wishing I had kept my mouth shut, especially since I probably would have found myself staring too if I was around elves, their foreignness making me want to just watch them as they went about their regular mundane tasks. However, I didn’t get the chance to really apologize, because he then quickly asked if we had eaten breakfast yet, only to disappear back outside when I said no.
I sort of wondered if he was going to grow food with his plant magic, so I was shocked when he came back with two skinned rabbits – well, they were pretty mangled too, but skinned nonetheless.
“How did you catch those so fast?” I asked in disbelief, as he produced a small stream of orange flames from his hand to light the hearth. “And is your magic orange?”
He looked up at me in surprise. “How did you know my magic is orange?”
My brow furrowed.
He had already proven himself to be really intelligent for his age, so now I felt like I was the one missing something obvious. “Umm, because the fire you just created was orange…” I said hesitantly.
His expression became just as confused as mine. “Fire is normally orange though.”
“Not mine,” I replied, holding up my hand to carefully create a tiny purple flame on my graying fingertip – I wasn’t about to ignite my whole hand, afraid of blowing up the house on accident.
His eyes widened. “Oh…” He paused, staring at the dancing flare.
“And my mother’s fire is blue,” I added when he didn’t respond.
“I think…” He hesitated, glancing at the hearth. “I might just be making this up, but I feel like I remember reading somewhere that a demon’s fire is different than normal fire magic. The flame I just created was regular fire, but demon fire is more…err, magical…” He paused. “I think.” He emphasized, his sudden lack of confidence a little adorable.
I thought about that for a second. “Huh, I’ll ask my dad when he gets back, but you’re probably right. My fire doesn’t always burn things either.”
Asher nodded more assuredly now. “Yeah, that sounds familiar, now that you say it. Demon fire is like the magical embodiment of flames, whereas the fire I just created was normal fire magic.” He paused. “But my magic is orange, actually. Whenever I enhance plants, sometimes you can see an orange glow inside of them.”
Unexpectedly, Jasmyn peeked her head into the kitchen and spoke up. “That sounds really pretty,” she whispered shyly, still not used to being around someone new.
He grinned, revealing his dimples. “My mom thinks so,” he agreed, before returning his gaze to me. “Oh, and about the rabbits – I have a little of my mother’s ability to sense things through plants, so I found a den and grabbed a couple of them with some vines.” He then turned to snatch a knife and began cutting the meat off.
Now that the confusion was gone, I found myself just curious. “And how did you skin them?” I asked.
He paused again to glance over his shoulder. “Umm, my claws…”
My eyes widened. “You turned into a dragon just to skin them?”
He shook his head, looking embarrassed for some reason. “Not exactly. I can sort of transform partly, but it’s really uncomfortable to stay like that.”
Jasmyn and I exchanged a glance. I imagined it must be something like how I looked, assuming my full transformation was comparable to his partial one. Then again, if his head had to shift into a dragon’s, then maybe he looked more different than I assumed.
Was that why he was embarrassed?
Either way, the fact that he had made himself uncomfortable to skin rabbits for us reminded me that I had been rude to him in the first place – and yet, here he was going out of his way to make it up to me, as if he had truly been in the wrong.
Unexpectedly, I found myself feeling a little nervous as I began to apologize. “Oh…And, I’m sorry for–”
A knock on the door caused me to shift forms instantly, all my senses focused on the porch, my posture automatically defensive. My overcautious reaction was enough to put Asher on edge too. However, much to my shock, even before I could call out to ask who it was, he bolted for the door with the knife still in hand.
Afraid he would stab whoever it was without question, I rushed after him, intercepting him easily to grab his wrist just as he opened the door. Surprisingly, he didn’t glance back at me, being wise enough to not let his eyes off a potential threat.
My eyes widened in shock when I saw who it was, my grip tightening even more when I registered Kain standing before us, along with Kaylee just behind him to the side. My voice instantly caught in my throat when Kaylee’s eyes widened at the sight of my demon form, instinctively taking a step back.
“Can I help you?” Asher demanded of our uninvited guests, almost eye-level with the seventeen-year-old despite a six-year gap.
Kain’s eyes were wide too, as he looked from him to me, and then down at my hand on his wrist, only to meet his gaze again. I wasn’t sure if he noticed the knife.
“Who in the world are you?” Kain asked, sounding almost indignant.
“I said, can–” Asher began in a surprisingly haughty tone.
I cut him off, having gathered myself enough to realize this could quickly turn into an unnecessary fight if I didn’t speak up. “This is my cousin, Asher,” I quickly explained before looking up at the person in question at my side. “They are classmates from school. It’s fine.”
“But then, why–”
“I almost died a few times this last week, so I’m a little jumpy.”
Asher hesitated for a moment, his surprisingly toned muscles relaxing a little. It had never really occurred to me how strong he might be in his elf form, but the fact that I suddenly felt like I could move his arm, whereas before I couldn’t at my baseline strength, prompted me to realize a half-dragon’s physical prowess might be vastly different than I assumed. I certainly knew that my dad’s strength was bound by human limitations, since he was truly a human when he wasn’t a dragon, but clearly that might not apply to my cousin.
I quickly continued. “But they’re fine,” I reemphasized. “And I’m really looking forward to breakfast,” I added, hoping he’d take the hint. I felt uncomfortable with the way Kain was staring him down, and felt like the best way to avoid them having an issue was to just remove Asher from the situation.
Thankfully, he nodded, his expression initially pleasant again as his other hand rose like he was going to greet them. However, he quickly stopped himself when he met Kain’s gaze again, seeing the look in his eyes.
Asher’s expression and tone were instantly sharp. “You’ll have to excuse me. I was in the middle of something important.” And with that, he turned around and headed back to the hearth.
Again, I was a little surprised by Asher’s arrogance, wondering if it was an elf thing, but really it was Kain who had been rude to begin with. I was just glad my cousin decided my human friends weren’t important enough to mess with.
With him back inside, I grabbed the door and stepped forward as I closed it behind me, glancing to make sure Jasmyn’s tail wasn’t visible in the kitchen. That would be just another problem to deal with – explaining who the blue tail belonged to.
“He’s your cousin?” Kain repeated the moment he believed he wouldn’t be heard. “He looks nothing like you,” he added.
I shrugged, not surprised since my human-demon origin was quite different from Asher’s elf-dragon origin, even if technically our dads were brothers. Honestly, when I thought about it, Asher and I were more different than Kain and Kaylee were, since technically they were at least the same race. “What are you two even doing here?” I asked, focusing on Kaylee.
She had her hand up to her mouth, her eyes still wide, her body visibly trembling.
She didn’t respond.
“Oh.” I shifted back to my human form. “Better?” I asked her directly.
She swallowed loudly. “S-Sorry,” she stuttered.
I shrugged again, pretty much over it now. “Well?” I prompted, returning my gaze to Kain.
He began scratching the back of his head. “I came to walk you to school,” he admitted, seeming a little embarrassed about it. He glanced back at Kaylee. “And I guess we both had the same idea.”
I supposed I wasn’t too surprised that Kain was here, but Kaylee was a different story. I looked at her, seeing that she had relaxed some, my thoughts returning to her hugging me in our classroom. “You wanted to walk me to school?” I whispered hesitantly. “Why?”
“I…I don’t know,” she admitted.
I waited for her to say more, but she didn’t.
I took a deep breath. “Well, I’m actually not going today, or for the next few weeks.”
“What?” Kaylee finally asked in surprise. “Why not?”
I began chewing on my bottom lip for a moment, as I thought about how to respond, only to stop when I realized Kain was staring at my mouth.
If I told them I was just staying home, then they might come back again, only to discover we weren’t here. Which meant, it was best to tell them the truth.
I sighed. “Okay, look, I’ll tell you, but you can’t tell anyone else. Promise?”
They both nodded.
“We actually have to leave for a couple of weeks – sort of a family issue has come up. But you can’t tell anyone we’re gone, because otherwise someone might try to burn our house down or something.”
“What?” Kain said in surprise, before quickly continuing. “Well, if you’re going, then I’ll go too.”
I gawked at him. “Y-You can’t go,” I retorted.
“And why not?” he asked, crossing his arms. “I can use healing magic, and sure I struggle with it, but I could be useful if someone gets hurt.”
I just stared up at him before stating the obvious. “Well, if you go, then people will know we’re gone!”
He shook his head. “No, my dad was planning on making a trip to Birchwood anyway. I can convince my parents to say I went along.”
I finally looked at Kaylee, as if wanting someone else to jump in and help me out, but she took it the wrong way. “I…I can’t go,” she whispered, looking ashamed of that fact.
“Well, of course not!” I agreed, focusing on Kain again. “And you can’t go either.”
He scoffed. “We’ll see what your dad says about it.”
“Seriously?” I exclaimed. “Why would you even want to?” I asked, only to immediately regret my question, considering his reaction as he averted his eyes and began rubbing the back of his neck. It wasn’t like he knew we’d be making the trip by flight, so I knew that had nothing to do with it.
I quickly continued, before he had a chance to respond. “Never mind. We’ll see what my dad says,” I agreed, hoping he’d side with me. Besides, where would Kain even ride? If Jasmyn and I were on my dad’s back, then my older friend would be forced to ride on Asher, who at this point probably wouldn’t allow it considering their initial interaction.
Then again, my dad was humongous as a dragon, so we could possibly all ride on him, my cousin included. But that would just be awkward, like four people riding a horse. I didn’t want Kain’s arms around my waist, or Jasmyn’s waist for that matter. That would be way too personal.
So no, he couldn’t come.
Unfortunately, my dad did disagree, thinking it was a great idea, much to my chagrin. Granted, it was my fault for not pressing the issue too hard. I supposed my bad habit of not telling my father how I really felt wasn’t an easy one to change, with part of me feeling like I shouldn’t put my annoyance with Kain over the benefit he could provide by coming along.
I mean, if Jasmyn got hurt, I wouldn’t be able to do anything to help her, whereas he could.
And like I had predicted, Asher was not interested in having Kain on his back at first, although their attitudes toward each other changed when my dad finally revealed that he and Asher could turn into dragons.
Surprisingly, Kain suddenly thought they were the two most amazing people in the world, and didn’t hesitate to comment on it repeatedly, which was the turning point in Asher’s attitude, since it seemed he appreciated the flattery.
Kaylee had already left at that point, having to depart before my dad returned in order to make it to school on time, which meant it was time to bring Kain in on all the secrets, including the existence of Jasmyn.
I was seriously reluctant at first, but he responded so well to finding out about the dragon thing, that I ended up agreeing to introduce my best friend, since it was kind of necessary and all if he was really going to come.
Thankfully, that went well too, with him treating her with the respect I felt like she deserved. And I would be certain to ensure he continued to treat her respectfully too, not opposed to the idea of knocking him down if he was ever rude to her, like he had been to Asher.
After that, Kain left to go pack a bag for the trip, as well as to retrieve a long leather strap to have something to hold onto. It had actually been Asher’s idea, commenting that he wasn’t in the mood to catch the human if he fell.
I wasn’t sure how we were going to handle the return trip though, considering my cousin might not be coming back. I mean, it really depended on what my aunt decided to do once she was able to freely leave the elven forest. I wondered if I could convince her to come live with us, or at least close by, so that I could see both her and Asher on a regular basis.
Once Kain returned, my dad transformed in the forest, and I gathered his clothes in my pack, before waiting for Jasmyn to get situated on his back. Once she felt secure, I handed her my pack to shoulder and then climbed up to sit in front of her, patting my dad on the neck in appreciation.
We then all three watched with some amusement for several minutes as Kain tried to figure out how best to avoid falling off the smaller black dragon, who was impatiently waiting for him to get settled.
I actually laughed when Asher rolled his massive slitted blue eye, clearly becoming annoyed again.
Once Kain was finally situated, my dad turned his massive crimson draconic head to nod at me, getting ready to take off. Jasmyn wrapped her arms more tightly around my waist in response, resting her chin on my shoulder.
“I’m really looking forward to this,” she whispered as we felt my dad’s muscles tense in preparation to jump. “I’ve never gone on a trip before. And I’ve never flown either.”
I didn’t respond right away, just because I hadn’t really considered that this trip might be ‘fun.’ But, I supposed with Jasmyn coming along, there was really no reason why it couldn’t be. After all, we would get to spend all day together soaring high in the sky for the next few weeks, seeing all of the world from a viewpoint many didn’t get to experience.
“Yeah,” I finally agreed, turning my head to rest my temple against hers. “I’m looking forward to it too.”
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