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Chapter 1

	 

	Gone. One minute Tristan was here, and the next he wasn’t. Only two days ago we watched the two moons rise, and it was only two days ago when we almost kissed, but this morning he was taken away from me, and I will never see him again. Once a student was made into a slave, it was forbidden for them to ever see their friends or family again, and that was exactly what Tristan was going to be transitioned into in only a few hours. They were going to strip him of his rank, disregard that he was born into the Vex class, and put a collar around his neck that could kill him at the push of a button. 

	This morning two officers marched into Tristan’s dorm and dragged him out. I stood there, shocked, as he kicked and screamed, begging for a second chance. He was a level five Vex, which would have been alright if he hadn’t turned twenty today. 

	At the age of twenty, a student of Monroe Academy was to be tested on their lighter abilities and hopefully advanced up to level six. Ever since Tristan was enrolled ten years ago, he’d never had trouble leveling up, but this time he struggled to get his powers to strengthen. This time, the council didn’t believe him strong enough to earn a level six patch, and now he had to serve his nation in another way. He had to serve the high class Vexes and ensure their happiness. The happier the people, the lower the chances of there ever being chaos in our world again. 

	At least that’s what we were taught. 

	The navy-blue leather suit I was wearing grew hot as I walked down the hall towards my dorm. All I could think about was the terrified look on Tristan’s face as he was dragged away. We had only made eye contact for a moment, but in that moment, I remembered the night he told me that the council had leveled him up and were going to send him his level six patch to his dorm. They usually gave them out right away, but Tristan said that they’d somehow run out and had to order more. Now I knew that he was only lying keep me from worrying on our last night together, but I wished that he would’ve told me. I wished that I would’ve been prepared for the aching pain growing in my chest. 

	My throat burned as a few of the other students passed me by, giving me dirty looks. I was sure that most of them had blamed me for Tristan’s failure. I was a Null after all. Someone that couldn’t produce even a speck of light. We were lighters, citizens of the Lighter Nation and beings that could produce an energy－a light－that was taught to be used as a weapon to protect our nation from any outside enemies. Lighters had to be strong, disciplined, and hard workers. If one couldn’t reach their required level at a certain age, then they were done for. Given up on, and there were no second chances. At least for everyone else. I was the only student ever given another opportunity to level up, but at a cost that would forever weigh on my conscience. 

	The dorm hall had oddly cleared as I neared my door. I barely even took notice to how the few students still lingering averted their eyes from me. Maybe they thought that any contact with a Null would hinder them from advancing to the next level, or maybe they all recognized the haunted expression on my face and couldn’t bear to look. Many had lost loved ones to our glorious society and could have been all too familiar with the expression. One where the face paled and the eyes brimmed with tears, reddening before the droplets even fell. 

	Finally arriving to my door, I swiped my card through the slot on the wall and waited for the door to slide open. As soon as it did, I felt myself being roughly shoved inside and fell onto my hands and knees. Before I could even get up, an arm wrapped around my throat, tightening so that not a drop of air could get through, and when I heard the door slide shut behind me, alarms began to blare in my mind. This was bad. Really bad. Not only would screaming for help be ineffective, but I couldn’t fight my attacker either.

	“I told you that I would get you alone, didn’t I? Fucking Null.”

	I immediately recognized the voice as Kaydar’s. A student here who seemed to hate me more than everyone else. He and his friends had come after me more than once before, and with no abilities against their powerful ones, I was never a match. That didn’t mean I never at least tried to put up a fight. I just never won.

	I tried to force air through my windpipe, but Kaydar was squeezing my throat so tightly that it felt as if he had intentions to kill. Hopefully, my intense training in combat would pay off, or else he might just take my life. 

	Calming my rising panic, I grabbed Kaydar’s arms and forced my chin down into the crook of his elbow, then swung my own elbow back as hard as I could. I hit something tender, causing him to loosen his grip, and I scrambled away to my feet. When I turned around, I watched as the blond Soma pushed himself upright and couldn’t help but notice the crazed look in his eyes. I didn’t understand his hate for me, but what I did understand was that this wasn’t just some bullying situation. It was revenge.  

	Kaydar was a Soma, second class to a Vex, but he tended to hang around strong Kalis, the lowest class of them all. Classes were chosen based off the color of a Lighter’s energy. If someone’s energy was dark blue, then they would be placed in the Soma class. If they had a turquoise blue energy, then that would make them a Vex, and to be a Kali, the color of a student’s energy had to be white. It was a simple, and yet, a terrible way to separate one class from another. Not by money, skill, or intelligence, but by color.  

	Behind him were two high level Kalis. The female was Sandra: a level eight Kali Bright, and the male was Cleo: a level six Kali Elem. With my luck, I managed to get stuck in a room with three high level Lighters that each had one of the three abilities. 

	There were three abilities that could be used, and upon learning what that ability was, a student was labeled either a Bright, a Dim, or an Elem. Brights had incredible speed and strength, Dims could shape their light into any weapon, and Elems could form their light into either fire, water, or lightning. Based on their gene’s, any three classes, either a Vex, a Soma, or a Kali, could have any one ability to master.  

	“Kaydar, what do you want?” I growled, pushing loose strands of dark brown hair out of my face. “And how did you get into this dormitory?”

	Kaydar snorted. “That’s none of your business. All that matters is what I’m going to do to you now that we’re alone.” Glowing dark blue energy formed over his palm before a small knife took shape in his hand, pointing directly at me. 

	My eyes widened as I took a step back, and when I looked up at Sandra and Cleo, they both smirked. Neither of them were going to join in right away. They usually never did. Instead, they spent most of the time making sure that I wouldn’t get away. 

	Now I was panting. “Kaydar －”

	“Did you know that my brother died today?” Kaydar snarled. “Remember a few years ago when he was taken and made a s－?” He roughly ran his fingers through his short blond hair.

	I took a deep breath and tried to control my shaking, finally understanding what this was about. How could I ever forget the reason he sought to make my life a living hell in the first place?

	“Yeah, you remember. Well, his owner grew tired of him. Made him kill himself.” Kaydar’s blue eyes were now wet with angry tears. “He couldn’t level the fuck up, so he was made a slave, and now he’s dead, but you…” He slowly started walking towards me, and with the small size of the room, it didn’t take long for him to reach me. 

	The knife in his hand was now pressed against my neck, drawing blood. The dark blue energy swirling around his hand provided for a quick distraction, but only for a moment. Finding things to distract myself from pain and fear had become a habit over time.

	“You got a second chance. You got something. Not only did you not level up, but you’re a Null!” The knife pressed deeper into my skin, causing me to gasp. I had no choice but to take whatever Kaydar was going to give me. There was no way that I was going to be able to fight all three of them. I thought I had a chance when I assumed it was just him, but I should’ve known better by now. 

	“Kaydar,” I swallowed. “Plea―”

	“No,” he said through gritted teeth. “Why did you get a second chance? You’ve been a level one since you were ten years old, and yet you’re still here with the rest of us. My brother is dead.” Kaydar wheezed, planting his other hand on the wall next to my head, then he leaned in so close that I could feel his breath on my nose. “And I have no one else to take my anger out on but you. I’ll make sure that you suffer however he did before he died.”

	Kaydar moved the knife from my neck before throwing a quick elbow at my jaw. With a crack, I stumbled to the side but was caught by my now loose hair and yanked back upright only to have the knife jammed into my thigh. Before I could even scream, Sandra was on me in a millisecond with her hand clamped over my mouth. 

	Kaydar usually smiled during moments like this, but this time he only displayed a look of hate. He was already angry that I was given a second chance when his brother wasn’t, but now I could see that it was the death of his brother that sent him overboard. His reaction made me wonder if I truly loved Tristan as Kaydar loved his brother. Why wasn’t I as livid as he was? Tristan may as well had been dead since I would never see him again, and yet, I was calm. Or maybe I was just broken? 

	Kaydar twisted his knife out of my thigh, sending a burning sensation down my leg before taking a step back for Sandra have some fun with me. With her speed and strength, it didn’t take long to pummel me back down onto my hands and knees. Tears welled in my eyes as I wished for Tristan to defend me like he used to, but he couldn’t, and he never would again. All I would have now were memories of his boldness.

	It’ll be over soon…soon. You’ve been through worse. 

	“Sandra, are you done?” Cleo asked. 

	Sandra’s knee went crashing into my cheek, inflicting pain that started at my head before vibrating throughout my entire body. I weakly fell over to my side and looked up at her with teary eyes. Maybe I was going to die here? Then the deal that my parents made with the council would be undone and my mother would be free. If Kaydar decided to kill me, I hoped that he would make it quick. 

	“Yeah.” Sandra nodded, flicking her long black hair over her shoulder. “We should just kill this Null and get her out of here. Cleo, you can burn her body, right?”

	My muscles tensed. The last way I wanted to die was by being burned to death. 

	Kaydar frowned. “No. Major Artemis would lose it if he lost his little toy. Just shock her and let’s get out of here.” 

	Cleo chuckled. “It would be my pleasure. I haven’t used lighting in a while.” He walked over to me, but at this point, all I could see were his navy-blue shoes. I didn’t care to look up at him, nor did I care about what he was going to do next. I just wanted him to get it over with. I wanted the pain of my broken bones and colorful bruises to disappear.  

	It was quiet for a few seconds before I Sandra sighed. “You’re taking too long.”

	Before I could even blink, Sandra’s foot slammed into my stomach with a force that jolted my entire body into the air before I cracked into the wall and landed on my bed. My insides twisted in reaction to her last blow, and I began coughing up chunks of blood. The blood covering my eyes told me that she had done some serious damage to my face, and I was now trembling in pain. I thought that I had suffered worse from Artemis’ hand, but he had yet to leave me feeling so broken.  

	“Mission accomplished. Now can we go?” Sandra asked. “The Null is down. There’s no need to beat her down anymore. I’m sure she knows her place now.” 

	Cleo sighed. “I really wanted to zap her.”

	“Yeah, yeah, yeah…”

	From the bed, I caught a glimpse of Kaydar staring down at me, and within that moment, I thought I saw his eyes flicker with sadness and regret, but they couldn’t have. Those were emotions that Monroe Academy discouraged. 

	When I blinked, the three of them were gone, and for a long moment I closed my eyes, but when I opened them a second time, my other closest friend, Carmen, came rushing into the room. Her mouth was moving as she ran over to aid me, but I couldn’t hear her words. 

	I was just grateful that she came. 

	~~~

	Carmen and I stood side by side in the Council Chambers and waited for the council to start the hearing. We both wore our best navy-blue uniformed suits with our hair pulled back into neat buns. She did the both of ours, mine being the easiest to style, but it was a little more work for her to pull back her blond frizz and actually lock it into a bun. 

	Carmen’s wild and bright hair complimented her smooth caramel skin and dark brown eyes. She was one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen and always looked as if her lighter energy was constantly active because of the glow of her face. She had small almond shaped eyes, full pink lips, frizzy blonde hair, a perfectly shaped nose, and stood at about five feet and seven inches tall. 

	I rarely ever saw her bright, excited expression darkened with anger unless she was upset, and nothing pissed her off more than a group of bullies beating me into a pulp.

	I could barely stand, but Major Artemis St. James called for the council to gather today, only two days after my attack. My ribs were cracked but healing, my leg was wrapped, and one of my eyes were swollen shut. I had a huge lump on the side of my head, and the rest of my body was covered in bruises. Still, I held my chin high and refused to show any weakness in front of my attackers, standing just on the other side of Carmen with their eyes forward. 

	Most likely, all three of them would be getting off without punishment. The council, nor Artemis, were fans of me. In their eyes, I was unworthy of even standing in front of them without a collar around my neck, but they made a deal with my father to treat me the same as the other students: Reach level six by age twenty, and I didn’t have to be transitioned into a slave. I would’ve rather died than ever go back to my former owner, Artemis. 

	Artemis sat down at a long white table across from me with his long black hair pulled back into a pony tail, his hands folded, and his icy blue eyes locked on mine. 

	I hated when he looked at me, reminding me of how he used to threaten to cut out my eyes because his favorite color was green. When I was a child, I believed everything that he told me and took caution to every threat he’d ever made. Artemis wasn’t a liar, or at least, he’s never lied to me. 

	When I stayed with him those four years, I prayed to the gods that my powers would emerge and that my light be turquoise blue, making me a part of the Vex class. From ages four through six Somas and Kalis were to live with their real families, receiving the love and care that they needed, but from ages six through ten they were snatched away and made slaves to the high class Vexes. Finally, at ten through twenty-four, a child was to be placed into one of the academies to begin their leveling and training. 

	The reasoning behind this system was so that when we were finally released into schooling, we’d appreciate the lovely lives that we lived. That was, if we continued to level up at the right age and follow the unreasonable rules that the academy enforced. 

	Vex children didn’t have to experience slavery like the Somas and Kali’s but got to live with their families up to the age of ten, then were enrolled into the academy. The hardest part of their childhood lives was simply being separated from their parents. 

	Once enrolled into the academy everyone here was treated as equals. The only difference between the Vexes and everyone else was that Vexes had better childhood memories.

	Artemis raised his chin and smirked, causing my throat to close, but I didn’t show fear. Being his property once before had taught me how to harden myself, and although we both knew how weak I could become when it came to him, I still did my best to display strength.

	Carmen took a deep breath, humming lowly as she exhaled. She knew all there was to know about my history with Artemis, and she was just as protective over me as Tristan was. Neither of them could do anything when Artemis called me to the P.T. Sector for pain testing, but I knew that if they could, they would. Because of that, I loved them both like they were family.

	 It was always the three of us until Tristan was taken away. Now all that remained were two.

	




Chapter 2

	 

	Five years ago 

	I stood only a step behind them. My parents. I hadn’t seen them since I was six years old and could barely remember anything about them. All I could recall was my mother’s warm smiles and my Father’s tight hugs, but today, neither of them were here to offer me those small comforts. Instead, they were here to plead for my freedom and to request that I be given more time to develop my light.

	I yearned for even the slightest contact with my family, but we weren’t allowed of any. Especially with my being a level one nothing at the age of fourteen. From ten through thirteen the academy gave us the time to level up to a level two, but I never made the cut. I couldn’t even produce a spec of light. In the Lighter Nation, people like me were known as Nulls, and Nulls never got second chances until today.

	“I am asking you as a high class Vex and former leader of one the top collecting squads to please give my daughter time to improve,” my father stated. He stood tall in his white one-piece leather suit, embroidered with turquoise blue designs that curved over his shoulders and stopped at his wrists. His dark brown hair was combed back and waved at the ends, and his shoulders were erect with his hands locked together behind him. He truly did stand like he was once a part of the military. Before I was born, my parents worked on the same squad, fighting and collecting savages that lived in the Wild Lands to help serve our nation. 

	My mother stood on my right side with her long red hair pulled back into a bun. She wore clothes similar to my father’s, only her designs were a dark blue, I assumed, because she was a Soma. Her soft green eyes had met mine for only a moment before the hearing, and in that moment, I could tell just how much she loved me. Even after all this time, my parents hadn’t forgotten about my existence. Once they heard that I couldn’t produce light, they immediately came to plead for my freedom to the man that wanted nothing more than to make me his property again. 

	It was by law, that if a student failed to perform accordingly in their academy, they were sent back to the home that they were originally slaves in. Artemis once promised me that he would get me back one way or another. I only prayed that I would become strong enough to fight him when the time came. 

	General Rekon raised a brow as his eyes scanned over me. “You do understand that your child is a Null, Mr. Bardeau? There is simply no room for her kind here.”

	“Sir, I have given you the paperwork, and her blood samples do show that she has the Lighter blood. It’s possible that she just doesn’t know how to tap into her light like the other students, and I’m asking you to give her time.” My father kept his voice calm, but I could hear the slight aggravation in his tone. 

	“General Rekon.” The softness of my mother’s voice gave me butterflies, and it was hard to believe that this woman once fought in the Wild Lands. Maybe even killed before. “It has happened before. Long ago, a child hadn’t produced his light until he was of the age of seventeen. He was a rare case, but it could happen to anyone. We only wish for you to give her more time.”

	General Rekon rubbed at his chin and glanced at the other members of the council, all of which consisted of high level Vexes around the age of forty and up. Artemis was the youngest, being in his thirties, and a Kali. He was a very strong and powerful Kali that worked his way up through the ranks to become a Major. 

	“Major?” General Rekon sighed. “What do you think?”

	Artemis looked at me, and then he turned his eyes to my Mother, causing a lump to grow in my throat. After a few seconds passed, I had the sickest feeling that something bad was going to happen. “I think that the Bardeau’s have served our nation well. The two of them are also legendary for their skills in combat and time in the Wild Lands. I think that we should grant them their wish.”

	I froze, and my parents grew rigid. My father’s fists balled behind his back, and my mother took a deep breath. They both knew that Artemis was up to something. It was just a matter of what. 

	General Rekon stared directly at me with a coldness in his eyes and an absent expression. “Well, if that’s what you believe Major St. James, then I’ll allow it.”

	My parents still stood rigid as they watched Artemis. There was no relief showing in their body language, and they were right not to feel that way. 

	Artemis smirked. “But, because this is so uncommon, and your daughter is obviously just not as dedicated to her nation as the other students, there will be a price.”

	“I understand,” my father sighed. His fists released. “I will gladly offer up my rank to be stripped, and－”

	“Mr. Bardeau, I am the one who will come up with the terms. Besides, we can’t have a high class Vex, such as you, giving up such a thing.” Artemis’ eyes went back to my Mother. 

	General Rekon raised a brow. “Well, what terms are you thinking, Major?”

	Artemis took a deep breath. “Something fair. Something in the place of Rayah Bardeau. She was supposed to be mine if she didn’t reach her required level, and now you two are pleading for her to be given time. Well, we will grant her time. She has until she is twenty, and at that time she must reach level six. In the six years that we wait for her, Mrs. Bardeau, Rayah’s Soma mother, will be taking her place as a slave in my home. She will be stripped of her rank and collared until then.”

	A low whimper escaped my throat, making Artemis’ bright eyes move to me again. I ignored his stare and turned to my Mother, noticing the slight turn in her head towards me. Was she going to accept these terms?

	My father took a deep breath. “Major St. James, I am offering myself in place of her－”

	“And I said that a Vex is not to do such a thing, but your wife is a Soma. She’s disposable and must serve our nation in any way that she can. If you do not agree to the terms, then I will gladly take Rayah and collar her myself. There is no rank to strip her of.”

	I was shocked and bewildered. I wanted to speak up and tell them that I would serve Artemis instead, but I was too terrified to do anything. Becoming a slave again meant that there were no limits as to what Artemis could do to me. As a child we are only disciplined and ordered to cook and clean. There were limits as to what our masters could do to us back then, but if a student failed in the academy, there were no limits after being enslaved a second time. If Artemis told me to hurt myself, then I had to, because all it took was a push of a button for the poison in the collar to shoot into my neck and solidify my blood. If my mother were collared, then he would have that same power over her as well.  

	My parents turned to each other, holding eye contact for what felt like forever. They were talking through their eyes, deciding without using words. Neither of them deserved this, and I didn’t deserve them. I was a Null－a nothing, and two amazing, legendary people were going to suffer because of it. My father was going to lose his wife, and my mother was going to lose her freedom. 

	My mother turned back to Artemis and stared at him for a long moment, then she nodded her head. 

	“N－no,” I forced out. Everyone except my father turned to me. My fearful wide eyes went straight to my Mother’s. “You can’t.” Tears forced their way through. “This is my fault. You can’t do this.”

	My Mother’s eyes were soft, but I could see that she wasn’t going to change her mind. Not for me, and not for my Father. I knew that she was doing this to give me another chance, but I just couldn’t bare the thought of Artemis owning her. She didn’t know what he was like. 

	“Mo－”

	“Rayah.” When my mother offered a warm smile, my breath caught, and I yearned to run to her. Things weren’t supposed to be this way. She wasn’t supposed to be collared.  “You can be penalized for speaking out of turn. Please, don’t do it again.” She stared with me for a long moment, the sadness in her eyes betraying her smile, then turned back to face the council. “We accept the terms, but just to clarify, if she reaches her required level at any given time, will I be released?”

	Artemis nodded. “Of course.” He sat back in his chair. “One last thing before you’re collared, Mrs. Bardeau. Rayah will be taking her pain testing twice a month with an extra day added. So, to be clear－”

	“She’ll do pain testing six days a month instead of two. I understand.” My mother nodded. 

	I tried to swallow the lump in my throat, but I couldn’t. I was going to be tortured six days a month instead of what a normal student had to endure, which was only two days. Pain testing was to motivate the students to work harder. Based off their performances in the academy, they would either endure a high level of pain, or less. Less if they showed high performance, and more if they showed low performance. It was to keep us all in check, and on account that I had a substantially low performance rate, I was going to endure excruciating pain. 

	My father cleared his throat. “Is that all, Major St. James?” His words were clipped. 

	Artemis smirked, “That is all.” He stood from his chair with something a silver in his hand, causing my heart to sink into my stomach. It was a collar. “I brought this for Rayah, but I guess it will be yours for the next six years, Mrs. Bardeau, or should I start calling you Rayenna? Beautiful, how you based your daughter’s name off yours.” He walked around the table and over to my Mother. With a smile on his face, he opened the glistening grey collar, revealing the two black needles that would penetrate her skin. 

	My heart slammed against my chest as he held the collar around her neck, gently pushing the needles into her flesh before snapping it shut. My mother didn’t even flinch, but stared back into his eyes and waited for the collar to activate 

	Artemis clamped the collar together and adjusted it so that it was pressed against her skin before stepping back. “We are in need to get you a new attire, Rayenna.”

	My mother took a deep breath with her eyes still focused on Artemis. 

	Artemis turned to my father. “You may leave, Mr. Bardeau. I will return my property to you when your daughter can fall in line. You’re dismissed.”

	My father stood there looking forward for a long moment before spinning around on his heel and pausing to look at me. I thought that I’d find hate in his eyes, but there was only sadness. 

	I’m so sorry. 

	My father nodded to me before walking off, and that was the last time I’d seen him. 

	“You’re dismissed as well Rayah,” Artemis stated. “I’ll send you the dates of your pain testing to your dorm.”

	“Yes…Sir…” I whispered, numbly.

	My mother’s head lowered when I looked at her, then I turned around and exited the room. 

	Tristan and Carmen were waiting for me at my dorm with teary eyes. They thought that I would never return after the hearing, but I did. 

	The three of us had been friends since day one, and I was grateful for them. They were my family, and I hoped to never lose either of them.

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	Present Time

	Almost everyone on the Disciplinary Council glared at me with cold eyes, observing my wounds. None of them looked as if they really cared that I was in pain, but they still had to discipline those that caused the pain in the first place. Fighting was not tolerated in Monroe Academy unless the fighters were competing in a duel or training, and in such cases like this one, students were to face serious consequences for their actions. 

	“Carmen, please explain to the council about what it was that made you believe that Kaydar, Sandra, and Cleo had anything to do with…this,” A female council member asked. 

	Carmen nodded and cleared her throat. “On my way into the Southern Wing Dormitory, I noticed Kaydar, Sandra, and Cleo exiting the premises. Rayah’s door hadn’t closed yet by the time that I arrived to her quarters, and I found her in her bed bloodied and beaten.”

	The councilwoman raised a skeptical brow. “And simply catching these three high level students walking out of the dormitory was what caused you to believe that they were the ones that assaulted Rayah Bardeau?”

	Carmen’s eyelids lowered as she let out a deep breath. She knew well that no one on the council was very fond of me and disliked how they treated me in any situation. “This wasn’t the first occasion that these three have cornered her ma’am. I’m sure that they were the ones that did this. Why else would they be in a dormitory that they aren’t permitted in?”

	The councilwoman scoffed. “I am the one asking the questions here Ms. Rowski, but since you’ve mentioned seeing them in the Southern Wing, what proof do you have that they were there?” 

	Carmen frowned and gritted her teeth, then she raised her arm and pointed a finger at me. “Her face, ma’am.”

	Kaydar displayed a frown while Sandra and Cleo were both smirking. They both knew that they would be getting away with what they did to me. Hell, I even knew it. 

	The councilwoman looked at me and chuckled. “Well that simply isn’t enough－”

	“What about the camera’s?” I blurted. I didn’t fear anyone on the council but Artemis, and he had been quiet for a while now. “There are three cameras in every dormitory. Surly, if you get even one of them from the Southern Wing, you’ll see Kaydar and his friends push me into my dorm.” 

	When the councilwoman glared at me, I stared right back, expressionless. The rest of the council looked upon each other while whispering, and Artemis just sat across from me and slouched in his chair with a grin on his face. 

	“Do not speak out of turn, Ms. Bardeau! I won’t tolerate it,” the councilwoman snapped. 

	“I apologize, ma’am,” I nodded. “I was just trying to suggest a valid way to resolve this matter. Those three did do this to me, and the camera’s will prove it.” 

	Artemis turned to the councilwoman. “That is a valid way to resolve this matter. As a matter-of-fact,” he turned to Kaydar, “I took the liberty of watching the recordings from that day, and I did see Kaydar, Sandra, and Cleo attack Rayah from behind. I have the discs for proof.”

	The councilwoman’s face reddened. “Artemis, why didn’t you say anything earlier?”

	Artemis smiled. “I wanted to hear their stories. To see if the defendants would own up to what they’ve done, but they didn’t. They ae clearly just cowards. Going after a Null, nonetheless.”

	“Well, then ―Well, how do you suppose we punish them?” the councilwoman asked, disappointedly.

	“Punish?” Kaydar frowned. “Major Artemis was the one who gave us the key to the Southern Dormitory. He gave us permission to do what we did.”

	Artemis frowned. “You’re making some pretty serious allegations, Kaydar. Are you sure that you want to go this route?”

	I looked at Kaydar and then back to Artemis and was one-hundred percent sure that they made some sort of deal, but Artemis would never admit to it. Even if Kaydar had proof, Artemis would find a way to turn it around on him. 

	Kaydar glared at Artemis with gritted teeth before lowering his head and giving up without a fight. “No sir.” He sighed, balling his fists at his sides. “The others and I did assault Rayah. I accept whatever punishment is given to me.”

	Artemis took a deep breath before a triumphant smile curved his lips. “Good. The three of you will be staying in a solitary dark room for a week.”

	Kaydar quickly raise his head and took a step back, his shock apparent. 

	Lighters needed light. Without it, we felt as if we were being drained or bleeding out, and the solitary dark rooms were created to do just that. A Lighter could produce light for sight, but that would only drain them quicker, and a Lighter that has been completely drained of their powers would die. A week in the dark was like an eternity to us. We could go crazy, grow weak, and ultimately, our bodies would start to wither. 

	I’ve experienced firsthand of what it is like to be in the dark for a week and a half and death was very much preferred. 

	“After that, I don’t want to see or hear of you having any contact with Ms. Bardeau. Do we have an understanding?” Artemis asked. 

	Kaydar nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

	“Good.” Artemis turned his eyes back to mine with a smile. “Well, Rayah. Justice has been served.”

	~~~

	“Those idiots got what they deserve,” Carmen said as she unwrapped the bandage from around my leg. It took four days for my stab wound to completely heal, but that was quicker than it would take any other Lighter. That was about the only ability I had, giving me hope that I wouldn’t be a Null forever. 

	At the age of nineteen, it wasn’t normal for someone to still be at level one. Four or five－of course, and at age twenty you test to level six, but one? I was really pushing it. 

	“Do you think so?” I asked as Carmen walked over to the small trash can on the other side of the room and threw my bandages away. “I mean, they have to stay in there for a week.”

	Carmen looked over her shoulder at me with a raised brow. “And you’ve been in there longer. They’ll live.” She walked over to the mirror on the wall across from me and began fixing her bun, neatly tucking her loose strands of hair wherever they fit. 

	I looked to the far side of my small dorm and spotted my own blood on the floor only a few feet away from my small bed. The blood was the most vibrant color in my dorm compared to the white walls, white tile floor, and faded navy-blue bed sheets. I almost decided to leave it there, but that would be unsanitary. 

	“Rayah?” Carmen called.

	My brows shot up when she grabbed my attention, and I met her eyes through the mirror. 

	“Come here,” she said.

	I stood up and walked over to Carmen in the mirror. She had finished fixing her bun, and then turned to me to fix mine. “Sarge. will be the first person to point out that you’re unpresentable.” She grabbed my shoulders and faced me towards the mirror, then pulled out my bun and let my long brown hair cascade over my shoulders. When she looked over my shoulder, she smiled into the mirror at me. “I don’t see how a pretty girl like you could ever be unpresentable.” 

	I chuckled. “I can. A Null is always unpresentable.”

	“Ugh.” Carmen went back to fixing my bun. “Don’t call yourself that. You’re a Lighter just like the rest of us. We just don’t know what class you’re in. That’s all.”

	“Say’s the level eight Soma Elem,” I chuckled, trying to keep a smile on my face. 

	“I’m serious Rayah.” Carmen successfully completed my bun and looked at me through the mirror again. “You’re a Lighter, and I bet a really strong one. We’re just going to keep working at it until your powers emerge. Don’t worry.”

	“I only have eight months left,” I said in a low tone. My twentieth birthday would be here in a short eight months, and at that point, if I didn’t make level six I’d have to go back to Artemis. The only good thing about that was that my mother would be freed. 

	Carmen’s eyes left mine for a second when she looked down, lost in thought, but then a half-hearted smile came to her lips when she brought her eyes back to mine. “Your light will show long before then. Now come on, we have class.” She walked away and started for the door. 

	My shoulders dropped as I gazed into my light green eyes through the mirror, remembering my mother’s. I liked to think that I resembled her, which was the only way I could tie our connection. My long brown hair was inherited from my father, and possibly my erect posture, cold stare, and high chin as well. 

	“Rayah?” Carmen called, standing in the now open doorway. 

	I sighed dramatically, causing Carmen to smile. Neither of us wanted to endure history class. 

	~~~

	The lecture room was full as usual. Missing a class or being tardy could lead to serious consequences. My very first day at the academy, I couldn’t find this class and was tardy by three minutes. At that time, no one knew that I was a Null just yet, so I was only given cleaning duties for two months, but now － I didn’t even want to think about it. 

	Carmen and I sat right in the center of the class, taking notes as the professor gave a lesson on the God of Destruction and his three sons: Vexton, Somatrius, and Kalison. I didn’t listen much, but that was only because I already knew the material. I’d always studied ahead on my spare time, ensuring that I could at least rise above in something. 

	My notes weren’t very organized, and half the time I was distracted by my urge to doodle. Carmen only glanced over at my notebook every now and then before taking a deep, disapproving sigh. I just didn’t care for the in-class learning when I could easily teach myself, and she knew it. The only classes that could ever keep my attention were Close Combat Training, Duel Training, and Obstacle Training. At the end of the day, my physical abilities were all that really mattered, and my knowledge of math, history, science, and English were just add-ons. 

	My quiet little doodling was interrupted when Carmen nudged my arm with her elbow and stopped me from drawing a star in the corner of my notebook. 

	I turned to her and whispered, “What?” 

	The Professor spoke for her, his now demanding voice making its way to my ears. I should’ve known that he would pick on me now out of all the previous times that I was actually paying attention, and it was apparent that he wasn’t a big fan of mine. That was made clear over my years at the academy. “Rayah, I’m so happy that you could join us. The question was: Do you remember what happens to a Lighters body once it dies?”

	I lifted my head and straightened my shoulders. The entire class of about four-hundred students were waiting on me to answer, and luckily, I knew the answer to this question. I had learned a long time ago about what happened to a Lighters body once it died after watching a student try and escape the academy. He was shot multiple times and killed in the courtyard just before reaching the second fence. 

	He was almost free. 

	I opened my mouth to speak, but apparently, I waited too long, so the Professor moved to Carmen. “Please, answer the question for Ms. Bardeau.”

	Carmen nodded. “Once a Lighter dies, their body deteriorates into what we call Diamond Ashes. The flesh and the bone break down into sparkling white ashes that fade into the air. Once every part of the body has deteriorated, a Life Stone is left in its place.”

	“Very good Carmen,” the Professor nodded. “Maybe next time Rayah will be able to answer such an easy question.” He moved a long strand of white hair behind his ear before continuing. “The Life Stone is what is left of a Lighter once he or she dies…”

	I zoned out again as the Professor began to speak, thinking back to the boy that didn’t get away. He was at the second gate and almost to the third. There were only two gates left, and then he would have been free from the academy. Of course, he would have to go into hiding after that. Runaways that were caught were collared immediately, and almost every person that has tried to run away from here has been caught. Maybe it was a good thing that he died? He would’ve eventually gotten caught in the city, and when he did, his life would’ve been even worse than what it was before. 

	Carmen raised her hand, snapping me out of my daze. 

	“Yes, Carmen?” the Professor sighed. 

	I cracked a smile. Carmen always managed to annoy him with her questions. She was the top of nearly every class and was kind of a know it all. Calling on her before was only a way to try and embarrass me, but he despised her for being as smart as she was while also being associated with a Null. 

	Carmen started, “Is it true that the dead could be resurrected by a God’s Child so long as they have the Life Stone of whoever they wanted to bring back?”

	The Professor paused and raised a questioning brow. “That is only a myth, but as the stories told, with the power of two Gods Daughters and two Gods Sons, the life of the person connected to the stone could be resurrected. Why do you ask?” 

	Carmen shrugged. “I was just curious, sir.”

	The Professor eyed Carmen for a few seconds before continuing. 

	The Children of the Gods was a subject that no one ever really took interest in. Mostly because the thought of their kind frightened many and because they were extremely rare. They were beings with all three abilities and classes combined, creating a light that wasn’t one of the standard three colors. They actually produced a light that was any other color of the rainbow, but never turquoise, dark blue, or white. 

	These beings were a threat to our nation because of their massive strength, and also because they were known to be descendants of the dark gods: Somatrius and Kalison. It was taught that a Gods Child was a destructive creature that only wanted to bring chaos, but that was only after one of them took out a quarter of our nation once before. 

	The Lighter Nation was still learning and building when they came across their first Gods Son. They tested and observed him until he went insane and used his power to destroy one whole quarter of Lytonia. Many people died that day, and it took years to rebuild. Now, a Gods Daughter or Son were ordered to be killed on sight. It was extremely rare to come across one, but they were out there. I just hoped to never run into one. Especially, not as a helpless Null. 

	~~~

	All throughout Math class, I had an uneasiness rolling around in the pit of my stomach. 

	Tristan and I took this class together, and he was just as good at math as I was, so it was no surprise that we always tied when competing for higher scores on quizzes and tests. He and I were the only two students that would shoot our hands in the air to try and answer a question first, and there were even times where he would blurt out the answer. I never went that far, but only because the teachers were disgusted at the fact that they were even teaching a Null. I did my best to follow the strict rules, one of them being to raise my hand before answering. I was relieved at the fact that my teachers at least treated me as the other students, so they still called on me for my answers and graded my tests fairly. 

	I sat in class today with my chin held high and my hands folded on the desk in front of me. The other students were giving me odd stares or glaring in my direction, so I made sure not to show any sign of weakness. I rarely ever did in front of these people. They already saw me as a waste of space and a weakling, but I knew better. I was different and special. Others just couldn’t see it, so I had to show them in any way that I could. 

	Most of the time I was left alone, but there were a few groups that would try and beat my pride out of me. Every other day Tristan would frown at the new black eye, bruised cheek, or odd lump on my face, but he never said anything. It got to the point that he would come to class with a small pack of ice ready to help me heal faster. He’d quietly sit down next to me, slip out a small bag of ice, and slide it over to me, then I’d smile and look up into his beautiful dark brown eyes that complimented his light olive skin and wild brown hair. His eyes always had a certain sparkle to them…

	“Class dismissed,” the professor said, snapping me out of my daydream. 

	When I shot my head up in surprise, he was staring right at me with a slight smirk on his face. Not many showed it, but there were a few that reveled in my loss. It seemed that all anyone ever wanted was to see me miserable.  

	My heart sunk, and I had nearly begun to slouch until someone roughly bumped into the back of my chair as they walked by. The force pressed my sore stomach into the desk, but I used my hands to relieve some of the pressure. 

	Taking a deep breath, I slowly pushed my seat back and stood to my feet, then clenched and released my fists before leaving the Lecture Hall. Once I stepped into the hallway, I tried hard to think of what was next on my schedule. I didn’t know how I could’ve possibly forgotten after having the same schedule for nine years, but it just wasn’t coming to mind. I was too distracted by my thoughts of Tristan and how he was here for me, but now…

	“Think you can beat me in close combat?” I remember Tristan asking one day after class. “Because you can’t best me in math.”

	“I can take you and math on the mats,” I smiled that day. I rarely ever smiled unless I was around Carmen or Tristan. Only difference was that with Tristan, I used to smile because of the butterflies he made me feel. He was the first and only that I had ever developed intimate feelings for, and although relationships of the sort were prohibited, I sometimes imagined what it would be like for us if we were closer. 

	The automated system broke through my thoughts as it spoke through the intercom. “Class. Three. Will. Begin. In. Five. Minutes－Please. Be. Sure. To. Get. There. On. Time－Disciplinary. Action. Will. Be. Taken. If. Tardy.” 

	Combat Training is next. 

	I took a deep breath and started for my next class. As much as I enjoyed combat class, I dreaded attending today. 

	~~~

	Combat Training. This was a class where our powers weren’t to be used and was purely based off of physical skill. My classmates respected me in here, and word did spread around the academy that I was an amazing combat fighter. My very first class session, I was only twelve years old, and it was Sandra, Kaydar’s accomplice, that I was put up against in a duel. No powers or weapons were allowed, but that didn’t mean that she wouldn’t use them. 

	During the beginning our duel she was pummeling me, but I had the mindset that no one could ever hit me harder than Artemis, and no one could ever put me through more pain, so I started fighting back. I mean really fighting back. I didn’t have any coordination or much skill at all, but that didn’t stop me from hitting her as hard as I could and letting out all my hate and anger out on her face. I imagined Artemis being the person that I was beating, and I had almost knocked her out cold when she was frightened and used her power of speed to get away from me. 

	Sandra got into a lot of trouble that day, and for a while she was known to be the one who couldn’t beat the Null in a fight, but that was only for a little while. As expected, the negative attention of my being a Null came right back to me once the rumors about Sandra faded. Since then, she had hated me, so it was no surprise when she joined up with Kaydar and Cleo as my school bullies.

	“Come on! Beat that freaking Null!” someone from the sidelines yelled. 

	As usual, I was put up against one of the better fighters in the class. The teacher respected me, but that didn’t mean that he liked me. I was always put against someone that I had a small chance of beating. Sure, I was a great fighter, but there were still others that were better than me. I never took this as a bad thing though, because at the end of the day all I’ve done was better myself. 

	Just keep them coming. 

	I glanced at my teacher before facing my opponent again. Her name was Lithaly: A tall five-eight black haired and blue-eyed Kali Bright. She was one of the few in the academy that treated me with kindness but still beat me down on the mats. Later, she would tell me what I did wrong and what may help avoid making that mistake again. 

	“Come on, Lithaly!” someone else yelled from the crowd standing on the sidelines of the black mat. 

	I wiped the sweat from my forehead and smiled. “Yeah, bring it, Lith.”

	Lithaly smirked and held up her fists. “Alright, you said so.” She came at me again, throwing a few jabs. I quickly moved out of the way and tried to swing at her with a hook, but she knew what I was doing from the get-go. It made me wonder if she had a new ability to read minds and just didn’t tell anyone. 

	Lithaly moved out of the way of my punches and threw a hook one at my chin, connecting with full strength and throwing me off balance. I stumbled to the side but didn’t fall…yet. Lithaly quickly moved towards me and slid her leg behind mine, then took me to the floor. Of course, I grabbed her arm and brought her down with me. 

	Now, wrestling wasn’t really something that I was good at, but I did my best and learned a lot from others. Especially from Lithaly, the wrestling queen. I was able to roll Lithaly onto her back, but she pulled my head in close to keep me from being able to swing on her. 

	“You done yet, Nully?” Lithaly tiredly chuckled. “I can show you a few cool moves while we’re down here.” 

	I clenched my teeth and pulled my head out of her grip, then threw a quick punch at her cheek. Right when I aimed another, she moved her head out of the way and rolled me over to my back, then returned the favor, cracking my jaw. Before I knew it, I was locked in an arm bar and tapping in submission. 

	The students cheered as Lithaly stood to her feet, but then their cheers died when she reached her hand out to help me up as well. I glanced at the other students before defiantly taking her hand and standing. “So, what did I do wrong this time?”

	Lithaly shook her head with a chuckle. “Nu-uh. You’re getting too good. I don’t think I want to help you anymore.”

	“Don’t want to teach me how to beat you, huh?” I slightly cocked my head to the side. 

	“Not at all! I’d never live it down if I lost to you. Great match though,” Lithaly nodded. 

	The regulatory bell went off, letting us know that this class had ended before the students started to disperse. 

	“Alright,” Lithaly sighed. “Well, I’ll see you tomorrow. Be safe.”

	Be safe was always Lithaly’s choice of words upon leaving me alone. She knew exactly what I was going through at the academy and had stopped people from bullying me in the past, but as we got older, she let me fight my own battles. 

	“I will.” I nodded. 

	Before I turned around to leave, Lithaly grabbed my shoulder. “Hey, I know you probably haven’t heard this from anyone, but I’m sorry to hear about Tristan.”

	I sighed in appreciation, the pain of her words kicking in moments later. Hearing his name brought back painful emotions that I really didn’t want to relive right now. 

	“I just…know how close you two were. Everyone does, really. Tristan was an amazing student here. Just－I don’t know－try to be proud that he’s still serving our nation. Maybe not in the way that we thought he would, but his services are making this a safer and better place.” Lithaly offered a slight smile, and I thought to smile back, but couldn’t. “Stay strong.” She gave my shoulder a squeeze, then walked away. 

	I took a deep trembling breath and forced back my tears. No one here would see me cry.

	




Chapter 4

	 

	In the twisted nation of Lytonia, I sometimes wondered how I could find the nights here so beautiful. At night, when the moon rose high in the sky and the city lights came on, it looked like a dream world. I knew that I would never choose to live in the Lighter Nation over somewhere else, but this was where I was born, and this was where I would stay whether I wanted to or not. 

	From the rooftop that Carmen and I were sitting on, we could somewhat see the faraway city through the mist. Monroe Academy was built atop a large hill that towered over a part of the city, so sitting from the top of the tallest building, we felt as if we were goddesses watching down from the heavens, and the sight was enchanting.  

	The city had tall glass, stone, and metal buildings that glistened as if they were waxed and shined daily. Every car below was painted black but glistened with turquoise, royal blue, and white light from the Lighters using their energy nearby. What made the sight even more wonderous was how the Lighters created a blinking light effect from a distance. It was mostly the Elems that lit up the night as they dashed to their destinations with a trail of light following behind them, but some of the other ability users were brightening up the area as well.  

	Beyond this city was the Wild Lands. Right over those guarded gates in the city wall was where the savages lived. Anyone that hadn’t been born in Lytonia and raised out there weren’t conditioned to follow laws, caused destruction, and had the pure freedom to do as they pleased. They may have had the Lighter genes, as everyone on earth does, but they were still savages and had to be tamed.  

	I couldn’t say that I believed everything I’d heard about the people in the Wild Lands, but the stories of them worshiping the Gods Children and how they stole, raped, and tortured others had convinced me that Lytonia was the safer place to live.

	“I can’t wait to get out of here,” Carmen said, dangling her legs over the edge of the building. “I want to start my life out there. Reconnect with my family, and maybe meet someone.”

	I cracked a smile. “Of all the men that you could have here, you want to wait until you graduate?” 

	“Yeah.” Carmen chuckled. “I can’t date anyone that has treated you wrong, and that was just about everyone here.” 

	I gave a slow nod. “Maybe I should just run away to the Wild Land’s where no one will find me, and then you can pick a mate?”

	Carmen raised an eyebrow and turned to me. “And what would I tell Tristan when I see him again?”

	My breath seemed to instantly stop at her question, then my lips parted. “When?” 

	Carmen nodded. “I’m going to try and buy him from his owner once I get out of here. Treat him like a free man.”

	I turned away and gazed out over the city, my heart beat slightly quickening in fear and excitement. Fear, because Carmen could be turned down. Excitement, because he’d be free. Unfortunately, only by his new masters will.  “But he’ll never actually…”

	Carmen sighed. “I know.”

	“Maybe I’ll take him to the Wild Land’s with me? We could build a cabin.” I gave a weak chuckle. 

	Carmen lightly bumped my shoulder with hers. “That sounds like a decent plan.”

	“Yeah.” 

	We turned back to the city together and watched the distant blinking lights a little while longer before heading inside.

	This is what days and nights were like, only Tristan used to be involved in them. I had no idea that everything was about to change. At least, not before I leveled up. 

	~~~

	The past few days have been brutal, and when I say brutal, I mean the students here were more bothersome than usual. Ever since Tristan was taken, I’ve been told that I was the reason for it. Some said that I sucked his light out of him, and many others said that he got what he deserved and that Carmen was next. Apparently, hanging out with a Null should have been labeled as a crime. 

	I had been pushed closer and closer to tears than I had ever been in my life. It got to the point that during Combat Training, Lithaly noticed me breaking down and rushed me out of the sight of others. I had been practicing my wrestling with a classmate who was taunting me the entire time, making me feel worthless. After growing angry enough, I slammed the girl to her back and stood over her with wet eyes and clenched teeth. Everyone stopped what they were doing and watched as I stood there fuming. Shaking. My opponent had pushed herself up on her elbows with a smirk when she saw just how far she had taken me. 

	Before I knew it, Lithaly was pulling me away by my arm and had led me into one of the smaller training rooms, closing the door behind her. There was no sympathy in her eyes, but I could see the worry in them.

	“You’ve held your head up high for this long. Don’t let them see you break now,” she said in a serious tone. 

	I glared at her with my fists balled at my sides. My heart was racing, and I wanted to hurt someone. I wanted them to feel how they all made me feel, but I couldn’t. Lithaly was right. I couldn’t let them see me break. “I won’t.”

	Lithaly sighed. “Take a few deep breaths, then come out and finish her off.” She gave me a nod, then left the room. 

	A few minutes later, I went back out to the mats and made my opponent regret everything she’d said, then after returning her smirk, I left her heaving on her back. 

	Rumors about Tristan eventually died down, along with the constant bullying, but my suffering had not. And I suffered by my best friend’s hand. 

	When I was finally through with all my classes for the day, I went to train with Carmen in the Training Sector. It was a hall filled with empty glass-bordered rooms down the left and right sides and was meant to be a safe place for students to practice using their abilities on their own time. 

	“Okay, so like I’ve told you hundreds of times, you want to focus all of your energy into the palm of your hand to create an energy ball. This is one of the most basic Lighter abilities,” Carmen said through gritted teeth. She had been in this room with me for almost four hours and between the two of us, she had done the most work. Her bun had long fallen out, leaving her blond curls on her shoulders, and sweat dripped from her chin. 

	I took a deep breath and nodded to her, then took a few steps back and held the palm of my hand out in front of me. I had absolutely no idea what I was doing, and if there was something I was supposed to be feeling, I wasn’t feeling it. It was as if I was empty or something. The most I ever did was strain my hand from trying to force produce an energy that I couldn’t even recognize in the first place. How could I direct an energy that I couldn’t feel?

	“Take a deep breath,” Carmen said calmly. “Your energy comes from your chest. It should feel like a burning sensation once you tap into it. Your body will know how to direct it once you can sense it.”

	I did as she said, but still felt nothing and frowned at my palm, trying to will my light to take form, but there was nothing. Maybe I really am empty? “Screw this,” I sighed, dropping my hand. “I’m tired, and we’ve been in this freaking sauna for long enough. Let’s call it quits for today.”

	Carmen shook her head with her hands on her hips, then brought the back of her hand to her forehead to rub off the sweat. “Fine, but we’re coming back here tomorrow. Did you at least feel anything different?”

	Aggravated, I huffed. “No!”

	Carmen raised a brow. “Don’t snap at me because your frustrated.”

	I roughly pushed my hair back, leaving my hand on the back of my head. “Sorry, this is just pissing me off. How many times have we come here for results and left with nothing? I have eight months, Carmen. Eight. And I can’t even move from level one. What am I going to do?”

	“Keep trying.” She shrugged. “We aren’t giving up.”

	I stared at her for a moment but realized that I couldn’t direct my anger towards her. She had the kindest look in her eyes that always brought the warmest feelings to my chest. My best friend was always there for me, and she still is. I wouldn’t survive any of this without her.  

	“Alright, well I’m going to take me a long shower. You go and do the same. Get a good night’s rest, because we’re going to be in here all day tomorrow.” Carmen patted my back before exiting the training room, and I followed behind her, not wanting to be alone. 

	Carmen’s dorm was on the Western Dormitory, so she took a different route back. I had taken a shorter way that led to my own dormitory, and at this time of night, I didn’t have to worry about running into anyone. Most of the students were sleeping, and since our days consisted of a lot of thinking and movement, our bodies broke down by nightfall. This made it easier for me to get by without running into hateful students. 

	I had finally made it to the main hall that led to my dormitory and couldn’t wait to jump in the shower. By this time, the lights were dimmed, and the halls were almost completely cleared, not including the custodians that cleaned overnight. It was rare to see anyone else up at this time, but I should’ve known that Artemis would be around. 

	When something whistled past my face and clanged against the wall on my left, I froze. Slowly turning to see what it was, my mouth dropped. It was a large knife sticking outside of the wall only a few centimeters in front of me. After about a second, it faded into white smoke. 

	“I had a feeling you'd still be up,” Artemis said in a smooth voice. 

	The other female students here seemed to find his voice attractive, but I couldn’t stand it. The sound of him made me cringe, and with every word that he spoke, it felt like a blow to the stomach.

	I swallowed and turned to find him walking up the adjacent hall on my right. It was too late for formalities, and I couldn’t manage to address him as Major Artemis St. James because I had suddenly lost my voice. Alone, without Carmen or anyone else as witnesses, I felt trapped. Artemis instilled fear into me when I was a child, and his presence still shook me as a nineteen-year-old woman. Sometimes, I wondered if he had broken me. 

	As he neared, I had finally found my voice. “Did you need anything?” I asked, trying to mask my fear with an expressionless look on my face. 

	Artemis smirked, seeing right through me. He stopped in less than three feet away and stared down at me through his lightning blue eyes. I felt like a child all over again, waiting to be punished for simply being alive, and when I noticed Artemis raising his hand, I flinched so hard that I accidentally hit the back of my head against the wall. 

	Artemis chuckled. “Calm down.” His thumb brushed my cheek as he slowly moved a strand of hair behind my ear. “I only came to tell you that your Pain Testing was moved up to Monday. I thought telling you in person would be better than you finding out through the mail.”

	My eyes widened, but I kept myself intact. I wanted to fall onto the floor and curl up into a ball but couldn’t do anything of the sort until I got to my dorm and away from him. 

	“W－why?” I blurted. 

	“Well, one of the students didn’t last long enough. He ended up being rushed to the Medical Sector, so you’re next. You have a few days, little Rayah, and you can use them to prepare yourself. I have a few events in store for you during your time with me. I can get a lot done in those three days, and hopefully your beautiful light will shine, huh?” He patted my cheek, causing my head to lightly jerk to the side, and then walked away. 

	By now I was in a daze. What could Artemis have planned for me this time? I was used to being electrified and even cut, but he had something new planned. I wasn’t ready to experience whatever pain he was ready to inflict. 

	Maybe it really would be better if I ran off to the Wild Lands?

	I stood in the same spot until Artemis turned down another hall, then I continued to stand there for another few minutes, resting the back of my head against the wall.

	“Keep your chin up and your fists balled,” Tristan’s voice echoed in my mind. 

	I took in a shaky breath and pushed away from the wall, then made my way down to the glass doors at the end of the hall. After swiping my card, I made my way to my dorm and grabbed a few things, then walked over to the shower room on the other side of the hall. 

	It took me no time to get undressed and under the shower water, the warmth of it immediately relaxing me. I usually chose to take my showers at night, since the shower room was always empty around this time. During the day, when it was busy, the other girls used to keep away from me like they would catch some kind of disease, so I started taking my showers at night, and it turned out to be a better idea just because I got to be alone. 

	I pushed my hair back as the water ran over my face and warmed my cold cheeks. As I stood under the water, my mind went back to Tristan and his beautiful smile. The thought of him was the only thing that could get me through a full day at this place. I hated it here, and like anyone that felt trapped, I wished to be free. I wanted to run, to experience things, to genuinely smile, be lazy for a day, to play, and I wanted to love. I wanted to love someone. Not in the way that I loved Carmen, but in the way that I think I loved Tristan.

	“Rayah,” Tristan rested his hand over mine. We sat on the rooftop together and watched the city. “I want you to know that I’ve always…”

	I turned to him with a curious look on my face. My heart started pounding against my chest and a sudden heat formed over the center of it, but I ignored that odd feeling and continued to wait on Tristan to speak. He seemed confused, afraid, and happy all at the same time. That night, I couldn’t figure out what was going on with him, and I wished that I would have paid more attention to the signs. Tristan was saying goodbye. 

	“I’ve always had feelings for you, Rayah,” Tristan said.

	My lips parted to suck in air. He had finally said the words that I couldn’t. 

	“You’re just so strong－ so beautiful.” He slowly reached up and ran his smooth hand over my cheek, then leaned in my direction. “I know that you’ll always be beautiful, but I want you to stay strong. Stay strong for me.”

	“Tristan…” I said breathlessly. I had been waiting for this day since I met him as a little girl, but I always knew that he deserved better, so I never pursued him. I thought that I had kept just enough distance between the two of us so that he could find room to fit another girl in the middle, but all this time he wanted me. 

	Tristan leaned in closer, causing my chest to grow even warmer, but right before he went in for the kiss, he stopped. His glossy eyes met mine for a long moment as his eyebrows furrowed, then he gave a sad smile. “I knew you were powerful.”

	The burning sensation in my chest died down, and then completely faded away. I felt embarrassed and rejected, but the look on his face was telling me that I shouldn’t. 

	Tristan pulled away from me and peered out at the city again. I swallowed my embarrassment and did the same, but then the warm feeling came back to me when Tristan’s hand slid over mine. “I love you…”

	I opened my eyes again after turning my face away from the shower and took in the present, letting the past reside in my memories. My chest burned again, like it always did when Tristan was around, and I wondered if this was the feeling that I was supposed to experience during training.

	Testing my theory. I held out the palm of my hand and waited. I could feel the heat in my chest, but I didn’t know if it was my light energy or just the pain in my heart. As I stood there, I thought of Tristan and how he made me feel. I wished that I told him I loved him that night, but I couldn’t get the words to come out. I was experiencing so many emotions at the time that I could barely even speak. If only he would have told me that he was leaving, then maybe I would have gained the courage to tell him. 

	Why? Why didn’t I say anything?

	I could feel the tears surfacing, but the water dripping down my face masked any signs of crying. It was all too painful to lose someone that I cared so deeply for, and the pain was burning in my chest. It slowly shifted from my chest and over to my shoulder, then made its way down my arm and stopped at my wrist. The burning lingered around my wrist, but slowly spread to the back of my hand, and then around to my palm. 

	The heat started to become unbearable, but what shocked me more was the thin white smoke rising from the center of my hand. I had never heard of anything like this happening to anyone else before, so I wasn’t exactly sure of what was going on, and it didn’t look like I’d be finding out tonight. 

	The shower room door slid open, and I spotted the cleaning woman walking through the doorway. When I turned back to my hand, the smoking had stopped, and the warm burning sensation had resided back into my chest, but then a few minutes later the heat went away, and I was cold again. 

	~~~

	The following day, Carmen and I went back to the Training Sector. Usually, on the weekends students spent their time relaxing or doing what they considered to be fun, but us? We were always working on, well, me. 

	I wanted to tell her about what happened last night in the showers, but something told me to keep my mouth shut. What happened to me last night wasn’t normal, and for all I knew, it could’ve just been my imagination. I was tired and distraught and could’ve saw anything. Maybe even Tristan.

	Carmen ended up cutting our session short tonight. She had forgotten all about visiting hours and didn’t want to miss her parents coming to see her. I could tell from the expression on her face that she felt bad about even mentioning visiting hours. Level sixes and up could finally start reconnecting with their families, and I wasn’t a level six. I had no privileges what-so-ever. 

	I insisted on walking her over to the section of the school where the visitors were allowed to venture, then offered Carmen a smile. “Tell your parents that I said hello.” 

	“I will. They look forward to meeting you some day.” She gave me a tight hug and placed a kiss on the side of my forehead. She really didn’t like that I couldn’t come with her during visiting hours, so this was the only way that she thought she could make me feel better, and she wasn’t wrong. Carmen was the only person that I made physical contact with that didn’t involve hurting each other. She was that fluffy pillow that I needed to squeeze sometimes. “I’ll see you soon, Rayah.”

	“Alright.” I nodded. 

	Being three years older than me, Carmen always had her ways of making me feel like a child, but not in a bad way. I’d always looked up to her because of her strength and beauty, but mostly because of her motherly tendencies. 

	Carmen watched over Tristan and I when we were all just kids, and she continued to do so as we grew into young adults. People were careful to pick on me around her, and they definitely stopped messing with Tristan after she threatened to burn them alive for trying to bully him. Eventually, Tristan stopped being so shy and didn’t need Carmen’s protection anymore. He was an undefeated dueler for three years, and top of every class, not including math. No one expected him to be collared. 

	I walked back to my dorm and took off my day suit, only to exchange it for a grey bed suit with softer fabric and more ventilation. Tonight, I was just going to sleep, dream, and leave this place for a little while. I just wanted to escape from here and run to a better world where I could be free to do as I pleased.

	I turned off my light but was still able to see because of the blue moons shining through the small window above my head. It was required for all of us to have one window so that the light could shine into our dorms and keep us energized. Without this, we would all have to sleep with some sort of night light, which in my opinion was less pleasant. I liked this, only I wished that the window was larger. 

	I laid flat on my back and gazed up at the ceiling before raising my hand and analyzing my palm. Sighing, I let my hand fall back to my side and closed my eyes. Nothing would happen, and even if it did, I didn’t think that it’d be a good thing. 

	




Chapter 5

	 

	I could see a land wild with chaos. A world that the Lighters had escaped years ago after building Lytonia. The land was dim, as if the sun was setting, and the sky had splotches of dark clouds spread all over. 

	On the ground there was nothing. No trees, no buildings, and no animals. There was just dirt, death, and blood. Far ahead, I could see fires burning small homes, but right below me I noticed a group of men killing off a small family consisting of a mother, a father, and a child. There was nothing to steal. The attackers were just killing them, because they could. 

	I spun around, realizing that I was floating high above the ground, and my mouth slowly dropped once my eyes set on the view below me. There was more fire and more killing going on. Much, much more.

	“What…Am I dreaming? What is this?” I asked no one. 

	Unexpectedly, lightning struck multiple times, then the sound of thunder followed. As I was cringing from the loud thunder, I heard an echoing scream. It wasn’t a sound that any average Lighter could muster but came from something out of this world. A god.

	When I looked up into the sky, I noticed a consistent flickering of light within one of the clouds, then I squinted my eyes to find a man with his arms spread wide and his chest puffed out. Only I was able to see this small man in the clouds, but only when the lightning flickered around his rigid body. 

	He released a loud and final echoing roar as the thunder began to boom again, and then he fell…

	I snapped my eyes open, but as soon as I did so, I squinted from the small glowing yellow light that shined into my eyes. “What?” I swiped at the light, thinking that it was just Carmen playing a joke on me. “Visiting hours are over alread…y?” The small yellow orb glided back, but then slowly started making its way towards me again. “Carmen?” I quickly pushed myself into a sitting position and looked from left to right. 

	I wasn’t in my room. 

	On my left I found trees, and on my right were more trees. Under my bottom was dirt, leaves, and sticks, and darkness covered the sky, but the glowing yellow orbs around me lit up the…forest? 

	My lips parted. Where am I?

	Fear rose from within me. This wasn’t a part of the academy, so, where was I? If I got caught out here, they’d think that I tried to run away, and then I’d be collared for sure. I hadn’t heard of a place like this in Lytonia, but the Lighter Nation was so large that there was a possibility that we just never learned about it.

	When I stood to my feet, my knees slightly shook and remained bent until I gained more feeling. It felt as if I were learning to stand again, or like I had just finished doing a thousand squats. After the feeling returned in full, I stood upright. 

	The little yellow orb glided over to me again, but quickly moved out of the way as I raised my hand to swipe at it. As I waved my hand in front of me, I noticed a golden light trailing behind it and froze, then I gazed down at the back of my hand after realizing that it was glowing around the outline of it. When I brought my other hand up, I tensed, noticing that it was also glowing, as were my feet. 

	“Ohm my gods.” I noticed that even a strand of my now free hair was glowing a bright golden color, and so was the outline of my grey suit. 

	A few tiny orbs glided over to me, and this time I didn’t swipe at them, too shocked and confused as to what was going on. 

	I was outside of the academy and was currently glowing, there were nothing but trees and orbs surrounding me, and no one was around to tell me what was happening. Was this some sort of test? And what was with the dream I had before I even woke up here? There was a man in the sky being shocked by lighting, and then he just fell from the sky. It kind of reminded me of the story of Vexton, and how he became the king of gods. Maybe I was just dreaming about the story I heard in History class? That had to be it. 

	The sound of laughing startled me. It was distant, but just loud enough for me to hear. So, there is someone out here?

	I turned around and started walking towards the sound of the laughter. Because I’d only heard one person laughing, I figured only one person was out there, or at least I had hoped there was only one. One was easy if they didn’t know who or what I was, but more than one was dangerous. 

	The little orbs stopped gathering around me as I continued walking, and I figured that it was because my glowing skin was fading back to its original color. I kind of wanted the light to stay, but then I figured that this was better, because being different from the other Lighters was dangerous. Sure, a Lighter could glow, but not as bright as I just was and not in that color. Gold wasn’t a color of the three classes, which would make me a ― 

	No, not possible. I still didn’t even know what was going on. 

	As I continued walking, the laughing grew louder. It was a man’s playful laughter, like he was thoroughly enjoying himself, and it was somewhat innocent. Like he hadn’t had a care in the world.  

	When I finally made it to an open field, I hid behind a few bushes. There was a young man out here, maybe around my age or slightly younger, and he was absolutely gorgeous. He was a few inches taller than me with chest length dark blond curls, a short blond goatee, a thin mustache, olive colored skin, and a bright pair of glowing green eyes. Glowing. He wasn’t an average Lighter. That body wasn’t average either. He was built with thick muscle from head to toe with my focus purely on his broad chest and eight packed abs, and his lower half was covered with a pair of black shorts － not that I was trying to look. At the academy, the boys weren’t allowed to leave their rooms unless they were fully dressed, so I had never seen just how beautiful men could be without their clothes.

	By now, I was done glowing, so I could hide without being seen. I didn’t recognize the man and didn’t want to reveal myself just yet. For all I knew, he could’ve been crazy. Alone and laughing to himself, I was almost sure that he was crazy. 

	“Come here, boy!” the man laughed. 

	When I looked in the direction that he was facing, I spotted a black dog running towards him.

	 My head shot up in curiosity, never seeing a dog in person before. They were used for hunting savages and were kept in facilities that trained them to hunt and kill. They were never meant to be played with like this strange man was doing, and from what I could remember, dogs like these were called Pit-Bulls. The most dangerous currently bred. They were cute at a young age, but grew to be strong, vicious hunters. Only, this one was different. It didn’t look like a hunter at all, and this man didn’t look dangerous, but looks could be deceiving. 

	The man waited on his dog to come to him, then stood tall and looked up at the sky, giving me a sideways view of him. What I saw next made my heart stop. 

	Some sort of lime green marking was forming over his chest. It was kind of like a tribal tattoo, only glowing and spreading down his torso, covering his abs. Once it stopped spreading at his waist line, a small circle of light formed in the center of his chest over the tribal markings before a lime green beam of light blasted into the sky. 

	This was something only a God’s Child could do, and it was called The Calling.

	My eyes widened as I stood upright. This man was a Gods Son. They were rare, but were out there, and here I was, looking right at one. The most dangerous and evil being on the planet was right in front of me. 

	This is bad, I panted.

	Alarms blared in my mind, and my legs moved before I could even think. I stepped back and tripped over a tree root, falling through a bush and against a tree with a thud. Alarmed by my clumsiness, I tensed and slowly got to my feet, hoping that they didn’t hear me. 

	Oh gods, no.

	As I feared, the Gods Son and his dog were both staring at me, and I found myself frozen. Those kind glowing lime green eyes of his were locking me in place, calling out to me, and I almost felt relieved, like he wasn’t some kind of monster. How could he be? 

	No, I can’t let myself be deceived. A Gods Child only wants to kill and cause destruction. This man will kill me. 

	For what felt like forever though, we were frozen. 

	My eyes took in his facial features, observing his confused expression and pain-filled eyes before I turned and ran off. 

	I jumped over logs, roots, and was cut by a few loose branches but had created distance in between he and I. I didn’t come to a stop until my tired legs finally gave out and doubled over while trying to catch my breath, then I leaned back against a tree with my eyes closed. 

	“I was wondering when you would stop running,” I heard someone say in my ear. 

	My eyes shot open, and I slowly turned my head to the left to find the Gods Son standing only inches away from me with his arms crossed over his chest and his shoulder leaning against the tree.

	I gasped and quickly moved away from him, almost stumbling backwards again. The only reason that I didn’t fall was because he had quickly flashed over to me and clamped his hands down over my shoulders, holding me up. The lime green light trail he left behind finally caught up to him. 

	Right, he has all three abilities. 

	“Wow, you really don’t have the hang of this, do you?” he chuckled. 

	I frowned and yanked myself out of his grip, stumbling again, but not falling. 

	“Whoa, whoa.” He raised his hands up in front of him. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

	I opened my mouth to speak but hadn’t even gathered any words together, so nothing came out. The sound of a dog barking startled me, and I quickly shut my mouth, then moved out of the way as the dog ran past me and to his owner. 

	“Hey boy, you finally caught up.” The strange man kneeled down on one knee and pet his little friend for a moment with his eyes still on me, then stood back upright. 

	I was getting ready to run back the way that I came, but his unusual green eyes held me in place. Not to mention that I couldn’t help but notice the crisscrossed designs on his chest dimming out like a fading light. 

	“Are you alright?” the man asked. As he took a step forward, I took a step back. He seemed okay ― normal even, but I wasn’t sure that I could trust him. Of course, I couldn’t. I didn’t even know him. “Can you speak?”

	I gave a slow nod, “You’re…”

	“Soren.” He nodded. “My name is Soren, and my dog’s name is Cane. What’s yours?”

	I cleared my throat. “I wasn’t asking you for your na－”

	“You were going to say that I’m a Gods Child? Yeah, and you’re a Lighter from Lytonia. I guess we’re enemies now, huh? Although, you don’t look like you’ll be much of a challenge for me.” Soren chuckled. 

	My eyes widened in fear, and I quickly stepped back with raised fists. I wasn’t sure what I could do against him, but I wasn’t going to go down without a fight. A very pitiful, pitiful fight.  

	Soren sighed with a slight smile. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to hurt you.”

	“Then,” I slightly relaxed my shoulders, but held my guard. “What are you going to do with me?”

	Soren pushed a few curls back. “Nothing. I just saw you watching me and thought that I’d come meet you.”

	My stomach dropped. “But, why?”

	“To convince you not to tell anyone of what you saw.” Soren may have smiled, but I could hear the seriousness behind his words. Defects like him liked to keep themselves hidden. Lytonians weren’t the only people that wanted to harm them.

	I took another step back before quickly turning to run, only to slam my face into Soren’s broad chest. My knees buckled, and I almost fell again when he caught me by my arms. When I looked up at him, he still had a smirk on his face, but I didn’t feel alarmed. I didn’t know how to feel, but I wasn’t afraid. Maybe, uncertain?

	“Calm down. You still aren’t fully adjusted to being in your Lighter Form,” Soren said softly. He gently helped me straighten before stepping back. 

	Soren’s curious expression turned into a handsome grin. He opened his mouth to speak, but then Cane turned around and started barking. There was nothing there, but something was coming. 

	Soren’s smile was instantly replaced by a frown. “Go home, boy.” He gave Cane a light kick to one of his hind legs and waited for him to run off. When Soren turned back to me, his expression softened. “I think it’s about time that you go home too.”

	My eyebrows furrowed, and I took a few nervous steps back, cautiously looking from left to right. I would’ve loved to go home right about now, but I didn’t know where home was. I wasn’t even completely sure if I was still dreaming or not. 

	When I turned back to Soren my eyes met his, but only for a seconds before I was distracted by the sounds of leaves and bushes rustling. It sounded as if something was running around us in circles using quick steps, but I couldn’t see what was causing the sounds. I just knew it was most likely a Bright. 

	“We need to go,” Soren said, walking up to me. His eyes shot from left, right, and then he looked over his shoulder, but couldn’t find what was causing the footsteps either. I had the feeling that he knew exactly what it was though…or who. 

	“What’s going on?” I asked. 

	“Depleters.” Soren exhaled but didn’t seem at all afraid. Instead, he seemed protective as he moved closer to me, but why? He didn’t know me. He had no idea of who or what I was. 

	When I heard a rustling sound on my left, I took a quick step towards Soren. Depleters were dangerous. Very Dangerous. They were groups of Lighters that lived in the Wild Lands with the technology to deplete other Lighters of their light energy. They were known to deplete whole villages and even larger settlements, killing everyone that lived there. 

	With their stolen energy, somehow the Depleters were able to prolong their lives, keeping their victims’ Life Stones as prizes. In Lytonia, doing any such thing was a crime, and the criminal was automatically put to death. 

	“And there’s more than one?” I asked, only hearing the rustling of one Depleters footsteps. 

	“Yes. Maybe four of five. They’re after me, but since you’re here, they’ll go after you too. Go back to your body while you have the chance.”

	My body? I’m in my body. 

	I was confused. “I don’t－” 

	Soren grabbed my arm and pulled me to his chest just as something whistled past my head. When I turned to look, an Axe had slammed into a tree with a crack, and then faded into a turquoise blue smoke. 

	Something else whistled our way, but Soren had caught the object in his hand and quickly threw it back. A man grunted as the object plunged into his chest. He was dressed in black leather pants and a black t-shirt with a white skull in the middle of it. He looked shocked as his own knife faded into smoke, leaving him bleeding out, then he fell to his knees. 

	“Well, well, well, we finally found you, Racer,” A deep voice said from behind him. When I looked around him, I spotted a handsome young man about my age with short black hair and dark brown eyes. He wore a pair of leather black pants with no shirt, and a necklace with multiple Vex Life Stones attached to it. 

	He smiled at me. 

	I had always thought that Depleters were dangerous, but only because they traveled in large numbers. Looking at this man, I could see that they were also strong. He was built somewhat like Soren, only slightly shorter, but he still didn’t look like anyone to mess with. 

	“Psycho,” Soren sighed, looking over his shoulder. A few other Depleters stood by Psycho. I spotted more standing on both sides and behind us, trapping us in a circle. 

	Naturally, I tensed up, preparing myself for a fight. I may not win, but I wasn’t just going to let them steal my Life Stone without making them work for it. 

	“I see you’re with a friend. She’s pretty.” Psycho smiled. “The man that you just killed was my friend. I don’t think it’d be fair if I let her live after what you’ve done.”

	Soren’s kind voice was surprisingly stern. “You’re after me. Leave her out of this.” 

	“You see, I can’t do that.” He held out his hand, a white flame taking form in the center of it. “When we saw you do The Calling out to one of your other godly friends, we rushed over here as fast as we could, and on the way here my compass started going crazy.” Psycho’s devious eyes moved to mine. “It sensed another strong Lighter. Maybe not as strong as you, Soren, but she’s damn close.”

	I frowned in confusion. I didn’t think very low of myself, but I was a Null. His compass must’ve been broken. 

	Soren turned to me with a frown still plastered on his face, but I didn’t feel his anger being directed towards me. He just seemed a bit as confused as I was. “Go to your body,” he whispered. 

	I clenched my teeth and took a deep breath. After realizing just how lost I was, he did the same. 

	“We need to get you out of here.”

	“Oh, you two aren’t going anywhere,” Psycho laughed. “I collect the two of you, and I might just live forever.” 

	Soren snorted. “Psycho, you’ve never caught me before, and you never will. What makes you think that you’ll be able to tonight? No matter how long you live, I will always be stronger than you and your little followers.”

	Psycho frowned, and the white flame in his hand grew larger. “You should remember that you’re only one person. A Gods Son or not, we can still take you in numbers.” 

	From where I was standing, I could tell that Soren was smiling by the slight curve of his lips. “Sure you can.” With one hand he grabbed my arm, and with the other he shot lightning out of his index finger towards Psycho. 

	Psycho tried to dodge the strike but was hit in his shoulder and went slamming into a tree. Before the other Depleters could even respond, Soren had whipped a lime green flame around us, surrounding us with fire. 

	“What’s your ability?” Soren quickly asked. 

	“My ability…” I was overwhelmed by what was happening, which only did nothing but anger me. I wasn’t used to being caught off guard like this. Not even in the academy. I was always prepared for what was going to happen, but tonight I was completely lost. One minute, I was in my bed, and now I was here, and I didn’t even know where here was. Not to mention that there was the glowing problem, the orbs, Soren, and now the Depleters.

	A roar sounded behind Soren, and I spotted a Depleter running through the tall flames. Right as he was about to come up on us, I quickly stepped around Soren and threw an elbow, knocking the Depleter onto his back. It probably wouldn’t have been much of an impact if he didn’t charge at us, but it helped.

	Soren’s eyebrows furrowed as he cradled me and sprinted off. He jumped high over the flames, landing a few feet away, and continued running. Trees, bushes, leaves, and yellow orbs passed by in a blur as Soren used his bright abilities to get us away from the Depleters. 

	The only Depleters that could keep up now were the Brights, and I only counted five of them over Soren’s shoulder. It felt odd being carried by another man, or simply being touched by another person. Carmen was one of the only people that I’ve ever made physical contact with, excluding Lithaly and the other classmates from training. Tristan had only given me a hug once, and that was after I returned from the hearing with my parents. Since then, we only held hands when we were alone, and I remembered them being soft, like Soren’s. 

	I wanted to ask him why he was protecting me, but right now wasn’t the time. I had to remember that he was a Gods Son, and that these types of Lighters were devious and dangerous. They were descendants of the dark gods. 

	Soren held me closer to his chest as two Depleters ran on both sides of him. One pulled out an odd-looking silver gun and pointed it at Soren’s head, and the other moved in closer to grab me. He reached for my legs, not expecting me to kick him in the chin and went crashing to the ground. I locked my arms tighter around Soren’s neck as the Depleter with the gun was just about to fire. Soren quickly grabbed it and crushed it in his hands like it was a piece of plastic, then moved out of the way of a tree that was coming up. Fortunately for us, the Depleter didn’t see the tree and slammed right into it. 

	When I looked up at Soren, a smile almost surfaced, but the alarming expression in his eyes made me worry instead. There was a loud buzzing noise coming from behind him, and I started to notice a white light making its way over his shoulder, cloaking his bare skin.

	“They’re depleting me,” Soren said through gritted teeth. 

	I pulled myself up to see where the light was coming from and spotted a silver dart sticking out of his back, just below his shoulder. At the end of the dart was a royal blue blinking light that was creating the buzzing sound. 

	“Pull it out.” Soren grunted. “Hurry.”

	I quickly grabbed the dart and yanked it out of his back, then threw it onto the ground. Looking up, I noticed the other three Depleters shooting the same darts out of those little silver guns. 

	“Hold tight,” Soren warned. 

	I didn’t expect him to do what he did next, and I wished that one of the three abilities included flight, because I really didn’t like heights. When I opened my eyes, I noticed that we had jumped from a cliff and were now plunging towards...the abyss? Our destination below us was completely black. 

	My hair whipped across my face as the sudden gust of wind blew against me, and at first, I was afraid, but Soren’s reassuring smile had set me at ease. His glowing lime green eyes had dimmed and were becoming an average color, but I had lost sight of them after complete darkness took over and cold water overwhelmed me. 

	The impact of us landing in the lake separated us, and I lost him. I shot under the dark water and reached out for the surface as I continued to sink. After such a high jump, my weight was pulling me under, and it didn’t help that I didn’t know how to swim. the academy never taught us. 

	All I could see as I reached up was the blurred moons in the sky shining down on me. I kicked at the water and continued to reach for them but wasn’t getting anywhere. It was like there was a weight on my ankles that continued to pull me under. 

	No, I can’t die. 

	I reached up again, grabbing for the life that I thought I wanted to live, but when I felt the water shoot into my throat, and the burning sensation in my chest grow stronger, I realized that I really didn’t want to live at all. Why would I? I didn’t want to face Artemis again, I didn’t want to compete with the students at the academy anymore, and I didn’t want to go back to feeling different and unwanted. I had kept my chin up for long enough, and I didn’t think that I had the strength to do that anymore. Maybe this was meant to be? Maybe I should die and finally be at peace? 

	I was finally letting go, but as soon as my eyes began to close my mother had appeared. She was swimming down towards me with a slight smile and soft green eyes. “Rayah, my sweet little Rayah…” she echoed.

	When her soft hands slid over my wrist, I blinked, and found myself gazing into Soren’s eyes. He pulled me up to him, and then began kicking towards the surface. When I looked up, I noticed that the moons were getting closer and closer, and as I thought of taking in fresh air, I realized that I did want to live. I wanted to free my mother, and I wanted to see my parents together. I wanted to be a free woman of Lytonia. 

	Right before we reached the surface, Soren smiled down at me. Our eyes locked for one last time before he disappeared, then everything went black again. 

	~~~

	I shot up into a sitting position as I sucked in as much air as I could. Staring in front of me, I expected to find Soren, but instead, I faced a white wall in a dark room. Turning to my right, I peered into my own mirror to find that my hair was wild on top of my head and sweat dripped down the sides of my face.

	My dorm?

	I looked over my shoulder and gazed through the small window that gave light to my room. For some reason, my heart sank at the realization. “It was just a dream.”

	All of it…was just a dream. 

	




Chapter 6

	 

	Monday came faster than I thought it would. Over the past weekend, all I could think about was the dream that I had and was trying to figure out what it all meant. I’d never dreamt like that before, and it felt so incredibly real that I wanted to go back. It was like a story that I hadn’t had the chance to finish, and a reality that I’d rather exist in than the one I, unfortunately, existed in now. There would be nothing better that to escape the pain that I would be soon enduring. 

	Carmen came to my dorm early this morning to prep me for my pain testing, as she always had. Around the time of pain testing my mental strength sometimes became non-existent and fear would fill my thoughts. If the torture was done by someone else, then maybe I wouldn’t have been so afraid, but because it was held by Artemis, I was terrified. He never physically tortured me when I was a child, but mentally, he was an advanced player at that game. Now that he was able to cause me pain, I wished that inducing fear was as far as he could go. 

	Carmen crouched down in front of me while holding my face in her hands. I just sat on the bed, panting, sweating, and shaking, as I waited for the disciplinary officers to come and retrieve me. 

	“No tears, Rayah,” Carmen said as she stroked my cheek with her thumb. 

	“They never fall,” I said in a low voice, almost lost in daze. 

	Carmen drew her eyebrows together in worry. “You keep yourself together in there. Don’t let Artemis break you.”

	“I…” My thoughts were on Artemis but suddenly moved to Soren. I guessed my mind was trying to break free of the fear and focused on something that left me curious and somewhat excited. Soren, the Gods Son, was kind. So normal, and yet, unnormal. Why had I all of a sudden created him in my dreams? Dreams sometimes came with meaning, so what did mine mean, and why did it feel so real? “I had a dream.”

	Carmen pulled her hands away, seeming puzzled by my words. Her eyes still told me that she was worried, but her expression said that she thought I was losing my mind. I had completely gone off subject, but anything to get my mind off Artemis right now was okay. 

	Carmen stood and sat next to me on the bed. “Well, what－What was it about?”

	I squinted my eyes as I thought back. “I went to sleep here, and then I had a dream about some man in the sky. I woke up in the woods somewhere. It wasn’t Lytonia, but far off. Maybe the Wild Lands?”

	Carmen sighed and rested her hand over mine. “You had a dream about the Wild Lands? Were you really that nervous about pain testing that your mind took you there?”

	“Well, I wasn’t…thinking about the testing then. I just－It felt so real and…adventurous. I met someone there－someone defected. His light was this beautiful lime green color, and he did a Calling right in front of me.” I smiled halfheartedly, reminiscing the beautiful and terrifying sight. “Then he saw me, and I was afraid at first, but then－” 

	My dorm door slid open, yanking me back into reality. 

	Carmen and I stood erect as two disciplinary officers entered the room. 

	“It’s only three days. I’ll be here when it’s over,” Carmen said, giving my hand a hard squeeze. 

	The two officers walked over to me with their silver cuffs out ready to bind my wrists and ankles together. It was procedure on account that some students tended to try and run away while being escorted to the P.T. Sector. We all understood why they tried to run, but at the same time we referred to them as cowards. Every student, no matter what level or class had to endure pain testing. Those that ran off didn’t have the courage to do what needed to be done in order to make them stronger Lighters. I had never tried to run before, but during the times where I experienced the most pain, I would mentally escape. I had the feeling that Artemis wouldn’t be letting me do that this time. This time he was going to force my full attention.

	After cuffing my hands in front of me and shackling my ankles, the officers escorted me out of my dorm. It was still too early for everyone to be up, but some early birds were in the halls most likely heading to the shower room to get ready for their day. 

	The students sending malicious smiles my way sent chills down my spine, but the officers’ words were even worse. 

	The disciplinary officers here were students just like the rest of us, but at high levels like eight or nine. Exceptional students around those levels were offered job duties to start making some income before they graduated, but at the end of the day they were just like us, and also like everyone else who hated me. 

	“I heard that Artemis has something new set up for you,” the male officer on my right chuckled. 

	“Yeah, it’s too bad that I won’t be able to hear your screams with the P.T. Sector being sound proof and all,” the other male officer said. 

	I tried to ignore them and continued to look forward, but their words kept making their way into my ears. I just wanted to go back to the place that I dreamt about and focus my attention there. I just wanted to escape.

	“I wonder when the council is just going to collar you? We all know why Artemis really wants you as his slave.” They both laughed at that last statement. 

	I took in a deep breath, raising and dropping my shoulders. Don’t listen to them. Don’t listen to them. 

	My heart thudded against my chest as the two of them continued to taunt me. Every time I thought of Soren, Artemis’ face would appear in my mind. His smile would creep up his lips while his eyes glimmered in excitement, and then he’d become this dark shadow, removing all light from my vision. 

	When we came to the steps that led to the P.T. Sector, my legs stopped moving, and my feet slid across the tile floor. Right down this dim stairway was a metal door, and on the other side of that door was a large dim room with multiple torture devices and dark hallways with separate rooms meant for different methods of torture. Artemis had only exposed me to a few methods, them being his favorite, but this time things would be different. This time he was going to be creative. 

	The officer on my right chuckled and yanked me forward. If it weren’t for them holding me up, then I would’ve went tumbling down the steps. It actually would’ve worked in my favor if I managed to get knocked out before the testing. Then it would be postponed for a little while longer. “You’ve kept a tough face all this time. Don’t act like you’re afraid now.”

	I took a deep breath as they led me down the stairs and to the door. Once one slid his key through the slot, it slid open, and I was led inside. 

	The P.T. Sector was dimly lit with only a few wall lights turned on. The hall for the separate torture rooms was on my right and left sides, and on the far wall across from me was where multiple metal cases stored different devices. In the center of the room was where a set of electric chairs were placed, and I was very familiar with those chairs, but this session I wouldn’t be sitting in them, and I never thought that I’d ever prefer to. 

	I clenched my teeth as I heard the echoes of a boy screaming from a room down the right hall. Those rooms weren’t sound proof and were actually made for others to hear what was going on inside to induce more fear. The strongest people broke down in tears as they entered the P.T. sector, which was something that I wanted to do at this very moment, but I couldn’t. I wouldn’t.

	“Where did they say to take her today?” one officer asked the other. 

	“The dunk room,” the other answered.

	The two began to lead me towards the rooms on my right. 

	“Have you ever been to the dunk room?” the officer asked. 

	“No, my pain tester is Julia. She only uses the electrocution method. Low voltage.” 

	As the two continued talking, I tuned them out. My eyes moved from door to door as I anticipated one of them being mine. I had no idea what dunking was since it was against policy to speak about pain testing to any of the other students, but I knew that it was far worse than anything I’d experienced before. 

	Just calm down. It’s only three days, Rayah.

	We passed a few more doors until finally coming to mine. 

	My heart raced as the officer slid his keycard through the slot near the door, and as it opened, my breath hitched. My knees didn’t completely give out until the door had completely opened, revealing the new torture room. 

	There was no way that I was going to survive this. 

	~~~

	Three hours passed, and my headache was pounding. My hands were tightly cuffed behind my back, my ankles were shackled by the chains hanging from the ceiling, and my hair dangled a few feet over a large metal tub filled with ice cold water. I tried lifting my head a few times, but there was no use. All I could do was wait and watch the clock on the wall that the officers pointed out to me.

	It was freezing in here, so I could only imagine how it would feel when I was to be dumped into the water below me. I was told to switch into a thinner suit, which was given to me by the officers. As rude as they were, they had the decency to turn away while I changed into it. The cream-colored material was so thin that I felt as if I were wearing nothing, and every time I felt the breeze hit my skin, my anxiety worsened. 

	The water was going to feel excruciatingly cold. 

	The door opened, and I watched an upside-down Artemis stand in the doorway with a devious grin on his lips. He walked into the room, letting the door close behind him, and stopped right outside of the tub. “Have you gotten comfortable while I was away?” 

	I didn’t answer him. Our eyes locked, and I tried my best not to show him any fear, but I wasn’t sure that I was fooling him. We had developed an understanding relationship over the years. He could get me to scream, and he could get me to squirm, but he could never make me cry or beg, and I understood that my misery and pain caused him happiness. He knew that I just wanted to get this over with, and I knew that he wanted to take his time, but there was a limit to how long he could have his fun. 

	Just three days. Seventy-two hours. That’s all.

	Artemis chuckled and walked around to the side of the tub where there was a large lever meant for dropping me into the pool. “Rayah, how long do you think that you can hold your breath?” 

	I sucked in the cold air. This wasn’t just going to be a chilling shock my body, he was also going to torture me by depriving me of oxygen. When he reached for the lever, I wanted to start shaking my head no, but I couldn’t move. I wouldn’t let myself. 

	I heard Artemis chuckle before he grabbed the lever and pulled it. The chain connected to my ankles released, and I plunged into the ice-cold water. The feeling of the water wrapping around my body had stunned me to a point that I sucked in a load of water and began choking on it. Artemis could no longer see my face, so he didn’t know that I was already out of air. 

	I squirmed in the water, trying to lift my head or pull myself out somehow, but I couldn’t, and my body was so cold that I thought I was being burned. The need to escape and the urge to breathe caused me to almost move without control, and I ended up sucking in more water. After what felt like minutes of air deprivation, my body started to shut down and I was barely making a splash. I didn’t know how much longer I was underwater, but I was quickly yanked out after I completely stopped moving.

	A mere second passed before I started coughing and spitting up water, then I began to shiver so violently that I could hear the chains rattling.

	 Artemis had left the lever and walked back over to me. His hands clamped down over the top of the tub as he analyzed me. “Your lips are turning blue already.”

	I didn’t look up at his face but continued to stare at his hands. 

	“I’ll turn up the heat so that you can dry off, and then we’ll see if you can last a little longer than thirty seconds next time.” He chuckled before leaving the room.

	~~~

	The first day had finally ended at twelve in the morning, but that didn’t mean that my suffering was done for the time being. Artemis wasn’t going to let me sleep for my remaining time here, so he wheeled me over to an extremely bright room with multiple lights and carried me over to the center where shackles hung from the ceiling. At first, I thought that he was going to hang me upside down again, but instead he hooked the shackles around my wrists and clamped a spiked collar around by neck with the spikes pointing inwards. It was meant for me to keep my head up, and if I even slightly bent my neck, the sharp metal would break through my skin. If I passed out, it would kill me. 

	Artemis smiled as he adjusted the collar around my neck. “I remember the day that I collared your mother. It was such a wonderful day for me, and to take such a beautiful woman into my home…” He chuckled. “Soon, I’m going to have you.”

	I swallowed, still shivering. I was so cold and weak that I could barely stand, but thanks to Artemis I was left on my toes, trying not to dislocate my shoulders. 

	I closed my eyes after he left me for the night, but as soon as my head leaned forward I felt my neck being pierced, and I jolted back upright. When the air conditioning came on above my head, I wanted to scream, but that would do nothing but satisfy Artemis, and with the little fight that I had left, I refused to do so.

	~~~

	My eyes rolled back as the hot iron rod was pulled from my bare thigh. Artemis had cut the cream suit at the thighs for today’s method. 

	Today I was sitting in a spiked chair. The seat, the back, and the arm rests were covered with short metal spikes meant to pierce my skin. Blood soaked through the thin suit that I was wearing and dripped onto the floor below me. My wrists were strapped to the arm rest, and my head was strapped back against the tall chair. Artemis had rolled up a piece of cloth and put it into my mouth so that I wouldn’t bite my tongue off or crack any of my teeth, but I wasn’t confident that it would work. 

	There was no clock in this room, so I didn’t know how much time had passed, and my legs had so many burn marks that I lost count of them. He used a hot iron rod that sat in a fire, and then brought it over to me to press it against my skin. I didn’t scream, but I grunted and squeezed my eyes shut as tightly as I could. 

	I wanted to cry, getting to a point where my heavy breathing turned into whimpers. Sweat poured down my face, and my skin felt wet with sweat and blood. I just wanted to die at this point, but if I did, then what would come of my Mother? What would she have sacrificed her freedom for?

	I watched as Artemis picked out another long metal rod, then turn his head to me with a smirk. “We’ve covered your legs. Now how about your stomach?” 

	~~~

	The second night was even more brutal than the first. I wanted so badly to sleep, to just lean my head forward, but that would be the end of me. The only way that I could keep myself awake was to think of my parents waiting for me during visiting hours. They would smile at me as I entered the room, and then tell me how proud they were of what I’d accomplished. I would get to have a real conversation with my mother and learn more about my Father. I’d have so many questions.

	The door slid open, snapping me out of my day dream. Artemis entered the room, unchained me, and took off my collar, then he helped me over to the door where a wheel chair was waiting for me. 

	“It’s…day?” I asked, barely coherent as to what was going on. 

	“It’s your last day with me,” Artemis sighed. “But I promise that you will remember this session for the rest of your life.” 

	Why would I remember this? What…

	My eyes closed for what felt like a short moment, but when they opened, I had been moved from the room was now sitting in front of a door. Artemis walked around the wheelchair and kneeled in front of me, then put a grey collar around my neck with a blinking light on the side. 

	“No. I’m not… a slave,” I said breathlessly. 

	Artemis chuckled. “That isn’t what this is for. This collar is going to shock you repeatedly for the next twelve hours. You won’t know when it’s going to happen, and there is no pattern.”

	I stared at him with a blank expression on my face. This was mental torture. He was going to try and break me with this one. 

	“You look exhausted, Rayah.” He pushed a few strands of hair behind my ear, causing my stomach to tighten. “You only have a little while left, but during that time you won’t be able to move or tell time. You may even be forgotten for a while and stay longer than you should.”

	An unfamiliar and raspy chuckle escaped my lips. “You could never…forget me. You’re obsessed…with me.”

	Artemis’s smile faded as he stood upright. After opening the door, he pulled me up out of the wheelchair and roughly pushed me onto a white tile floor. I landed face first, cracking my forehead against the tile, and when I opened my eyes, I saw that I was completely surrounded by white. White walls, white floor, and a white light. 

	“N－no,” I said as I tried to push myself up. Artemis had taken my hands and yanked them behind my back, then cuffed them. After that, he cuffed my ankles. 

	“Enjoy your stay,” he spat before walking out. 

	“Don’t…don’t leave me in h－” the shock collar activated, sending electrical currents through my entire body. I shook uncontrollably for I don’t know how long before it finally stopped, then I gasped, slob dibbling from the corner of my mouth. I thought only ten minutes passed by before it activated again, but I would never know. There was no clock, and besides, the collar had no pattern. 

	




Chapter 7

	 

	The day after pain testing, I was sent to medical, but when I started showing signs of healing, I was sent back to my dorm. They figured that my body would heal on its own over the next few days, so the medics were given the okay to send me back into population where I would have to prepare for class just the next day. Students were usually given more recovery time, but I was an exception. 

	Carmen was waiting for me at my dorm when she heard that I was released, and before she could even complain about them releasing me from medical so early, I fell into her arms. She helped me over to my bed and ran to get me something to eat and drink. When she came back, she spoon fed me soup, then ran her fingers through my hair until I fell asleep. No words were exchanged between the two of us that night, but she understood why. After the torture that I had endured, I could barely speak. I was still in shock. 

	When the weekend came, Carmen and I didn’t do any physical training. We mostly studied for our classes and worked on getting me back to my usual self. I wasn’t a talkative person, but I also wasn’t the down and depressed type either. I just kept to myself with my chin held up while constantly pushing myself to become a better Lighter. I had almost forgotten about my dream of Soren and the Depleters until Carmen and I sat up on the roof one night to watch the city. 

	I could see far out where the wall separated us from the Wild Lands where I believed my dream of Soren took place.  

	How could I dream about something I’ve never seen? 

	“What do you think it’s like out there?” Carmen asked. 

	I assumed that she was talking about the city and shrugged. “Busy maybe? It looks like every single person down there is doing something important.”

	Carmen gave a soft sigh. “That’s not what I’m talking about. The Wild Lands. What do you think it’s like?”

	Soren’s smile appeared in my mind, and I bit my lower lip. “Free. I think that the Wild Lands are free, with some complications.”

	“Well, there are no laws. There’s probably so much chaos and poverty. So much death.” She frowned. 

	“But I bet there’s beauty as well.”

	Carmen turned to me with an arched eyebrow. She was my best friend and understood me better than anyone, but she was still a loyal Lighter and like any of them, she saw nothing good about the Wild Lands. Before my dream, I felt the same way, but now…

	It was just your imagination. 

	“Don’t let anyone else hear you speaking that way.”

	“I won’t. Sorry,” I sighed. 

	“Don’t be. You’re talking to me.” She bumped my shoulder with hers. “But others won’t understand you. They’ll think you’re talking another language or something.”

	I cracked a smile. 

	“Finally,” Carmen sighed. “I’ve been waiting on you to smile for a while now. It makes my day brighter when I know that you’re doing alright.”

	I rested my head on her shoulder, still mentally exhausted from the pain testing. Carmen grabbed my hand and squeezed. “Things will get better for you. I know they will.”

	“I’m glad you still believe in me,” I whispered. 

	“Of course. You’re the strongest person I know.” 

	I smiled again, but only for a moment. Looking down at the yard below us, I noticed multiple lights flashing. Blue, turquoise, and white lights illuminated the area in front of the building. 

	“What’s happening?” I asked, lifting my head. 

	Carmen’s brows pulled into a frown. “A runner.”

	There was a boy as young as eleven or twelve running towards the first gate ahead. He was being chased by at least five officers, but there were more guarding the gate, and even more guarding the gates after that one.

	The boy was running as fast as he could, and even with the slight limp he had, he was able to keep ahead, but his running would soon come to an end. There was no way that he would be able to get through those gates alone. Still, I found myself secretly rooting for him. 

	The boy held his hands out, and from what I could see he had manifested a dark blue machine gun. 

	He’s a Soma Dim. 

	Dark blue bullets fired from his gun at the guard officers, but he didn’t have the best aim. Even still, he was going to be taken down. 

	“He’s so young,” Carmen said, breathlessly. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a runner at his age.”

	“It’s not common,” I said, trying to control my breathing. I knew that he wouldn’t make it, but I wanted him to so badly. He deserved to be free just like everyone else. At his age, he shouldn’t have even been able to form weapons of that caliber, so he was obviously on the right track. I figured that he was running because he hated the way that Lighters lived? Or maybe he wanted to see his family? 

	A turquoise blue lightning strike cut through the air and hit the boy in the center of his back. He was frozen in his spot as the electrical currents coursed through his small body until the lightning faded into smoke, and then he dropped to the ground. 

	I gasped as I leaned forward, and Carmen quickly put her hand against my chest to keep me from leaning too far over the building. “Be careful.” 

	The officers surrounded the boy, and one checked for a pulse. When he stood back up he shook his head and began talking with the other officers. They didn’t even pay the kids body any mind as it broke down into diamond ashes and floated off into the wind. What angered me even more was how one of the officers stomped on his Life Stone and kicked the shattered pieces into the grass. 

	I abruptly stood up, startling Carmen. 

	“Rayah－”

	My eyes snapped to her, causing her gaze to widen. She looked like she’d seen a ghost or something, but I disregarded her odd expression and walked away. I needed to be alone right now. Watching the innocent die was never something that I could take lightly. Yes, he was a runner－a coward, but he didn’t deserve that. No one does.

	How could someone be so cruel as to break the dead’s Life Stone? Those were supposed to go back to the parents of the deceased, but now they’ll get nothing, and that officer will never be penalized for what he’s done. 

	I was livid. The few students in the dim halls took one look at me and would turn away. It was rare for me to show any emotion to these people at all, so this was probably very new to them. Maybe even intimidating. 

	It was definitely new to me. Not being angry, but to feel this heat burning in my chest to the point that I was starting to sweat. It felt like they raised the temperature in the hallways, but I knew that they didn’t, because it was always kept cold. Lighter energy usually kept Lighters warm, so there was no need for heat. 

	I shouldn’t have even been upset. I knew that the kid was never going to make it, but I couldn’t help but get riled up. The pain in my chest stretched down to my arms, as it did the time that I created smoke in the shower, and the burning was beginning to become so painful that my arms were going numb. 

	I slowed to a stop, leaning my shoulder against the wall while rubbing at my chest. It was hard to breathe. When the pain pulsated through my chest and over to my back, I hunched over while trying to suck in air. 

	What’s happening to me?

	“Ugh,” I choked, heaving in deep breaths of thick air. 

	“I think I’m stronger when I’m around you,” Tristan’s voice echoed in my ears. “I don’t know what it is, but when I’m around you I feel powerful.” 

	I didn’t know why these thoughts were surfacing now. I thought that I had pushed my memories of Tristan away, but at the moment, they were forcing their way back. 

	Right, he’s a slave. He’s not free. 

	“My powers seem to work best when I think of you,” Tristan chuckled. “I don’t know why.”

	The burning in my back was growing hotter, making me want to tear this leather suit off. It didn’t begin to fade until a familiar voice worked its way into my ears. 

	“Rayah,” Artemis’ hand gripped my shoulder and pulled me upright. 

	I was still wheezing, but at least air was getting through to my lungs now. I leaned my head back against the wall as I watched Artemis watch me. 

	“You don’t look so well,” he said with a frown on his face. “Were you fighting with another student?”

	I only shook my head no. 

	The expression on his face was similar to Carmen’s, only more curious. He was staring into my eyes the same way that she was, and after a few seconds he grabbed my chin and moved in closer to me with his eyes still locked on mine. 

	An ice-cold feeling was slowly replacing the heat in my chest as fear replaced my anger. My body was starting to go back to normal, and for some reason it felt wrong. As painful as it was, it was the burning sensation that felt right, and Artemis had managed to scare it away.

	Artemis cocked his head to the side as he continued to examine me. I wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he seemed intrigued, and then he grinned. “You are a very unique young woman. That’s why I’m so set on having you. I’ve never met anyone like you.” 

	I only stared back at him, now breathing heavily with a rising heart rate. 

	What does he mean, I’m unique?

	“In just a few months, you’ll be mine. You don’t really believe that you’ll level up to six before then, do you?” 

	As fearful as I was of him, he couldn’t take the fight out of me. I was going to pass for my parents, and I was going to pass for me. “Yes.”

	Artemis frowned and pulled away from me. I took that chance to push away from the wall and turned to walk away, but he quickly grabbed my arm and yanked me towards him. “You won’t pass.” 

	I could only look at him before we were interrupted by none other than Lithaly. She was walking past us with furrowed brows. We didn’t even hear her. “Hello, Major St. James,” she nodded. “Rayah.”

	Artemis let his hand drop to his side and nodded to Lithaly. Before he could turn back to me, I started heading for my dorm again, appreciating Lithaly’s interruption.

	Thanks, Lith. 

	~~~

	“Vexton had converted into the God of Love after falling from the Gods Realm and meeting his human wife,” the professor continued. “After his time on our Earth, he knew what he needed to do. Does anyone know what Vexton did?”

	I knew that answer, but of course I wasn’t going to raise my hand. As usual, I was doodling in my notebook. 

	“Carmen?” the professor called. 

	“Vexton went back to the Gods Realm where he defeated his brothers: Somatrius and Kalison. Following that, he challenged his father, Kalsoton, to become the next God King, and then convinced his father to bring destruction about the world.”

	“Correct,” the Professor nodded. “Vexton, the God of Love, had to bring destruction about the world in order to cleanse it and create a new one. After a new world was created, he left his knowledge with Ellison Monroe, the founder of Lytonia.”

	Carmen raised her hand, causing the Professor’s eyebrows to furrow. “Yes, Carmen?”

	“Is it true that Ellison used his Lighter Form to travel to further places so that he could gather more people to help create this nation?” 

	My head shot up at the familiar term: Lighter Form. I glanced at Carmen, and then turned back to the Professor, eager for his answer. I’ve heard the term a little while ago, but couldn’t remember what it meant, so in my dream I was confused as to what Soren meant as well. 

	“Yes, Ellison would use his Lighter Form to travel out to far places while his body remained in the small settlement that he created. Our founder was an incredibly strong Lighter compared to many others, and it was said that he was comparable to the defects known as the Gods Children.” 

	Another student raised their hand and was called on. 

	“So, will any of us be able to use our Lighter Forms? I heard that it was possible,” a boy asked.

	“Yes, Lard, it is very possible, but only if you keep working hard to become stronger. Only the elite Lighters are able to use their Lighter Forms. It’s a very dangerous process. Ninety percent of your Lighter energy is leaving your body and creating a duplicate form of you, taking your memories and thoughts with it. The other ten percent is keeping your real body alive, but only for a little while. Too long away from yourself could cause your own death. It’s three day’s I believe, but you will have to confirm that with your science teachers.”

	“Are there limits as to where your Lighter Form can jump?” I blurted. As soon as I did, I regretted my actions, feeling embarrassed.

	The entire class turned to me, and the professor frowned. Still, he answered my question. “Yes, there are limits, Ms. Bardeau. A Lighter can jump to the other side of this planet, but only if they’ve been there before. Therefore, your Lighter Form can only jump to places that your real body has been to.” He raised a brow. “Although, I don’t think you should be concerned with Lighter Forming in your predicament, so the next time that you decide to interrupt my class, please be sure that your question is related to something that applied to you.”

	A grin replaced his frown as a few other students snickered amongst themselves. Once the class quieted again, he went back to giving the lesson. 

	I leaned back in my chair and kept a straight face, but my jaws softened when I noticed Carmen watching me with a curious look in her eyes. I couldn’t fully read her expression, so I just turned away and continued to look forward. 

	I knew that it was just a dream. 

	I’d never been to the Wild Lands a day in my life, so there was no way that I could’ve jumped there in my Lighter Form, if I even had one. The Professor was right. I shouldn’t be concerned with something like this in my current predicament. Maybe once I can produce light, I’ll focus on the more difficult things.

	~~~

	Power Training. This was a class that I could not perform well in. I couldn’t even perform at all. In Combat Training I was an equal to everyone else, but in power training, I was anything but. 

	This class specifically worked on controlling our powers. The powers that I lacked, so I was definitely the outcast here. Still, I did everything that I could to try and get these stubborn abilities to break through, but nothing ever happened. 

	Today, we were practicing for our performances in front of the council for level testing, so we each had to stand in front of the class and show what we could do.

	Mostly, the students were producing large power balls or high caliber weapons. Some showed us just how fast they could run in a circle, or how big they could make their fire grow. Me? I didn’t know what I was going to show them. Maybe the stress of being in front of a crowd would force something out of me.

	I was the last to stand in front of the class. We were in a large room just like the combat room, only the walls and floor were made of metal. I walked into the middle of the circle and took a deep breath. 

	Everyone’s watching. 

	As I looked around, I noticed that there were a few smiles planted on some of the students’ faces, and others seemed bored, rolling their eyes or taking deep breaths. 

	“Before the class ends, Rayah,” the Trainer said. He didn’t seem interested at all in watching me. For years he had been trying to figure out ways to force my powers to come through, but nothing worked, and eventually, he just gave up. 

	“The Null can’t even produce a power ball,” someone laughed. 

	I closed my eyes and blocked everyone out, then raised my hand out in front of me and began to concentrate. I didn’t know what I was supposed to be concentrating on, since I couldn’t feel the energy in my chest, so I was just standing there probably looking like a complete idiot. 

	I gritted my teeth. Concentrate. 

	I could’ve told myself to concentrate a million times and still not produce any light. I probably had already, but that wasn’t going to stop me from trying.

	My thoughts shot back to Tristan. “I knew you were powerful…”

	What did he mean that night? He looked at me just like Artemis did. Did he see something? 

	Suddenly, I felt it. The burning in my chest. It was as if my thoughts of him were what made me stronger. What made me feel powerful. The fire in my chest began to spread, but before the heat could even get to my shoulders, the class ended. 

	When I opened my eyes, the students around me were dispersing, heading for their next class. I continued to stand there, embarrassed and annoyed. It was happening. I was able to trigger something, and then it stopped. I was interrupted by the school itself. Maybe I’ll be able to do it next time.

	~~~

	The day was over, and I could finally get to bed. Honestly, it was my favorite part of the day. I got to leave reality for just a little while to think, dream, and simply be alone. 

	I stood in the mirror and pulled out my bun, letting my long hair fall over my shoulders. I grabbed a strand and twisted it between my fingers, thinking of my father. I took a lot of his traits but was thankful that I got my mother’s eyes. It wasn’t the same as looking into hers when I stared into my own, but memories of her would surface when I did. I liked being reminded of her and her love for me. My parents loved me even though they didn’t know me, and I felt the same about them. 

	I combed my fingers through my hair as I walked away from the mirror to change into my grey night suit. Once I was ready for bed, I turned out the light and lay down on my back. I stared at the ceiling while lost in thought, thinking of a life away from here, and then soon, I closed my eyes and fell asleep.

	




Chapter 8

	 

	When I opened my eyes, a bright yellow orb was hovering over me. I laid still on the ground as I watched the orb bob up and down, slowly bouncing from left to right. I knew where I was, and even though it was just a dream, I was happy to be here, somewhere other than Monroe Academy. I was in the Wild Lands, or at least I assumed that’s where I was in this dream. 

	When I raised my hand, I smiled at the golden glow around the outline of it. The little orb glided towards my hand and sat on the back of it, tickling my skin with what felt like fur. 

	“What are you?” I asked with a chuckle. I tried to poke it with my other hand, but the orb glided away from my finger. 

	“I knew you’d come back,” a familiar voice said. 

	I cringed, feeling butterflies in the pit of my stomach, then slowly pushed myself into a sitting position. Soren was sitting on a tall rock next to the lake with his elbows resting on his thighs and his hands folded between them. His blond curls hung over his shoulders and his green eyes sparkled in the moonlight, but they weren’t glowing this time. 

	“Soren,” I said, not believing my eyes. 

	Soren gave a half grin. “Yeah.” He jumped down from the rock. “I wasn’t a hundred percent sure that you would come back to this spot, but I figured that the last place we were together is where you would form, you being a newbie and all.”

	I was confused as to what he was talking about but didn’t ask. I was more focused on gaining the feeling back to my legs before trying to stand. 

	“Are you alright?” Soren asked as he approached me. 

	I tensed as he came closer, but when he crouched down in front of me and offered a smile, I relaxed. I was only dreaming, so there really was nothing to worry about. 

	I rubbed over my right knee. “My legs. They’re numb.” 

	Soren’s eyes traced down my legs and stopped at my toes. My eyes widened when he poked the bottom of my foot with his index finger. “Can you feel this?”

	My cheeks warmed. “Yeah.”

	“Okay, so try wiggling your toes. The feeling should be coming back to them soon.” he pulled his hand away and went back to watching me with a grin on his lips.

	I stared back at him for a long moment before trying to wiggle my toes, and sure enough I was able to move them. “So, now what?”

	“Try bending your knees.” He stood tall and waited as I slowly bent one leg at a time. “You should be able to stand now. Let me help you.” When he held his hand out for me, I stared at it as if he had twelve fingers. I wasn’t exactly sure of what I was supposed to do with it until Soren chuckled. “I’m not going to hurt you, I promise. I’m actually happy to see that you’re okay.” 

	I hesitantly took his hand so that he could pull me to my feet and blushed at the warmth and softness of him. When I stood upright, he didn’t immediately let my hand go, but watched me curiously. 

	“What’s your name?” Soren asked.

	My eyes went from his hand, to his stomach, and up his muscular chest, then finally to his eyes. “Rayah. My name is Rayah.” 

	“Rayah.” Soren smiled. “Well, that’s unique. I like it. Mean anything?”

	I slowly pulled my hand away from his, leaving it cold and yearning warmth. “Not that I know of. I’m named after my Mother, Rayenna, but―Thank you.” When I stepped back, I looked around and took in my surroundings. 

	This feels so real. Am I really dreaming? 

	“Where am I?” I asked. 

	“Not in Lytonia.” Soren chuckled. 

	I slightly cocked my head to the side. “Then, the Wild Lands?” 

	Soren nodded. “You’re in the land of the wild and the free,” he said with open arms. 

	I smiled, shyly. 

	Soren dropped his arms with a chuckle. “You seem calmer than when you were here last time.”

	“Well, I’m only dreaming,” I blurted. Did I just tell him that he wasn’t real?

	Soren’s smile slightly faded, and his eyebrows furrowed. He was quiet for an awkward moment before smiling again. “You really don’t know what’s going on, do you?”

	I frowned in thought, trying to figure out exactly what I was missing. This couldn’t possibly be real, because I was just in Lytonia only minutes ago. Besides, the only way for me to get out of there is through death, and I was sure that I wasn’t dead. Artemis would never have that.

	“You’re in your Lighter Form.” Soren nodded with a chuckle. “You know what that is, right?”

	I gave him a blank stare as I thought back to our lesson in History class. I remembered well what the Lighter Form was, but only the elite could do it, and I wasn’t a part of that group. I wasn’t a part of any group. “I can’t produce light, so there’s no way that I could be in my Lighter Form.”

	Soren stuffed his hands into his pockets and cocked his head to the side. “But I saw you. You had the glow.” When my eyebrows furrowed, he gave me a surprisingly handsome smile, and I couldn’t help but to relax around him, lowering my shoulders. “The glow happens when you jump from your body. As you can see, the effects of jumping wear off.” He pulled his hand out of his pocked at raised it in front of him. 

	I looked down at my own hand and noticed that my glow had dimmed down to being barely noticeable, even in the dark. After a few seconds, my glow was completely gone, and I was back to normal. “But, that still doesn’t make any sense. I’m a Null.”

	Soren frowned. “Isn’t that what they call people in Lytonia with no light energy?”

	Embarrassed, I sighed. “Yeah.”

	Soren shrugged his shoulders. “Well, they’re wrong about you. Psycho even said that you were almost as strong as me, so you definitely have some light in you.”

	I squinted my eyes and took a step back. I never thought to question why Soren was waiting for me here. Was it because he thought I was powerful? If so, what did he want me for? He was a Gods Child and was powerful enough already. There shouldn’t have been a need for me. Of course, all of this would only matter if it were real. I probably just wanted to see him, so my mind brought him here. 

	Soren only watched as I continued to back away. I thought that he would try and stop me, but he didn’t. Dreaming or not, it probably wasn’t wise for me to be around someone like him. Maybe this was a nightmare instead?

	When I turned around to run, I fully expected Soren to be there to block my path, but he wasn’t. I ran into the woods, using the orbs as light. My legs still felt weak, causing me to repeatedly trip over roots and even my own feet, and I didn’t come to a stop until reaching a tall hill right outside the trees, then I began to climb it. Once I reached the top, I hunched over to catch my breath.

	My eyes followed a yellow orb that glided around my ankles and then out in front of me. When I looked up, my lips parted, and I took in the beautiful sight beyond the hill, then slowly stood upright. 

	The land before me was simple, but nothing I’d ever seen before. There was a field of tall green grass at the bottom of the hill with multiple orbs gliding either between or right over it, coating it with gold. Off to the far right there was pond that glistened in the moonlight with two horses drinking from it, one white and one brown.

	 Excitement rose within me as I watched the two animals, triggering a smile. I had never seen horses in person before, and from what I was taught, they were an endangered species. 

	“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Soren asked, walking up the hill behind me. 

	I tensed and turned to face him but doing so only made me lower my guard again. Soren was supposed to be my enemy, but deep down all I wanted was to get to know him better. I created him in my mind, and yet, I knew nothing about him. Why didn’t I? 

	Soren stopped next to me and pushed his curls back with one hand. “I thought I’d give you some space for a moment, but,” he smiled at me, “that moment’s up. I need to talk to you.”

	I waited for him to continue. 

	Soren licked his bottom lip. “I just wanted to know if you told any of your people about me?”

	I told Carmen, but only that it was a dream, which was what I still believed unless I could be convinced otherwise. 

	“You don’t talk much, do you?” Soren asked. 

	I stared at him, expressionless but curious. “Only when I have to.”

	“Is that what they teach you guys in Lytonia?” He stuffed his hands into his pockets.

	“For the most part, but I just choose to keep quiet.”

	The moonlight glistened in his green eyes. “Why is that? You have a nice voice, you should share it more often.” He turned to face the field.

	I opened my mouth to speak, but then smiled. I couldn’t help it. I turned to face the field with him, but as I continued to watch, sadness began pulling at my heart. Why does this have to be a dream? “I told a close friend of mine about a dream that I had. The first night that I was here － I told her a little about that.”

	“And she believed that it was just a dream?” Soren asked, turning his eyes to me again. 

	“Yes.”

	“Do you really believe that you’re dreaming?” 

	I nodded.

	Soren smiled, then chuckled and shook his head. “I bet I can prove to you that you aren’t.”

	I cracked a smile, slightly tilting my head to the side with furrowed brows., “How?”

	Soren squinted his eyes. “You have to promise not to freak out.”

	I watched him for a moment, hesitant to agree. I wanted to know if what I was feeling and seeing was real or not. I had to know. “I promise.”

	“Good, now let me see your palm.” He held his hand out to me. 

	Raising a slight brow, I put my hand in his with my palm facing upwards. 

	“Now, keep in mind,” Soren raised his other hand high in the air with a large smile on his face. “This may hurt a little.”

	I frowned. “What are you going to do?” 

	I watched his other hand, noticing the lime green energy glowing from his fingertips. In the center of his hand I noticed more energy swirling, and then taking shape. A small knife formed in his hand, and like a reflex I tried pulling away, but Soren had tightened his grip. 

	“Let me go.” I tried pulling away again, but Soren was strong, and let’s not forget incredibly fast. I cringed when he brought the knife down to my flesh, but instead of feeling the strong agonizing pain of being stabbed, I only felt a pinch. 

	I stared at my open hand, only spotting a dot of blood in the center of it. 

	Soren let me go. “All done.”

	I brought my hand up to my face to get a closer look at it. “You poked me.”

	Soren chuckled. “I did. Sorry for scaring you, but I couldn’t help it. You just seem so tense.”

	I tried to be mad, but instead I chuckled. It was a jerk move but thinking about the way that I looked when I thought he was going to stab me probably was funny. “So, how is this going to prove that I’m not dreaming?”

	“Well, anything that happens to your Lighter Form will appear on your real body.”

	“But, my real body heals, so this was pointless.”

	Soren wagged a finger at me. “Ah, ah, just because you heal doesn’t mean that the blood will just wash away.”

	I grinned. “It will if I’m sweating.”

	Soren opened his mouth to speak, but he hesitated. “Well, let’s hope that you’re not. I’m a little offended that you believe I’m only a dream.”

	“Well, it makes the more logical sense. I’m a Null in Lytonia. What are the odds that I’m actually this powerful Lighter that can jump in my Lighter Form to a place that I’ve never been and come across a Gods Son－ a very rare being－ in the Wild Lands?” I folded my arms over my chest.

	Soren grinned. “You’re right. This all just must be one crazy dream.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe that I’m actually dreaming of a beautiful girl…and she’s crazy.”

	My mouth dropped, but before I could retort, Soren ran down the hill and into the tall grass with his arms spread out horizontally. He was like a big kid, if this was what kids were like before they were made slaves for four years. 

	The yellow orbs cleared the path as Soren continued to run. They glided away from him, high into the air and off towards the trees ahead. Once they were all gone, the yellow glow that coated the earth disappeared, but there was a new light. There was Soren, glowing a tint of blue as the moon shined down on him. 

	Watching this man, this defect, made me feel odd. He made me want to smile and laugh. I only knew him for but a short amount of time, but it was just something about him that made me feel free. 

	Maybe that’s why I’m dreaming of him? Maybe I just need a break?

	Soren turned around with a large smile on his face and his arms still spread wide, then he dropped them to his side and waited for me. With my mind being set on all of this just being in my head, I ran after him. 

	~~~

	Soren and I were sitting next to the pond where the two horses were sleeping only a few feet away. He petted the brown one until its eyes closed and tried to get me to do the same, but I was hesitant. I learned a long time ago that a horse could bite off a person’s fingers with its large teeth. Still, Soren encouraged me to pet it, and I did, but as soon as its head moved I snatched my hand away. 

	The two of us ended up watching the moonlight and stars above. There was nothing better to do, and there was nothing that I’d prefer to do, and to be honest, I’d rather be here than anywhere else. There was the sound of wind blowing the trees, frogs jumping in and out of the pond, crickets chirping, and the beauty of the sky, but the best of all, it was silent. Not completely, but the kind of silence that made a person doze off into a deep sleep.  

	If only Tristan could see this.

	Soren lay on his side, propping himself up on his elbow and studied me. 

	“What?” I asked curiously. 

	“It’s nothing,” he answered softly.

	I moved my hair behind my ear and lay down on my back, parallel from Soren. I could tell that he was still watching me but didn’t care. People studied me all the time and tried to figure me out, but I had a barrier that no one could ever break through. Not even Carmen. She was able to soften me up at times, but she has never really experienced me. I didn’t know how to express myself the way others could, so I was never able to create the kind of bond that was unbreakable. I knew that I loved her, but I’d never said it. I had never said that to anyone. 

	“What are you thinking about?” Soren asked, interrupting my thoughts. 

	“My life,” I answered without hesitation. It should have felt wrong to talk like this to a stranger, but it didn’t. Not with this stranger. “My friends.”

	“Aren’t those kinds of thoughts supposed to make you happy? You look upset.”

	Tristan’s lips flashed in my mind, and I felt a lump growing in my throat. “Let’s not talk about me.” I turned my head to him. “I want to know more about you.”

	Soren rolled onto his back. “Well, what do you want to know?”

	I was the one studying him now. “Are you alone?” 

	Soren smiled. “No. I have family.”

	I frowned, offended for some reason. “Well, where are they?”

	“Home. Sound asleep－I hope.”

	I licked my lower lip. “So, why are you out here?”

	“Because if I go home, then you’ll be all alone.”

	“O－oh.” My cheeks warmed. “I don’t understand how a Gods Son can be so…like you.”

	Soren chuckled. “What does that mean?”

	“Well, you’re kind. I was always taught that the Gods Children were sinister and corrupt.”

	Soren frowned. “We can be, but we aren’t born evil. We’re descendants of the three god brothers, and one was the god of love, where the others were wrath and hate. It’s the part of Vexton in us that makes us normal, but…we can turn.” Soren sighed. “Even still, we aren’t evil. Just different. Less caring, I guess. Our light is darker when we turn.”

	“It sounds like you’ve experienced this before,” I said calmly. 

	“Yeah, once before, but our darkness only lasts for so long. It’s the lingering guilt that really darkens us. Luckily, I had my family to help me through it.”

	My eyes began to lower. “I’m glad.” Exhaustion hit me like a brick, and the urge to sleep had suddenly kicked in. “There was someone there for you.”

	I could see Soren turn to look at me in my peripheral. “Who’s there for you?”

	I didn’t have the chance to answer. 

	One second, I was looking into Soren’s eyes, and then the next, I had fallen into a deep sleep. 

	




Chapter 9

	 

	I’m not in the Wild Lands, and I’m not in Lytonia, but somewhere in between. Someone’s home maybe? It looked like I was in a small kitchen. 

	I slowly turned in a circle and stopped when I found a young woman with short pixie-cut brown hair and dark brown eyes backed against the wall. She looked afraid, but why? Could she see me?

	“Get out!” The woman picked up a small glass vase from the floor and threw it right at me, only it went through me. “Get out of here! I don’t have anything for you!”

	When I turned around, I came face to face with a tall muscular man with short cut blond hair, light brown eyes, a short blond goatee, and wearing two stud turquoise blue earrings. My eyes widened when I found that was all he was wearing.

	“I said to get out!” The woman picked up a broom and thrust the end of it at the man, but he just caught it with one hand and looked down at it. 

	“Why do you try to harm me?” the man asked. 

	The woman let go of the broom and stepped back. “I－ I don’t have anything for you. There’s nothing here. I have no money, no food, and no clothes for you. They took it all.”

	The man stood there in though, then took off both of his earrings and sat them down on the counter. “These are worth more than life. I will go now.”

	The woman frowned in confusion as the man turned and walked away. I chuckled when I followed her eyes to his bare bottom. She looked at the earrings on the kitchen counter, and then back at him. Before he could leave the house, she called out to him. “Wait.”

	The man stopped in the doorway and looked over his shoulder. “I have nothing else to give you.”

	“No,” she sighed, letting her shoulders relax. “Let me help you. You can’t walk around like that.”

	Then man nodded and turned all the way around, revealing his sex again. 

	The woman’s eyes dropped below his waist, widened, and then traveled back up to his eyes. “I’m going to get you something to－umm ―to umm－cover yourself up. You can just stand... over there umm…”

	“Vexton,” the man answered with a charming smile. 

	The woman raised a brow. “Like the God?”

	Vexton slightly cocked his head to the side in confusion. “God?”

	~~~

	When I opened my eyes, I fully expected to find myself staring up at my dull white ceiling, but instead, I was looking into a slightly yellow sky with puffy white clouds. I spotted something in the air, blending in with the yellow color emanating from the rising sun, then found that it was a bird before it disappeared into thin air. It had completely camouflaged itself from any lurking predators. 

	That’s amazing.

	When I turned my head, I didn’t find Soren lying in the same spot that I remembered. He went home. Loneliness began to fill me as I thought of how he left to go back to his family. It was normal to return home to your loved ones, so I couldn’t be angry with him, but he could have at least said something. It had been a while since I slept so peacefully though. Maybe it was best that he didn’t wake me up.

	When I sat up, I noticed that the brown horse was still here, awake and standing. It turned its head to look at me before drinking from the pond. 

	“Your companion left you too?” I asked. Of course, the horse didn’t acknowledge me speaking to it. It’s long black tail just flapped from side to side and then upwards. 

	Curiosity took over my body, bringing me to my feet. The horse didn’t react to my walking towards it, but when I came close enough, it stopped drinking and lifted its head to look at me. 

	I stopped in my footsteps, which had to be less than three feet away, and waited for the horse to make a move. I had never touched any animal before last night and wanted to experience the horse’s softness again. 

	“Are you going to let me?” I asked, slowly raising my hand to touch it. 

	The horse continued to watch me with big brown eyes. I wished that horses had evolved to talking so that this one could tell me if it would bite my fingers off or not, but I guess I’d only find out by putting my hand in danger. 

	The horse stomped its front hove in the dirt, then lowered his head. I smiled when he took a step towards me, pushing his head into my hand. “I guess that’s a yes.” I chuckled. “I’m Rayah. What can I call you?”

	The horse flung his tail in the air again, and I couldn’t help but notice the turquoise blue light trailing behind it. 

	“Vexton?” I asked, offering it a name of greatness.

	The horse snorted. 

	“Vexsen?” I chuckled when he stepped away from me. “Umm, well how about… Vexodus?”

	The horse only stared at me, then suddenly pushed off on its hind legs with its two front hooves, nearly hitting me. Still caught by surprise, I stumbled backwards to the ground, but rolled out of the way before he landed. Quickly, I jumped back to my feet before he decided to strike again, but soon found out that it wasn’t me that he was upset with. 

	When I followed the horse’s eyes, I noticed the white horse stumbling out of the trees in the distance. It took a few more weak steps before collapsing to its side. 

	“Grab it!” I could hear someone yell in the distance. Two Depleters emerged from the trees and began cutting at the it with their knives. I wasn’t sure if they wanted to eat it or just kill it for fun, but they were attacking that defenseless horse with a wildness I’d never seen before.

	They look insane. I need to go.

	I learned that sometimes the people in the Wild Lands could go crazy, but I never imagined anything like this. Even from where I was standing, I could see the blood splattering onto their faces. 

	“Vexodus,” I whispered, finalizing the horse’s name. “We need to go.”

	The stubborn horse snorted again. 

	I reached out to him while keeping my eyes on the Depleters. This dream was starting to turn into a nightmare, and it was one that I didn’t want to experience any longer. 

	“Vex-o-dus,” I snapped.

	This time he listened and took a few steps back, but it was too late. The two Depleters had spotted us and stood tall with blood dripping from their hands and faces. 

	One of them bolted towards us with incredible speed, but it turned out that Vexodus was just as fast. Maybe even faster. Vexodus turned around, facing the other direction, and waited for me to jump onto his back. I didn’t hesitate, due to the sudden adrenaline rush, and good thing that I didn’t. The Depleter was right on us when Vexodus blasted off. 

	I wasn’t prepared for this kind of speed, and a few times I almost went flying off him. Even with my arms tightly wrapped around his neck, I was losing my grip. Luckily, after a few minutes of running, Vexodus finally stopped somewhere in the middle of the forest. The Depleter was somewhere far behind where he stopped after realizing that he wouldn’t catch us. Hopefully, my dream would become more pleasant now that we were away from them. 

	“I’m sorry about your friend,” I whispered.

	Vexodus snorted and jumped on his hind legs again, forcing me off his back and onto the ground. I landed on my own back with a hard thud and had the wind knocked out of me. The shock of hitting the ground had stunned me for a few seconds, but I eventually was able to get back to my feet. As soon as I did, Vexodus turned around and galloped back the way that we just came. 

	“Vexod－” I reached my hand out to him, but it was pointless. The horse was gone, putting himself back into danger. I had heard once that horses were actually the most intelligent animals on this Earth. Lytonia was going to use them for a means to travel because of their incredible speed, but since they were an endangered species, they were left alone in the wild. It was only a matter of time before they were completely wiped out by the Depleters or whatever else hunted them in the Wild Lands, but I wanted that one to stay alive. He seemed special.

	I sighed, wondering what to do now. I didn’t know why I hadn’t woken up yet, but hopefully, it was still dark in Lytonia and not morning like it was here. The longer that I was out here, the more that I was starting to believe that this wasn’t a dream at all. The thought frightened me, because if I really were in my Lighter Form, then I’d be late to my first class in Lytonia. There was no way that I was going to be able to explain why I overslept. 

	No, I’m just dreaming. I’ll hear my alarm clock go off in the morning.

	I ran my fingers through my hair, still mortified at the thought of oversleeping. I didn’t want to think about the penalty. Honestly, I didn’t even want to think of Lytonia anymore.

	I’ll just look for Soren. 

	I let my hand drop to my side and began walking but didn’t even make it a few feet before hearing twigs and leaves crunching on my left. When I turned my head to see who or what it was, I froze, and my lips parted to inhale.

	Oh, no.

	Psycho had also stopped walking when he spotted me, looking almost as shocked as I was. If he were any regular guy that I’d spotted in the forest, I would have blushed at his handsomeness. I couldn’t see him as well the first night that we met, but now that I was looking at him in the brightness of the day, I couldn’t stop staring. The sun rays shining down on him only made it harder for me to turn away, but when my eyes landed on the Life Stones dangling from around his neck, I frowned. 

	A slow and devious grin crept up Psycho’s lips. “Found you.” 

	Right as I started to run, white lighting blasted from Psycho’s fingers. He didn’t expect me to slide under it and continue running. I was experienced in having others try and use their powers to keep me from escaping, so I naturally knew how to get around some things. Hope he didn’t think that trapping me in a circle of fire would stop me from running through it.

	I heard crackles of lightning slicing through the air behind me, barely missing me by a hair each time before slamming into a tree. Psycho was probably more experienced in chasing his victims than I was in running from my attackers. What if he was trying to get me to run in this direction?

	I wanted to stop and turn but changing direction would be dangerous for me. I could turn right, making myself and easier target, I could go in the opposite direction, giving him a few seconds time to zap me, or I could just charge at him and catch him by surprise. He was just an Elem. It was the Brights that I had a hard time fighting against, since they were so fast and strong, but Psycho－

	Fire roared past my face, causing me to slide to a stop. I wasn’t paying attention and had almost been burned. The heat of the flame kept me from running through it, making me think back to Artemis and his hot irons. I couldn’t believe that my thoughts of being burned again had hindered me from escaping. I had run through fire plenty of times before, patting off the fire patches as I got away, but this time I couldn’t move. Artemis had done something to my mind, making me freeze in fear and crumble inside. 

	“I was wondering what would make you stop,” Psycho said as he slowly approached me. He let his hand drop, stopping the flame from shooting from his palm. “Fire usually works, but you looked like you were going to run right through it.” He chuckled. 

	I turned to him with a blank expression. I wasn’t afraid of him but knew not to make any sudden moves at this point. With the fire gone now though, I was no longer frightened and already planning an escape.

	“Where’s Racer?” Psycho asked. He stepped over a log and stopped in front of me with a grin. 

	I shrugged, slightly irritated that Soren just left me in the middle of the field. “I don’t know.”

	“So, you’re all alone?” Psycho reached into his pocket for something. When he pulled his hand out, he held a silver beat up compass. “I could’ve sworn this was leading me to him, but there’s only you.”

	Psycho was close enough for me to see what direction the compass arrow was pointing in, and sure enough, it was pointing directly at me. 

	“You must be one strong Lighter.” Psycho chuckled. “Your stone is going to be my most prized possession.”

	My breath shortened, and I stepped back as he took a step towards me. When I heard a few laughs coming from my left, I was going to try and escape again, but Psycho grabbed me by my bicep and yanked me close. 

	“You’re not going anywhere.” He turned to his friends, who were approaching us. “Hey boys! I found one－”

	I yanked my arm out of his grip and threw my elbow back at his mouth as he came forward. The blow sent him stumbling back, but he didn’t fall. He just looked pissed as he wiped the blood from the corner of his lip. 

	I didn’t hesitate to run off again. My fear of death was what caused me to run faster than I ever had, but being a Null meant that I wouldn’t get far. I needed to hide. The only problem with hiding out here was that everything looked to be in the open. There were no small crevices to crawl through or any places to turn to that I could lose them in. Looking over my shoulder, I didn’t even spot anyone chasing me. 

	When I turned back around, I noticed that there was no ground for me to step on, and I slipped onto my side. I yelped as my ribs slammed onto a rock when I landed, then grunted as I rolled down a steep hill. I was moving so fast that I couldn’t see where the end was, and I most certainly didn’t want to find out. I grabbed at the ground below me, hoping to snag onto a tree root or a rock, and doing so actually slowed the momentum, but because I couldn’t lock my hands onto anything, I didn’t stop until I hit the bottom. Luckily, the bottom wasn’t the edge of a cliff. 

	I lay on my back, dazed and winded with a ringing sound in my ears as my ribs began to heal. When I turned my head to see where I had just fallen from, my eyes connected with Psycho’s. He was frowning, but the rest of his crew had dark crazed smiles on their faces. 

	“Grab her,” I saw his lips say. 

	Two Depleters slid down the hill towards me. In a panic I rolled over to my knees, but before I could push myself onto my feet I felt an agonizing pain occur in the back of my head, and then my face smashed into the dirt. The pressure on my head only got worse, and I figured that it was from the body weight of another person, but it was gone seconds later. 

	“Pick her up,” I heard Psycho say. 

	When I was pulled up by my arms and turned to him, I was furious. My beautiful dream had turned into a nightmare for sure, and I felt pain. I’d never felt pain in any of my dreams before. I didn’t even think that it was possible.

	Psycho was at the bottom of the hill now, along with the rest of the Depleters. Anger radiated from him as he approached me, and I could feel it all in my chin when he grabbed it. “You are going to regret running away.”

	When I didn’t react to his threat, he roughly yanked his hand away and stood with his shoulders erect. We both held a stare off until I lost due to the sudden dizziness that I was experiencing.

	“Let’s deplete her already,” the Depleter on my left said. 

	“Aw come on, we can have some fun with this one first,” another Depleter from behind laughed. 

	I did my best to hold eye contact with Psycho. There was something about him that was different than the other Depleters. He came off as an intelligent man with a bit of a wild side, reminding me a lot of Artemis in his younger days. The difference between the two was that there was actually a slight softness in Psycho’s eyes.

	“No, we’re just going to deplete her,” Psycho said. “Hold her tight.”

	The other Depleters groaned but didn’t speak against his order. 

	My heart slammed against my chest as Psycho pulled a small silver gun from his waistband. I didn’t start fighting against the other two until he raised the gun up to view and gazed at it. No matter how hard I pulled though, I couldn’t get out of their grips. 

	Psycho then slid his fingers through my hair, sending shivers down my spine, and grabbed a handful of it in the back of my head. He stepped in closer and yanked my head back, revealing my neck. “It’ll deplete you quicker this way, but don’t think that your last few minutes of life won’t be painful. It will.” 

	When the gun was pressed against my neck, I swallowed. I was never one to beg, and I hadn’t since I was a kid, but something in me said to set away my pride. I didn’t believe that I was dreaming anymore, so at this point, I’d die. 

	“I’m a Null,” I blurted, taking in short breaths. “I don’t have any light energy － I swear.”

	The Depleters laughed, unconvinced. 

	Psycho cocked his head to the side and gazed into my eyes with his curious brown ones. “My compass is never wrong.” 

	“It was this time. I can’t produce light. I can’t－”

	Psycho smiled. “You’re afraid.” His smile even resembled Artemis’, and the fear that I had for him was coming to the surface. “And here I was thinking that you weren’t afraid to die. You can put up a pretty good front.” He chuckled. “Even still, you aren’t empty. Being a Null only means that you can’t show us your light, but there’s still energy in you. A lot of it.” 

	No,” I said. “There isn’t. I know that there isn’t.”

	Psycho’s expression softened in a way that I wouldn’t think was possible for him. It was as if he felt guilty about what he was doing, and I wondered if anyone else could tell. “It must’ve been hard for you back in Lytonia. To think that you were nothing when you were really something incredible.” 

	My eyes widened. No matter what I told him, he was still going to deplete me. “No, Psycho don’t－”

	Psycho pulled the trigger, shooting a dart into my neck. I was surprised that it didn’t shoot through my neck, but only so much that the needle was all that penetrated my flesh. 

	The two Depleters held me as the white light spread over my skin around the dart. It was an odd sensation, having my energy being sucked out of me, and almost so agonizing that I didn’t know how to react. I cringed, became weak, and dropped. The Depleters let me fall face first into the dirt as the white light covered my skin, sucking my very life force out of me. 

	Psycho crouched down next to me. My vision was blurry, but I could still see his short hair blowing in the wind. 

	I’m dying… I don’t want to die…

	If I died here, then everything that I went through would have been for nothing. I suffered for most of my life believing that it was all temporary and that things would get better once I learned how to produce light, but now…Was it really all for nothing? Tears glossed over my eyes, but I didn’t feel any of them fall. If I was going to die, then I wasn’t going to do it crying. Not in front of this man, or anyone else that contributed to my misery. 

	Maybe this was meant to be.

	“I’m sorry about this,” I heard Psycho say, but I couldn’t recall seeing his lips move. I couldn’t see much of anything at this point. The world around me had gone white.

	Am I…

	Right when the rest of my body was starting to become numb, a sharp stinging pain burned at the side of my neck. My hand snapped to my neck, but as soon as I rested my hand over it, the pain subsided. I also noticed that the dart was gone. 

	When I opened my eyes, I realized that I was still on the ground, but Psycho wasn’t by my side anymore. Only a few seconds had gone by since he was in my line of sight, so he couldn’t have gotten far. 

	“Rayah!” A familiar voice echoed. After pushing myself up to my hands and knees, I could hear my name more clearly. “Rayah!”

	I lifted my head and spotted Vexodus up on his hind legs. As he came down, his hove had cracked open one of the Depleters’ head, then he began snorting and stomping his hooves in the dirt. When I learned that horses were intelligent, I just figured that they were a little smarter than other animals, but something about this horse was different. Vexodus was truly special.

	“Rayah, get on the horse!” I heard someone yell. I still couldn’t place their face to their voice.

	I slowly pushed myself onto my feet and looked to see where the voice was coming from. When I turned around, I spotted Soren fighting against the group of Depleters. He looked like a pro fighter by the way that he punched fire from his fists, then he spun around using his extraordinary speed with an axe in his hand. 

	“Grab the girl!” Psycho yelled as he dodged Soren’s attack. “I’ll take care of Soren, but don’t let her get away!” 

	My eyes widened when I noticed one of the Depleters running in my direction. I stepped back, trying to think of what I was going to use to protect myself, but I had nothing. Not to mention that my body was still recovering from almost being completely drained of energy. 

	“What’s wrong, little lady?” the Depleter laughed as he slowed to a stop. A white knife appeared in his hand as he neared me. “Scared?”

	I kept my eyes on the knife as he came closer, preparing to counter attack, but as soon as he got close enough Vexodus galloped past me and slammed his head right into the Depleters stomach, sending him flying through the air and into a thorn bush. 

	The horse looked over his shoulder at me and snorted as if telling me to jump onto his back. I was just about to when I was tackled to the ground by another Depleter. Vexodus neighed but was scared away by the white flames that roared in his direction. As his galloping footsteps faded, so did my hope of escaping the Depleters.

	“Pull her up!” Psycho growled. 

	“I said to leave her out of this!” Soren yelled. 

	The Depleter on top of me got back to his feet and then yanked me onto mine, holding a knife against my throat. He faced me towards Soren, who had four Depleters holding him in his place. I couldn’t help but notice the white light spreading up his neck. 

	“We finally caught you, Racer,” Psycho chuckled, walking towards him. “Guess you aren’t that strong at all.”

	Soren sneered. His long tight blond curls hung down the sides of his face and over his shoulders, and the side of his lip was red with blood. “Or maybe you just need a group of men to take me on instead of yourself.”

	Psycho frowned. “In one’s last moments of life, they usually beg. Why don’t you try it? I might just let you live.”

	“You won’t. Sad thing about it is that even though you’re the one who did all this work to catch me, you don’t even get to have my energy. Assassin wants my light, doesn’t he?” Soren tried rolling his neck as the white light began to creep over his chin. 

	Psycho let his face relax, and he sighed. “He does, but he doesn’t know anything about your friend.” When he looked over his shoulder at me, I shuddered. 

	Soren looked past Psycho and into my eyes. His eyes said sorry, but it was really my weakness that got us into this situation. If I could’ve fought back, Soren and Vexodus would have never had to save me in the first place. “Rayah.”

	For some reason, after he said my name, I felt slightly calmer. Like nothing was going to go wrong－

	“Don’t!” I yelled.

	Psycho whipped out a knife from his waistband and plunged it into Soren’s lower stomach. At this point, Soren’s face was only half covered with the white light that was sucking the energy out of him but stabbing him had only sped up the process. “This is for Jackie,” Psycho said through clenched teeth. 

	Soren grunted as he leaned forward. I didn’t know what came over me, but seeing him this way infuriated me, and my chest began to sear with heat. Just last night Soren was smiling, laughing, and full of life. He was everything that I wasn’t, but now he looked as beaten as I was. I couldn’t help but think that it was all my fault. 

	Psycho pulled his knife back, then slowly looked over his shoulder at me. I wasn’t sure what he saw, but his eyes slowly widened and his skin paled as he fully turned around to face me. “What…”

	My skin was becoming numb as the heat in my chest expanded and stretched out to every part of my body. As my body numbed on the outside, so did the inside. I didn’t feel anger or fear, nor happiness or joy. I didn’t feel anything. “Let. Him. Go!”

	Before I knew it, everything had gone black…but I could swear that I was still awake.

	




Chapter 10

	 

	I jolted out of my sleep, surprised to be back in my dorm within the walls of Monroe Academy. 

	It was morning, and the sunlight was shining through my window with a brightness that should’ve blinded me, but my eyes felt well-adjusted. My body also didn’t require any typical morning stretches to loosen my stiff muscles, and I had no urge to yawn. As a matter-of-fact, it was almost as if I were awake this entire time.  

	I sighed at the dull white ceiling, imagining the bird that camouflaged itself in the sky.  “Just a dream.” 

	I was more relieved this time, reassuring myself that Soren wasn’t a real person that had just died trying to protect me. I wasn’t yet worthy of protection from someone like him. Not even in my dreams. 

	I raised my hand to gaze at my damp palm. What if it wasn’t a dream though? 

	“Anything that happens to your Lighter Form will appear on your real body,” I remembered Soren saying. 

	 Analyzing more closely, I tried to find even a spec of blood from Soren’s gentle assault, and when I found nothing, my heart sank. I should’ve known that there would be no blood, but my hopes had twisted the thoughts in my mind and convinced me to look anyways. It was time for me to accept that the world I had created was complete nonsense. Just a place for me to escape when my mind couldn’t handle reality. 

	“It was all just in my head,” I whispered in disappointment.

	I sighed, feeling relieved and upset at the same time. For just little while, I was somewhere other than here, and that seemed to be all that I really wanted lately. To find a way out, but I couldn’t leave yet. Not until I set my mother free and graduated from the academy. 

	The moment I turned my head to check the clock on the wall, I truly wished that my dreams were real. That Soren was real. Then my forthcoming punishment would feel worth it. No. I shot into a sitting position and jumped out of bed. 

	I was late for class. 

	~~~

	On my way to class, I received more dirty looks than usual. I figured that it was either because my hair wasn’t in a perfect bun, my suit may have been on backwards, or today was just one of those days where the students really couldn’t stand me. 

	I couldn’t believe that I was actually tardy for class. I did well at watching the clock and keeping on time because of the simple fact that I was a Null, and the teachers nor the disciplinary council were very fond of me. If I were normal, then I’d get a punishment that was comparable to a slap on the wrist, but I wasn’t normal, which meant that my punishment would be a lot worse than that. 

	After finally making it to my classroom hall, I suddenly thought that even entering the class would be a bad idea. The Professor and the students would stop to look at me, then I would have to sit through the entire session while mentally preparing myself to be taken away by the disciplinary officers. 

	I raised my hand to examine the center again, hoping that there was something I’d missed. If there was, then that meant that there was a real place I could escape to until my suffering was over. Unfortunately, there was still nothing there. 

	“Move, you worthless Null.” A force from behind hit my shoulder so hard that I had fallen down to my hands and knees. 

	I took a deep frustrated breath and pushed myself back to my feet. This was the worst time for me to be bullied, as if I needed to feel an inkling of pain before I was to be disciplined. What bothered me most was the fact that this student called me worthless. I may have felt worthless at times, but I knew that I wasn’t. If I was, then my mother wouldn’t have given up her freedom for me. Calling me worthless was an insult to her sacrifice. 

	The male student that pushed me down had continued walking with his friends until I spoke.  

	“I’m not worthless.” My words were clipped with a sudden anger that I wasn’t used to feeling. Most of the time, I was able to ignore emotions like this, but today was different. I had enough on my mind and didn’t need anyone else adding to it. I was just about ready to burst from all the mistreatment, the teasing, and endless torment, and I had the feeling that many would regret upsetting me if I did. I may had been overstepping, but the unfamiliar anger simmering inside of me made me feel invincible.  

	The student looked over his shoulder with a scowl displayed across his face and gave the impression that he was disgusted that I had spoken to him. “What?”

	The hallway silenced. 

	It was odd because not much had happened for everyone to direct their attention to us, but I figured that hearing the Null speak was enough for them. I was quiet most of the time, and only spoke in front of others during class. Only Carmen and Tristan had ever heard me speak freely. 

	“I said that I’m not worthless,” I repeated with a bolder tone. My voice was naturally soft, but when I was angry, it was a tad harsh. Something that even I wasn’t used to hearing. 

	The student turned all the way around this time, looking almost confused as to what to say next. I guessed he felt challenged, but I couldn’t take being silent anymore. At least, I couldn’t take it today. 

	The tall student sneered, his slicked back platinum blond hair and broad erect shoulders making him seem intimidating. “As far as I’m concerned－”

	My chest began to burn with heat. “I don’t care about what concerns you.” I took a step forward, but then stopped myself. Fighting had a heavy penalty, but what was worse than that was that I’d be starting something that I couldn’t finish. “I’m not worthless.” 

	The student’s frown slowly crept up into a smile. “You’re right. Major St. James seems to find you to be very valuable.”

	I balled my fists at my sides. I knew what he was talking about, and the thought of it made me feel sick to my stomach. My anger was gone just like that, and the fear of being Artemis’ slave crept up my spine, locking onto it, and held me in place. 

	The hallway remained quiet, but I could hear a few snickers here and there. On the other hand, there were some that didn’t react to the comment at all. Most likely, the thought of being a slave for them made them feel just as awful. 

	Slaves couldn’t use their powers because of their collar, they had no rights, and they had no justice. They could be used for various reasons, but the most common reason for women was sex. It wasn’t something that anyone really like to talk about in the academy. Sure, there are jokes here and there about what classmate might become a piece of property, but it was mostly kept quiet. Especially by the women.  

	I knew why Artemis wanted me, and when he couldn’t have me before, he took my mother out of spite, but the Major was now confident that he’d be collaring me soon, and so was everyone else. 

	“What’s wrong?” The blond laughed. “I’m agreeing with you. You are very valuable. Major St. James is going to have a lot of fun with you.” Only his two friends surrounding him were laughing now, but then suddenly stopped with widening eyes.

	“What is this about my having fun with Rayah?” I heard Artemis ask from behind me. When I looked over my shoulder, I noticed that he was coming from around the corner of an intersecting hall. Our eyes only connected for a moment before I stepped sideways and locked my hands behind my back. 

	The bystanders quickly dispersed, but the blond and his friends stood tall with their hands behind their backs as well. If they would have tried to walk away, it would’ve been an insult to the Major, and no one would risk getting into trouble for insulting their superior. 

	Artemis stopped across from me while facing the others. Just from the twinkle in his eyes, I could tell that he was enjoying this. Men like him love the smell of fear, even if it came from someone other than their prey. “I asked you a question, boy.”

	The blond swallowed. “I－I was just telling Rayah how special she was to you.”

	Artemis steadily raised a brow. “And why would this Null be special to me? She’s a disgrace, and along with not producing any light,” he turned his head to face me, “she can’t even get to class on time.”

	I was already rigid, but now my muscles were so tense that sweat beads began to form over my temples. I should’ve known that Artemis knew my schedule. He nearly knew everything there was to know about me. During the years of fear testing, he had gathered much information from my young trembling lips.  

	Artemis frowned, his blue eyes seeming to darken. “So, please explain why she would be so important to me that you had to let the entire hall know?” Now his voice was hard. 

	The blond’s eyes widened. “I was just－Sir－Major…She’s－”

	A smile hinted at the corners of my lips, but when Artemis glanced at me, it dropped. 

	“Quiet,” Artemis snapped. 

	The blond shut his mouth with a clomp. 

	“It is well known to almost everyone in this academy that Rayah Bardeau was my former house slave, so we all know that if she doesn’t show any improvement, then she’ll be returned to me. I don’t appreciate you trying to embarrass her by using that simple fact. She needs to be able to focus instead of thinking about being collared, so the next time I hear you say anything of the sort, you will be punished. Do you understand?” 

	I was just as shocked as the blond was. Did Artemis just defend me? This had to just be some sort of act. I was sure of it. 

	“Y－yes Major Artemis－I mean Major St. James Sir!” the blond stammered.

	“Good. Now get out of my sight.” As soon as Artemis raised his hand to shoo them away, the student and his friends had turned around and quickly made their escape. 

	I was just about to do the same when Artemis grabbed me by my arm and yanked me back. When I searched the hall, I found that they were conveniently empty as he pulled me even closer. Our eyes were locked now, and a smile steadily climbed his lips. “Oh, you’re not going anywhere.”

	~~~

	Darkness. 

	Artemis was going to lock me away in dark solitary confinement. Usually, I wouldn’t be worried about this type of thing, but because I wasn’t brought to the Disciplinary Council, I feared that he would keep me locked away longer than I should’ve been.  

	Neither of us spoke on the way there, which I was grateful for. I didn’t need to be taunted about what was to come, and I didn’t want to feel any lower than I already felt.

	I had only been to the Confinement Sector a few times, but I knew the way down by heart. My first stay in the darkness was my fifteenth birthday. I had been locked away for a week and a half because of a fight that I had with another student that day. Of course, I lost that fight, but was still punished because the council believed that I had provoked the student somehow. The other times that I was brought here was just because Artemis purely enjoyed making me suffer. I didn’t think I’d ever understand why, nor have I pondered the reason for long.

	On the lowest floor of the academy, there were only a few red wall lights here and there. It wasn’t exactly like the P.T. Sector but was made of multiple hallways with doors that led to dark inescapable rooms. 

	These rooms weren’t just meant to confine and drain the students, but to drive them insane. Some rooms were kept extremely cold, while others were unbearably hot. Some would have a light timer set to flash every few hours, driving the detainees crazy from needing to feel the power of that light again, and then there were even rooms that showered detainees with water to keep them wet and awake at all times. The one that I was usually placed in had this loud static noise that never turned off, and it could get so loud that I couldn’t hear myself scream.

	“You seem tense, Rayah,” Artemis stated, peering at me from the corner of his eye. 

	I didn’t respond and continued to look forward as he led me to my confinement room. 

	“Don’t worry. I’m not going to be creative today. You won’t even be here long.” We stopped in front of a metal door at the end of the hall. “Just twenty-four hours, and then I’ll let you out.” He pressed a few buttons on the keypad attached to the wall. When the door was opened, I was hit with a gust of cold air. This actually was a lot better than the static room. 

	“Just,” I sighed. “Just twenty-four hours?” I asked facing the darkness. 

	Artemis’ hand slid over my shoulder, causing me to shudder. “That’s all.”

	His sudden change in treatment towards me had me skeptical, but I was relieved that he wasn’t leaving me in here for longer than a day. Artemis tended to keep his word, so I didn’t believe that he was lying. At least I hoped he wasn’t. 

	I stepped into the cold room and turned around to face Artemis. He stood there smiling down at me, blocking out what little light that lit the halls.

	“You know, you really are valuable, Rayah. I tell your mother that almost every day.” He smiled before pressing the key on the wall that shut the door, and then I was trapped in darkness.

	~~~

	I didn’t know what was worse. Being in the cold, or being in the dark? An hour after being huddled up in a corner hadn’t done much damage, but my entire body was shivering, and this leather suit wasn’t doing anything for me. I could’ve gotten up and started running in place or doing push-ups, but that would’ve taken the energy that I needed to survive without light. 

	Sleep. Maybe I should sleep.

	I closed my eyes and rested my head on my arms over my knees, but sleep wasn’t going to take me, because I wasn’t tired. I was cold. I knew that if I fell asleep, I would be able to ignore the cold for a few hours, but my constant shivering was what kept me awake.

	Maybe draining myself even a little bit would help? 

	It wasn’t a smart idea, and I doubted that my powers would even surface, but I was still going to try. I could try and create light in this darkness. 

	I sat up straight and rested my back against the wall, then held my hand out in front of me, trying to force an energy down my arms that I was too cold to feel. 

	“Heat, I need to feel heat in my chest. That’s how this works,” I reminded myself. 

	I tightened my muscles and tried to make my light energy take form over my palm, but nothing happened. For what felt like hours, nothing happened, and I didn’t even feel slightly drained. It made me wonder if I had any powers at all. Lighters survived off lighter energy, but maybe my body functioned from something other than light? 

	“Why won’t… this…work?” I asked with chattering teeth. I may have been cold, but this morning’s anger was slowly resurfacing, creating a small fire within my chest.  

	When I pushed myself to my feet, I lost my balance and stumbled backwards into the metal wall. My back slammed against it with a thud, causing a headache to ignite in my skull, and I suddenly found myself puzzled. I had never heard of this being a symptom of drainage. Just extreme exhaustion, hunger, and psychotic breaks. Sure, there was some dizziness, but this felt like something else. Like I was numb. 

	I was short of breath, heaving almost, and could barely stand. I had forgotten the original reason that I was trying to summon light and was now trying to prove something to myself. In complete darkness, a dim glow would be enough to brighten the room, and in turn, would be enough for me. I just wanted to be something. A Vex, a Soma, or even a Kali. Not a Null, and I didn’t want to be Artemis’ prize if I continued to be one. 

	“I’m not worthless,” I whispered. I raised my palm again, shaking as I tried to emit light. “I’m not.” I tried to force my powers out again, but there was still nothing. Just complete darkness. “I’m not,” I repeated out of annoyance.

	That’s when I felt it. The small fire in my chest igniting into a large flame. It first started in the center, but then I could feel it stretching down my arms and to my hands. The burning would have been unbearable if I weren’t already freezing, but it did hurt, just not as much as it did the night that I released white smoke from my palm. 

	“Come on!” I growled, surprised by my own voice. I was alone now, so no one could see this side of me. The frustrated side. All they ever got was the stone faced, robotic Rayah. “Glow! Glow!”

	Still, even with the fire burning through my muscles, there was nothing. Maybe I was worthless? Maybe my parents were wrong for trying to save me?

	“Please,” I whispered. “Please.” 

	For a long moment, there was still nothing and disappointment began to settle in, but then suddenly, I felt something.

	I wasn’t sure what I had begun to feel in my palm, but there was something there. A tingling sensation just below the surface. There was no glow around my hand, but there was an energy. I just wasn’t sure what to think of it.  

	“What,” I panted. “What is thi－”

	A force hit me in the head so hard that the back of it slammed against the metal wall. All I could see was darkness, but as I slid down to the floor, I spotted the smallest flicker of red light slice through the air like a thin stream of lightning …and then I saw blue…

	~~~

	“Rayah. My sweet little Rayah…” my mother’s voice echoed. I smiled at the sound of her, feeling the love in her words. “You’re awake already, darling?”

	My eyelids were low, but after they fluttered and adjusted to the bright sunlight shining into the small cream walled room, I found that I was in a soft bed under a warm comforter with my head sunk into a soft pillow. 

	“She slept through the entire night. No dreams,” another familiar voice echoed from the other side of me. My father’s.

	When I turned my head to look at him, I noticed that his brown hair was touching his shoulders, and he had a thin mustache. His eyes were low and glistening with an emotion that I didn’t understand, especially with him smiling down at me, and I couldn’t help but wonder why he looked so sad.

	“Good morning, baby.” He leaned down and placed a kiss on my forehead, then propped himself up on his elbow.

	I pushed myself into a sitting position and turned to my mother, who was on the other side of me. She was sitting up as well, wearing the same expression, only her sadness was more visible. 

	My mouth parted as I took in her beauty, but what stole my attention was the room that we were in. I couldn’t remember this room, but something about it was nostalgic. The cream walls were practically glowing as the sunlight reflected from them, the floor was made of wood, and the bed was huge. There weren’t many electronics other than the TV mounted up on the wall, but the colorful artwork hanging around it was enough to make up for that. They weren’t paintings of anything in Lytonia, but of somewhere else. Somewhere beautiful. Somewhere wild. 

	“I love those pictures,” I whispered. 

	My mother’s soft hand slid down the back of my head. “I wish that I could give you one to take with you.”

	A sudden sadness poured over me. I knew what she was talking about, but for some reason, it wasn’t exactly coming to mind. I just knew that I would be leaving, and that it would be a long time before I would ever see my family again. Where was I going?

	“I want you to remember something, Rayah,” my mother said. 

	I turned to look up at her and was taken in by her glistening emerald green eyes. 

	“You were born free. You were born in the wild.” Her finger tapped at her temple. “As long as you stay strong in here, you’ll always remain free.”

	I reached up and touched her cheek. It was warm. “I love you, Mommy.”

	“I love you too,” her voice cracked, barely in a whisper.

	“Oh no, don’t tell me that I was forgotten.” My father sniffled, but when I turned to him he had no tears. Instead, he was smiling. 

	“I love you too, Daddy,” I laughed. 

	“I know you do.” My father wrapped his arm around me and pulled me in close, then began tickling me until my giggles turned into squeals.  

	If that was one thing that I could remember, it was how my father used to tickle me until I couldn’t take it anymore. How I wished that things could go back to the way they were before I was given to Artemis. 

	~~~

	“Rayah,” a frustrated and concerned voice echoed. “Rayah.”

	I fluttered open my eyelids and was blinded by the light that shined into the dark room from the doorway. As my eyes slowly adjusted, I made out the silhouette of someone standing there. 

	“Rayah!” someone snapped. 

	The loudness through the silence startled me, triggering an agonizing headache. I actually whimpered as I grabbed at the back of my head with both hands and drew my knees up to my chest. Now in the fetal position, all I wanted to do was sleep.

	“What is wrong with you?” the person growled. I couldn’t recognize his voice for a moment, but now that I had taken in my surroundings, I recognized it quite clearly. I must’ve hit my head pretty hard for me to forget Artemis’ voice. 

	“Artemis.” I grunted. I squeezed my eyes shut as I continued to hold the back of my head. Nearly forgetting the major was even there, calming my headache was all I could think about. I knew that it would fade soon, but I figured that I did enough damage to make the healing process take longer than usual. 

	“What did you do?” Artemis walked into the room and stopped right in front of me with his boots only inches away from my nose. 

	I whimpered again, my headache fierce. My hands were so cold that the blood oozing between my fingers warmed them, and I was surprised at how hard it was for me to keep my eyes open. “My powers.”

	Artemis took a deep breath through his nostrils. “What about them?” Any kind of worry from before had completely left his voice, and he had reverted over to the cold, heartless version on himself. 

	“They…I…” I steadily turned my head to look up at him and noticed the darkness in his eyes. My powers surfacing meant that there was a chance that I wouldn’t be collared, and that happening wasn’t a good thing for Artemis. Right now, that wasn’t a good thing for me either.  

	“You were able to use them?” Artemis asked, slowly crouching down. 

	I tensed, still feeling the headache, but now more focused on Artemis. 

	Artemis cracked a smile. “How? Were you angry? Were you thinking about Tristan?” 

	I still didn’t answer him. I didn’t know how to and could only hope that he would just take me out of here. 

	“You have no idea why you were never able to use your powers before, do you?” Artemis chuckled. “But I know how to make them go back into hiding for a while.”

	What? My eyes widened when he stood tall again. 

	“You were always different from the others. Fear and pain are what hinder you, not motivate, and no matter how hard you try to fight it, you will always fear your master.” I braced myself for impact as his boot came crashing into my stomach. The force itself knocked me into the wall, causing me to slam my head against it again. 

	I cried out, coughing and gagging for air. The wind didn’t even have time to make it back into my lungs before he kicked me a second time, cracking something that felt important. I didn’t know whether to hold my head or my stomach as I curled into a ball, and once my stomach was blocked by my knees, he began stomping me on my side. Once he was finally done, he was breathing heavily, and I imagined a smile on his face.

	“I can’t wait to tell your mother about your new-found powers,” he said, crouching down again. His hand pushed down on the side of my head, pressing my face against the cold, hard floor. “She’s going to be so delighted.” His tone was mixed with sarcasm and anger. Both of which I was all too used to, but today it terrified me. Maybe because it had been a while since I’d heard it, or maybe because I knew that things would be worse for me from now on. I wasn’t sure. “But I guess I’ll tell her after I have my fun.”

	steadily, something angry, dark, and hot bubbled up to the center of my chest. I may have been afraid of him, but the energy inside of me was not, and I had the feeling that it influenced my next words. “Leave her alone,” I growled through clenched teeth. The thought of him hurting my mother struck a nerve that made me want to end his life. Those weren’t common thoughts for me, but then again, the darkness I felt wasn’t either. 

	Shocked, Artemis pulled away from me. I had never spoken back to him in that tone before, and he never expected me to. “For your disobedience I’m going to leave you in here for another twenty-four hours.”

	I didn’t react, I didn’t blink, and I didn’t feel anything. Being locked away in here didn’t affect me as much as he wanted it to. The dark room may have weakened me before, but now, it was nothing but solitary confinement. I wasn’t sure how, but my body had adapted to the darkness.  

	Artemis growled before kicking me one last time. I could swear that my jaw cracked as his boot connected with my cheek, but I didn’t feel any pain. Everything just went numb again, and I was out like a light. 

	




Chapter 11 

	 

	I stood in the middle of a forest, surrounded by bright green trees and rays of sunlight. I wasn’t sure where I was until I realized that I was dreaming again, but I wasn’t exactly sure of what until I heard rustling in the trees.  

	“Father! Look at what I’ve got!” I heard a child yell from behind me. When I turned around, I spotted a kid about the age of eight or nine carrying the head of a dead horse by the hair on its head. 

	My mouth dropped right before he ran through me and to the man that he referred to as his father. It was the same man from before ― with the blond hair and light brown eyes. Vexton. He was chopping wood, shirtless and dressed in only a pair of blue jeans and ratty brown boots. His hair was also longer now, just hanging past his shoulders.  

	“I tried to bring it to you before it turned into diamond ashes,” the little blond laughed. 

	Vexton frowned and knocked the horses head out of his son’s hand. “What is wrong with you? Why did you kill that horse?”

	The boy looked down at the horse’s head as it broke down into diamond ashes, and then he turned back to Vexton. “You said that horses were rare, and I couldn’t bring back the whole horse, so I brought a part of it. I wouldn’t have had to cut off its head if it would’ve just come with me.”

	Vexton sighed and combed his fingers through his hair before glancing back at a log cabin a few feet behind him.  

	“Soton, I also said that the horses were sacred.”

	“Why?” Soton bent over and picked up the horse’s golden Life Stone. “Because of these?”

	“That’s exactly why. The horses survive off Life Stones from other animals. No other living being can devour a stone and live. They are like poison to the body.” Vexton dropped the axe in his hand next to the wood that he just finished chopping. “My father was the very god that created horses for the sole purpose of devouring the Life Stones that belonged to the forest animals after they died, and ultimately putting that animal at peace. The horses are supposed to live forever, but people keep killing them to steal their Life Stones.”

	Soton squinted his eyes and cocked his head to the side. Something about this kid was off. Maybe even dangerous. “So…their Life Stones are stolen? Why? So that whoever steals them can live longer too?”

	“Not exactly. People can’t live off Life Stones as horses do, but because they are so sacred, their stones are valuable. People trade them, and sometimes even exchange them for stolen energy, and with a horse’s Life Stone you can buy so much energy that you’d almost live forever.”

	"And energy is what you need to live forever?”

	Vexton sighed and offered a soft smile. The kind that only a father could give, even when their child had done wrong. “Not at all. I’m a god, Soton. I don’t age.”

	“So, then what about mom? She’ll die, and you’ll still look like this. Maybe she could use the Life Stones to keep up with you?”

	Vexton frowned and sighed again, clearly not a subject he wanted to touch base on. “Soton, you mustn't kill any more horses. I mean it. They’re sacred. Do I need to say again that my father was the one who created them?”

	Soton shrugged and looked away. “Then how will I live forever? I’m only half human…”

	Vexton clenched his teeth as he stared down at his son. One wouldn’t believe that Soton was his child, because his very aura was surrounded with darkness, while Vexton was surrounded by light. “You won’t. You’ll most likely age like your mother.” He picked up the axe and a block of wood. “Think of it as a blessing. Living forever is considered a curse.”

	~~~

	I took in a breath of fresh air, and then exhaled. It felt good to take in air that didn’t freeze my nostrils, and I figured that Artemis had either taken me back to my room or to the nurse. When I opened my eyes though, I realized that I was in neither places and surprisingly cracked a smile.

	I stared up into a purple sky, the orange and yellow sunlight fading in the distance. Soon, the only color covering the earth would be black, and the stars would have permission from the moon to glow. The sight alone captivated me and caused my eyes to water and my throat to ache and burn. How could something so beautiful occur every night, and yet, I had never gotten to see it this way until now? Tristan and I had watched the sun set plenty of times, but we never saw it like this before. 

	Tristan’s face flashed before my eyes. I wish that you were here. 

	Sadness overwhelmed me, but not only because I was upset about Tristan’s situation. I was just upset. Hurt. There were plenty of reasons for me to feel this way, and because of that, I couldn’t pin point the sole cause of my pain. I wasn’t one to have pity parties, so this was difficult for me, but because I was alone for only a moment, maybe letting myself experience these feelings was okay? 

	I raised my hand over my head to look at my palm and knew that no blood mark would be there, but I had to check anyways. You were wrong, Soren. The thought of him saddened me. He was just so full of life, so different than me, and now he was…

	A single tear slid down the side of my face. 

	I was startled when a soft hand wrapped around mine, but for some reason, I wasn’t afraid. I didn’t look to see who had taken it, too distracted by the needed contact, but it was large and masculine, causing my small feminine one look even smaller than it actually was. 

	“I was afraid that you’d never wake up,” I heard Soren say. 

	The sound of his voice brought caused my heart to beat with life, and a teary smile pulled to my face. I barely knew this man at all, and yet, I was so happy and relieved that he was alive. Well, alive as he could be in my mind. I clearly saw him being stabbed in my last dream, but here he was. Under me. 

	I turned my head to look up at his beautiful face and noticed that I was actually lying down with my head on his lap. I must’ve been so distracted by my feelings that I didn’t even realize it. Being the aware and vigilant person that I was, I was surprised that I had missed something like this. 

	“I must really be dreaming,” I whispered. “You’re alive?”

	Soren flashed a handsome grin. His long blond curls hung over his shoulders, stopping right above his chest and begging for me to touch them. Boys at the academy with long hair usually had theirs pulled back, but Soren wore his out and proud. Something I liked about him. “Well, you saved me. Of course, I am.” He chuckled. “I was worried about you after you disappeared, but here you are again.”

	I was confused. How did I save him? All I could remember from the last time I saw him was feeling overwhelmed with anger before I lost all sense of emotion. Now that I was thinking about it, I was completely numb, like nothing mattered no matter what I did or who I hurt. Before I could do anything though, I woke up in Lytonia, so how could I have possibly saved him? 

	This confirmed that I was actually dreaming, but instead of being upset about it, I felt relieved. I knew that there was no chance that Soren could ever be taken away from me now, because he was just in my head. I needed someone like him to keep me pushing forward, and that was exactly what I was going to use him for. 

	Soren’s smile slightly faded. “Is everything okay?” 

	Realizing that I’d been staring at him this entire time, I steadily sat up. He placed a gentled hand on my lower back to help me sit upright and surprisingly caused my cheeks to warm. “Yeah, I’m okay. I just don’t remember saving you. How did I?”

	Soren leaned back on his hands. “I…” He licked his lower lip before biting down on it. “I don’t know. After I was stabbed, I fell over. I just remember hearing the Depleters freaking out and screaming that you were a monster.”

	I looked over my shoulder at him in disbelief. There was no way that I could ever be considered a monster. I could barely even call myself a Lighter. “Maybe they were talking about someone else.”

	Soren sighed with a slight and almost weary smile. “No. They were talking about you.” His smile completely faded before tilting his head to the side. “Right before I was completely depleted, you pulled the dart out of my neck and rolled me over to my back.” He paused for a moment and looked down at his legs, then he brought his soft and appreciative eyes back to mine. “You didn’t look like a monster at all.”

	My lips parted to take in air before I turned away, trying to recall what he was talking about. It was hard and yet, easy to believe that none of this was real. Hard, because he remembered something that I couldn’t ―which was odd since it was my dream. Easy, because, well, there was no way that I could fight off a group of Depleters. Not even in my mind. I would have to know how to use Lighter energy in reality in order to dream about using it. Right?

	I smiled, bitterly, to myself. What a big imagination I have. 

	When I heard Soren get to his feet, I looked back up at him over my shoulder. 

	“Well,” he sighed. “It’s dark out. I suppose that we should get going?” Any smile that was there before had completely vanished from his face. His soft eyes even seemed to harden, and I wondered what had gotten into him.

	“Where are we going?” I asked calmly. 

	“To Psycho’s camp.” He cracked a smirk that betrayed his steely eyes.  

	“Why would we go there? Didn’t we both almost just die because of him?” I asked, also getting to my feet. 

	Soren cleared his throat. “Have I ever mentioned that I had a sister?”

	I only stared, waiting for him to continue. 

	“Well, Psycho and his lackeys have her. I was actually on my way to their settlement when I found you lying on the ground. When I wasn’t able to wake you, I waited, then I figured that I might need some of your monster power to help me get her back.” 

	My eyebrows pulled together, and my lips parted. “Oh…” I would’ve preferred to wander and explore the wonders of my imaginary land, but for some reason, a slight determination to help Soren rescue his sister had formed. Real or not, Soren had become some sort of a friend to me, and the least that I could do was help him. 

	I chewed on my lower lip before speaking. “I’m not sure what the Depleters meant by calling me a monster, but I still can’t emit light,” I sighed. “I’ll…help you though. I’ll do what I can.”

	Soren’s eyelids lowered, but there was a hint of a smile. He seemed so different than what I was used to. Like how my parents were when they were determined to keep me from slavery. My memories of them were always warm and comforting before then, but the last time that I saw them, they were hard and bold. Protective. 

	“You still believe that you’re dreaming, don’t you?” he asked. 

	I didn’t answer in fear of offending him. After accepting that none of this was real, the question seemed odd. Like it was a question that an imaginary person shouldn’t ask. It almost made me begin to wonder all over again, but there was no proof that this was real. There was no blood on my hand. 

	Soren seemed to understand my silence and gave a quick nod, then he looked away. “Well, I’m just happy that you’re willing to help. If you weren’t, I would have been waiting for nothing.” 

	I tried to offer a smile but felt guilty for offended him. Disappointment covered his face and there was now a slight tension forming between us. 

	“It’s okay,” Soren sighed, practically reading my mind, or just saying what I wanted to hear. He held out his hand for mine. “I’m not upset. I just want to get my sister back.” 

	I nodded and hesitantly took his hand, and once we touched, I began to calm and let out the breath that I’d been holding. For some reason, feeling him gave me relief. 

	Soren slowly pulled me over to him, then reached down for my legs so that he could pick me up. “This will help us travel faster.”

	I swallowed when he lifted me into his arms and had no choice but to wrap mine around his neck with my cheek pressed against his hot shoulder. Once I was secure, he leaned forward and started running at the speed of light. The force of the wind against me caused him to tighten his grip for security, and I found myself relaxing in his hold. I really wasn’t used to this kind of physical contact and hadn’t realized just how much I wanted it until now. There seemed to be nothing better than the warmth of a friend.  

	My eyes had only closed for a moment, but when I opened them and peered over his shoulder, I noticed the lime green trail of light following behind him in waves. It was a color that appeared to look even better than the standard ones, and I wondered how anyone could fear a person that emanated such a beautiful light. 

	Soren ran for only a few minutes before slowing to a stop. He gently placed me on my feet and brought his finger to his lips, then pointed over my shoulder. My eyes followed his finger, and, through trees that were shielding us, I found a small camp set up with tents and fires.

	Some Depleters were warming themselves around a fire, while others were heading to their tents. They were loud and obnoxious people that drank and cursed while laughing and even fighting. Maybe if this were a different group of people, I wouldn’t have been so disgusted by them, but because they were heartless murderers, I couldn’t help but judge their savagery. 

	Lytonians were nothing like this.

	“Where is your sister?” I whispered, crouching down. 

	Soren’s eyes searched over the camp, glistening in the distant firelight, and I could tell when he had spotted something by the way that he squinted. “There.” He pointed to the only black tent out of all of the old dingy cream ones were two large guards stood outside of it. “That’s Psycho’s tent.”

	I raised an eyebrow. “Have you done this before?”

	“Saved my sister from them? No. Psycho has never found my village before, so this is a first. He probably only found her wandering around like she always does, but I’ve destroyed his camps before. Mostly just to mess around, but sometimes to free some of the prisoners the Depleters bring back.”

	“Prisoners?”

	Soren’s eyes flashed. “Slaves. Women.”

	I tensed with a frown forming over my face. Of course those bastards would force women into their camp. It was a relief that the women had someone like Soren to save them, but I was sure he wasn’t always able to. It was a sad thought. 

	Soren sighed. “We can’t go in there just yet. We need some of them to go into their tents or something.”

	“Won’t they be expecting you? We could be running into a trap.” I turned to Soren again. 

	Soren snorted. “They aren’t that smart. They probably think that they beat me like they almost did the last time we fought. It was smart to lure me out here by taking my sister, but then again…that probably was their worst idea.” His eyes began to glow a lime green color, and a calculating smile took shape on his lips. “When they go to sleep, we’re going in.”

	~~~

	Only a few hours passed before most of the Depleters were either in their tents or passed out in the dirt. The entire time that we waited for them to calm down, we had been keeping an eye out for Psycho, but he was nowhere to be found. Soren mentioned that Psycho was somewhat different from the others, but he wouldn’t explain how. Couldn’t, I figured. Psycho just wasn’t as wild as the other Depleters and only worked to serve his leader, codenamed, Assassin. 

	I wasn’t given many details on Assassin, but Soren mentioned that he had been around for a very long time and had become the sole leader of all Depleters. He was the founder of the very technology that depleted other Lighters. Before that technology, there was a ritual that had to take place in order to deplete one’s energy, but then Assassin came along and made the process simpler and effective. 

	“You ready?” Soren asked. When I nodded, he continued. “Watch my back, but once we get to the tent, we have to take the guards down and get my sister.”

	“What about Psycho?” I whispered.

	“We’ll fight him when we see him. He’s the only one strong enough to match me here, but…” Soren cocked a brow. “Maybe he’s not stronger than you.”

	I shook my head. “I can help, but don’t depend－”

	Soren put his finger to my lips and gave me a serious look. “Powers or not, you’re not weak. So, I’m depending on you to help me get my sister. You’ve already saved me once which means you’re strong enough to save her.”

	I wanted to object and tell him that he made no sense, but there was no point. I could tell that he wasn’t the type to do much listening once his mind was set and didn’t bother to argue. 

	Nodding to each other, Soren and I had quietly snuck into the camp. It would have been easier for him to dash in using his super speed, but his light was so bright that it would’ve awakened the Depleters, so he did his moving like a Null. Like me, making it easy to keep up with him. 

	The two of us kept low as we lightly ran between multiple tents. Soren’s long hair bounced as he took one step after another, and I was tempted to touch the ends of it out of curiosity. His back also caught my attention as every movement that he made caused a different muscle to flex. It was unlike me to notice these kinds of things about people, let alone while doing something dangerous. Maybe outside of confinement, there was a different part of me that was ready to be released.

	Soren slowed to a stop one tent away from Psycho’s and held his hand out to stop me. “This is where things get tricky,” he whispered over his shoulder. “Just follow your instincts.” 

	When he turned back around, my eyebrows furrowed, and I flinched. “What?” I whispered.

	That’s not even a plan. What is he thinking?

	Without another word, Soren kicked into his super speed and flashed ahead to take out the two muscular guards. I watched for moment before hesitantly running after him, and when I caught up, one guy had dropped to the ground, and Soren was now fighting the other. They were surprisingly quiet about it, but I knew that things would be getting loud very soon. 

	I assumed Soren could handle the last guard, so I rushed into the tent and hoped that his sister was in there. If not, we had just blown our cover for nothing.  

	I was momentarily blinded with darkness until my eyes adjusted and spotted a tall wooden pole holding up the tent from the center. Moonlight shined in through the opening of the top and around the pole, giving the inside of the tent a dim blue lighting that helped me better see. 

	“Where is she?” I whispered to myself. The tent was large with shadows in every corner and empty for the most part, which was bad for me and Soren. “This is a trap. I knew it.”

	“Not so much a trap,” I heard Psycho say, but I couldn’t see him. “But I knew that taking little Sora would get Racer’s attention.” He stepped from out of the darkness and into the moonlight, creating a beautiful sight as the dim lighting cloaked his handsome face, then he yanked Soren’s sister into the light by her arm. At least, I assumed that’s who she was. 

	“I’m surprised to see that you came with him though. I’ve already contacted my boss, and he would love to make your acquaintance. The two of you seem to have something in common that he wants to assess.” 

	I didn’t say anything. My eyes were only on Sora’s green ones. I’ve always been surprised as to how well I could actually see in the dark once my eyes adjusted. I didn’t believe that it was normal, but I was glad that I had this ability. 

	Sora was a duplicate of Soren, only more beautiful than any woman I had ever seen besides my mother. It was so hard to believe that she was even his sister, because her skin was so much darker compared to his, but it was the eyes and hair that confirmed their relation. Her hair wasn’t blond like his, but she had dark brown curls that hung past her shoulders and lime green eyes. I couldn’t believe that I had the privilege to see such a beautiful being. Even with the cloth wrapped around her mouth and the anger displayed across her face, she was absolutely gorgeous. 

	Sora squinted her eyes down at me and cocked her head to the side. She was taller than I was and also looked stronger. Not so much physically, but mentally. She gave off a vibe that she was tougher than most females. Even me. I figured that the only reason she hadn’t escaped herself was because of the collar locked around her neck. 

	“Let her go. Soren’s going to come in here soon, and when he does you won’t win against him,” I warned, believing in every word. 

	“Aw, Racer’s probably fully occupied by now. Why don’t you just try and take her? Show me that power of yours again.” Psycho’s playful voice betrayed his cold eyes. 

	I sighed. “Psycho, just let her go.” 

	Psycho cocked an eyebrow and gave a smug grin. “Make me, or will you disappear like a coward again?”

	I was confused. I had no recollection of what happened after Soren was stabbed, and I didn’t remember saving him. It wasn’t possible for anything to have even happened. 

	This is just a dream. I can beat him, I reassured myself, but a part of me was beginning to believe that everything about this situation was real. This world felt real. 

	I followed my first instinct and charged at him, because even though I should’ve been able to do anything, I still didn’t know how to use my powers. 

	Psycho pushed Sora to the ground and summoned a white flame to his palm, but this time I wasn’t fazed. As he threw a fiery punch towards my face, I dipped under his arm and swiped my foot at the back of his, knocking him off his feet. I knew that he was a better fighter than this, so it only angered me that he underestimated me. Then again, I was glad that he didn’t overestimate me, or else I wouldn’t have been able to strike that blow. 

	Psycho was about to get back onto his feet when I mounted him and pushed the back of his head to the ground. I raised my fist to punch him but didn’t strike fast enough, and he caught my fist. He smiled as I tried to pull my hand away, proving to be much stronger than me, then his other hand sparked with electricity before he clapped it against my neck. 

	I clenched my teeth and grunted in agony as the shock coursed through my body, but I didn’t lose my place on top of him. I had been shocked many times before by Artemis, and the voltage was much higher, so Psycho was going to have to do better than that. Only, I hoped that he wouldn’t.  

	I wished that his actions would have backfired sine I was still touching him, but his own powers wouldn’t affect him as much as they affected me, so no luck there. When I was still able to throw a punch with my other hand, his eyes widened, and he grunted in pain and, most likely, anger. 

	The tent suddenly opened, and a green neon light had flashed through the darkness. 

	“Sora!” Soren yelled. He ran over to set her free as I continued to struggle against Psycho. 

	It wasn’t long before Psycho managed to grab my hair and pull me down to him, then he rolled himself on top of me. As he held my head to the ground, he formed a knife made of ice with the other, and I gasped. 

	In Lytonia, he would be considered a level ten in the academy for being able to shape an element into a weapon and was clearly stronger than I thought. 

	Psycho panted. “Assassin wanted you unharmed, but I’m afraid that I have to－”

	Psycho was suddenly knocked from on top of me by none other than Sora. Her color of light and speed told me that she was a Soma Bright, but I had no idea what level. 

	“Come on,” she held her hand out to me, and I didn’t hesitate to take it. After effortlessly yanking me up, she went after Psycho again. “Asshole!” Sora yelled as she punched hot blue flames at him. Psycho was on the ground shielding himself with ice, but it was quickly melting as Sora continued to fire blows. 

	“Sora, we have to go!” Soren yelled, taking on two more Depleters that ran into the tent. 

	I stood there looking back and forth, unable to decide whether to help Soren or his sister, because the both of them seemed to be handling themselves just fine. I would probably just get in the way if I did anything more. 

	Soren was mostly only blocking blows before either electrifying or burning his opponents, and Sora hadn’t stopped overwhelming Psycho with hot balls of fire. 

	Wait, isn’t she a Br―?

	“Sora, we have to go!” Soren yelled again. “Leave him be, and let’s get out of here!” 

	After a few more Depleters entered the tent, one threw a knife at my head, but I quickly dodged. Another sent ice towards my feet to freeze me where I stood, but I had run back to Sora, her seeming to be the safest to be near at the moment. Especially since the Depleter wouldn’t risk freezing his fierce leader. 

	Sora finally shattered through Psycho’s ice shield with a punch mixed of speed and strength, then electrified him until he was out cold. I was confused as I watched her, because she had the agility of a Bright, but the abilities of an Elem. She was using two abilities…but it was only possible to use two unless she was a Gods Daughter. The problem with that was that her light was that of a Soma’s, so she couldn’t have been. It simply wasn’t possible. 

	What in the world is she?

	Sora turned to me. “Guess we should get out of here. My brother won’t be able to hold them all.” Before I could even agree, she ducked low and slammed into me, throwing me over her shoulder, then sped out of the tent and knocked a few Depleters down on her way. 

	Soren was right behind us. 

	




Chapter 12

	 

	When we finally stopped running, I was sure that we were so far away that Psycho wouldn’t even want to look for us anymore. Not tonight at least. 

	Sora bent down so that I could push myself off of her, then she stood tall with a curious look in her eyes, and I was sure that I was giving her the same look as I examined her. She really did look like her older brother. 

	Sora was dressed as a true Wild Lander with her black thigh-length shorts and black sports bra. Women dressed like this in Lytonia would be considered disgraceful, but Sora didn’t look or seem like the disgraceful type. Just strong and well-toned. Even confident.  

	“You’re different,” Sora stated. 

	I didn’t know what she meant, but I had the feeling that she wasn’t talking about my being a Null. I was sure that she could tell that I wasn’t able to use my powers because of my performance against Psycho, so what did she mean? 

	“You’re dark,” she said, almost in a daze.  

	Soren stepped beside his sister with his hands in his pockets. “You can see it too, Sis?”

	I frowned in embarrassment, completely unaware of what they were talking about. “What do you mean?”

	Sora furrowed her brows. “I’m not completely sure. You’re just different.”

	“I’m a Null,” I corrected. “Is that what you mean? I can’t use my Lighter powers.”  

	Sora grinned. “No, you’re definitely not one of those.” She turned to her brother and pushed his shoulder, moving to a new subject as if what she just said wasn’t important. “What took you so long, Soren?”

	Soren’s eyes slightly widened, and he gave a nervous smile. “Um, I was preparing.” A brow steadily arched. “How did you get caught in the first place?”

	Sora sighed. “I was out.”

	“You mean you were out doing things that you weren’t supposed to be doing? I told you not to wander off far. Psycho probably felt lucky to find you all alone.”

	“Soren, I can handle myself. I was just out walking.”

	“Yeah, sure. Out walking to the other village to see that one guy, right?” 

	Sora rolled her eyes and placed her hand on her hip. “Don’t talk to me like I’m a kid. I’m not that younger than you.”

	“Exactly. Younger, and after all of your training you still seem to need protection. Luckily, Psycho didn’t follow you back to the village instead of taking you hostage.”

	Sora sighed and shook her head, figuring that he was right about that. She shifted her weight onto one leg and was about to speak when I cut her off. 

	“What are you?” I blurted. I couldn’t wait any longer to find out. She used two abilities with he light of a Soma. That’s never been heard of before, at least not in Lytonia. 

	Sora’s eyebrows pulled together into a frown, and Soren’s mouth dropped open. When Sora tilted her head to look at me, I swallowed but held my ground. Maybe asking so abruptly was the wrong move?

	“I…was just asking, because you have two abilities, but your light is the color of a Soma’s.”

	Sora stood upright. “I’m different too. Not like you or Soren, but in my own way, I guess.” A smirk crept up her lips after glancing at her brother. “Stop looking so worried. I’m not going to hurt the girl that saved my brother’s ass, and then mine. But to answer your question, I’m a defect－as you would call me in Lytonia. Just a different kind of defect, I guess. I was born with two abilities, and my brother was born with three. Only difference is that he’s a Gods Child and I’m not.”

	I slowly nodded my head. “You and Soren know a lot about Lytonia.”

	Sora turned to her brother, and he looked back. When he turned to me, he smiled. “We’ve learned a lot about the L-Nation growing up. Some are rumors, some are true. Either way,” he turned to face a small village in an open field, “we’re glad that we were never born there.”

	I should’ve been offended, but I couldn’t be. Even with the problems in the Wild Lands, who would choose Lytonia over freedom?

	~~~

	The village was surprisingly welcoming. Even in the navy blue Lytonian suit that I was wearing, the people were kind. I was offered a change of clothes, which I politely declined, but when they offered me a deliciously smelling bowl of vegetable soup and bread, I hungrily accepted. 

	The two defects sat next to me on a log in front of a large fire and bickered amongst themselves. I couldn’t help but laugh at Sora’s smart retorts and Soren’s jokes about Sora’s fighting skills. 

	I took another spoonful of the dark soup and looked up, still surprised that the villagers were up and about at this time of night. The kids were playing, the adults were drinking and laughing, and the elders were talking to one another.

	I took another spoonful of soup, and when I looked up, I noticed an older woman sitting across the fire from me. She wasn’t there before, so I tensed at her sudden appearance, but it was her piercing stare that held me in place. 

	I could already tell that this woman was related to Soren and Sora. Her skin complexion was only a shade darker than Sora’s, but she also had lime green colored eyes that glimmered in the fire light. Her long white curls fell over her shoulders and back, making her look slightly intimidating, but her welcoming smile was what told me not to worry. 

	Soren mentioned something about his parents passing away, so I knew that this woman had to either be their grandmother or aunt. Maybe even their older cousin? There wasn’t a wrinkle in sight, and she looked just as fit as Sora, so I really couldn’t tell what she was to the siblings. If I had to guess, I’d say that she was in her mid-forties. 

	“You remind me of Kalsoton. You’re surrounded with darkness, young one,” the woman said. Her voice was deep, but soft. “What is your name?” 

	The siblings stopped bickering, just noticing that the woman was there. 

	I drew my eyebrows together, slightly offended that she thought of the God of Destruction when looking at me. “Rayah.”

	“Rayah,” the woman nodded. “A good name for such a strong girl. Maybe even stronger than my grandson.” She smiled at Soren. “I understand that you used that strength to save him and Sora?” 

	“Grandmother,” Soren looked surprised. “You know about that?”

	Their grandmother chuckled. “How is that you’re always surprised that I know these things? The gods speak to me, my dear grandson. I am to protect you and this village, and to do that I must know things.” 

	My mouth slowly parted to exhale. “You’re a Vessel.” 

	I couldn’t believe it. I’ve only learned about these kinds of people once before, because they were so rare that there was no point in dwelling on them during class. Still, I did my research, because I found it intriguing that there were actually people out there that could communicate with the gods. From what I could remember, they were always given a purpose, but they had to learn what that purpose was for themselves. In this case, she was meant to protect her grandson and her village. `

	The woman offered a warm smile, but her eyes were fierce. It could have been the fire reflecting from them, or something else. I got the feeling that she was very knowledgeable about many things. Even me. “Yes, I am a Vessel. I receive images from the gods that tell me everything that I need to know.”

	A smile crept up my lips. “Can you see the future?”

	The woman chuckled. “Sometimes, dear.” Her narrowing eyes moved to her grandchildren. “I can tell you the future right now. Soren and Sora will be doing most of the chores for the next couple of days for getting into trouble with the Depleters, and while they’re doing those chores, they won’t be able to use any of their powers, because I said so.”

	When I turned to the siblings, a big smile formed on my face. Both of their mouths dropped, but then Soren shut his and grinned. 

	“Okay, Grandmother.” He nodded. “And I apologize for not telling you about what happened.”

	Sora did the same. “I apologize as well. I know that wandering off could put this village and my brother in danger.”

	“That’s right Sora, because your brother will always put his life at risk if yours is threatened. You need to be more careful.” 

	Sora nodded. “I understand.” 

	The three of them were quiet for a long moment before their grandmother turned back to me. “Thank you for protecting my grandchildren. You are always welcome to come back to this village whenever you please.”

	“I―” I really didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t used to people being so kind to me. “Thank you umm…”

	“Emerald.” She nodded. “You can call me Emerald.” She slowly stood to her feet, her emerald green gown slightly blowing in the wind. “If you ever need me, just call my name. I will hear you.”

	I was so distracted by Emerald that I didn’t notice my bowl of soup slipping out of my hand and fumbled to catch it. Once it hit the ground, I shot my head back up only to find that she was gone. 

	Sora chuckled. “Why does our grandmother always have that effect on people?”

	Soren flashed over to me and picked up my fallen bowl and spoon before I could even reach it. When he looked up at me, his eyes seemed to glisten, and he was smiling. “I can get you more if you’d like.” 

	I looked down at him with warming cheeks and a shortening breath. “No. No it’s okay. I was almost done anyways.”

	Soren nodded and stood up from his knee. “Okay. I’m just going to put this up then.” He ran off in a flash. 

	When I turned to Sora, she was gazing at me with curious eyes, then she chuckled and turned back to the fire. 

	I continued to stare at her. “So, you’re Soren’s sister?”

	Sora nodded. “We look like opposites, don’t we?”

	I rubbed on my knees and straightened. “Well, not exactly. You both have stunning green eyes and the same grade of hair, but you and your grandmother are much darker.”

	“Yeah,” Sora chuckled. “Our mother had this gorgeous porcelain skin, and our father was a beautiful brown color like me. Soren is an obvious mixture of both, but it looks like I took my complexion from my father. The thing is, my brother and I both look like our mother.”

	“Then she must’ve been beautiful.” As I tried to picture her mother, I thought of my own.

	I wonder what she’s doing right now?

	Sora turned to me. “She was.”

	We both smiled at each other before I turned back to the fire. 

	Sora sighed. “I’m really not looking forward to those chores.”

	When I laughed, and unfamiliar sound, so did she. 

	~~~

	He’s like a big kid!

	Sora had gone to sleep in her tent, along with a few other villages, but Soren was still up kicking a ball around with the children out on the field. It was truly an amazing sight as the moon shined down on them while the golden orbs glided over the grass. 

	“Nope! Can’t have it!” Soren kicked the white ball high into the air, then bounced it off his head and knocked it a few feet away from him. 

	The other kids chased after the ball, trying to grab it with their hands or kick it with their feet. The game was called Soccer and was a pretty serious sport in Lytonia. Students weren’t allowed to join any sports teams until they graduated, but they had to go through a whole other type of training in order to play. It was one of the many alternatives to becoming a collector, but the players were basically giving up the little freedom they had gained after graduation. Not something that I would ever be interested in. 

	Soren turned to me. “Come join!”

	I looked over my shoulder to see if there was anyone behind me, but there was no one. 

	“Yes, you Rayah!” he laughed. “Come join us!”

	I opened my mouth to decline, but then I sighed. Why not? I was probably going to embarrass myself, but it looked fun. In Lytonia, fun was almost prohibited. 

	“Yay!” One kid, maybe about four years old threw his hands into the air. “She’s playing!”

	Soren chuckled. “Yeah, and she’s going to be on your team!”

	“Aw.” The kid dropped his arms. “I don’t think she’ll be very good.”

	I smiled, holding back a laugh. When I got over to them, I stopped in front of Soren, trying to avoid staring at his glistening chest and abs. 

	“So,” he pointed to the kids kicking around the ball. “The objective here is to just kick the ball.”

	“That’s it?” I chuckled. 

	“Basically. If you can, throw in some cool moves. Try and keep them from taking the ball from you.” 

	“Sure.” I nodded. 

	“Great!” Soren clapped and ran over to the group of children with me following behind. 

	After fifteen minutes in, I started to get the feel of the game. Even though Soren split us up into teams, we didn’t play like one. The kids were literally just trying to get their feet and hands on the ball, which was fine by me, because that made things easier. 

	Soren was a bit of a ball hog, kicking and bouncing it with his feet, but I was able to take it from him a few times. I could hear some of the kids groaning about how we kept taking the ball from them and having our own game, but that was only because we were bigger and faster than they were. 

	I was competitive, and I soon found out that Soren was as well. For what felt like thirty minutes, we were going at each other’s heads, and we didn’t slow down until I accidentally missed the ball and kicked him in his shin. 

	Soren grabbed at his shin with a grunt and the kids laughed, but I felt pretty bad about it. 

	“I’m so sorry.” I said, a smile hinting at my lips. “Are you okay?”

	Soren slowly limped towards me. “It’ll heal. I’m glad that my misery causes you all joy!” 

	The kids laughed even louder. 

	“You too, Rayah.” He chuckled.

	“How does it feel?” I asked, still somewhat concerned. 

	“Like you kicked it.” He stopped limping a few feet away from me. “But I’ll be okay.”

	“So, do I win by forfeit?” I asked. “Or are you still playing?”

	“Ah,” Soren ran his fingers through his curls. “It looks like you won this one.”

	“Hey! What about us!?” one boy asked. 

	“You’re all winners,” I said.

	The kids cheered and began playing again. 

	“They never get tired,” Soren said, shaking his head. 

	“I can tell.” I turned to watch them play, but then was distracted by something I saw in the distance. It was tall, dark, and walking towards us. 

	Soren followed my eyes and smiled. “He found you.”

	I frowned in confusion, but then smiled when I noticed the bright blue light flapping in the darkness from a horse’s tail. “Vexodus.”

	I didn’t know why I was so happy to see this horse, because I had only known it for a short period of time. There was just something about him that made me feel happiness, and it was such a rare feeling for me to have that I couldn’t even fully understand it. 

	“Vexodus!” I called out. 

	His brown eyes glimmered in the moonlight as he continued to walk towards me. 

	I did a slow jog towards him, but the closer I got, the more excited I became. Before I even knew it, I was sprinting. It could’ve been a bad idea since Vexodus and I weren’t at a level where we fully connected with each other, but I couldn’t help myself. He was almost like another person, and I figured I would call him my pet.

	I slowed down before coming too close to Vexodus in fear of startling him. After stopping, I waited on him to come to me, and he did without hesitating. “I’m glad that you’re okay,” I said as I raised my hand to pet him. When he pushed his head into my hand, I smiled. “Thanks for trying to save me.” 

	Vexodus snorted and flapped his tail. 

	“Wow,” Soren said from behind me. “He likes you. You must be pretty powerful after all.”

	I looked over my shoulder in question.

	Soren shrugged. “It’s just rare for a horse to like a human, that’s all. They only really choose a master when they recognize power and strength. That’s why Vessels and Gods Children are the only ones that own them.”

	I frowned in confusion. “Choose?” That seemed to be the only thing I heard. 

	Soren chuckled. “Yes, this horse chose for you to be his owner. I don’t really know when, but after he led me to you during Psycho’s attack, I knew that he wanted you to be his master.”

	I turned back to Vexodus with parted lips. No one had ever chosen me for anything like this. Maybe to pick on or bully, but never for anything positive. “You chose me?” I asked in barely a whisper and was surprised by the ache in my throat. 

	Vexodus dipped his head low and stomped his hoof. 

	“But I’m not―” I suddenly exhaled, like my breath was stolen from me. I didn’t know what Vexodus was doing, but I could feel our connection binding. I could feel his power. Once I caught my breath, I placed my forehead against his. “Thank-you.”

	Soren stepped beside me and reached up to pet Vexodus. “You got a strong one.” He turned to me. “Let’s go for a ride.”

	I smiled. “That sounds like fun.”

	“It is, and I want you to get used to doing this. Having fun,” Soren pulled himself up onto Vexodus, and then reached down to pull me up. “I have a feeling you don’t do that often.”

	“Not really.” I grabbed Soren’s hand and climbed onto Vexodus. Once I was comfortable behind Soren, Vexodus started walking. I had almost fallen off when I grabbed Soren’s shoulder.

	Soren rested his hand over mine. “Hold on. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

	Butterflies flipped around in my stomach as I slid my hand over his other shoulder. I wanted to wrap my arms around his torso and rest my head against his back from exhaustion, but that seemed inappropriate. It also felt like betrayal. Tristan… 

	It was wrong of me to feel any type of excitement for another man because of Tristan. We were going to kiss. He loved me, and I had feelings for him, but I never felt anything like this. I knew that under different circumstances Tristan would have been able to make me feel as free as Soren did, but then again, if things were different, would I have even gone to Tristan? Would Tristan and I have been so close if we weren’t in the academy? 

	I sighed, trying to shake off my negative thoughts. Soren and I were ― well, I figured we were friends by now. Sure, he made me smile and intrigued me, but we didn’t have feelings for one another. Maybe there was an attraction, but who wouldn’t be attracted to him? He looked like a god and was nearly as strong as one. Soren probably had this same effect on a lot of women. 

	There was a faint barking in the distance where I spotted Cane running from out of the woods. Once he reached us, he barked a few times at Vexodus, but all Vexodus did was snort and wave his tail. 

	“Hey buddy, calm down,” Soren said, jumping from Vexodus’ back. He kneeled and petted Cane a few times, then looked back up at me with tired eyes that dimmed out like a light. “Let’s call it a day, huh?”

	I nodded, somewhat disappointed. “Yeah.”

	~~~

	Soren and I lay in the grass, not far from the fire. We both rested the back of our heads on Vexodus while Cane curled up at our feet. 

	The two of us watched the stars in silence until Soren locked his hands behind his head and turned to me. “Are you okay?” he asked. 

	The answer was no, but as I had done many times with Carmen, I would answer with a yes. I was thinking about tomorrow after I awaken from this world, and how there would be no Soren, no Vexodus, and no village, because none of it was real. I wished that I would never wake up and could just live a life within my dreams, never being forced to face reality again.

	“No,” I whispered. I didn’t mean for that to slip from my lips, but it just happened. Maybe it was because I was comfortable around Soren? I wasn’t sure. 

	“What’s bothering you?” 

	I tilted my head towards his. “I don’t want to wake up.”

	The corner of Soren’s lip curved upwards, but it was kind of sad. “Right. You’re dreaming, huh?”

	“Sorry,” I sighed, disappointedly. “I didn’t find any blood like you said that I would.”

	Soren drew his brows together in thought. “Maybe it sweated off? Or you accidentally rubbed your hand on the bed?” 

	Maybe…

	“But,” he continued. “Say this was a dream. Why wouldn’t you want to wake up?”

	The first person that I thought of was Artemis. I hated and feared that man because of all of things he had put me through. I hated him, because I feared him. “Artemis.”

	Soren seemed to tense but probably didn’t think I noticed. “Who is Artemis?”

	“My former － He’s the Major at the academy.” I turned back to the sky. 

	Soren was silent for a long moment, but I could see the green glow in his eyes from my peripheral. “He’s the reason you’re so sad.” It was more of a statement that a question. “And he hurts you?”

	I swallowed. I only talked to Carmen and Tristan about Artemis but never went into detail. Just the basics, because it was too hard to talk about the things that I wished I could forget. Now that I was going through the abuse again, I cringed at the very thought of him.

	“I learned that Soma and Kali children are made slaves at a certain age. That’s true?” Soren asked, the gears visibly turning in his head. 

	I nodded. “True, but then they are enrolled into an academy the day that they turn ten years old.”

	“And you don’t fit into a class yet, so you were one as well?”

	Embarrassment warmed my cheeks. “Yes, I was a slave.”

	Soren turned to me again with dim eyes. “I bet that you’re stronger than that Major.”

	I gave a half-hearted smile. “I wish that I was.” I turned my head to him. “But I’m a Null.”

	Soren slid his hand from under his head and rested it over mine on the grass. “You’re no such thing. Lytonia…It brain washes people into thinking that one class is better than the other, and those that are different are monsters, but they're wrong.”

	I tensed and lowered my eyes but didn’t pull away.

	“Like they’re wrong about you. Don’t let them break your spirit.” He gave my hand a light squeeze.

	When I looked up again, our eyes locked, then Soren offered a smile, and I smiled back. 

	Soren turned back to the stars. “You know, I’ve never met anyone like you before. I thought you reminded me of someone at first, but the two of you are very different.”

	My eyebrows furrowed. “What do you mean?” 

	“I had a friend once. A God’s Daughter. She’s no longer living, but when I first saw you, the look in your eyes reminded me of hers. Like there was a hidden strength. I thought you would have more things in common with her, but you don’t. That’s fine though. I like who you are. You’re beautiful.” 

	“So are you…” Why does my mouth keep doing this to me? 

	Soren chuckled. “You think so?”

	I gave a nervous laugh but didn’t answer. 

	Soren took in a deep breath and chuckled. “Well, I guess I’ll go to sleep now. Hope my dreams about Somatrius are pleasant this time around.” 

	I raised a brow, “Somatrius, the God of Wrath?” 

	“Yeah, sometimes I dream about the gods. For a while it’s been about Somatrius, but other times I dream about the other brothers.”

	“Umm, so you see images like Vessels?” I asked out of curiosity. 

	“Not exactly. My grandmother gets her visions directly from the gods, but as far as my dreams go, they’re like stories. All of the Gods Children dream about them. It’s how we connect with them, I guess.” 

	“They give you knowledge of what they’ve been through.” My thoughts went straight to Vexton, but what I was thinking couldn’t be possible. Why would I need to connect with the gods?

	“Yeah, pretty much. Why? Do you dream of them, Rayah?” Soren smirked, like he knew something that I didn’t.

	“Um, no, I was just wondering. That’s all.” I turned my back to Soren and got comfortable on Vexodus. 

	It’s definitely not possible, I told myself. 

	“Well then, Good night, Rayah.” Soren said in a soft voice. 

	“Good night, Soren.” 

	




Chapter 13

	 

	Pain. I was used to pain, but for some reason I couldn’t handle it. I felt engulfed in it, like I was being restrained and there was no key. I would never get away.

	My stomach, my back, my ribs, and my jaw welcomed me back to my reality. I was a Null in the Lighter Nation. A nothing, and even with all the hard work that I put forth, in the end, I would always be a nothing. 

	How could this happen? 

	Tears streamed down my cheeks as I stared into my cracked mirror. This couldn’t be happening. I couldn’t have lost him. 

	I was angry, and I was outraged, but the only damage that I could do was crack my mirror with my fist. The blood dripping from it was slowed as it healed, which only angered me more, because I didn’t want to heal. I wanted to bleed. I wanted my insides to pour out. 

	“How!” I screamed at the mirror before punching it again. 

	Last night, I had awoken in my dorm with Carmen in bed with me. It was late and way past curfew, but there she was, lying in my bed and waiting for me to wake up. For someone that always followed the rules, I became worried about her being here. 

	The moonlight shined in on her face where I spotted traces of tears. She had been crying for a while now.

	“I don’t know why.” She gave a sad smile and sniffled. “But I was afraid that you wouldn’t wake up.” She reached towards me and moved a few loose strands of hair behind my ear, tickling my cheek with her fingertips. “Then I realized that if you didn’t, it wouldn’t be such a bad thing.”

	Those words hurt but warmed me at the same time. I knew that she meant no harm behind them. If anything, I had thought the same thing. Death wouldn’t be so bad. 

	“I am happy, and I know that it’s selfish but,” her lower lip trembled. “I’m happy that you did. I don’t understand how you do this. How do you endure all of this and still move on every day? Because, I don’t go through half as much as you do, and I don’t think that I can.”

	I drew my eyebrows together in concern but didn’t answer her question, because I didn’t know how to. I didn’t know how I was able to keep moving forward, I just did.

	“Carmen,” I whispered with a raspy voice. Talking proved to be painful. 

	“Sometimes, I wonder if－if this is right. If the academy, the torture, the laws－ Is this right? I stick to the rules and do as I’m told, just as Tristan did.”

	The sound of his name was like a blow to the stomach. All I could picture was his smile and imagine the softness of his hand over mine. I blinked a few times to bring myself back to reality. Tristan was gone. He was a slave, and there was no way that I’d ever be able to see him again. I wished that the day he was taken away, I could have convinced myself of that then and there.

	Carmen silently began to sob. It was the first time that I’d seen her this way, causing my throat to ache, but what she said next caused a type of pain I had never experienced before.

	Loss. True loss. 

	“Tristan,” she cried. “Tristan’s gone.” 

	I was shocked. The burning in my throat stretched to my chest, and my insides began to crumble. Tear’s only coated my eyes, but that was all. I should have let them fall. I should have cried with her, but I didn’t know how to show that side of me. 

	“N－no－” It felt like the air got caught in my throat, and I couldn’t breathe. I clenched my teeth and drew my brows tighter together. My head shook－my entire body shook, but that was the most emotion that I could display. Someone had to be the strong one, and right now it wasn’t Carmen. 

	Carmen tucked her chin, and with the little strength that I had left, I pulled her head to my chest as she continued to cry. I wanted to comfort her, but I didn’t know how. She was the one that always tried to comfort me, because although I lacked showing emotion, she could always tell when I needed a lift. 

	How could this happen? 

	Now, I stand here in this mirror, wishing that I could just scream and break things, but there was nothing to break in this empty room. I wanted to do anything but cry. 

	Carmen told me that Tristan died from committing suicide. He activated his own collar by trying to pull it off, and it killed him. He killed himself. 

	“I love you…” Tristan’s words still struck a nerve. It angered me that I didn’t say those words back, but how could I? I loved him in another way, and he was in love with me. I should have just said it back. I should have given him something on his last night with me, but I left him with nothing. We grew up together, and I became attached to him, but I never fell in love. I couldn’t let myself, because I was broken. I had no light, I couldn’t love, and I couldn’t show how I felt. I couldn’t do anything. 

	When I gazed back into the mirror, I came face to face with the real me. The true and broken me. “I can’t do this anymore.”

	A few seconds later, I realized that my feelings and lack of power weren’t the only things wrong with me. There was something else. Something worse. 

	And it was all in my eyes. 

	When I stepped closer to the mirror, I noticed that the green color was gone. For such bright green eyes, how could they be so dark? Black even. My irises were completely black.

	I placed my fingertips below my right eye and continued to stare in bewilderment. I knew that I wasn’t dreaming, so how could this be possible? What’s happening to me? The black in my eyes flashed white, and in that moment, they were green again. 

	I straightened, but as soon as I was upright, I began to walk backwards towards my bed. Something was very wrong with me, and there was no way that I could find out what. I couldn’t go to the nurses, and I couldn’t tell an official. I’d be reported, and then possibly tested on or killed. This was unnatural. Different, and different in Lytonia was unacceptable. 

	Once the back of my legs touched the bed, I steadily sat down and tried to control the panic rising inside of me. Was this what Tristan saw in my eyes that night? Was this what Artemis saw in the hall?

	“I knew you were powerful.” Tristan’s words echoed in my mind over and over until I started to feel sick. He was looking into my eyes and saw this darkness inside of me. Something demonic. Not godly. 

	I rubbed on my knees and closed my eyes. I needed to figure out what to do－ to figure out what was wrong with me. Maybe it was all just my imagination? Maybe it was all in my head? 

	“I’m a Null, that’s all I am,” I said to myself, and being a Null sounded better than being anything else right now. There were no reports of a Gods Child ever having black eyes, so there was no way that that was it. Maybe this all had something to do with my being Null. My body may have been changing somehow. Hopefully, for the better. 

	I took a deep breath and sat upright. What just happened, it most likely would never happen again. I couldn’t let this drive me crazy like everything else. 

	Keep your chin up and your fists balled.

	I balled my fists over my knees and took another deep breath. My eyes wandered over to something I spotted on the sheets next to me, and as I exhaled I released my fists.

	Right next to me, there was something red. A dark red smear, like a blood stain that hadn’t been cleaned after a day. It was also small, showing that there wasn’t much blood loss when the bleeding occurred. 

	My lips slowly parted as my eyes widened. “I wasn’t dreaming...”
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