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Kira glanced up at the silver eyehook screwed into the gym ceiling. Threaded through the two-inch hole was the other end of the rope she held in her trembling hands. She gave it a solid yank to test its strength. She could do this. It wasn’t like she was afraid of heights—she’d dance along the edge of a four-story building if it meant not having to climb this stupid rope. It had to be a mental thing, some unreasonable fear of—something—that kept her feet glued to the floor.
Coach Andrews stood a few feet away with her arms folded over her flat chest. “Today, Edwards!” She shifted her weight and tapped the toe of one worn out Sketcher on the wooden floor. “Before I lose my patience.”
“You can totally do this,” Lydia whispered from behind Kira.
Kira glanced over her shoulder to glare at her friend. “Easy for you to say. You can shimmy up this thing like a freakin’ monkey.”
“So can you, if you just try. Now go, before we both have to do laps.” Lydia flipped her long blonde braid behind her back and gave Kira a gentle shove. “Up.”
Kira wiped her sweaty hands on her shorts and gripped the rope with purpose. The entire class watched. Some girls sat on bleachers a few feet away, snickering, while others stood nearby, offering what seemed like genuine support, but was more than likely a morbid desire to see her colossal failure up close. Either way, she didn’t like the attention. She closed her eyes and pulled her body upward before clamping the rope’s slack between her feet, and pushed off with her leg muscles.
“Good job,” Lydia said. “Now reach.”
Kira still had her eyes closed, so felt above her head for her next hold. The rope pressed into her palm as she gripped it in her hand. Maybe she could do this. She pulled herself up and adjusted her feet again.
“You’re gonna fall!” Kira didn’t recognize the voice, but knew it came from one of the girls on the bleachers by the way it echoed off the gym walls.
“Shut up, Carla!” Lydia yelled.
“Girls!” Coach Andrews’s voice bellowed. “One more word and it’ll be laps for the lot of you! Now get up that rope, Edwards. You’ve got three weeks until graduation and I’m not passing you until you do.”
Silence filled the gym as Kira reached again, pulling herself up one more section. This time the rope tangled around her feet causing her hands to take her full weight. Her fingers burned as they slid a few inches and fumbled to find a sturdy grip. Taking a deep breath, she opened her eyes to see how to fix the problem.
Big mistake.
It wasn’t the distance between her and the floor that sent a bone chilling surge of fear through her, but what she saw after she untangled her clumsy feet and looked up. She was somewhere else—the rope, now tattered and thin, hung over the rotting beam in an old barn. The wood groaned and sagged with her weight, and a trickle of blood seeped from between her bound hands and dripped down the length of her arm.
Kira screamed, yanking her hands free from their restraint—and the rope hanging from the ceiling. Lydia broke her fall and both of them collapsed into a heap on the gym floor.
The bleacher girls erupted in laughter, while the others froze in place, their faces a mixture of shock and humor.
“Pipe down! Everyone to the showers! Now!” Coach Andrews crouched by Kira and Lydia. “What were you thinking? You can’t let go like that. You could have been seriously injured.”
Kira examined her hands for any sign of blood. Nothing. “I . . . um . . .” She glanced at Lydia who was rubbing a spot on the back of her head. “I slipped. Are you okay?”
“Yeah. Might have a headache later, but nothing’s broken.”
Coach Andrews stood and motioned toward the door that led to the hall. “Come on. Let’s get you two to the nurse’s office.”
“No!” Lydia said a little too loud. She jumped to her feet, pulling Kira with her. “We’re fine. We don’t need a nurse.”
“Lydia, what about your head?” Kira tried to take her hand back, but Lydia tightened her grip and dragged her to the locker room door.
“Girls, it’s policy. I need to fill out an incident report.”
Lydia stopped and turned back to Coach Andrews. “What incident? We were just messing around. No harm done. Right, Kira?” Lydia jabbed an elbow in Kira’s ribs. “Right, Kira?”
“Um . . . right. Messing around. No incident.” Kira flashed a half-hearted grin before Lydia pulled her the rest of the way through the door and into the locker room—a maze of chattering, half-naked girls waiting to mock and tease. At least that’s what she expected. To her surprise, only one spoke—Carla—wearing nothing but a flimsy white towel.
“Nice fall, Edwards. Maybe next time you can make it more than three feet off the ground.” She laughed, starting a chain reaction through the locker room.
Lydia stepped between them. “You’re one to talk. I seem to remember it took you half the semester to make it up that rope and a whole herd of your friends to coax you down. At least Kira won’t whine for a week about how her sensitive hands were damaged by ‘hanging on for dear life’ as you put it.” A few distant giggles escaped from the other side of the room.
Carla’s sarcastic smirk faded into a scowl. She let out a huff of air and spun on her heels, disappearing into one of the shower stalls.
“You didn’t have to do that, ya know. She’s all talk and she doesn’t bother me.” Kira walked past Lydia, found her locker and dialed the combination.
Lydia let out a deep sigh, so Kira turned back to face her. “What?”
“Why do you let her say things like that to you? She’s such a—”
“Don’t say it.” Kira wasn’t sure how to explain how she felt about Carla. She didn’t hate her and she certainly didn’t want to fight with her. It was something Kira saw in Carla’s eyes. Something vulnerable and broken—despite the attitude. “Maybe she just needs a friend.” She sat with her foot propped up on the bench and untied her shoe.
Lydia joined her, prying her shoes off with her toes. “Are you nuts? Carla has more friends than anyone else in the whole school.”
“She has followers, girls who use her for popularity. Parasites. Leaches. Not friends.” Kira stood and peeled her shirt over her head.
“Maybe. But she still doesn’t need to pick on you so much.”
“Well, I figure if she’s picking on me, she’ll leave everyone else alone. I can take it.”
“Tough chick, eh?” Lydia flicked her on the leg with a twisted gym towel.
Kira jumped out of range. “Got that right. Now stop distracting me. Mr. Hall’s gonna kick my butt if I’m late for English again.”
“You can always skip class.”
“Ha! Not funny.”
* * * * *
As grateful as Kira was for school to be over, she couldn’t help lingering in the school parking lot until Lydia finished in the photo lab. After school was the only time Lydia had access to the developing equipment without someone looking over her shoulder—and she liked the privacy.
Kira didn’t mind waiting. The longer it took her to get home, the less time she’d have to spend avoiding her mother’s boy-toy, Paul. With any luck, they’d already be gone on their weekend jaunt to Vegas. Saving money was against Paul’s religion. At least that’s what her mom said.
Kira climbed up to sit on the hood of Lydia’s multi-colored, rust-bucket of a car and pressed the ear-buds connected to her iPod into her ears. A little Colbie Caillat would help relax her nerves, especially after the day she’d had. She leaned back on her elbows, closed her eyes and let the afternoon sun splash across her face.
But as much as she tried, she just couldn’t get the image of her hands, bound and bleeding, out of her head. It wasn’t like it was the first time she’d had brain wave interference—blips, as she called them. For her it was normal. Except this blip was different. She could feel the rope cutting into her wrists and smell the pungent odor of damp decaying wood.
The hair on Kira’s arms pricked against her skin and she suddenly felt as though someone was watching her. She sat up and looked around the lot, then at the park across the street. Most of the kids from school had already left, but the few that remained certainly weren’t paying attention to her. She rubbed her jacket sleeves with her hands to settle the goose bumps, but a minute or so later, the feeling returned.
This time she pulled the buds from her ears before looking. She scanned the park again, searching further off in the distance. If she squinted, she could barely make out a dark silhouette leaning against a tree. She blinked once and he was gone. Just like that. Vanished.
“Okay, then. I think that makes it official. I’m nuts.”
“You’re just now figuring that out?” Lydia asked from behind her.
Kira would have jumped, but she’d heard Lydia’s keys jangle a few seconds before she spoke. “I’m serious. I swear I just saw a guy . . . aw, never mind. Why are you out so early?”
“Because Mr. Photography himself gave me a special assignment. He said I have a unique eye for detail and wants to see what I can do with color.”
“Color? I thought all your pictures were in color?”
“We’ve been studying black and white, so I’ve been using one of his older cameras on stills in the room and developing them the old fashioned way. Next week we start color, and if I can get some good shots with my digital this weekend, he’ll use them to teach the class and I’ll get extra credit.”
“Nice!” Kira ran her fingers through her long red hair and struck a seductive pose. “You can start with this gorgeous face.” She puckered her lips like a fish and winked.
“Ha! You wish. He wants nature, like flowers or trees or clouds or . . .” Lydia snapped her fingers. “I’ve got it. Black Creek. The wild flowers are in full bloom up there and—”
“Black Creek? Now you’re the one who’s nuts. You can’t go up there alone.”
Lydia leaned closer and flashed a mischievous grin. “I wouldn’t have to if you went with me.”
Kira slid off the hood and stuffed her iPod in the front pocket of her jacket. “No way! You wouldn’t catch me within ten miles of that place. You’ve heard the rumors.” Traipsing around Black Creek Mountain wasn’t exactly on Kira’s list of fun things to do, not with its newly acquired reputation. The newest theory—and by far Kira’s favorite—was that hikers had seen Sasquatch or some other mythical creature.
Lydia laughed. “Don’t tell me you believe all that crap. What was the last story? Aliens? Or was it Big Foot?” Lydia raised her arms above her head, leaned toward Kira and growled. “Maybe it’s the Boogie Man.”
Kira slapped Lydia’s arm away. “Tease all you want. I still won’t go.”
“Yes, you will.” Lydia opened the driver’s side door and threw her backpack onto the seat.
“What are you gonna do, tie me up and throw me in the trunk of your car?”
“Nope. Just remind you how much you love me.” Lydia winked.
There it was again—a hint of something different in Lydia’s green eyes. A subtle flicker of ice behind their warmth. Something hidden deep inside that Kira couldn’t quite grasp.
Then it was gone.
It wasn’t the first time Kira had seen the change and it drove her crazy not being able to figure out what it meant. Whenever she asked Lydia about it, she just shrugged it off and acted like it was nothing, but it bothered Kira. Not because she didn’t trust Lydia, but because she was the only person Kira couldn’t read.
For Kira, eyes were everything. Not just the variation of color, but what she saw in them—or didn’t see.
Long, dark lashes widening with excitement. The subtle spark of happiness. A flirtatious wink that meant far more than a hint of attraction. Even the steady gaze of curiosity held no mystery for her. It was a game she played to take her mind off the constant barrage of feelings that twisted in her gut or sent tingling threads of uneasiness scurrying through her veins whenever something seemed out of place. The kind of feelings she’d had off and on all day.
“Hel-lo?” Lydia said, waving her hand in front of Kira’s face.
“Oh, sorry. Just weighing my options. The whole ‘love you’ thing isn’t working for me. I think I’d rather stay home and drive bamboo shoots under my fingernails.”
Lydia placed a hand over her heart. “Ouch!”
Kira laughed. “That doesn’t mean I don’t love you. I’d do almost anything for you, you know that.”
“Just not Black Creek.”
Kira shook her head. “Sorry. Big chicken here, remember?”
“Fine. I guess I’ll have to go alone, then.” Lydia slid into the car, closed the door and cranked the window down. “Don’t worry, I’ll be okay. Big Foot and I will get along just fine.”
“Ahh, I hate when you do that. You know I can’t take guilt.”
Lydia propped her arm on the window frame and leaned her head out. “Just think how guilty you’ll feel if something horrible happens and you’re not there to save me.” She jutted out her bottom lip like a two-year-old set on getting her way. “Pretty please?”
But before Kira could answer, Lydia’s focus shifted to something behind Kira and her smile faded. “I gotta go. I’ll pick you up tomorrow. Noon-ish. Okay?” The engine started and before Kira could say anything else, Lydia had backed out of her parking place, her bald tires squealing on the blacktop.
Kira looked around to see what could have set her off, but nothing had changed. The uneasy feeling was back, though. And so was the tingling sensation. She pulled the sides of her jacket together and wrapped her arms around her torso.
Maybe it was time she went home.
Octavion watched through the trees as Lydia slammed her car door and marched up the three rickety steps that led to the single-wide trailer she’d rented from a local farmer. She flung open the door and tossed her backpack across the room where it probably landed on the couch like usual. Without bothering to step inside, she spun around to meet his eyes. Even at a distance, she found him easily. He shouldn’t have bothered hiding behind the old shed.
She saw you, ya know. You’re getting careless. Lydia’s thoughts struck his brain with a vengeance. If he didn’t calm her down soon, he’d be listening to her rant all night long.
Less than a second passed and he stood on the top step, looking down at her. “I only came to see if she was all right. You said she fell.”
“I said we fell. And I’m fine, thanks for asking.” She turned and walked into the trailer, leaving the door open.
Octavion stepped inside and gave the door a gentle shove to close it. “Why are you angry with me? I am concerned for both of you, but you said nothing about you being hurt.”
Lydia plopped down on the couch and leaned back against the cushion. “It’s not that. I’m tired of lying to her. She’s the only friend I have here and she deserves to know the truth—all of it—even about you.”
This wasn’t the first time they’d had this conversation and he was pretty sure it wouldn’t be the last. As long as Kira was part of his sister’s life, he’d have to listen to Lydia’s tender heart try to convince his stubborn head to reveal their secrets. Fortunately, using his head was the only way he’d allow himself to think these days. If he thought with his heart, it would surely betray him—again.
“You know that is not an option.”
Lydia sat up and scooted to the edge of the cushion. “Why not? She’s not like the others. She has gifts. She’d accept who we are. I know she would.”
Octavion understood her feelings. Watching Kira from a distance hadn’t just been because he was keeping a close eye on his sister. He’d become more than a little protective of Kira as well. “Why must you always ask? You know I cannot allow this. It is forbidden.”
“Yeah? Like, who’s gonna know?”
“I would know.”
He watched as she pulled her long braid over her shoulder, unfastened the band and ran her fingers through the waves of blonde hair. She looked so much like her mother, it was eerie. And when had she become so beautiful? His mind wandered to when they were forced from their home and he’d brought her here, promising their father he’d protect her. She was so young and naďve about this world, but now she fit in better than he did.
“Ouch.”
Octavion’s focus shifted to the present where Lydia rubbed the back of her head. “Blessed Zi’ah! You said you weren’t hurt.”
“Octavion, if father heard you talk like that, he’d have you beheaded.”
“Ha! I am the only male heir. I rather doubt my punishment would be so severe.” He pulled her hand away from her head and explored the area with the gentle touch of his fingers. “You have a lump. What exactly were you two doing?”
Lydia pushed him aside and stood. As she passed through the kitchen doorway and opened the freezer, she mumbled something he couldn’t understand.
“What?”
She stepped back into the room with a small towel pressed against the knot on her head. “I said, ‘she was trying to climb that stupid rope again.’” She returned to her place on the couch. Using her backpack for a pillow, she stretched out with her feet propped up on the arm. “I was spotting her when she let go. We both went down pretty hard.”
“And you are certain she is not injured . . . as you are?” He added the last part for good measure. That’s all he needed—Lydia sensing he might have feelings for Kira.
“Ya know, if you let me tell her everything, you could find out for yourself. Maybe she’d even let you examine her to make sure she doesn’t have any . . . lumps.”
Octavion pulled the towel out of Lydia’s hand, dumping ice on the couch and down her shirt. She jumped to her feet and pulled her shirt away from her body to let the cubes slip through to the floor. “Picking on the injured. Some protector you are.”
He laughed genuinely. There was a time when their teasing felt natural and a big part of their daily lives. Not so much anymore. He’d had to grow up fast with the responsibility that had been put on his shoulders—letting his guard down for even a second could cost them both their lives. “I’m your guardian, not your nursemaid.” He threw the towel at her face, but she caught it before it hit.
Her eyes flickered from emerald green to icy blue and back. “Testing my reflexes again?” A hint of their heritage seeped through her sweet voice, a familiar tone, not unlike his own.
“Do you need testing?”
“In your dreams.” Lydia tossed the towel back at him. “I might be up for a little sparring match, though. We haven’t done that for a while.”
“I think you are right. Is tomorrow soon enough? I would hate to take advantage of the . . . injured.”
Lydia’s eyes widened. “Oh, crap! I almost forgot to tell you. Kira and I will be on the mountain tomorrow, so you’ll have to keep Toran on the north side by the canyon.”
“Why would Kira want to go up on Black Creek? Even you do not like it there.” Octavion crossed his arms over his chest, a little suspicious of her motives.
“She doesn’t. I have a photo assignment and Kira agreed to go with me. Well, sort of. We’ll be on the south side where the sun brings out the wild flowers, so you better keep your distance.”
“And how am I to protect you if I am so far away?”
“Oh, please. It’s not like we’re in any danger. We’ve been in Oregon for more than two years now with no hint of Shandira on our tail. I think a few hours enjoying nature isn’t going to kill us. You need to lighten up. I can take care of myself, ya know? And Kira, too, just in case you were wondering.”
He shifted his weight to one foot. “That knot on your head is evidence to the contrary. She could have hurt you.”
Lydia laughed. “What? Now you’re saying I have to be afraid of Kira? Be serious, Octavion. She’s my friend. And this knot was an accident.”
“We both know how friends can betray us.”
Lydia propped her fists on her hips. “Now you’re just being stupid. Kira would never hurt me. She’s more like a sister than a friend. I’d trust her with my life.”
“Sister? And that fact gives you comfort? Perhaps it should give you more cause to question her loyalty.” The minute the words left his mouth, he knew he’d said the wrong thing. Their older sister, Shandira, was the reason they were on the run in the first place.
Lydia’s whole body sagged as she dropped her hands to her side. “That’s mean. You’re just jealous because I have someone besides you to talk to. Sometimes I think you want Kira to mess up, so I have to rely on you again for my every need.”
“That is not true. I merely want you to be cautious. Learn from our past, Lydia. Do not repeat it. That is what Father taught us.”
“He also taught us to never back down, to stand tall and fight our enemies. A lot of good that did us. I feel like a scared little rabbit hiding in its hole.”
Octavion stepped closer and touched her cheek with the back of his hand. He could tell she was fighting back tears by the way she blinked. So brave, this one. He lowered his voice so his sincerity would be clear. “Do you think I enjoy holding back like this? I lay awake dreaming of the vengeance that is mine—of the debt I have to settle. But now is not the time. There is a season for everything in our lives and now is the season to wait—to be patient. The time to fight back will come soon enough. You have my word on that.”
Lydia leaned into him and relaxed against his chest. He had a feeling it was to hide the tears that streamed down her cheeks. “I miss Xantara. I miss our home.”
Octavion pulled her into an embrace and tried not to think about what she’d said. He missed home, too. “I know.”
Maybe giving his sister a little space tomorrow wasn’t such a bad idea. Besides, how much trouble could she possibly get into?
“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this.” A cool breeze blew a lock of hair over Kira’s eyes. She tucked it behind her ear then watched as Lydia set her tripod beside the rustic footbridge that spanned the creek they’d followed for over an hour. The contrast of the wild daisies against the weather-beaten planks had obviously caught Lydia’s eye.
“I can’t believe you came,” Lydia said.
“Well, it’s not like you gave me much of a choice.” Kira leaned her back against a nearby tree before pulling the two sides of her jacket together to ward off the evening chill. “You do realize there’s no outlet for my laptop up here?”
Lydia shook her head. “There are other things in this world besides the Internet, you know.”
“You only say that because you’re computer illiterate. What you have against modern technology, I’ll never know. Honestly, I’m surprised you don’t use one of those antique cameras, where a person has to hold perfectly still while you slide that big doohickey in and out.”
Lydia laughed as she stepped away from the camera to take her shot. Holding the tiny remote in the palm of her hand, she gave it a squeeze. She leaned forward to take a peek at the image on the LCD screen. “The light isn’t right.”
Lydia’s frustration didn’t surprise Kira. They’d spent most of the day taking photos of wild flowers and Lydia’s eye for detail had made the day drag on and on. Kira pushed away from the tree to get a closer look. As Lydia stepped back from the camera and motioned Kira to take a peek, goose bumps rose on Kira’s arms.
“Maybe we should go,” Kira said. “I feel weird.”
“I think you’re right. It’ll be dark soon anyway.” Lydia released the camera from the tripod and handed it to Kira to place in the backpack, but as Kira opened the bag, she heard a strange noise in the distance.
“Lydia?” Kira whispered, shoving the camera in the bag and pulling the zipper shut.
“It’s okay, probably just a squirrel or something.” Lydia’s actions said something entirely different. After taking another quick glance through the trees, she tossed her bag over her shoulder, handed Kira the tripod, and motioned for her to walk toward the car.
More than once Kira caught Lydia looking behind her, but it wasn’t until they were almost to the road that she heard heavy footsteps. She spun around just as a man stepped out from behind a tree.
From his shoes to the hood pulled over his head he wore solid black, a stark contrast to his pale blue eyes and albino skin. He flashed a sinister grin.
The tripod slipped from Kira’s hands and fell to the ground with a loud clank.
“Run!” Lydia yelled as she pushed Kira toward the road, the white roof of the car barely visible through the underbrush.
Kira spun around and took off toward the car, skidding to a stop a second later when she noticed another man standing a few feet in front of her. He casually picked his fingernails with the tip of a very large switchblade. The wicked grin on his face made the skin on Kira’s arms grow cold and a chill rise up the length of her spine.
“Going somewhere?” he mocked. His long, stringy blonde hair set him off from his cohort—as did the deep scar that ran from the corner of his mouth to his ear.
Lydia ran full force into Kira’s back, sending them both scrambling for their balance. They clumsily regained their footing and tried to avoid the men by going a different direction, but their pursuers cut them off like a pack of wolves cornering their prey. Kira’s stomach twisted into a massive ball. She should have listened to her instincts.
“What do you want?” Lydia asked, her voice hard and angry.
The blonde casually tossed his knife from one hand to the other, as if terrorizing them brought him some kind of satisfaction. His hollow gray eyes held no mercy. Kira was close enough that she could see that now. Whatever the men meant to do was decided.
“Princess Shandira would like a word with you,” the albino said.
“She’s no princess,” Lydia said, as a tiny click released the plastic buckle on the strap of her pack. The weight of it brushed against Kira’s leg as Lydia lowered it to the ground between their feet.
“What are you doing?” Kira asked between gritted teeth, her voice barely audible.
But Lydia didn’t answer. Her next words were meant for the albino. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”
“What’s he talking about?” Kira asked over her shoulder while keeping the blonde’s movements in her view. Her question mingled with the sudden wail of Lydia’s attacker and the popping and cracking of what she imagined to be breaking bones. Kira turned to see Lydia forcing the man to his knees, his fist grasped tightly in her right hand. Blood oozed from between her fingers.
The blonde pushed Kira to the ground as he hurried to his partner’s aid. It happened so fast, Kira didn’t think how to react. She simply twisted around and dove for his legs. The knife flew from his grasp and landed a few feet away in the dirt. Unable to reach her with his hands, he kicked Kira loose with a firm thrust of his boot to her ribs. She cried out, grabbed her side and scooted away until her back rested against a stump.
The man narrowed his eyes at her. The evil she saw in them sent a surge of fear clean through her. She couldn’t move—could barely breathe with the throbbing pain in her side.
A grunt of frustration rumbled through his chest as he jumped to his feet to retrieve his weapon. When his fingers brushed the handle of the knife, Lydia released a throaty growl. He jerked his head to the side and froze. It was then that Kira noticed the change in Lydia as well.
At first Kira only saw her from behind, but as Lydia’s assailant rolled to the ground, holding his mangled and bloody hand against his body, Lydia turned toward the blonde, giving Kira a side view of her face. The girl standing in front of her was not her friend, but a morphed version of her.
Lydia had a round face with a little nose, thin lips, and green eyes. This girl’s face was lean and tan, with a slender nose perfectly positioned above full lips. It was as if a sculptor had remolded her features. And her eyes—the color of blue ice—with the same frigid speck of attitude Kira had so often seen hidden behind Lydia’s.
The girl threw back her shoulders, leaned toward the blonde and extended her hands to coax him closer. “You are next,” she said in a strange accent. The way she rolled her “r” reminded Kira of a cat purring.
The man snatched the knife from the ground and swung his blade, barely missing the girl’s cheek.
“Take her down,” the injured albino said as he rolled to his knees and clumsily pushed to his feet. “I’ll get the runt.”
It only took Kira a second to figure out he meant her, but she couldn’t get out of the way fast enough. She ducked her head and waited for him to grab her with his good hand. When he didn’t, she looked up to see the girl shove the blonde to the side and leap into the air, thrusting her right foot into the wounded man’s stomach just a few feet from where Kira cowered.
Yes! Kira nearly said aloud. She didn’t know who this girl was, but she liked her kick-butt attitude and wished she was more like her. If only she had the courage to join in the fight. The thought made her shrink closer to the ground and brace against the stump.
Lydia’s keys landed in Kira’s lap with a thunk. “Kira, get out of here,” the girl yelled, delivering another blow to the crippled man’s hand. He cried out, cradled the bloody mass against his gut, then pushed up with his good arm.
Before Kira had time to react, the blonde had regained his footing and started toward her.
“Kira! Go!” the girl yelled as she jumped between them, deflecting another blow with her arm and sweeping his feet out from under him with her leg. He landed flat on his back, a whoosh of air bursting from his lungs.
The injured man took another quick look at the scene in front of him, mumbled something under his breath, and took off in the direction of the bridge. The blonde stumbled to his feet and brought his knife up, swinging the blade.
Kira screamed.
But not the girl. She took a step toward him, showing no fear. “Only a fool would take me on . . . alone.”
The man straightened and smiled. “Perhaps you would rather fight Shandira? The odds would be quite different in that battle.” Then he turned and ran after his fleeing partner.
Kira still held the keys in her hand, unable to move and completely mesmerized by the strength of the girl who’d fought two large men on her own. She had to be Lydia—the proof was in her clothes and the thick blonde braid that hung down the length of her back. What threw her was the accent and transformation to the girl’s face—to her eyes.
“Lydia?” Kira said cautiously.
The girl’s back was to her when she spoke. “They cannot escape. If word gets back to Shandira . . .” She paused for a moment, as if trying to catch her breath. “Wait for me in the car.” Then she took off after them.
“No!” Kira yelled, then jumped to her feet. She held the keys so tight, they pinched the inside of her hand. She wanted to get as far away as she could, but how could she leave Lydia? How could she just abandon her with those men running around out there? Then Kira remembered the girl’s face and doubt returned. What had she seen? Was it her crazy imagination playing tricks on her mind again? It had to be. She knew the girl was Lydia. Every ounce of her being knew it.
Kira took one more look at the hood of the car through the bushes. Lydia could obviously take care of herself, she’d just seen her fight like a freakin’ ninja. What could Kira possibly do to help? But then she heard a blood-curdling scream that sent chills up the length of her spine. At first she thought it was Lydia, but when it came again it sounded more like the cry of a wild animal.
“Crap!” Kira tucked the keys in her pocket and started toward the bridge. She followed their earlier path, praying one of the men hadn’t circled around to catch her alone. When she entered the small clearing near the creek, she heard a man’s voice cursing and yelling in the distance. Kira swallowed hard, forcing herself to go against that voice in her head that told her to escape, to get as far away from danger as she could.
Still trembling, Kira managed to make her feet move forward, trying desperately not to think about what she would find or what had made that hideous sound.
“Lydia!”
“Kira, get out of here! Go back!” Lydia’s voice cried out, and relief flooded Kira’s heart. She ignored the warning, crossed the bridge and wound through the overgrown bushes crowding the narrow path.
“Lydia, where are you?” A long moment passed before Kira caught a glimpse of Lydia’s beige sweater. She pushed a few branches aside to let her through, only to be horrified by the sight. Lydia held her left arm pressed against her blood-soaked side—a bloody knife trembling in her hand.
“You can’t be here. You have to go back,” Lydia said with a shaky voice. “Take my car to your house and I’ll get it later.”
“Don’t be stupid—I’m not leaving you. You’re hurt.”
“I never should’ve brought you here,” she continued as if Kira hadn’t spoken. “It’s too dangerous. I don’t know what I was thinking. You have to go.” She looked into Kira’s eyes. “You can’t help me. Please, go home.”
When Kira still refused to leave, Lydia finally gave in. She leaned heavily on Kira’s arm for support as they made their way back across the bridge and found a tree stump for Lydia to rest on. Lydia peeled her hand away enough to expose her blood-soaked sweater.
“Oh, Lydia. We need to get you to the hospital. Do you think you can make it to the car?” Kira stepped closer to help her stand, but Lydia refused.
“No, I can’t go to the hospital.” Tears filled Lydia’s eyes. “You’re gonna be so . . . mad at me. I wanted to tell you. I swear I did.”
“Mad at you? What are you talking about? This wasn’t your fault.” Kira leaned over and tried to pull Lydia’s arm away to get a better look. “Let go so I can see.”
Lydia shoved Kira back so hard she almost lost her footing. Lydia’s eyes surged from green to icy-blue and back again.
“Do not touch me,” Lydia said with that voice that was far from her own. Still holding the knife in her hand, she threw it so the blade stuck in the dirt next to Kira’s foot. The handle wobbled back and forth, vibrating against the rubber sole of her shoe.
Kira stepped back and sat on a small boulder across from Lydia. Her stomach twisted into knots. Nothing made sense. “What just happened? You’re eyes . . . and back by the car you looked . . . different.”
“I’m sorry,” Lydia said. “You weren’t supposed to see that.”
“See what?”
Lydia took in a quivering breath before sliding off the stump and onto the ground, resting her back against the weathered bark. She rubbed her forehead with the tips of her fingers. “I don’t have time to explain.”
Kira’s stomach crept into her throat and the spine chilling sensation she’d felt before returned. “What the hell’s going on, Lydia?”
Lydia reached down the front of her shirt and pulled out her ruby pendant—a family heirloom Kira knew she cherished more than anything else. Lydia closed her eyes and rubbed the stone with her thumb.
The air around them grew heavy and breathing it in felt like sucking mud through a straw. The skin on Kira’s arms tingled, and thick silence settled around them. Nothing moved, not even the leaves that only seconds before seemed alive in the slight breeze. It was as if she’d been frozen in time—feeling nothing—except for the foreboding sensation that an unfamiliar force had completely consumed her.
Lydia’s pain-filled expression melted away, leaving relief in its place. She reached out with her free hand and sighed. “Octavion, I should have listened to you. I’m so sorry.”
A large figure brushed past Kira creating a blast of warm air that knocked her off her rock and onto the ground. The sudden movement lifted the heaviness that surrounded her and returned her senses, but it didn’t erase her fears. She pulled herself up to sit on the rock, cringing when the muscles in her side tensed.
Next to Lydia, a young man knelt on one knee, examining her wound. From the back, he was a vast expanse of lean muscle. He wore dark brown leather pants tucked into a brown pair of boots that went almost to his knees. Thin strips of leather wound around them, cinching them to his calves. His shirt was . . . well, he really wasn’t wearing a shirt, but rather a leather vest that fit snug against his bronzed skin. He didn’t look much older than her, maybe nineteen or twenty.
Kira froze when he rounded on her, the rage in his eyes frightening. She glanced down at the knife sticking out of the ground at her feet and without thinking, plucked it from the dirt, and thrust the trembling blade in his direction. No way was she cowering this time, not with Lydia injured. It was up to her to protect them now.
“Stop!” Lydia screamed.
Her plea went unanswered as his focus shifted to the bloody weapon, then back to Kira. “You did this?” With one fluid motion, he turned, picked her up by the front of her jacket and slammed her back against a tree, knocking the breath out of her. He took her knife by the blade and pitched it into a nearby stump. With one hand knotted in the folds of her jacket, holding her up, he tightened the other around her throat.
“Why?” he roared as a rumbling growl escaped his chest. “She trusted you!” The pupils of his deep blue eyes widened to large, round orbs of black surrounded by tiny threads of yellow—like a wild cat.
Kira opened her mouth to speak, but only a strained gasp came out. Lowering his chin, Octavion brought his cat-like eyes even closer. His warm breath washed over her as she tried to inhale, but the only air she drew in was his scent—a woodsy musk that seemed strangely familiar.
“Octavion!” Lydia cried. “Put Kira down—it wasn’t her.”
He growled again, only this time it seemed more out of frustration than anger. A lock of chestnut hair fell over his face as he loosened his grip and lowered Kira to the ground. “Do not move.” His voice held the same accent Lydia’s had when she changed.
Kira held her hand to her throat as she tried to catch her breath and make sense of what she’d seen. Too terrified to decipher the confusing thoughts that were bouncing around in her head, the change in his eyes flashed in her mind and she couldn’t shake it. Who was this guy and why wasn’t Lydia afraid of him? She pulled the sides of her jacket together with trembling hands.
“Who did this to you?” he asked, crouching before Lydia.
“I didn’t recognize them, but they were Shandira’s men—scouts, I think. They came out of nowhere.” Tears trickled down her face. “I lost it. I couldn’t control myself and now she knows where we are.” Her fragile voice changed to a whisper. “Kira saw me . . . transform.”
“If Shandira had our location, she wouldn’t be dispatching scouts—you know this. Which way did they go?” The muscles in his back seemed to swell as he waited for her answer.
“They didn’t go anywhere.” Lydia motioned to the area on the other side of the creek. “But you might want to tie them up.”
He shook his head, his long hair barely brushing the tops of his shoulders. “You are not making my life any easier by fighting them. I am your guardian, remember?” Then he grabbed the huge knife strapped to his side, bolted across the bridge, and behind a thick stand of trees.
Kira had never seen anyone move so quickly. Before she turned her head to follow his movement, he’d gone. “Lydia. What’s going on, and . . . who was that?”
“Octavion’s my brother.”
“Brother? But you told me you’re an only child. And who’s Shandira?”
Lydia hesitated for a moment before answering. “My sister.”
“Great.” Psycho siblings. Kira’s stomach twisted into a knot. And Kira thought her family life sucked.
Lydia’s hands no longer pressed against the wound in her side, but lay at rest in her lap. The bloodstain had spread to her jeans and there was no sign of it stopping. If Kira couldn’t take her to the hospital, she’d have to do the next best thing.
Kira walked to where Octavion threw the knife, and wiggled the blade from the bark. Her fingers slipped around the bloody handle until they found a firm grip. She fought back the bile that rose in her throat and went to Lydia’s side.
“We need to stop the bleeding,” Kira said. “Get mad if you want, but I’m doing this.”
Lydia nodded.
Kira cut the clean sleeve from Lydia’s sweater, turned it inside out to reveal the smoother fibers, and lifted the shirt just enough to expose the gash in her side. It wasn’t just a small puncture like she’d hoped, but a jagged four-inch gouge that ran just under Lydia’s rib cage. Kira swallowed hard. She wadded the piece of sweater and pressed it firmly against the wound. Lydia cried out, pushing Kira’s arm away.
“I’m sorry, but we have to stop the bleeding,” Kira said.
Lydia’s fingers dug into Kira’s skin as she tried to apply more pressure to the makeshift bandage. “Kira, stop,” Lydia begged, just as Octavion came back into view.
“Do not touch her,” he yelled as he swung his arm in Kira’s direction, brushing her aside.
The force behind his blow wasn’t heavy, but it caught Kira off guard and she stumbled back, tripped over a tree root and landed against the rock she’d been sitting on. As if stuck in the metal jaws of a vise, her arm caught between it and the forward momentum of her body. She slumped to the ground. The last time she’d been hurt like that was when Paul came home drunk after losing big in a poker game. She couldn’t imagine Lydia being mixed up with a guy like that—brother or not.
She clenched her fist and bent her arm at the elbow. She didn’t think it was broken, though the pain was almost unbearable. Her instincts told her to run, but how could she leave Lydia? Instead, she scooted closer to the tree to stay out of the way, and cradled her arm against her tender ribs.
“Jerk,” she mumbled under her breath.
Octavion showed no sign that he’d heard her. He was too busy examining Lydia’s wound again. This time Kira had a better view of his face. His strong chiseled jaw tightened as the crease between his eyes furrowed. “This is deep.” He ran his fingers through his wavy brown hair. “How am I to protect you if you do such foolish things?”
Lydia’s bottom lip quivered. “I’m sorry. You know how she gets. I . . . I’ll be fine, you’ll see.” She gave him a half smile.
Their eyes locked for a long moment before he slipped one arm behind her back and the other under her knees, lifting her from the ground. Lydia relaxed against his chest, then turned her head to look at Kira.
“He won’t hurt you. Trust him—it’ll be okay.”
Kira nodded, but inside she questioned everything, especially whether or not Octavion would hurt her. Her throbbing arm already testified to his inability to control his temper.
Octavion adjusted his hold on Lydia, making her cringe and moan in pain. “Forgive me,” he said. “Are you ready?”
“Yeah. You’re coming back for her, right?” It was more a request than a question.
“Yes, I am.” His next words were directed to Kira. “You will not move. Do you understand?”
Kira was too afraid to speak, so she just nodded, again.
Octavion carried Lydia a few feet into the forest then disappeared, leaving a thin white mist in their place. It hung in the air for a few seconds before melting into the cold forest floor. Kira blinked hard, thinking she’d imagined it, but when she heard no footsteps leading away, she pulled herself up from the ground and ordered her legs to move. Regardless of his warning, there was no way she was waiting around for another dose of his temper.
She turned down the narrow path that led to the car and quickened her step, taking Lydia’s keys from her pocket. The car was in sight. A few more steps and Kira would be on her way home. With the door handle mere inches from her fingers, she heard Octavion swear and the heavy weight of his hand clamped over her shoulder, pulling her back. He spun her around, grabbed her arms, and lifted her to sit on the hood.
“I told you not to move,” he scolded.
“Let go of me.” Kira tightened her fingers around the keys and took a swing at him. He caught her fist before it made contact with his face. The keys pinched her hand as his strong grip pressed them into her palm.
“Stop! You’re hurting me.”
He loosened his grip, but didn’t let go. “Calm down and I will release you.”
But Kira wasn’t about to give in. Instead, she started kicking her feet until one connected with his knee. He simply pushed her legs to one side, shoved them against his solid thigh, and held them with the spread of his fingers across her knees. Both of his hands were occupied, but she still had one loose—she doubled her fist and swung at his face again. He ducked and twisted his body just before she hit, sending her knuckles into his rock-hard shoulder.
“Ouch!” Kira pulled her hand back and tried to shake away the pain. “Why did you do that?”
He raised one brow and grinned. Two deep impressions appeared—one on each cheek—dimples. “You hit me,” he said. “Are you finished?”
“No!” Kira tried to squirm loose.
He let go and took a step back, folding his arms in front of his chest. “When you stop acting like a child, I will take you to Lydia.”
“Just leave me alone.” Kira pushed herself half way across the hood of the car, only to have his strong hand wrap around her arm from behind, pulling her back across the hood and onto the ground. Her feet slid on the gravel and she almost lost her footing, but his hold kept her upright. He leaned forward, pressed her body between his and the side of the car, then brought both her hands in front and held them with one of his.
“Let go. You’re hurting me.” The strength of his grip made her fingers ache. She tried to wiggle free from between the cold metal and glass of the car, and the heat of Octavion’s body, but he just leaned more of his weight on her, making it harder for her to take in air. “Stop!”
“Kira, I am not trying to hurt you. Be still.” He took the keys out of her hand, slid them into his vest pocket, and readjusted his grip.
With his free hand, he reached into a pouch that hung from his belt and retrieved a small, brown bottle no bigger than his thumb. He bit down on the cork, pulled it out, and spat it onto the ground, then took in a deep breath. As he brought the bottle up between them, a fine white powder spilled out, distorting her view. He blew the substance into her face, then stepped back.
Free from the pressure of his body pushing against hers, Kira drew the white powder into her lungs with her first breath. The trees began to sway and her focus blurred right before her knees collapsed out from under her.
Octavion scooped her into his arms. “Close your eyes.”
“Why? What are you . . . doing?” Kira’s eyes drooped to thin slits as every muscle in her body went limp. She was paralyzed. She felt the warmth of his touch and his strong arms around her, but she couldn’t move. How can that be? She tried to speak again, but now her lips wouldn’t move either. She groaned.
“You are safe with me. Do not fight it, Kira. Close your eyes.” His smooth, deep voice hung in the air like a thick fog as the other sounds around her faded away. She wasn’t sure if it was the warmth of his breath rushing over her or the effects of the powder that made her melt into his arms, but his embrace felt . . . comforting. His natural musk mixed perfectly with the earth and pine of the mountain. The combination engulfed her senses. She closed her eyes and took it in.
Octavion’s arms stiffened and a horrible roaring sound filled her ears. It felt as though they were sucked through a tunnel, racing between its cold stone wall and a speeding train. It only lasted a few seconds, but the effect left her gasping and fighting for her next breath. A strange, floating feeling came over her as the stale air she tried to bring into her lungs turned fresh and clean. She inhaled deeply.
“You can open your eyes now,” Octavion said.
Kira forced her eyelids to part, blinking several times until her eyes focused. He stood in the center of a thick grove of trees, their branches so dense the area was almost completely enclosed. In the middle, a fire crackled, surrounded by several large rocks. The tiny flames licked at the night air, sending sparks into the sky.
Octavion lowered her to rest on something soft. “You must stay here.”
Kira still felt a little dizzy—her eyes moving in and out of focus—but the movement in her fingers and hands had returned, so she tried her voice. “What did you . . . do to me?”
“The effects of the V’Larian will wear off soon. Can I trust you to stay here or shall I bind you to that rotten log?” He motioned behind her, but she didn’t look. She couldn’t have moved anyway.
“I’ll stay, but . . . you said I could see Lydia.”
“It will be easier on both of you if you stay here for now. You are safe here. I will come for you soon.” Then he walked across the clearing and into the shadows of the forest.
Octavion discarded Lydia’s bloody clothes near the cave entrance and helped her slip into one of his long, white tunics. He rolled up the sleeves so she had more freedom to move her hands.
“Is that better?” he asked, while dabbing her forehead with a damp cloth.
“Yeah.” She moaned as she tried to adjust her position under the wool blanket. “What are you gonna do?”
He sat back on his heels and ran his fingers through his hair. “I do not think we have a choice. I know of only one way to heal this wound.”
“What do you mean? You know if I go to the hospital, they’ll find me.”
He looked into his sister’s eyes and tried not to show the emotion that was seeping from his heart. There was only one way to save his sister’s life without putting her in more danger. And she wasn’t going to like it. He didn’t like it.
Lydia’s eyes widened with sudden realization. “No! You can’t!” She grasped Octavion’s wrist and pushed the cloth away from her face. “Promise me you won’t involve Kira. Give me your word.” The outburst seemed to draw all the energy from her at once. She let her hand fall to her side. Tears welled up in her swollen eyes. “I would rather die than live with the guilt—”
“I took an oath to protect you, even if that means another’s death.” His words sounded harsh, even to him. But he had no choice. If he was to save his sister, he’d have to use every means necessary, even if that meant the death of her friend. The very thought made his heart twist and his stomach wretch. He’d have to keep his feelings for Kira in check or he’d never be able to do this.
Octavion dropped the cloth into the washbasin and used the flame from one candle to light two more. He stood and went to the table across from where Lydia lay. He’d retrieved clean linens from a trunk in the back of the cave and used a combination of herbs to make a poultice to help stop the bleeding. So far it hadn’t helped much.
He scanned the shelves of multi-colored bottles before him, but nothing would help heal a gaping knife wound. He’d never felt more helpless. He glanced back at his sister with her pale features and dark eyes. She was running out of time. If he didn’t do something soon, she would surely die.
Octavion was right about the paralysis. It only took a few minutes for Kira to regain the full movement of her limbs and push to a sitting position. Covering the ground beneath her was a large animal skin she guessed to be bear. She ran her fingers through the long, dark fur, finding comfort in the way the warmth of the fire soaked to its depths and took away the chill. She rubbed her eyes, then gathered her hair to one side and swept her fingers through several strands, littering her jeans with the tiny pieces of leaves and pine needles that had caught in her tangled hair.
The slight evening breeze shifted, sending a puff of smoke into her face. She pulled the neck of her T-shirt over her nose, then let the fabric fall away when the air cleared. She blinked hard to keep the remaining haze from burning her eyes. Unfortunately, it did nothing to snuff out the questions that smoldered inside her head.
How could she have known Lydia for two years and not known about her family? Not only did Lydia have a brother with the temperament of a pit bull, but a sister who obviously meant to do her harm. And then there was her face, the change in her voice, and her strength. No wonder she could climb that stupid rope.
As the questions continued to plague her, a log shifted in the fire pit, sending sparks in her direction. She jumped to her feet, shook out her hair, and brushed her hands down the front of her clothes to make sure stray embers hadn’t burrowed through to singe her skin. Her sudden movement triggered something in the trees to stir as well.
Kira stepped to the other side of the fire, leaving the flames between her and whatever had made the noise. Reaching down, she took a large branch in her hand to use as a weapon. Nothing came. Instead, there was silence and an uneasy feeling she was being watched.
She looked over her shoulder in the direction Octavion had gone and seriously considered following, but the uncertainty of what she would find kept her feet in place—at least for the moment. She changed her mind when she heard Lydia’s eerie scream. It sounded as though she yelled into a wooden barrel or bucket—a chilling cry that sent Kira searching for the source. By the time she reached the edge of the clearing, she’d dismissed any thoughts of who or what may be watching her.
Another muffled scream drew her deeper into the forest, squinting to find her way. She hadn’t gone far when she came to a large outcropping of boulders jutting from the side of the mountain. She ran her hand along its smooth surface as she made her way around the formation—each jagged crevice marking her progress like notches carved into a stick. Her pulse quickened with each step.
And then she heard it. A low rumbling growl came from behind her. She turned, pressing her back against the solid stone wall.
Another growl. She tightened her grip around her primitive weapon, grateful she hadn’t left the hefty branch by the fire.
Ten feet in front of her, a white Bengal tiger strode out of the forest—its long fur shone bright white against the black night. The beast let out a ferocious roar, bearing a giant maw filled with razor-sharp teeth. Kira tried to scream, but fear seized her throat, letting only a high-pitched squeal escape.
The wild cat stepped closer as another long, deep growl vibrated through the ground and into Kira’s chest. Its piercing blue eyes locked on hers. Another step brought it within arms’ reach. Gripping her branch with both hands, she held it between her and the beast. The tiger reacted by jerking its head to the side and letting out another roar. Her branch gave it no fear; only increased its anger. She lowered the useless chunk of wood, but she couldn’t make herself drop it and to admit defeat so easily.
One more step and Kira felt the warmth of the tiger’s breath on her face. When the giant cat peeled back its upper lip in a snarl, she leaned her head against the rock and turned away. She knew it sensed her fear, but she couldn’t run. She couldn’t move. All she could do was pray she’d pass out before its powerful jaws ripped her in two.
“Down, Toran!” Octavion commanded as he came into view. Kira brought her weapon back up for protection—this time from Octavion.
Toran gave her a look she could only translate as a warning before he casually rambled toward the sound of Lydia’s pain-filled moans.
Now safe from the tiger, Kira feared Octavion’s wrath. She moved away from the rocks and took a swing at him with her branch. “Get away from me,” she yelled, still trying to steady her trembling hands.
“You said you would stay by the fire. Toran should have kept you there.”
“Kept me there? That monster is your pet?”
“Toran is no monster and he is certainly not my pet.” He took one leap, grabbed her stick, and tossed it against a rock—splintering it into kindling. Kira cowered to the ground and pushed her back against the boulders, drawing her knees under her chin. She was no match for his temper. She knew that all too well.
Octavion paced in front of her. The constant slap of his boots on the dirt sent little puffs of dust into the air until she felt the grit of it on her lips. She brushed it away with the back of her hand. Her heart had just begun regaining its normal rhythm when Octavion let out a thunderous roar—striking the boulder at her side with so much force it sent bits of dirt and gravel raining down.
Kira screamed.
Fearing she would be next, she threw her arms over her head. When the blow didn’t come and the forest grew silent, she opened her eyes to find Octavion crouched in front of her.
“Forgive me.” His deep blue eyes fixed on hers. “My concern for my sister has tarnished my . . . behavior. I would never hurt you, Kira. I am angry at myself, not you.”
Kira had barely held her emotions together until that moment, but his sudden kindness lowered her restraint and she couldn’t hold them back anymore. Her eyes burned as tears trickled down her cheeks.
Octavion’s expression softened. He leaned closer, softly brushing the moisture from her face with the back of his hand.
“I heard her . . . screaming.” Kira stifled a sob.
As if on cue, Lydia’s painful whimper gripped Kira’s heart. She tried to stand, but Octavion pressed a hand to her shoulder, guiding her back to the ground.
“Not yet,” he said. “We need to talk first.”
“Talk? She needs a doctor. Why can’t you see that? You have to help—“
“There are things you do not understand.” He cut her off.
“You’re right, there is. Like, who were those guys, and why didn’t you come to our rescue? Didn’t you hear Lydia scream?”
“No, I was too far away.”
“That’s not true. You showed up not two minutes after it happened.” Kira flipped her long auburn hair behind her shoulder. “It’s your fault Lydia was injured and it will be your fault when she dies if you don’t take her to the hospital.”
“Perhaps you are right about this being my fault, but you must trust my decision to keep her here—to tend to her wounds in my own way.”
“Trust you? I don’t even know you and from what I’ve seen, you’re an ani. . .”
His sudden scowl stopped Kira’s words. “Animal?” he asked, finishing her sentence. The muscles in his jaw tightened as his fingers clenched into fists.
“Look, I didn’t mean it like that . . . it’s just . . . she needs help.”
Octavion stood and took a step back. “Do you think I would let her suffer intentionally? She is my sister and I have taken an oath to protect her at all costs. I have tried all I know to lessen her pain, but it is not enough.”
“What do you mean . . . not enough?”
“Come with me.” He extended his hand to help her stand.
Kira tucked her fingers into her palms and buried them in her jacket pockets. No way was she going with him. And there was no way in hell she’d trust him. But then there was something in his eyes that caught her attention—a flicker of truth and sincerity. She thought for a moment about what Lydia would want her to do. He was Lydia’s brother, after all. And Lydia obviously trusted him.
“Please, Kira. I will not hurt you.”
Kira hesitated for a few more seconds before pulling her hand out of her pocket. As she laid her hand in his, she was finally able to grasp the enormous difference of its size compared to hers. Even though he was gentle, she still felt the strength of his fingers as he helped her from the ground and pressed his hand on the small of her back to guide her toward the fire. Another series of moans coming from behind them caused Kira to stop and look over her shoulder.
“I want to see Lydia,” she said.
The pressure he placed on her back increased, urging her to continue in the direction of the clearing and away from Lydia. She pulled her hand free and stepped off to one side.
“I said I want to see Lydia.” They’d gone far enough that the glow of the fire was more prominent, silhouetting the trees and causing a faint spark to highlight Octavion’s eyes. She gazed into them, trying to read his intentions like she’d done with a thousand other eyes, but all she saw this time was her own reflection.
“She is not the Lydia you know,” he said. “There are many things about us you will not understand and I need to explain them first.”
“She’s my friend. I don’t care about the rest. Just let me see her—maybe there’s something I can do to help. Please,” Kira added for good measure. Then she stepped closer and did something that took all her courage. She placed her hand back in his. She wanted to show him that she trusted him, even if she still wasn’t sure herself. “I need to see her.”
His focus shifted to the simple embrace of her hand, then back to her eyes. He gently tightened his fingers around her palm and sighed in surrender. “Then I shall allow it.” He turned back the way they’d come and led Kira deeper into the forest and around the massive boulders.
As Kira’s eyes adjusted to the increased darkness, a sliver of light appeared. Its subtle glow seeped through a large crevice in the rocks and created an eerie streak across the earthen floor. Octavion dropped her hand and motioned for her to follow him through an opening in the boulder barely large enough for one person. They’d only taken a few steps when the mountainside opened into a large cave. Most of it was lost in the darkness, but a few candles burned off to one side, lighting an area where Lydia lay next to the white tiger, whose eyes followed Kira’s every move.
Octavion nodded for her to go closer. “Toran will not hurt you. He is gentle—like a house cat.”
Yeah, right, Kira thought while visualizing the oversized house cat eating a mouse—which was exactly what she felt like. Toran lay between Lydia and the wall of the cave, so Kira took the other side, and knelt next to her.
Lydia lay on a pile of animal pelts. A thick, wool blanket drawn up under her arms revealed the top of an unusual looking white blouse, her sparkling ruby necklace barely visible between the unlaced pieces of fabric. Her hair lay askew around her head on an embroidered pillowcase like waves of honey being poured out of a bottle. But her face was far from healthy, taking on a ghost-like pallor that bordered on death.
“Lydia,” Kira whispered, taking her hand.
Lydia moaned, then opened her eyes just enough to reveal their dull gleam. Even the glow of the candles gave them no life. But then she looked at Kira and the corners of her mouth twitched in to a brief smile.
Kira leaned closer and made a frail attempt to smile back. “Hey, you.”
Lydia swallowed hard and licked her dry lips. She opened her mouth as if trying to speak, but nothing came out. Instead, she pressed her hand against her side and cried out. Toran adjusted his position and laid his head across her thighs, which seemed to calm her a bit.
“What’s he doing?” Kira asked.
Octavion circled around to the other side and knelt next to Toran, burying his left hand in the tiger’s fur. “Toran has a gift. He can take pain, actually feel it for her. He is making it easier.”
“Take her pain?” The hairs on the back of Kira’s neck pricked her skin. For the first time in her life, she didn’t think she was the craziest person in the room—or cave. There had to be a logical explanation. But before she could ask, Lydia’s eyes fluttered open and she began to move around.
“Octavion,” Lydia whispered. “Don’t . . . do this.”
A small wooden crate sat near Lydia’s head where three flat rocks served as a pedestal for a metal washbasin. In the middle, just an inch or so under the basin, sat a single candle, the flame warming the water. Octavion rung the excess liquid from a cloth and washed the beads of sweat from Lydia’s forehead.
“Be still,” he said, his voice soft and comforting.
“Please,” she said. Her request was barely audible, but the intensity of her emotion tugged at Kira’s heart. Lydia grabbed Octavion’s hand, pulling it away from her face. “Promise.”
Octavion’s brow furrowed as if he were the one in pain. “I made a vow to protect you. You cannot ask me to go against that.” He pried her fingers loose from his hand and lay them at her side.
“What’s she talking about?”
Octavion didn’t answer at first. He watched as his sister closed her eyes and drifted back to sleep. With his voice full of emotion, he whispered, “She is dying.” He dabbed the moisture from Lydia’s face and neck. “Her body is already beginning to warm with fever, and with the swelling in her abdomen . . . I believe she is bleeding within. Even if I had the power to heal the flesh wound, it would do nothing for that which will take her life.” He took in a deep breath and let it out slow. “She knows this and has asked me to take you home, to help you forget.”
“What do you mean, help me forget? I’m not going anywhere. We have to do something. If we take her to the hospital, they can stop the bleeding and fix it. You can’t just let her suffer like this.” She grabbed his arm, forcing him to look at her. “If you think I’m just gonna sit here and let her die, you’re out of your freakin’ mind.”
Octavion jerked his arm out of her grasp. “You do not understand. We are of royal blood, and it is different than yours. There would be questions. I cannot risk putting us in more danger.”
“Danger? How much more danger can she be in? You just said she’s gonna die. To hell with your stupid blood! If you’re not willing to go for help, I am.”
He tossed the cloth into the washbasin, making the water splash over the edge, dousing one of the candles and spilling wax on the box. “There are things you do not know about us.” He stood and paced the cavernous room. “We have enemies who seek our lives. If word of her injury has trickled back to them, they will be watching the hospitals. I have not yet questioned the men who did this, nor found out what information they have. Until then, we must be cautious.”
“You mean they’re still out there? I thought you took care of them.”
“I merely bound them. My priority is with my sister. I will deal with them later.”
“You mean kill them.” The second the words escaped her mouth, Kira finally realized the magnitude of the situation she was in. Was he capable of killing someone? Could he kill her?
“No!” he shouted. He stopped pacing just long enough to let out a huff of air, then continued pounding his feet onto the dirt. “I do not have time to explain this. She will stay here, and we will not speak of this again.”
Kira didn’t bother to answer. She glared at Octavion, then turned her full attention to Lydia by pulling the blanket back to examine the wound for herself. The piece of cloth that covered it held pieces of crushed herbs and stains from a yellow liquid—an herbal poultice, Octavion explained between his constant mumbling, most of which she couldn’t make out.
The poultice stopped the bleeding, but the gash was deep and a larger area just below it was distended, further proof of her internal bleeding. She replaced the poultice and turned to Octavion again.
“We have to get help.”
“I agree, but there is only one way I know and she has forbidden it. She has told me she would rather die.” He reached into the leather pouch fastened to his belt and pulled out a small vial and two white stones, holding them up for Kira to see. “I will use these on your attackers to erase their memories. She wants me to do the same to you, to erase every memory of her. It will be as if you never met.”
Kira instinctively brought the fingertips of her left hand to her temple. Was she dreaming? Was any of this real? “How is that possible?”
“I told you, there are things you do not understand about us. Things you will not think possible.”
“That’s what she asked you to promise?” No way was she letting him touch her with those things. Her memory was hers to keep, not his to take away. Not even Lydia had that right.
Lydia’s painful moan interrupted them.
Octavion went to her side, pulled the blanket up under her chin, then brushed a tear from her face. “If I do as she wishes, she will surely die.”
“Octavion . . . please . . . take her home.” Lydia thrashed about, then grabbed her side. Her facial features suddenly changed to those of the girl Kira saw earlier, then back to Lydia’s. In the middle of the transformation, Lydia let out another blood-curdling scream, then collapsed against the pillow and blacked out.
Kira stood and stepped back, shaking her head in disbelief. This was not her imagination. She was sure this time. “What’s happening to her?” The sudden movement from standing so quickly made her head spin and the blood to rush from her face. She tried to steady herself, but found nothing to grab. How did I get here?
Octavion jumped to his feet and caught her by the arm just as her knees buckled. He guided her to a small wooden bench on the other side of the cave. “Do not be frightened. Lydia is fighting with her kindred spirit and it can be painful.”
Kira pinched the bridge of her nose. “What? What do you mean ‘kindred spirit’?”
A look of frustration crossed his face as if he’d said more than he intended. “It is not my place to say.” He retrieved one of the candles near Lydia to ignite three more on a table beside them. The light illuminated more of the cave, revealing a set of large shelves. On one side were old books and papers, all dusty, with tattered edges. A collection of tiny colored bottles and wooden boxes were neatly arranged on the others. These shelves were well kempt as was the table in front of them, where several ingredients lay next to a small stack of clean linens—makings for Lydia’s poultice, Kira guessed.
“What are those?” she asked, pointing to the colorful display.
“I am an alchemist.”
“A what?”
Octavion growled. “An alchemist.” He drew the syllables out as if he were pronouncing it to a two year old. Clearly frustrated by her naivety, he turned away and continued with his explanation as he sorted through a few of the bottles. “I have many gifts afforded me by my heritage, one of which allows me the skill of knowing the healing qualities of many plants, herbs, and metals. I have studied with the masters in my homeland and read many books. Some of these containers are filled with very powerful tinctures and remedies, while others are dangerous poisons.”
Kira glanced over at Lydia’s frail body. Dark circles had formed under her eyes and her breathing seemed labored. “So, one of these can cure her, then?”
“No. It will take more than that.” Octavion took a small box from one of the shelves. Inside was a black satin bag. He carefully loosened the string at one end and poured something into the palm of his hand.
“This is a healing charm,” he said, opening his hand for Kira to see.
She blinked hard and leaned closer. He’d already placed his hand inches from her face, so now she was practically nose to palm. His hand was empty. She straightened and gave an over-exaggerated sigh. “There’s nothing there.”
His eyes shifted to his palm before refocusing on her face. He looked at her curiously. “You cannot see it?”
“See what?”
His brow creased with frustration as he took her hand and pressed her fingertips to the center of his palm. When he let go, she kept her fingers there, rubbing them across what felt like a tiny metal snake coiled in his hand. It was icy to the touch. She pulled her hand back.
“But how can that be?” she asked. “Why can’t I see it?”
“I am not certain. Let me try something.” He drew his fingers through a small section of her hair, letting it all fall away except for a single strand. The brush of his skin against her face made her shudder.
“May I?” he asked.
She nodded.
He plucked the hair from her scalp, then picked up the invisible healing charm and twisted her hair around it. At first, she saw nothing, but when he held it in the candlelight, it slowly came into view. It looked like a silver bracelet, but when Kira looked closer she realized it had no clasp. Instead the ends were frayed like the end of a rope. The chain wasn’t really a chain, either—it was more like a solid stream of liquid silver—and the strand of her hair had disappeared. He laid the bracelet back in his palm and held it out again. It seemed to move on its own, settling into the creases of his hand.
She wanted to touch it, but seeing it move like that made her think her imagination had taken over again. She quickly drew back when he brought it closer to her face.
“It will not hurt you,” Octavion said.
Kira took a deep breath and pinched the silver material between two fingers. This time it warmed to her touch.
“It’s beautiful, but how does it work?” she asked, letting it fall back into his hand.
“My mother was a visionary and a healer. When she died, my father kept a lock of her hair. This bracelet was made from several of those strands, along with one of my sister’s. It was meant to serve as a divining tool to locate Lydia if she got in trouble, but we later found it had healing qualities. It must be worn by someone not of royal blood—a commoner.” He motioned toward Kira.
Again with the stupid blood. “You mean me, don’t you?”
“That was my hope.”
“But that still doesn’t tell me how it works or how something like this even exists. Where did you get it? Who was your mother, and why do you keep talking about your blood?”
“Octavion,” Lydia’s frail voice barely carried across the small space. She’d been stirring slightly, and now her eyes opened to thin slits. She blinked hard, as if trying to focus. Octavion laid the healing charm on the black bag and went to her side. He adjusted her blanket and stroked the side of her face, trying to comfort her.
“I won’t lose . . . another . . . friend,” she managed between each breath.
“Tell me what else to do, Lydia. I cannot watch you die like this. I cannot face our father and tell him I failed to keep you safe.”
“Please. I would . . . rather die than—”
“You don’t mean that.” He sat back on his heels and ran his fingers through his hair.
“I don’t understand,” Kira said. “If this charm will somehow save her life, and it will work on me, why won’t she let me help?”
“This is not the first time my sister has been severely injured . . . and you are not the first friend asked to be the Crystor’s keeper.”
Kira glanced over to the tiny strand of silver, now lying motionless. The Crystor. She had so many questions, so many doubts about everything she’d seen and heard, but all she could think about was getting help for Lydia. “What happened to her other friend?” A lump swelled in her throat as she waited for him to answer, but deep inside, she already knew.
“It happened before we came here. Serena . . .” He paused and looked away for a moment. “When she healed Lydia . . . her life ended.”
Kira pressed her fingertips to her forehead and tried to rub away the dizziness that had returned. That’s why Lydia wanted her to go home. Lydia knew exactly what Octavion had in mind—that he’d convince Kira to help save his sister’s life and die in the process. Instead, Lydia was willing to sacrifice her life to prevent Kira from risking death.
“If I do this, will she live?” Kira asked.
“Yes.”
The next question was harder and she wasn’t sure she wanted to ask it. She took in a quivering breath. “And I will die?”
Octavion lowered his eyes to where he held Lydia’s hand, tenderly running his thumb across her knuckles. “I am not certain. I was with Serena when she healed Lydia and she felt great pain, but then I had to leave her. My place was with my sister and seeing to her safety. Later, my father brought me the news of Serena’s death, saying she had a weak heart.” He paused for a long moment, as if reliving the scene in his mind. “It will be dangerous, that I do know.”
Great pain. Death.
Kira looked at the Crystor again. If this was Lydia’s only chance, could she tell her no? Could she sit here and watch her friend die. “I don’t have a weak heart, so I should be okay, right?” She swallowed hard, trying not to think about what could actually happen if she decided to do this. It didn’t help. This could mean the end of her plans for her future—her dreams. Her life. This one decision could end all that, not to mention the pain it would bring her mother if she died in the process. A sinking feeling crept into her heart. This wasn’t a dream, but a nightmare.
Before he answered, Lydia began thrashing around again. This time, her screaming sent Toran scrambling to the other side of the cave. He collapsed in the dirt, obviously spent from taking most of her pain. The full force of Lydia’s injury came crashing down as she grabbed her side and let out another pain-filled moan.
Octavion drew her into his arms. “Altaria, please. Stop fighting her. You might be able to help.”
When Lydia pushed Octavion away and lay back on the animal pelts, her face was no longer her own. Once again her eyes were the color of blue ice, piercing the subtle glow from the candlelight with their beauty and fury. There was no weakness in her facial expression as she scowled at her brother with the same hostility she’d shown her attackers.
She took a fistful of his vest in her hand and pulled him closer. “Don’t let me die, Octavion.”
Lydia’s kindred spirit—Altaria, he’d called her. The stark difference in the person Kira saw now and the Lydia she knew was startling. It wasn’t just the change in her appearance, but her attitude was different as well. Kira tried not to think about how all this was possible, how one person could really be two.
“I won’t,” Octavion said. “But what you are asking . . . are you willing to live with the consequences? You know how much Lydia values this friendship.”
“I care nothing for this . . . commoner,” she said. “But I would rather spend eternity locked in this body than . . . join the gods of Lor.” She tried to sit up, but Octavion held her in place by putting gentle pressure to her shoulders.
“So she holds your freedom over your head. She is a smart one.” Octavion let go and pulled the blanket back to check her wound. He removed the poultice to find it soaked with blood.
“Altaria, you have reopened the wound. Stop moving about.” He growled.
The entire altercation had mingled with Kira’s thoughts about Lydia and their friendship. Kira didn’t know this strange girl who obviously hated her, and she certainly didn’t know Octavion. But somewhere in their exchange, Lydia struggled to live, despite her willingness to sacrifice her life.
Kira didn’t want this decision to be anyone’s but hers. If she risked her life to save the only true friend she’d ever known, then it wouldn’t be forced on her—not even at the point of Octavion’s knife. Not that she thought it would come to that, but then . . . she still wasn’t sure how much she could trust him.
Trembling, Kira picked up the Crystor and held it in her hand. The chill it brought while coiled in her palm sent a shiver up her arm, as if its powers already seeped into her skin. When Octavion held it, the charm simply settled into the creases of his hand, then stopped, perfectly satisfied with being still, its silver remaining vibrant and cool. But in Kira’s hand, it seemed restless—as if it searched for something to cling to, changing from silver to red, then to a shimmering light blue. She closed her fingers around it in hopes it would relax, but instead, it warmed, sending a spark up the length of her arm and into her head. She cried out when the pain met the base of her skull.
“Kira, no!” Octavion yelled, his gaze locked on the tiny strand of silver that crept out from under Kira’s fingertips and found its place around her wrist. Both ends unraveled into several fine silver threads that came to life, seeking out the other until the bracelet intertwined the two ends together and tightened, leaving barely a finger’s width between it and her skin.
An instant later, Octavion cradled her against his chest—more gently than she would have ever thought possible. But it gave little comfort and no relief to the pain.
Kira felt as though ice raced through her veins as the skin around her wrist burned cold. The tiny sparks she’d felt before exploded like bolts of lightning, shooting up her arm and radiating throughout her entire body. Her muscles ached and her head felt as though her skull had been crushed.
As Kira’s body began to shake uncontrollably, a second surge of pain rippled through her, this time radiating out through the tips of her fingers. She pushed Octavion away, thinking his embrace was what had caused it. She clenched her fists and drew them into her stomach, hoping the pressure of her body would help ease the pain. Instead, it only worsened. She gasped a ragged breath, then fell forward onto her knees.
“Help me. I . . . can’t make it . . . stop.”
Octavion lifted her chin with his fingers. “Kira, I need to see your eyes.”
She tried to obey, but even the tiny bit of light from the candles caused searing pain. “I can’t.”
He took her face in his hands. “Yes, you can. Try taking deep breaths. Focus on the pain and will it away.”
At first, she fought him, trying to pull his hands away from her face, but then she felt their warmth easing the pain in her head. She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. He was right. With each breath, the intensity seemed to lessen.
“Again,” he ordered.
She gripped his massive shoulders to steady herself and tried again. This time, the warmth coming from his hands not only took the pain, but replaced it with a strange feeling of euphoria. It was as though she floated on a cloud. She tried opening her eyes again, surprised at what she saw. The look of concern on Octavion’s face mirrored the one he’d given his sister. And for the first time since meeting him, she could read his eyes. He cared for her—a lot. It didn’t make sense. If he was so eager to sacrifice her life to save Lydia’s, why the concern?
Octavion searched Kira’s eyes for a moment, then sighed deeply. “Are you well now?”
“I think so. You didn’t say that part would hurt, only when I healed.”
He shook his head. “I did not know. When I bound Serena to my sister, she did not feel pain, and the Crystor did not change color or move on its own.”
Octavion stood and helped Kira to sit on the bench. He took her right hand, pushed up the sleeve of her jacket, and examined her wrist. It still held a faint red mark where she’d first felt it burn. He brushed it with the tip of his finger. “Perhaps its powers are stronger than before.”
Amidst the commotion, Altaria had switched back to Lydia and managed to push herself to her knees, using the crate for support. She clumsily stood, knocking the water basin onto the ground and splashing both Octavion and Kira.
Octavion jumped back. “Blessed Zi’ah, Lydia! What are you doing?”
She leaned over, holding her side. Fresh blood soaked her oversized shirt. She glanced at the cave opening before turning back to find her brother’s questioning eyes.
“Releasing you from your obligation,” she whispered. Then she simply faded away, leaving a fine white mist in her place.
Octavion dove at Altaria as she disappeared, splitting the glowing mist of her wake. He plowed into the crate, shattering it before extinguishing the one remaining candle with the weight of his body. He landed hard in the rubble, let out a fierce roar, then knocked the splintered pieces of wood out of the way and jumped to his feet.
Kira stared at the place where Lydia once stood, trying to figure out what happened. “How did she do that?” When they’d disappeared in the forest, she thought it was her imagination, but this time she knew what she saw was real. Lydia had simply vanished. “Where did she go? W . . . why did she leave?” Kira asked, her voice cracking on the last word.
Octavion took Kira’s arm and yanked her to her feet. “To save your life,” he said as he pulled her toward the opening. The instant they were free from the cave, he tightened his grip on her arm and broke out into a run—taking one step to her three.
“Where are you taking me?” she yelled, digging the soles of her shoes in the dirt. She pulled back on her arm, trying to get free. “Octavion, stop!”
“We must find her. She cannot be far. She had little strength left.” He increased his speed, almost dragging her behind him.
“Stop!” she pleaded. “I can’t go this fast. You’re hurting my arm.”
Without missing a step, he pulled her to his side, swung her around in front of him and hoisted her up over his shoulder, clamping a strong arm around the back of her thighs. As Kira struggled to hang on, he increased his speed, darting between trees and over obstacles that stood in his way. The only thing keeping her from bouncing off his shoulder was the death grip she had on the back of his leather vest.
Kira.
Lydia’s voice seeped into Kira’s mind, invading her thoughts. A memory? But it was so clear, as if Lydia had whispered it in her ear. Kira tried to concentrate on where it came from, but the pounding of Octavion’s footsteps vibrating through her head made it impossible.
Kira, please go back!
The voice seemed more urgent this time and now Kira was sure—it was in her head. She really was crazy.
“Octavion! Please, put me down. Something’s wrong,” Kira begged, but he only increased his speed, this time making their surroundings appear as a solid wall of pine bark and vegetation.
“Stop!” she yelled, but he still paid no attention.
Pulling up the back of his vest, Kira exposed his rippling muscles and skin. With all her strength, she dug her nails into his flesh and drew them upward. “Put. Me. Down!”
Octavion cursed in his foreign tongue as he arched his back and slowed. Kira straightened her torso, pushed away from his shoulder, and forced her knee into his ribs. He released his grip on her legs and tossed her through the air. She nearly hit a tree, landing in the dirt, square on her butt.
His eyes were on fire—yellow taking over the darkness of the blue. Kira jumped to her feet just in time to get out of his way. When he turned toward her again, she spun around to run, but he grabbed her arm and twisted her to face him instead.
“Stop it!” she begged. “This stupid bracelet did something to my head. I can hear her.”
Kira’s words froze him in place. “You hear her?” He brought his face down to meet hers and tightened his grip on her arm. “Where is she?”
“I don’t know. But she’s calling my name.”
He scanned the forest. “I hear nothing. I have no time for games.” His jaw tightened as he let out a rumbling noise that seemed to come from his gut.
“Idiot!” she yelled, trying to break loose. “I can hear her voice in here.” She tapped the side of her head with her index finger.
He released her and took a step back, understanding making his eyes widen. “You can hear her thoughts?” He rubbed his forehead with the tips of his fingers. “If you can hear her, perhaps you can sense her presence as well.”
Kira, no. The voice was barely a whisper.
Octavion stepped closer and this time took her gently by the arms. “You need to concentrate. We must find her before it is too late.”
Kira pushed him away. She felt nauseated and a bit disoriented as images of Lydia flashed through her mind. Lydia lay on the ground, her eyes staring at the star-filled sky—she wasn’t moving. She saw herself standing over Lydia—then she became her, feeling part of Lydia’s pain, hearing the sounds Lydia heard and sensing Kira’s own presence just through the trees. Kira followed her instincts, memorizing each minute detail of the pathway between them until she stood next to herself, Octavion in front of her. She took in a deep, quivering breath and shook off the vision.
“I know where she is.” Kira followed the path she’d memorized only seconds before, Octavion’s heavy footsteps trailing behind her. She had only the glow of the crescent moon and stars to light her path, but she sensed every rock and twig in her way, stepping over and around each obstacle that stood between her and Lydia. When Lydia came into view, Kira stopped and collapsed to the ground. She was as Kira had seen her in her mind—motionless—except her eyes were closed.
Octavion flew past Kira, falling to his knees by Lydia’s side. “No!” His voice echoed through the trees, causing an explosion of tiny birds to take to the sky. He pulled her listless body into his arms and held her close.
They were too late.
Octavion’s body shook with each gut wrenching sob. Kira envied the love he had for his sister. She’d never seen anyone love like that, to be willing to sacrifice everything for one person and spend their life protecting them as though nothing else in the world mattered. She’d never allowed herself to hope for that in her own life, not even from her mother.
She was so numb with grief that for a brief moment, she let herself wonder what it would be like to have Octavion love her like that—willing to protect her and risk everything to keep her safe.
She was suddenly drawn into her own fantasy—his warm embrace, seeing herself in the reflection of his deep blue eyes—and his smile, the way he raised one brow while the tiniest smirk bore dimples into the hollow of his cheeks. The tenderness of his touch as he brushed her tears away. She longed to be seen through the eyes of someone who was capable of loving like that.
When Octavion called out Lydia’s name and pledged his revenge to the heavens, Kira clamped her hands over her ears and closed her tear-filled eyes. She’d seen things she could never explain, felt things she’d never comprehend—but now in the cold darkness of this place, it was all for nothing. Kira’s stomach twisted into a knot as images flooded her mind again—memories of Lydia and the times they’d spent together—each marking significant milestones in their friendship. The thought of a life without Lydia tore at Kira’s heart.
Lydia, I’m so sorry. Kira had barely thought the words when Lydia’s voice echoed through her mind again.
Kira.
Resisting the memory of Lydia’s voice, Kira pulled her legs up and begged it to go away, to give her some peace from her sorrow. A few seconds passed before a voice came again, only this time it wasn’t Lydia. It held the accent of her kindred spirit—Altaria.
Save her!
Kira searched the tree line, but the scene before her hadn’t changed. No mysterious girl. No magical beast to take away the pain. She forced the thoughts from her mind and wiped her tears. What if she was wrong? What if there was still hope?
“Go now!”
Altaria’s words rocked Kira to the core. She pushed forward onto her knees and struggled to gain her balance and stand. “Octavion!” she yelled as she ran to his side. Her call went unanswered. As she grabbed his arm to get his attention, he turned on her, grabbed the front of her jacket, and held her a few inches away in his shaking fist.
“Leave us.” His voice shook with grief for his sister.
Kira placed a trembling hand on his shoulder. “I still hear her.”
His brow furrowed in confusion as he released Kira and turned his attention back to Lydia. “But her heart . . . it no longer beats.”
“Then how is she calling my name? Octavion, please help me. Tell me what to do.”
Octavion jumped to his feet and disappeared through the trees, leaving Kira alone with Lydia. It was as if the magical charm around her wrist guided her hands, whispering to her mind what to do next. She shrugged out of her jacket, rolled it into a ball, and carefully placed it under Lydia’s head. Kira pressed her ear to Lydia’s chest to listen for any sign of life. She heard the faint whisper of a heartbeat. Lydia was still alive.
Before Kira could check for a breath, Octavion returned with a small satin pouch. He opened it and removed the contents. On the end of a long silver chain hung a blue glass bottle with a silver cap in the shape of a heart. It reminded Kira of a perfume bottle she’d seen once in an antique store. He glanced at Lydia’s lifeless body, then met Kira’s eyes.
“Take this,” he said. “You must move quickly.”
As Kira grasped the container, he continued his instructions. “Open it carefully. Place one drop on her lips—no more.”
Kira’s heart raced. As she struggled to calm her shaking hands, she unscrewed the cap and lifted it from the container. She arched back, trying to avoid the fumes that escaped, burning her eyes and nose. The effort was futile.
She slowly lowered the container and watched as a single drop fell to Lydia’s lips. Kira replaced the cap to reduce the burning in her throat and handed the bottle back to Octavion. They watched as the clear liquid seeped between Lydia’s lips and ran into her mouth, gradually returning the color to her face. It’s working. Kira turned to share her relief, but met with Octavion’s grave expression.
“You are not finished,” he said. “The Gyllrue will help strengthen her heart, but it will take more to save her life. Only your blood will heal a wound this deep.” He grabbed Kira’s hand and slid his knife from its sheath.
“Wait! What are you doing?” She tried to yank her hand free. His grip tightened as he pulled her hand closer to the blade. When she continued resisting, he fixed his eyes on hers.
“It will only be a small cut. There is no other way.”
Kira’s racing heart fell into her stomach. “But she’s getting better,” she reasoned. “Her color is coming back.”
He shook his head. “She has lost too much blood; the liquid you gave her will not heal the wound or stop the bleeding. If you refuse, she will die.” He softened his expression. “Please, Kira. She would do this for you.”
“But you didn’t say anything about cutting me.”
“You made this choice, knowing you could die, and now you’re afraid of a little cut?” He pulled her hand closer to him. “It is the only way, Kira.”
The same instinct that guided Kira only moments before still pulsed through her veins and she knew he spoke the truth. Her life was no longer hers—she had made that choice. She reluctantly surrendered, relaxing her arm and giving her hand freely. As the point of his blade pierced her palm, she pulled away, causing the blade to go deeper into her flesh and pain to shoot up her arm and into her shoulder. Her fingers began to tingle as the adrenaline rushed through her veins to numb the cut. Blood filled her palm and dripped onto Lydia’s shirt.
Kira expected to hear Octavion’s words instructing her next move, but instead he turned away and dropped her hand.
“What is it?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”
He took in a deep breath and pushed to his feet. The muscles in his shoulders seemed to heave and expand as he backed away from her. His eyes were glowing like wildfire as he stepped into the shadows of the pine trees. He clenched his fists beside his trembling body.
His voice was deep and almost inaudible as he struggled to speak. “I won’t be able to help you. You must do this alone.” He backed further away, bracing himself on the trunk of a small pine tree. “Press your bloodied hand against the wound. Push firmly and hold it there. Do not release it.” He closed his eyes, grabbed a branch from the tree and broke it off in his hand, sending splinters scattering to the ground.
“What’s happening to you?”
“Nothing.” A frightening growl rumbled through his throat. “You need to hurry, Kira. See it heal in your mind. It must be . . . firm.”
Kira leaned forward, placed her bleeding hand over Lydia’s wound and covered it with the other, pressing as hard as she dared. At first she felt nothing, but when the Crystor began glowing red and burning her wrist, the bolts of pain she’d felt in the cave returned. This time they shot up both arms and into her shoulders. The sensation grew, moving quickly into her chest. By the time it reached her back, tears flowed freely down her face. She closed her eyes and tried to visualize the torn pieces of Lydia’s body mending themselves and sealing the wound.
At some point, the pain settled into Kira’s heart and her body went numb, but only for an instant. As she tried taking a deep breath, her heart leapt in her chest, bringing her senses back to life with a burst of chilling torture she could only describe as hell. It was as though someone had forced acid through her veins. It rushed down her arms and through the tips of her fingers, taking the warmth from her body and all her energy with it. Lydia’s chest heaved and she arched her back, sending a shock straight up Kira’s arms and into her heart. The force was so strong it threw Kira to the side, leaving her unable to move.
As Kira lay shivering from the chilling effects of healing, Lydia took in a deep life-giving breath. Kira scanned the area where she’d seen Octavion last, but he was gone. She closed her eyes, willing to give in to her fate as she struggled to hear her own faint heartbeat.
Kira’s next memories came in flashes—Octavion’s arms holding her close as he lifted her from the ground, the morning sun streaming through the trees, the silent whisperings of a friend, her fight to survive. The images kept coming, filling her mind with expectation. Maybe she wouldn’t die after all.
When Kira finally woke, it took her a few moments to remember what had happened and where she was. Octavion stood a few feet away, tending a fire. He placed two large logs atop an already roaring display of flames. Small streams of light filtered through the trees and touched the forest floor, making his image a bit hazy. She barely recognized this place as the clearing she’d first been brought to. The sun made it seem a lot less scary and mysterious.
To her right, a small structure came into view, a lean-to covered with branches and pine boughs, and decorated with feathers, glass beads, and small swatches of colored fabric. Just inside, Lydia lay on a pile of what appeared to be animal pelts, her covers made up of several layers of fabric and tapestries, their pattern and texture unlike anything Kira had ever seen. Lydia’s face had a healthy glow. Her eyes were closed—her face at peace.
Kira tried to pull herself up to get a better look at her surroundings, but her aching muscles betrayed her. Every joint in her body felt stiff and sore and she had one whopper of a headache. She rolled onto her back, expecting to see the blue sky through the branches above her, but instead discovered she also lay in a lean-to. It was slightly larger than the other, but without decoration. Like Lydia, she rested on a bed of animal pelts, but Kira’s covering was different—a plain tan weave intertwined with a white, satin-like thread. This must be his, she thought.
Kira tried to swallow, finding no moisture to quench her dry mouth. She peeled her lips apart to speak, but nothing came. She pushed back the covers in an attempt to get Octavion’s attention.
“Kira, be still.” His voice was heavy, yet gentle. Within seconds, he knelt at her side, his brow furrowed with genuine concern. “You need to rest.”
She opened her mouth, trying to force her words again, but they came out as a whisper. “I’m thirsty,” she managed to squeak. She tried to clear her throat.
He nodded, then lifted her to sit against the sturdy log wall of the lean-to. She cringed as the muscles on her right side tensed, pressing against her tender ribs.
“Did I hurt you?” he asked.
Kira lifted her shirt just enough to expose a dark bruise the size of a man’s boot. “No, they’re just a little sore.”
A low grumbling sound escaped his chest. He touched the tender flesh with the tip of his fingers, putting gentle pressure on several of her ribs. “Does that hurt?”
She tensed. “A little,” she confessed, lowering her shirt. “I don’t think they’re broken, just bruised.”
His focus was still on her side, even though the fabric covered the evidence of her attack. “Did I do that?”
“No, that stupid blonde guy kicked me.”
Octavion turned his head to one side, as if looking for something through the trees. “Perhaps I should teach those boys a lesson before I release them.”
“They’re still here?” she squeaked out again, her throat still begging for water.
He nodded. “It is a slow process, and I must be careful not to miss anything. Our lives depend on it.”
“Process? What are you doing to them?”
“They have seen too much. I am merely helping them forget.”
He adjusted her blanket and reached behind him to pull a large leather bag from one of the shelter’s supporting branches. At the smaller end of the bag was a plug. He pulled it loose with his teeth and pressed the opening to her lips. At first, the water trickled onto her tongue, barely satisfying her thirst. She grabbed his hands and brought it closer, pouring water into her mouth and spilling it over her face and onto the blanket.
“Easy,” he said, pulling it back. “Too much will make you sick.”
Leaving her hands on his, she looked into his eyes. The last thing she should have been thinking was how strikingly handsome he was, but for an instant, she allowed herself the luxury. In addition to his hypnotic eyes, he had strong, masculine facial features—from his thick brow to his sultry lips, he was gorgeous. Even the fine stubble along the chiseled contour of his jaw and chin was alluring. His hair fell in light brown waves, barely touching his shoulders. She tightened her grip to avoid a sudden urge to run her fingers through it.
Octavion raised one brow and grinned—exposing his dimples. “Are you well, Kira?” he asked, as if he knew exactly what she thought of his looks. She could see it in his eyes—that he too saw more in hers than anyone else ever had.
Kira’s face warmed with embarrassment as she released his hands and lowered hers to her lap. “Yeah, much better, thanks.”
“I owe you my life for saving my sister.” He returned the water bag to its branch. “I will forever be indebted.”
Kira looked past him at Lydia, lying so still. “Is she okay?”
He didn’t answer, but took Kira’s arm and examined the bandages around her hand and wrist. His touch was gentle, but his grip held her where she’d rolled against the rock and it hurt. She pulled away and rubbed it.
He looked at her curiously. “I am sorry if I hurt your hand. I barely touched it.”
Kira pushed up the sleeve of her jacket to expose a nasty purple and black bruise, still swollen. “This one’s yours,” she whispered.
The color paled in his face. “You have every right to fear me, Kira. I have treated you no better than your attackers.”
Kira wasn’t sure what to say. She didn’t want him to feel bad, but he needed to know how much harm his temper could cause. When she didn’t respond, he covered his handiwork and unwound the bandage around her palm and wrist, this time being careful not to touch her arm. She looked at the swollen cut and tried to stretch her fingers. The skin pulled against the scab, sending a twinge of pain through her hand.
“Be careful not to reopen the wound,” he said.
Kira pulled her hand away. “Will you stop worrying about me and answer my question? Is Lydia okay?”
He sat back on his heels and sighed. “Yes.” But his troubled expression said something entirely different.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“It’s been three days and she still sleeps.”
“Three days?” Had she been asleep that long? “My mom’s gonna freak.”
“I think they are still away. I went down this morning and saw no sign of your mother or her . . . friend.”
Kira sighed. “Paul’s a jerk. He won’t care if I’m gone, but mom will worry. Are you sure they’re not back yet?”
“I am sure.”
Kira turned her attention back to Lydia. “What about her dad . . . umm . . . I mean your dad?”
Octavion smiled. “Not a problem.”
“Oh. Well then, I don’t understand why you’re so worried about her. I barely woke, right? I’m sure she’ll be fine.”
“You have stirred. I have been able to give you nourishment. She has not moved, and I am concerned.”
He’d said she could die saving Lydia’s life, yet here Kira was, still breathing, but Lydia showed little sign of recovery. “What did I do wrong?”
“Do not blame yourself. You saved her.”
“Not if she isn’t waking up. What if I put her in a coma or something? Maybe I should have let you make a deeper cut or not fought you.” She threw back her blanket and tried to get up. “Let me try again.”
“Kira. No.”
At first, Octavion merely kept her from getting up, but she was so weak, his restraint quickly turned into an embrace. Feeling his warm body against hers, she gave in and relaxed. She lay in his arms, drawing what she could from his strength. Kira wanted this nightmare to be over. “She can’t . . . die.” Exhausted, she gave in to sleep.
When Kira woke again, darkness had engulfed the clearing. The flicker of the fire cast shadows that resembled movement in the trees, playing tricks on her eyes. Toran lay near Lydia, licking his paws, but there was no sign of Octavion. Kira clumsily pulled herself up to sit. The big cat lifted his head and let out a long, deep growl. She had no idea how much time had passed, but as she started to move, she realized that some of her strength had returned. She still felt sore, but strong enough to stand if she used the lean-to for support.
Toran also stood, lazily blinking his eyes as if he’d just woken from a long nap and hadn’t a care in the world. Kira smiled, remembering Octavion’s words in the cave—that the cat was gentle—then realized a feeling of peace had come over her. The closer he got, the more she felt it. Maybe Octavion was right.
“Come here, boy,” she called, patting her thigh with her hand.
As he came closer, she buried her hands in his thick fur and rubbed him behind both ears. “Take me to Lydia,” she urged. “Can you do that, buddy?”
He turned toward Lydia as if he understood, so she lay one hand on his back for balance and made her way the few feet to Lydia’s shelter.
“Good boy.” She gave him another rub.
Toran returned to his grooming.
Kira lowered herself to the ground, pulled down a small section of Lydia’s blanket and took her hand. She brushed a strand of blonde hair away from her friend’s face. “Lydia?”
Nothing.
Kira thought back to the day this all began and tried to remember everything she’d been told. As she recalled the events, an idea came to her. If she heard Lydia’s thoughts, maybe Lydia could hear hers as well. She closed her eyes and tried to clear her head.
Lydia. You need to wake up.
Again, nothing.
Well, that was pretty stupid, she thought to herself. Not wanting to give up—but feeling extremely foolish—she tried again. She took both Lydia’s hands this time, closed her eyes, and tried to imagine herself actually being Lydia, as she’d done when she found her in the forest.
Lydia! If you don’t wake up right now, I’m gonna pour the whole jar of that horrible concoction down your throat. Now wake up!
Kira expected her to wake slowly, like she had. Instead, Lydia came up yelling and screaming—fighting mad.
“Octavion! How dare you give me that vile poison,” Lydia screamed. She grabbed at her blankets and swung her arms in the air. It was all Kira could do to keep her from hurting herself—and Kira. She took Lydia by the shoulders and held on, trying to get her to calm down. “Lydia, stop!” she pleaded.
“Release her!” Octavion yelled. He dropped the firewood he’d been carrying and stepped closer, glaring at Kira like she’d really been trying to hurt Lydia.
Kira let go of Lydia’s shoulders and leaned away to avoid being hit in the face by her friend’s flailing arms. Octavion wasn’t so lucky. When he knelt beside her, she took a swing and punched him right in the jaw. Making contact with something solid must have brought her to her senses, because she froze with her fists clenched in front of her, ready for a fight.
The shock that registered on Octavion’s face, tickled Kira’s funny bone. She covered her mouth, trying to control her reaction, but it was no use. She burst out in laughter, only managing to get out three words. “Good shot, Lydia!”
Octavion put his hand to his face and massaged his jaw. When Lydia giggled and dropped her hands to her lap, he threw his arms up and stood. “You take care of her.” Then he walked back to where the wood had landed and started picking it up.
“I was trying to,” Kira snapped back at him—sarcasm and attitude behind her words.
Lydia licked her lips and wrinkled her nose. “Ugh, that stuff is nasty.”
“It smells bad, too,” Kira said.
Lydia pointed to the corner of the shelter where a bag, like the one Octavion had offered her earlier, hung. Kira gave Lydia the water and watched as she drank, spilling it much like she had. Kira echoed Octavion’s instructions to take it slow, but when she tried to take the bag away, Lydia raised her hand, blocking her.
“You’re gonna get me in trouble,” Kira said.
Lydia jerked the bag away from her mouth, choking back her laughter. “I really don’t think you need my help getting into trouble. Besides, he’s just worried about me. He gets that way whenever I’m hurt. It scares him.”
“Good,” Kira said. “He should be scared. You almost died. Did you know that?”
Lydia grew silent. The sudden burst of energy she’d exhibited when she woke had caught up with her, and she tried to lie back. Kira took one of the skins, bundled it into a ball, and placed it behind Lydia’s head to prop her up.
“I’m sorry, Lydia, but what you did was stupid. We both could have been killed.”
“Do not blame her. It was not her fault.” Octavion walked up beside them.
“How would you know? You weren’t even there. And that’s another thing.” Kira turned back to Lydia. “If you could just grab onto that ruby necklace of yours, why—”
“Kira.” Octavion cut her off. “Let her rest.” He stepped to Lydia’s side and lowered himself to the ground.
“It’s okay,” Lydia said. “She’s right. I should have called you. I was foolish to let my kindred spirit take over. It just happened so fast, there wasn’t time to do anything else.”
“Your kindred spirit?” Kira asked. “Would someone please explain that to me? The change in your eyes and face when you got angry, and then . . . who’s Altaria?”
Lydia lowered her eyes. “I have a gift . . . or a curse, depending on how you look at it.” She glanced at Octavion.
He nodded, as if agreeing to her silent request for help. “Kira, this will not sit well with you,” Octavion said. “Our ways are not like anything else you know.”
“I already know about the Crystor, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out she can rub that little ruby and you come running. I’m not stupid, ya know. I’m sure there’s tons of stuff you haven’t told me. I want to know what happened.” Now that the urgency of the situation had passed, her curiosity had taken over. Plus, she didn’t want any more secrets between them. That part bothered her the most. She didn’t like being lied to.
Lydia smiled, searching Octavion’s eyes again. “How do I explain this?”
He seemed reluctant at first, but after a long moment of silence, he began. “My sister has two spirits. One appears as you know her—as Lydia. She is very strong spiritually, but her physical strength is limited. The other—Altaria—appears as you saw her in the cave. She’s a fierce warrior and Lydia allowed her to control their body during the battle so your lives could be saved.”
“Two spirits?” Kira asked. “You mean, like a split personality?”
“No,” he said. “She has two separate spirits, both with different strengths, talents and physical traits.”
“But how is that possible?” Kira asked. “And where is your other spirit now—Altaria?” She caught herself searching the clearing, half expecting Lydia’s kindred spirit to magically appear. Just thinking about the way she’d taken on the scouts made the skin on Kira’s arms tingle.
“She is here,” Lydia said, placing her hand over her heart. “But only one of us can be in control of our body at a time.”
Kira looked at her injured hand and the place on her wrist where the Crystor had burned her skin. If what they said was true, anything was possible. “Go on. I want to hear more.”
“You sure?” Lydia asked.
Kira nodded. “Where are you from? When you change, or whatever—you both have an accent and your speech is so proper. And then there’s all this magic, and potions, and a huge tiger that should be wild, and this stupid bracelet that burns—which really hurt, by the way—not to mention the fact that I have somehow gone from being a normal human to some witch with powers to bring back the dead. Does any of this seem strange to you guys?” Kira took in a deep breath, letting it out with a sigh. She knew she was rambling, but all the questions she’d held back bounced around in her head and she had to get them out.
Lydia spoke first. “You’re not a witch.” Then she touched her finger to Kira’s palm. “And I’m really sorry about this.”
Kira pulled her hand back. “It’s just . . . I don’t understand why you didn’t tell me before. I would have kept your secrets.”
“I know,” Lydia said. “Octavion didn’t think it was safe.”
“So, is that why you wouldn’t let me come to your house? Not because your dad wouldn’t allow it, but because you live here?”
“Sort of. I have a small place in town, but I live there alone—except sometimes in the winter when it’s too cold for Octavion to stay on the mountain. Our father didn’t come with us.”
“Where is he?” Kira asked. “The truth this time.”
“He’s in our homeland. We are from a place called Ophira—another world, actually. Our home there is called Xantara, where our father is king.”
“Another world?” Kira had expected them to give her the name of some tiny foreign country in the middle of nowhere, or maybe a hidden civilization that time forgot. She’d even considered the possibility of some sci-fi time traveling scenario, but the phrase “another world” left her with visions of aliens and space ships landing in wheat fields. As much as she wanted to know everything about them, she suddenly felt anxiety prick at her nerve-endings like a million little spiders scurrying up her arms. What she wanted was to go home.
Octavion drew his dagger and mapped Earth’s solar system in the dirt. He pointed out the sun and each planet that orbited around it. The whole thing was only the size of a cantaloupe, but seemed in proportion from what Kira remembered. Astronomy was not her best subject.
Kira pointed to the tiny circle that represented Earth. “So if we’re here, where is Ophira?”
Octavion picked up a small pebble, rolled it around in his hand for a second, then chucked it across the clearing. It ricocheted off one of the trees and landed somewhere in the bushes. “Over there.”
Kira’s eyes widened. “That far? But how did you get here? How did you know to come to Earth, and . . .” Kira’s mind was so full of questions, she wasn’t sure which one to ask first. “Where’s your spaceship?”
Lydia laughed. “The little green men took it home with them.”
“Very funny.” Kira curled her legs up to sit cross-legged, then leaned forward to listen intently. “I’m serious. I want to know how you got here.”
Octavion slid his knife into its sheath and settled back on his heels. “Remember I told you I am an alchemist?”
“Yeah.”
“Part of what I do involves the study of the universe. In our world, we have rare gems and stones that possess what you would call ‘magical powers’. But to us, it is as normal as electricity or communicating with cell phones is to you. Your world seemed magical to us when we first came here.”
He hesitated for a moment, as if considering his words carefully. “I inherited part of my mother’s gift as a visionary. I cannot tell the future, but I can see things others are not able to see. There is a blue crystal that we call Soleryne and when I concentrate on it, I can see other planets with my mind. There are other mind travelers on Ophira, but their gifts are not as strong as mine. They do not venture as far as I have—at least not that I am aware of.”
“You mean others from your planet have been here?” Kira asked.
“I do not believe so. Such things are not discussed between kingdoms, but a journey to such a spectacular world as Earth would have filtered through the kingdoms somehow. Someone would have boasted of their journey. I do know we are the first from Xantara.”
“So with this stone, you can see people walking around on Earth? Is that how you knew you could live here?” Kira was surprised at how accepting she was at the knowledge of other worlds. She’d never given it much thought, but now found it fascinating.
Octavion smiled. “Not exactly. I can only observe from a distance.” He glanced at Lydia, then back to Kira again. “I came here once when I was younger. I had been studying your planet for quite some time and found it very similar to ours—lush soil and plant life, raging rivers and a moon that draws the tide. I couldn’t stand not knowing what it was like.”
“And he got in trouble,” Lydia said. “Father forbad him to travel like that again. It was too dangerous.”
“Only because Shandira followed me and could not keep her mouth shut.”
“She was your older sister. She was supposed to keep an eye on you that day, remember?”
Octavion waved a hand to dismiss the subject and turned his attention back to Kira. “Back to your question. Yes, your atmosphere has sustained our lives quite nicely. At first, it was difficult to get used to some of your vegetation and living creatures. We do not have as many insects on our planet. Nor do we have snakes.”
Lydia wiggled into a full body quiver. “That’s the worst. I hate those things. And the spiders. Ugh!”
“So . . . that explains how you found Earth, but not how you got here. All joking aside, is there some kind of spaceship you traveled on or something?” Kira hated to ask. Even as the words crossed her lips, she knew they sounded ridiculous.
This time Lydia spoke. “We have a journey stone. It opens a doorway to our world and we just jump through to the other side.”
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