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Chapter 1
“Torment: severe physical or mental suffering. In either way, all Lytonian’s are suffering. We just hide our pain.” — Sandra
 
 
I clenched my teeth as I readied myself to suffer from the agonizing burn of the hot iron rod. Artemis seemed to enjoy this method of torture over all the others since my burns didn’t heal as fast as my cuts or bruises. He kept me strapped down to a spiked chair that drew blood from my bottom, legs, back, and arms, and I thought that after losing so much, he would release me over to the nurses, but since my small puncture wounds only took a few seconds to restore back to normal, he felt no need. Like I hadn’t lost enough blood just yet. 
Soon though, the major would have no choice but to send me to medical. The more stress that my body endured, the harder it worked itself to heal, which meant that I’d eventually fall unconscious from exhaustion. I was supposedly the only student in the academy that could heal this fast, but it worked out for me since I was bullied and forced to endure the worst kinds of pain testing. 
Major Artemis St. James smiled as he placed the visibly hot end of the rod against the side of my neck. I grunted and shook in the chair, excruciating pain spreading from my neck and down my shoulder, as I tried to keep from crying out. I simply didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of hearing me scream. Although if I did, that might have been just what I needed to do in order for him to go easy on me, but I was stubborn. I wasn’t going to show him weakness no matter how well he thought he knew me. 
Artemis pulled the iron from my neck and pushed his long black hair back. “You’re still trying to play tough, Rayah,” he sighed. His piercing blue eyes stared into mine, sending chills down my spine in the heated room. “But I can see through your act. You tried this when you were a child, remember?” He walked back to the fire pit and pulled out a second rod, flinging the old one to the ground with a clang. “But I’ve always found a way through that wall you put up.” He raised the rod into the air and gazed at it in awe, then slowly turned his head to face me. “You’re still the same little girl.”
My heart pounded against my chest. I didn’t know what he was planning, but I knew that it would be painful. I wanted to beg for him to stop, but my mouth wouldn’t open. I just kept it shut with my teeth clenched, hoping that I wouldn’t crack any. 
Artemis slowly walked in my direction with the hot end still raised, then stopped in front of me with a smirk on his face and a strange glimmer in his eyes. He reminded me so much of someone else that I knew, but I couldn’t think of who at the moment, and when he leaned down to level with me, I stopped thinking all together. 
“You look so much like your mother,” he said before using his free hand to release my dark hair out its bun. “But act so much like someone I knew…” My hair fell in waves over my shoulders. “I prefer it down.” His own long hair hung by the sides of his face. To others he was considered a very handsome man, but to me he looked disgusting. I hated his face, his smile, his smell —everything about him. “Why do you look so afraid now, Rayah?” he asked as he grabbed my chin. “I thought that you were tough?” 
My eyes widened as he slowly brought the rod towards me. “Don’t,” I nearly whimpered, flinching away. 
Artemis chuckled as he continued to bring it closer to my cheek, and when I flinched again, he grabbed me by my neck and slammed the back of my head against the chair, but not hard enough for the spikes to do any serious damage besides drawing more blood.
Once the iron rod was close enough for me to feel the sizzling heat from it, I whimpered, and when it was pressed against my cheek …I screamed. 
—
Lytonia, the Lighter Nation. The land of the strong and the great. Ellison Monroe’s utopia…only it felt like the complete opposite. 
Vexton, the god of love, gave Ellison the knowledge of the gods so that he could understand the history of how the new world came to be, then Ellison used that knowledge to build Lytonia. I was sure that our nation’s founder had good intentions, but things just didn’t turn out the way that they should have. At least, that was how I felt, because I had learned the history of the gods myself, and I didn’t believe that this nation was what should have come of Vexton’s sacrifices. 
Vexton was once the god of rage until he converted over to the god of love. He had two brothers, Somatrius: the god of wrath, and Kalison: the god of hate. The three of them fought in the Gods Realm under an agreement that the last brother standing would get to fight their father, Kalsoton: the god of destruction, and their god king. 
Years passed by as the brothers fought one another, causing destruction and chaos in the Human Realm below them. The storms that the brothers caused destroyed homes and families, leaving people homeless and alone, and slowly, but surly, the world began to crumble. People stole, killed, fought, raped, and tortured one another until suicide became their only option for peace.
As more time passed by, Somatrius and Kalison realized that they wouldn’t be able to defeat their older brother unless they worked together and intended on killing him, but Vexton proved to be stronger than they thought. He lost the battle against his brothers, but he didn’t lose his life. Instead, he had fallen into the Human Realm where he lost his memories and powers.
After falling to the Human Realm, Vexton fell for a woman who eventually gave birth to his son, Soton. He was truly happy with his family and his life, subconsciously converting into the god of love, but when his memories came back, and he regained his powers, he realized that he had to make a decision that would save the world but destroy his family. 
Vexton needed to fix what he helped break. The Human World, the world that he should have been protecting instead of using as a fighting ground, had to be repaired, so he left his family and went back to the Gods Realm where he fought and defeated his brothers, locking them away. Not long after that, he fought his father and won. He had become the next God King.
With his new power and authority, he asked his father to use his powers of destruction to destroy the world, cleansing it, and therefore creating a new one. 
Kalsoton agreed to help his son, not because he was the god of destruction, but because he saw Vexton as a true king and was willing to do the right thing for him. 
Vexton then lost his family in what was called The Great Destruction without so much as a goodbye to them. He started a new world, creating new people, and gave them each a small portion of the three royal brothers’ powers, which was a randomly dispersed to all. Once a person’s Lighter energy could be used, they were classified. 
Vexton’s light was turquoise blue, Somatrius’ was royal blue, and Kalison’s was white. The human descendants of the gods were born with either color energy inside of them, therefore making them a Vex, a Soma, or a Kali. 
After Ellison Monroe was born and raised with the knowledge of the gods, he spread word about them. He taught others and preached about a nation where they could prevent chaos from ever occurring again. Following that was the founding of Lytonia. 
I wasn’t sure if Ellison meant to make Vexes the high class, Somas the middle class, and Kalis the lower class, but that was how things turned out. I bet that he never expected for there to be a Null class. A class where there were people that couldn’t use their Lighter powers, therefore they were neither Vex, Soma, or Kali. Nulls were hard to find, but I happened to see one every time that I looked in the mirror.  
I couldn’t bring forth my light energy, disgracing my family and myself. My father was a high leveled Vex, and my mother was currently a slave, but before she became one, she was a high leveled Soma. They were both legendary for their strength and time spent in the Wild Lands as collectors but were now known as the only parents with a lightless daughter.  
It was a shame, but maybe it was karma for their wrongdoings. I didn’t believe that they were bad people, but once upon a time, they took part in destroying families. 
In Monroe Academy, we were taught that collectors collected savages that lived outside the Lytonian walls and brought them back to serve and expand our nation. I called that legalized kidnapping. 
The people in the Wild Lands may have been free to do as they pleased, but from what I had seen, they weren’t savages. Some were kind and some were not, but they were organized according to their lifestyles. 
I knew this because I had been there. I jumped to the Wild Lands almost every night. 
When I first started going, I thought that I was dreaming, but Soren had proven to me that I wasn’t. I might have been labeled as a Null in the Lighter Nation, but outside of these walls I was so much more, and I was someone powerful. I just couldn’t use my abilities yet. At least not fully. All I knew was that as I slept, I could sometimes jump out of my body and into my Lighter Form. Something only the elite Lighters could do.  
I wanted to tell people about my new-found ability, but there was something different about me compared to the other students, and in Lytonia being different was not a good thing. I decided to continue to act as if I were just a Null, which wasn’t very hard on account that I still couldn’t summon light, but that meant that I would still receive poor treatment because of my label. 
Pain and torture for me was nearly never ending, and after I lost Tristan it only seemed to have gotten worse. The only person that could truly brighten my day was Soren, but he lived in the Wild Lands, and my time there was limited. He couldn’t hold my hand through the hallways as my peers gave me dirty looks, he couldn’t tell me to be strong when a professor pointed out my short comings, and he couldn’t protect me from Artemis. Soren might as well have only been a dream, because him being real meant nothing. I was trapped in Lytonia, and he was outside the nation’s impenetrable walls. 
 



Chapter 2
“Love is a funny thing. You can love someone and never receive it in return. Sometimes, it even goes unnoticed.” — Carmen
 
 
I stared at my reflection through the mirror on my wall, waiting for something to happen, but nothing ever did. A few weeks ago, I was staring into a cracked version of this very mirror and watched as my eyes went from green to black. They were only black for a moment, but long enough for me to worry. I repeatedly told myself that it was just my body going through changes because I was still developing as a Lighter, but I knew that there was some other reason for what happened. 
It wasn’t normal, and I couldn’t go to anyone for help about it. I thought of telling Soren, but I didn’t want him to think differently of me. Lately, he had been the only person that I could really turn to in my moments of need. He made me smile, and he could make me laugh. We had fun, and I wasn’t ready to feel like an outcast around him just yet — or ever.
I met Soren in the Wild Lands one night after jumping from my body during my sleep. I still never figured out why I had jumped there, or how I even could’ve jumped there on account that Lighters only had the ability to jump to places they’ve been before. 
I had never been to the Wild Lands in my physical form, so I wasn’t sure of how it was possible, but somehow, I could do it. 
Even though this was all still very unexpected and new to me, I wasn’t complaining. Having the ability to jump was like a gift from the gods, and all I had to do was go to sleep. My light energy would then form into a duplicate version of me, leaving behind only ten percent of the energy that my body needed to function. After three days of being away from it though, I was likely to die, so I always had to jump back to Lytonia before then. 
After a few weeks of jumping passed, I learned how to leave the Wild Lands, but I had no control of where I jumped to after falling asleep in my dorm. I could have jumped anywhere, but luckily, I always ended up where ever Soren was. It was as if we were connected somehow. 
Soren was a Gods Son. A Defect. His light was a lime green color, different from the three classes, and he also had all three abilities where Lytonians could only master one. There were Brights, Dim’s, and Elem’s. Brights had an incredible speed and strength, Dim’s could form their light into any weapon, and Elem’s could form theirs 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. 
Defects were known as The Gods Children: descendants of Somatrius and Kalison, but I’ve learned from Soren himself that his kind take after all three brothers. At the academy, we’re taught that The Gods Children were evil beings, but they were nothing of the sort. It was possible for them to turn dark, but they weren’t born that way. Soren was good. He was actually one of the kindest people that I’ve ever met. 
I smiled at the thought of him, giving myself butterflies, but when my thoughts flipped over to Tristan, my smile faded. I still couldn’t get over his death. He had become a slave after failing to reach level six before turning twenty, and I knew that I would never see him again at the time, but I guess there was a part of me that remained hopeful. We had grown up in the academy. It was always me, him, and Carmen, but now it was just Carmen and me. 
Tristan activated his collar while under the watch of his master, and it killed him. I couldn’t believe my ears the night that Carmen told me, but then again, I could believe it, because I understood why he did it. Tristan was strong, hard-working, and prideful, and after everything that he went through the government reduced him to a lowly slave all because he couldn’t reach level six. He killed himself… 
If my mother hadn’t sacrificed her freedom for me to have more time to reach my required level, then I would have done the same. I had to get her away from Artemis, which is the only reason that I hadn’t offed myself yet. 
My door slid open and Carmen stepped inside, giving the dull room a little life with her caramel colored skin. Her blond frizzy curls were pulled back into a tight bun, and she wore her navy-blue one-piece suit with a pair of navy-blue shoes. 
“We should start heading to class,” she said. “Fix your bun.”
When I looked into the mirror, I saw nothing wrong with the bun on my head. Carmen was usually the one who put it together for me, but lately she seemed a bit off, keeping her distance. She never told me how she came to find out of Tristan’s death, and after that night she wasn’t the same. She was sad. Depressed even. 
Emotions like those were discouraged at the academy, making me worry about her performance in her classes. She was a level eight Soma Elem, but if her performance dropped, and she couldn’t reach level nine on her twenty-third birthday, then she would be stripped of her rank and made into a slave for the high class Vexes. 
I didn’t know what to do, but I couldn’t let that happen to her, so I tried my best to keep a positive attitude whenever we were around each other. 
“What’s wrong with it?” I asked, looking for any loose strands. 
Carmen sighed and looked up at the clock on the wall before walking behind me. I watched through the mirror as she gently pushed a few loose strands of hair up into my bun. 
“Better.” She glanced at me through the mirror with sad brown eyes, but then hardened them, summoning her cold demeanor. “Let’s get to class.”
“Yeah, sure,” I said in a low tone. 
I followed her out of my dorm and through the dormitory. She only had access to it because she was authorized by me, but if she wasn’t, then she’d be penalized for trespassing. Only three visitors per student were authorized to enter a dormitory that wasn’t theirs, which was a very strict rule around here. 
About a month ago, a student named Kaydar entered my dormitory with two others and cornered me in my own dorm. I was beaten to unconsciousness by his accomplice, named Sandra. She was a level eight Kali Bright, but recently I’ve been hearing rumors about her leveling up to nine. It was hard to believe that I beat her in a fight when I was just a kid.  
As Carmen and I continued to walk through the halls, I noticed a few eyes glance in my direction, but when they landed on Carmen they quickly turned away. No one wanted to mess with her, even before Tristan’s death, and now that she seemed as if she wanted to freeze someone to death with just a look, they didn’t even want to make eye contact with her. 
I followed Carmen into the lecture hall and down a few steps to our row of tables, then over to our seats. We were early as normal and waited for the rest of the class to fill. What wasn’t normal was the silence between the two of us. Carmen usually would talk about our last lesson or something related to learning because that’s what she loved to do. She was a great fighter and would make an amazing collector one day, but she loved the technical stuff. When Carmen wasn’t helping me train, she was studying.  
I took a deep breath and offered her a smile. “So, what do you think we’ll be going over today?”
Carmen didn’t look at me and continued to stare forward, causing my smile to fade. “I’m not sure.”
My eyebrows drew together in concern. “Well, what did we go over the last lecture?”
“I don’t remember.” 
I licked my lips and sighed, turning away from her. I could still remember the pained expression in her eyes the night she told me that Tristan was dead. I had never seen her like that before, and I had never held her－or anyone－the way that I did with her. She cried for hours that night, and I couldn’t provide one comforting word. The loss of our friend made me feel pain that I never knew I could feel, but it did something to her, and I was afraid that I couldn’t help her. 
I swallowed. “Carmen…”
Carmen turned her head to look at me with cold dark eyes with an almost accusatory expression. “I’m okay, Rayah. I just don’t get over things the way that you do, but I’m okay.”
My eyebrows steadily formed into a frown, instantly offended by her words. Carmen didn’t bat an eye and faced the front of the class again. I couldn’t believe that she had just said that. I didn’t just get over Tristan. It was killing me inside to know that he was no longer living, but I couldn’t mope around about it. I didn’t have the time or the energy. 
But I did have Soren to console me, where Carmen had no one besides me. And she clearly didn’t want to speak to me. 
Soren didn’t ask me why I was so upset after Tristan’s death, but he tried to comfort me anyways. I stood in front of him in the blue tinted forest with tears glossing over my eyes, and once his set on mine, he pulled me into his arms. I wanted to sob－ to scream, but I couldn’t. I just let my head rest on his chest and took in his warmth. At the time, it was all that I really needed. 
Carmen gave a deep sigh. “Sorry.”
“It’s okay,” I said in a low quick voice while facing the front of the class again. 
We didn’t speak for the rest of the class session, and once it was over neither of us said goodbye to one another. I wanted to, but when I noticed the cold and distant expression on her face, I hesitated. She just turned her back to me and walked away, probably not even thinking about how doing that made me feel.  
—
I sat through Math class alone, as I had been doing since Tristan was collard, and patiently waited for it to end. I was excited to go to my next class, because it was the only place in the academy that I was considered an equal, and also somewhere that I could blow off some steam. Combat Training was next, and light energy wasn’t allowed to be used during that session, so I had no trouble fighting against the other students. 
I quickly made my way through the halls, avoiding all eye contact and possibly Artemis. I was trying to hide in plain sight, but it was hard to do so being the school Null. Some students didn’t think me worthy of being in their presence without a slave collar, and others were angry that I was given the time to redeem myself. I was the only one given time to level up, and that was all that they knew. 
 Only the council, Carmen, the Professors, and I actually knew the conditions of my being free. There have been rumors of me having relations with the Major, and some believed that I was part of an experiment. When people asked, I only told them that I was an exception, which was what I was told to say. If others knew that a deal was made between the council and my parents, then there might’ve been a chance that someone else would try and make the same deal, and eventually, there would be questions about a law change. I was a risk to the Lytonian laws, and they didn’t want to take any more of them.  
I noticed three girls taking their time to get to their classes in front of me and attempted to get around them. As I tried to pass them on their left, the red-head on the right end stepped out, causing me to bump into the back of her shoulder.  
“Sorry,” I said, slowing down and turning to her. 
“It’s ok—” When she recognized me, she frowned. “Watch where you’re going.”
I took a deep breath and gave her a blank stare. If it wasn’t me that bumped into her, then she would have been polite about it. It made me wonder what her real, less hateful, personality was like. 
“I said sorry,” I said, calmly. 
Looking at the other two girls, I noticed that Lithaly was among them. She was a student in Combat Training with me, and someone that I tended to learn from. With no powers, I needed to be able to fight, and what better way to learn than to go against the best? 
“Ugh,” the red-head brushed off her shoulder. “I don’t care. I can’t believe that you actually touched me.”
I only stared at her. Inside, I was beginning to boil, but outside I seemed calm and collect. Something I’d practiced over the years. 
“Lithaly, how can you train with this Null?” the red-head asked. 
Lithaly’s dark eyebrows furrowed, and her lightning blue eyes glistened. “I don’t mind.” Her two friends paused and narrowed their eyes at her. Lithaly only smiled and shrugged. “Well, I’m going to be late for training guys. Rayah, care to walk with me the rest of the way?”
The two girls turned to me with disgust and confusion on their faces, and surprisingly, that only made me want to laugh. Still, I continued to hold a straight face. 
“Sure,” I answered, turning around. 
Lithaly chuckled to herself as she continued her walk to class beside me. When I turned to her, I admired her slick black hair and wondered what it looked like when it was down. I bet that it was long like mine. 
“What?” Lithaly asked, looking at me. 
“Oh, nothing. Thanks for that.”
“For what? I just needed someone to walk to class with, that’s all.” She shrugged. “Don’t think I’m giving you any special treatment because you’re a Null and all…Nully.”
I sighed with a smile. Only Lithaly could call me a Null without causing a deep stinging in my chest. I figured that was maybe because she only used the word playfully. Not in the way that everyone else used it. Like I was some kind of annoying and disgusting bug. “You know, soon you won’t be able to call me that anymore. My light will show.” 
Lithaly gave a gorgeous smile. She always smiled when I was around for some reason, and it was actually genuine. Her smile was one reason that I liked her so much. “Do you really believe that?”
Lithaly and I stopped outside of the training room’s door. 
I really didn’t know how to answer her question. I hadn’t shown any light before, and the first time that I actually felt something, I ended up knocking myself out. There was this red and blue spark that I remember seeing, like little sparks of lightning, but I couldn’t be sure if it was from the blow to my head or if I actually did something. 
To be honest, I hoped that it was just from the blow to the head, because having a red light would make me a Gods Daughter, and those were killed on the spot once found out. 
Lithaly offered a smile. “If you do believe that, then it’ll happen, but if you don’t…Well then I don’t know what to tell you. Start believing.” She walked into the class. 
I chuckled and shook my head, then followed behind her. Ever since I met this girl, she’s been nothing but straightforward with me, and I was nothing but appreciative. 
Since today was Monday, we were only going to spar against our opponents and then go over something more specific the following day. Lithaly and I had become partners, because we matched each other the best. I noticed that I was getting better after every sparring session with her, but I still couldn’t seem to beat her. It was like she knew my every move and would counter it right when I thought I had her. 
 Lithaly threw a side kick at my head, but I blocked it with my forearm. The force of her kick caused me to stumble to my left, but I remained on my feet. The level six Kali Bright was determined to put me on the ground and started coming at me with punches that were too fast for me to see. 
I backed out of the way, trying my best to avoid getting hit, but once it seemed like she was growing tired, I stopped backing off and threw a punch right at her lip. I noticed that she was bleeding, but that didn’t stop me from fighting. I wanted to take her down for once. 
Now, I was the one throwing blows, connecting with some and missing many. The crucial one that I missed was a jab to her jaw. Lithaly regained her ground and slipped out of the way, then welcomed my jaw with her fist instead. The impact dazed me, and I slowed down, but I still didn’t fall. Instead, I balled my fist and threw an uppercut right at her chin, connecting with a crushing force.
Lithaly grunted and stumbled back. I used that moment to throw out a kick but froze when she caught my leg and smiled. She used her strength to take me to the floor, and once I was on my back, she mounted me and was about to throw a blow to my face when the trainer stopped the class. I stared up at her with a smile forming on my lips and noticed that one was forming on hers as well. 
“I beat you again, Nully,” she said, pushing herself to her feet and holding her hand out to me. 
I gratefully let her help me up. “Yeah, well I’ll get you next time.”
“That’s what you said last time.” She chuckled. She pushed back a few loose strands that were hanging out of her bun. “So, what you got next?”
I sighed, dreading my next class. “Power Training.”
Lithaly’s smile only slightly faded, understanding my dread. “Well, you get those powers to emerge. Make that training session count.”
I wiped the sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand. “I’ll try.” 
The both of us walked into the hall together, but before we separated, Lithaly grabbed my shoulder. I turned my head to look over it. 
“Hey.” She offered a warm smile. “I just wanted to let you know that if you need someone, then you’re welcome to come to me. You and I aren’t so different.”
I gave a half-hearted smile, grateful for the gesture, but wasn’t the type to talk about my feelings. Most of the time, I didn’t understand them myself. “Thank you.” 
Lithaly’s smile remained, but it seemed less genuine somehow. It wasn’t as if she were being fake, but her smile seemed half-hearted now. “You’re welcome.” She nodded, and then turned around to walk away. 
I watched as she walked down the hall before turning back around to head for Power Training. 
—
Like every day, Power Training was a failure. I practiced hundreds of times outside of training, so what were the chances of my light emulating during the actual class? Even in my Lighter Form I wasn’t able to use my powers. Soren told me that it should’ve been easier for me to draw my light in that form than in my real body, but of course, I couldn’t. 
Power Training always had a way of bringing me down. Of course, I naturally kept my chin up, but it was becoming frustrating. I only had but so much time to reach level six and was still only a level one. The thought was terrifying. 
I went back to my dorm to do some studying alone. I didn’t pay much attention during my classes, but that was because I already knew most of the material. I made sure that I was on top of things when it came to the basic classes, because a failure in one of those was the last thing that I needed.  
Once I was done with my studies, I went to the best place to be alone on the academy grounds. The rooftop. There, I could forget of everything that went on inside of the building, and mentally prepare myself for the next day. 
I sat at the edge of the rooftop with my feet dangling over the sides and gazed up at the night sky. Admiring its beauty. There was a full moon on my left and a full moon on my right, both surrounded by large twinkling stars. The sight brought back distant memories…
“Mommy, look!” I remembered being so fascinated with the night sky. Especially, on the night of the full moons. They would shine over the land below them, tinting it with blue and white. 
I was looking out of her bedroom window that night. Below the moon and the stars was the city coated with dark blue. People tended to turn off their lights on the night of the full moons just so that they could only use the light that the moons provided. 
Lighters loved full moons, and as a monthly tradition the city goers would stop using their powers, climb onto their rooftops, and sit in the dark light, taking in the light energy that the moons had to offer. Two full moons were the equivalent of one sun for us, but we appreciated them more because of the beauty that they granted. 
“Oh, wow. It’s beautiful.” My mother got down on one knee beside me and rested her warm hand on my shoulder. The moonlight shined in on her, causing her face to glow in the darkness.
I reached out and touched the ends of her loosely curled red hair. “Yeah…beautiful…”
When she turned to me, she slightly cocked her head to the side and smiled. I loved when she looked so free this way, in her non-uniform attire and her hair down for me to feel. Tonight, she wore my father’s t-shirt and boxers. She was so young, and vibrant, and beautiful, and my father and I loved her for that… 
Now when I look up at the full moons, I wondered if she was still the same? She was currently Artemis’ slave in my place, probably enduring more pain and torture than what he inflicted on me. As an adult slave, what your master could do to you was unlimited. 
I lay on my back and let my eyes lower. “I’ll get you out of there, Mom…”
I promise.
 



Chapter 3
“Guilt can slowly tear away at a person. It rips away until nothing is left. In my brother’s case, he had his family to help him recover, but many don’t receive the same treatment. Many disappear.” — Sora
 
 
When I opened my eyes, I was blinded by a small golden orb that hovered over my face. I still couldn’t figure out why the orbs were always so attracted to me but figured that it had something to do with my temporary glowing. 
I lifted my hand over my head and watched as the golden glow around the outline of it dimmed down to nothing. Lately, the glowing effect of jumping in my Lighter Form had been dimming down faster and faster with every trip. It kind of upset me, because it was the only light that I could ever emit, and lately, I hadn’t been able to just sit and admire it. 
I’ll be able to use my powers soon. 
If I could just be positive like Lithaly, then everything would be okay. At least, I hoped that it would. 
When I dropped my arm, the orb went in circles over my head before gliding off elsewhere. I took that as my que to sit up and see where I had jumped to. The last few jumps I had awoken in different places, but they were each pretty close to Soren’s Village. Sometimes, I would even appear right next to Soren, which had proven to be a little awkward each time, but slowly we were adapting to it. I wasn’t sure why I always seemed to end up by him, but since he was my friend, I didn’t really mind. If anything, it made me feel more connected to him. 
Looking around, I noticed that I was up on a familiar hill. It was the hill that I escaped to the second time that I jumped to Soren. I was skeptical of him back then, because he was a Gods Son, but then I learned that he wasn’t an evil being. He was actually kind and loving. In many ways, he reminded me of Tristan, but what differentiated the two was the fact that Soren was born free, so he acted free. He was full of life. 
“You finally made it,” Soren said from behind me. 
When I looked over my shoulder, my heart stopped, and I stiffened. Soren was walking up the hill, shirtless and in a black pair of shorts with his blond curls hanging over his shoulders. The ends of his hair were tickling at his broad chest, proving to be even longer than mine. 
Soren flashed a handsome smile. His happiness caused his own eyes to flash lime green, and then continue to glow. It was a quality of being a Gods Child, confirming that I wasn’t one. I once thought that I was, but with no powers and no glowing eyes－How could I be? Still, there was the situation with them turning black. I did my research, and that had never been heard of. 
“Sorry, I’m late.” I nervously got up to my feet, but since I just jumped to the Wild Lands my legs hadn’t adapted yet, and my knees gave out. Of course, Soren caught me from behind, causing butterflies in my stomach. Without doing much of anything, he had this way of making me feel a bit skittish. Funny thing about that was that I enjoyed the feeling. It was something different compared to the worthless and saddening emotions that I experienced on a daily basis at the academy. 
“You alright?” Soren asked, helping me stand upright. 
“Yeah.” I nodded, straightening. “Where’s your sister?”
Soren pushed his hands into his front pockets. “Watching the moons with Grandmother Emerald. You’ll see Sora your next jump here.”
I bit my lower lip and nodded. “Good.”
Soren took a deep breath and dropped his head back to watch the night sky. “I was afraid that you wouldn’t have jumped here, because then I would have been stuck looking for you all night.”
I shrugged with a chuckle. “Somehow, I always end up jumping to the right places.”
“It’s subconscious, I guess.” Soren lowered his chin to look back down at me. “But you’re smart. You’ll eventually be able to control your jumping. For you to jump in your sleep, that only means that it doesn’t take much effort for you to do it. Controlling your jumps? Now that’s another story, but I believe you’ll get it.”
My cheeks warmed. “Thanks.”
Soren’s eyebrows furrowed. “For what?” 
“For being confident in me.” I turned from him and looked up at the stars. I could still see him watching me in my peripheral, but then he turned away a moment later. 
“You’re welcome.” He smiled, the simple act setting me at ease. “So, you ready for this?”
I lowered my chin and drew my eyebrows together in wonder. “Ready for what?”
Soren chuckled. “Look back up before you miss it.” 
I did as I was told and noticed an orange beam of light shooting into the sky from miles away. “The Calling,” I said in almost a gasp. A familiar childlike excitement filled me when I noticed a pink beam on my right, and then a red beam on my left. There were two more, a purple and a yellow beam further out. I wondered why they were all doing The Calling at the same time before turning to Soren in question 
Soren smirked and shrugged. “It’s traditional. We do them every full moons.”
My lips slightly curved upwards in excitement. “Do you know them?”
“All of them. They’re kind of like long-distance friends of mine. They aren’t close, but I guess you could say that they’re closer than most. There are way more where they come from, but the others are on different parts of the world.”
I smiled to myself at the thought of meeting another Gods Child. They fascinated me, and I wondered if they were all as nice as Soren. “Why do you guys even do The Calling? I’ve learned about it, but I was also taught that your kind were evil and sadistic, which doesn’t seem to be the case.” 
“It’s to communicate really. Most of the time, it’s just to say hi. Like now, I don’t feel like they’re in any kind of danger, but I would be able to tell if they were by the signal coming from their light.” 
“Oh.” I rubbed my hands over my leather covered legs. I was still in my daily suit instead of my grey one because I hadn’t fallen asleep in my dorm. 
“So,” Soren smiled at me. “Are you ready?”
I bit my lower lip and nodded, knowing exactly what he meant, and butterflies began to swirl in the pit of my stomach. 
“Good.” He grabbed my wrist to stop my nervous rubbing, then slid his fingers between mine to hold my hand. It was an intimate act but came across as friendly, which was nice. With Carmen’s recent attitude, it was refreshing to make physical contact with another friend. “Let’s start a new tradition.”
Excitement rose within me as I watched the lime green markings form over his chest the same way they had the night that I met him. It was kind of like a tribal tattoo, only it glowed and was spreading down his torso. Once it stopped spreading at his waist line, a small white circle formed in the center of his chest over the tribal markings, and then shot into the sky, tinting the open field in front of us with lime green. 
Soren squeezed my hand and turned his head to face me with a confident half grin, and I smiled back.  
—
When I opened my eyes, I was staring up at the night sky again, but it was less beautiful than what I had just been watching previously in the Wild Lands. 
I was still on the rooftop, and surprisingly, I wasn’t alone. 
I propped myself up on my elbows to place my eyes on Carmen’s glowing face. She was facing towards the city with her knees pulled up to her chest, and her chin resting on her arms. 
“I went to your dorm to come and get you for the full moons, but you weren’t there, so I figured that you just came up here on your own,” she explained, her despondent voice low. 
I didn’t respond to her, but not because I was angry. I just didn’t know what to say. 
“I didn’t want you to have to watch them alone,” she continued. 
“I didn’t.” A slight smile formed on my lips, but when she looked over her shoulder at me, it dropped. “Because you’re here.” If Carmen wasn’t so about the rules here, I would have told her of my trips to the Wild Lands, but she might just fall apart with that kind of information. Especially, if I told her about Soren. 
Carmen turned back to the city. She was quiet for a moment before taking a deep breath. “I’m sorry.”
I licked my lower lip and pushed myself upright, leaning forward with my elbows on my knees. I already knew what she was apologizing for, so there was no need to ask her why. “It’s okay.”
Carmen blinked a few times, ridding herself of tears that hadn’t fallen yet. “I just don’t know how to deal with this. With Tristan being…” She brought her eyes to mine. “I was jealous of how you were able to cope so well with him being gone. It was as if you didn’t care, but then I realized that you never actually show your true emotions.” 
I bit my lower lip. She was right about that. I didn’t know how to display or say what I was really feeling, because it was all too hard to explain. When I heard that Tristan died, I felt like dying myself, but I knew that I couldn’t. I had to keep living for my mother, and now that I was thinking about it, I had to keep living for Carmen and Soren as well.  
“I was so mixed up in my own feelings that I didn’t take the time to see how you were actually doing.” Carmen sniffled. “I forgot about just how close the two of you were.”
I turned away from her and faced towards the city. I was trying to think of the right words, but couldn’t come up with anything, so I just said the first thing that came to mind. “He said that he loved me.” I turned back to her widening eyes. They were glossed over with tears, but none had fallen. I figured that at some point, she had somewhat run out. “I didn’t say it back.” I offered a sad smile. I wasn’t sure why I was smiling at all with the way that I was feeling. The thought that I didn’t return his words tortured my mind and caused my stomach to twist. I had to be broken inside not to love him back. I liked him and was drawn to him, yes. I even admired him, but I wasn’t in love with him. I probably wasn’t even fully capable of having those kinds of feelings. “I regret that.”
Carmen’s mouth slowly parted, but then she bit down on her lip.  
“It’s okay.” I continued to smile, but my thoughts of me and Tristan’s last night up here caused it to finally fade away. “I’ll learn to live with it. I just hope that I can forgive myself one day.”
Carmen shook her head and slid her arm across my shoulders, then pulled me into a side hug and didn’t let go. “I love you.”
“…I love you too.” If only I had said those words before. 
Before it got entirely too late, Carmen and I left the rooftop to head back to our dorms. The hallways were empty, making me uneasy about walking through them alone, so she walked me all the way to the entrance of my dormitory. I was lucky to have her, and I appreciated her protectiveness of me. 
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said, leaving me with a hug and a kiss on the cheek. 
“Yeah.” I nodded. I watched as she walked back down the hall, then turned around to slide my key and enter the dormitory. 
When the door slid open, I started for my dorm. As I neared my door, I thought of Soren and his extraordinary beam of light that shot from his chest. The Calling was something amazing. The school didn’t go over it much, but they did mention that it was another way to find Gods Children. Soren mentioned that it was how Psycho and the Depleters always found him, but that wouldn’t stop him from doing it. He had to stay in contact with the other Gods Children. 
 Once I was at my door, I swiped my key and waited for it to open. In only a few seconds my key registered, then my door slid open for me to enter. Before I could even fully register what was happening, a deep fear penetrated my heart and oxygen caught in my throat. I sensed that I was in danger — I could see that I was, but I couldn’t move. I couldn’t run, and I really wished that I could. 
Artemis was sitting on my bed with his back against the wall and his legs crossed over one another. He wore an all-black one-piece suit with white tribal-like designs starting at his shoulders and stopping at his wrists, and his black hair was pulled into a long pony tail that hung over his shoulder. “Rayah.” He smiled with a sigh, his voice deep and low. “How lovely of you to enter your dorm past curfew.” 
My eyes widened, only causing Artemis’ smile to grow. He sat up from the wall and stood from my bed, then straightened as he turned to face me. “I honestly don’t know how you can sleep on that thing. I’ll have to make an order for more comfortable bedding.”
I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came to mind. For some reason, the thought of him being near brought me fear of being burned. My heart thudded against my chest, and I was frozen, mentally screaming at my legs to move.
 “Rayah, step inside,” Artemis commanded. 
 I hesitated. The only lighting in my dorm was the moons shining through my window and coming from the hallway. Once I was to step in, I’d be surrounded by darkness and trapped with Artemis. The rooms were soundproof, so no one would hear me scream. 
Aretmis’ smile slightly faded, growing impatient. “I gave you an order.”
My breath quickened, becoming difficult after stepping into my dorm with the door sliding shut behind me. As soon as we were surrounded with darkness, Artemis’ smile completely faded, and his eyes narrowed. “Where were you tonight, Rayah?” he asked. I opened my mouth to speak again but was cut off. “Because it’s against the rules to have any sexual relations with any of the males here.”
My eyebrows furrowed, and I swallowed. I was confused, “I…wasn’t.”
Artemis steadily approached me, the sound of each footstep causing the alarms in my mind to blare louder. “Are you lying to me?”
“No,” I whispered as I pressed my body against the door. I was surprised that it didn’t open, but figured that Artemis had something to do with that. He always thought ahead. 
Once close enough, Artemis took a deep breath and slid his hand up the wall by the side of my head. “If you’re lying to me,” he used his free hand to lift my chin. His eyes were piercing into mine, causing me to tremble. “I’ll find out who the boy is, and then I’ll fail him in testing…just like I did with Tristan.”
 I thought that there was a lump stuck in my throat, but it was actually Artemis’ hand wrapped around my neck. I hated that I couldn’t fight him back, not only because I had no powers, but because he was the Major. The other reason was that I was too afraid to even move. If I had the mental and physical strength to avenge Tristan, then I would, but right now, I was the weakest person in the world. 
 “I’m not usually the one doing the judging, but one of the council members unfortunately couldn’t make it in, so I filled the empty seat,” he chuckled. “I was so happy that I got to judge your dear friend. He held an important place in your heart, so what better way to prepare you for life than to rip him out of it?”
When I began to feel light headed, I grabbed at his wrist with both of my hands, but that did nothing but make him squeeze tighter. 
Artemis leaned in closer to my face, forcing me to look into his enraged, sadistic eyes. “No man can have you but me. You belong to me, Rayah. You always have.” When he laughed, it sounded like far away echoes as I slowly lost consciousness. Before he let me go, I felt his lips gently press against my forehead. 
I must’ve lost consciousness for a moment, because the next thing I knew, my face had cracked against the tile floor near Artemis’ boots. They stood by my head for a moment before I heard him walk to the door, press the security buttons on the wall next to it, and exit the room. 
Drool drizzled from the corner of my mouth as I panted on the floor, tears blurring my sight. My hand trembled beside my face and I focused on trying to control it, but I couldn’t. After what Artemis just revealed to me, I could barely control my thoughts. 
Even though he let me go, I still felt as if I were choking, like a lump was stuck in my throat. Tristan died because of me…
 



Chapter 4
“Practice, practice, practice, perform, achieve, survive. The only way a Lytonian was allowed to live.” — Carmen
 
 
“Come on, Rayah!” Carmen yelled from across the room. “You won’t even make level two at this point. Show me your powers!” 
The two of us were in the Training Sector trying to bring about my light energy. I knew that she was only coaching me, but she was starting to get annoying. I was dripping with sweat after tightening and releasing my muscles for hours. It wasn’t the correct method for using light energy, but it was all that I could think of doing. The burning in my chest wouldn’t move elsewhere. 
“I can’t do it.” I released a deep breath. 
“Yes, you can,” Carmen said through gritted teeth. “Now come on, try again.”
I frowned but did as I was told. No point in making her any angrier. I raised the palm of my hand and tried to force the warm energy in my chest to my arms. I knew that the heat in my chest was my Lighter energy, but I couldn’t direct it like everyone else could. I didn’t know how to control it. How did one control something that they couldn’t physically touch?
Carmen slowly walked towards me. My eyes were closed, but I could hear her footsteps. Still, I concentrated on my stubborn energy. It was hard, but I－
A strong force slammed into my stomach and sent me crashing against the metal wall with an echoing thud. I was caught by surprise but knew exactly what had hit me. An energy ball. Carmen’s energy ball.  
I landed back on my feet and was about to fall to my knees when I saw another dark blue ball of light shooting in my direction. It was fast, but when I was under stress, I tended to be able to dodge almost anything. 
“What are you doing!?” I yelled at Carmen. 
Carmen cocked her head to the side with a blank expression on her face. She held her palm out and suddenly there was another ball of light. Lighters under level eight still had to actually shape theirs out to bring about n energy ball, but Carmen’s just appeared out of thin air. Her abilities and intelligence were what intimidated others. They all recognized her as a superior in our school. 
When Carmen threw another energy ball at me, I moved out of the way and it slammed against the wall with a bang, then faded into smoke. 
“No matter what class you’re in, we all can form energy balls. All of us. So, why can’t you?” She threw another one. “What’s holding you back?”
I froze. That was a good question. What was holding me back? I always just figured that something was wrong with me, but I could feel the energy in my chest. I knew that it was there. I just didn’t know how to use it.
Carmen threw two more at me, trapping me in a corner. “I’m not watching you get collard. Artemis can’t have you.” She threw another one at my head, and I ducked. Getting hit with an energy ball could do some serious damage, so I was glad that the blow to my stomach didn’t break anything. “I want you to graduate, and I want you to be free. You’re family to me.” She threw another one but was so close that I didn’t have time to dodge, and it slammed into my shoulder, slamming me against the wall. 
“Carmen, stop,” I grunted. 
“Stop me with your own energy ball.”
I wanted to be angry with her, but I couldn’t. She was just trying to help me. I understood that, but I still wanted her to stop. “I can’t!”
“Yes, you can. Something’s holding you back, so I have to force it out of you. Stop me!” Carmen threw another one, hitting my other shoulder. “I can do this all day. If there’s a chance that this will help you, I will keep this going.” When she raised her palm again, I took that chance to go in for the tackle. It was all I could think of. Carmen, still energized, swiftly stepped out of the way and slammed the ball down in the center of my back as I lunged for her legs. I could tell that this one wasn’t as strong, because nothing in me cracked when I hit the floor. “You. Will. Pass. Leveling.”
I rolled over to my back and stared up at her, seeing the love and sadness in her eyes. She was still trying to cope with losing Tristan for good. She was like a mother that had lost her child and was too afraid to lose another one.  
Carmen sighed and ran her fingers through her loose hair. “We’re done for today.” When she walked off, I slightly felt like a disappointment to her. 
I’ll do better next time…
“You coming?” She sighed. “I’m not leaving you in here alone.” 
I rolled over and pushed myself onto my feet, relieved that she didn’t just leave me by myself. “Where are we going?”
“Studying, I guess.” Carmen shrugged, now looking exasperated. “There’s nothing better to do around here.”
For once, I dreaded studying. I wanted to go and ride my horse, Vexodus, or play soccer with the children from Soren’s village. Instead, I was stuck studying with Carmen, because she was right, there was nothing better to do around here. The rec. room wouldn’t be open until tomorrow, and even when it did open, I wouldn’t go there. Why would I want to be in a room full of people that hated me on my day off? 
I got to my feet and followed behind her through the halls, but then stopped. I could just go to bed early and, hopefully, end up in the Wild Lands. I could even practice jumping to other places. That actually sounded like something worth working on. 
Carmen slowed and looked at me over her shoulder. “Everything alright? I wasn’t trying to do any real damage.”
I gave a nervous grin. “Everything’s fine. I’m just actually…a little tired.” I lied. “Do you mind if I just went to bed?” I wasn’t used to lying, which made my heart skip a beat, but apparently, I pulled it off well, because Carmen gave me a nod. 
“Sure, I’ll just be back to get you first thing in the morning so that we can get started on training again. Are you sure I didn’t hurt you?” Carmen’s worried expression made me smile. She always seemed to worry about me, which was okay, because someone had to. 
“No, I’m okay Carmen,” I chuckled. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
Carmen watched me a moment longer, her eyes only flickering with disbelief. “Okay.” She nodded and walked away. 
I looked down at my feet and smiled to myself, excited to go back to the Wild Lands. Sure, there was danger there, and I could be seriously injured, but I wasn’t thinking about that. All that mattered was that I wouldn’t be here. 
When I looked back up, some students were giving me odd stares, but then they eventually looked away. I didn’t even care what they thought once I started heading for my dorm. I only hoped that Artemis wouldn’t be there. Ever since that night last month, I had been uneasy about going to my dorm. I never told anyone of the incident because talking about it wouldn’t do anything but cause more trouble. Not even Soren knew what happened, but he could tell that something was wrong when I jumped back to him. He seemed worried that entire night. 
I quickly headed back to my dorm, only half sure that Artemis wouldn’t be inside during busy hours like now. It was only sunset, but soon it would be dark out. Soon, Soren and I would be under the stars again, probably talking about something that didn’t really matter, but that was okay, because with him the pressures of being a Lighter didn’t apply to me there. 
I noticed that lately, I had been becoming more and more attached to Soren and his village. There was no one else that could make me feel so alive. Carmen made me feel safe and loved, but that was only when she was around. Away from her, I suffered from loneliness. With Soren, Sora, Emerald, Vexodus, and even Cane I always felt like they were there for me. It was funny how attached a person could get to something or someone in such a short amount of time. Usually, it was because they were lacking something beforehand. 
Once I finally made it into my dorm, I changed into my sleepwear which was a grey suit made of non-leather fabric. It felt more elastic-like than what I was used to, which had proven to be more comfortable and easier to move around in. 
I lay in bed and stared up at the dark ceiling. Not much time passed before I fell into a deep sleep. 
 
—
I was here again. Not in the Wild Lands, but somewhere in my mind. Somewhere in my dreams. When I looked around, I was surrounded by darkness, but I could see.  
“What is this place?” This wasn’t somewhere that I usually dreamt of. Not when the dream had anything to do with Vexton, but I had the feeling that he was involved. 
I stood in the middle of the dark marble floored room and glanced from left to right. On both sides of me there were black pillars lined up in rows, and beyond those pillars was complete darkness. 
Looking up, I noticed the night sky shining down through the glass ceiling, but that wasn’t what had my attention. It was the two men on top of the glass…fighting. 
One man was a Vex, but I couldn’t tell which ability he had, because he was making movements that I’d never seen before. He used lightning, implicating that he was an Elem, but then what looked like a sword appeared in his right hand, making him a Dim. 
“A Gods Son.” My mouth slowly parted as I watched the two fighters in amazement when I noticed something else. Something from the opponent. He released some sort of black energy from his fingertips, surrounding them in darkness. Soon after, a square in the ceiling shattered and two dark figures plummeted through the air before slamming onto the floor. I still couldn’t clearly see the two through the black energy, but I did notice the small glass pieces sprinkling down over them like shimmering stars. 
“Vexton!” a deep voice roared. The Darkness suddenly disappeared, as if instantly sucked into a vacuum, to reveal an older man with black eyes, a long silver beard, and silvery black hair that was pulled into a pony tail. He was shirtless, revealing a very broad and muscular chest along with bulging abs, and he wore a long black loincloth that wrapped around his waist and stopped at his ankles. 
“I’m over here, Father.” I recognized Vexton behind the older man, Kalsoton, with his bright turquoise blue eyes and a thin blue light energy swirling around him. His short blond hair was braided up into a Mohawk, and he was shirtless with a pair of light blue jeans on. “I’m only going to say this one more time. Stop fighting me.”
Kalsoton slowly turned around, releasing more black energy from his fingertips. “You will have to make me stop, Son.” 
—
I opened my eyes to be faced with glowing lime green ones and smiled. I would’ve jumped, but after the first, second, and third time of waking to Soren’s uncomfortably close bright eyes, he couldn’t surprise me anymore. 
“Soren.” I grinned. 
Soren’s face was so close to mine that I could feel his warm breath on my lips. They tingled. “Yes?” A playful smile crept up his face. 
“I need some space.” My heart thudded in my chest. He couldn’t surprise me anymore, but his closeness never failed to make me feel antsy. 
“Yes, Your Highness.” Soren sat up next to me with a smile still placed on his face, then he shrugged. “I really thought I’d make you freak out this time.”
I chuckled as I sat up myself. “You’ll have to try something new. You got me the first few times, but I kind of expect you to do it now.” Looking around, I noticed that I was inside of Soren’s tent, and a feeling of dread filled me when I thought of how I slept in here with him a few nights after learning of Tristan’s death. I didn’t understand what I was feeling at the time, but for some reason I wanted Soren to hold me that night. I almost craved for it, but we both kept our distances with me on one mat and him on the other. Wanting something like that from Soren felt like a betrayal to Tristan, so it was probably best that we slept separately. 
“Hmm.” Soren chuckled. “I guess that I’ll have to think of something then.” He pushed himself onto his feet, and then held a hand out to me. “Come on, my grandmother’s been waiting for you.”
My mouth slowly parted. What could the leader of Soren’s village want with me? I saw her around every now and then when she was taking care of village chores, but she usually stayed in her closed tent and connected with the gods.   
I took Soren’s large hand and let him help me to my feet. “What does your grandmother want to see me for?”
Soren shrugged. “I’m not sure. My grandmother is unpredictable.” When he pulled me towards the exit of the tent, I stopped.
“But, wait.” I didn’t know what made me feel so uneasy about visiting Grandmother Emerald, but I wasn’t sure that I was ready to have another conversation with her. Not since she brought up Kalsoton after taking one look at me. I should never remind anyone of the God of Destruction. That was almost worse than being labeled a Null. 
Almost. 
Soren looked over his shoulder and gave a mischievous grin. “Does my grandmother intimidate you?”
I pinched my lips together, unsure of how to answer. I was more intimidated by her words than the woman herself. Although, I could tell that she was a powerful Lighter. Maybe even just as powerful as Soren. “U—um…”
“I’ve noticed how you’ve been trying to avoid making any type of contact with her.” He cocked a brow. “You won’t even look at her.”
My cheeks warmed in embarrassment. “I’m not intimidated by her. She just…”
Soren’s eyebrows furrowed before he chuckled. “I know. She raised me. Don’t worry, she won’t bite.” When he walked out of the tent, I hesitantly followed behind. 
The brightness of the village’s large orange and red flickering fire made me temporarily squint my eyes, but they adjusted as I continued through the village. It was just getting dark out as the sun drifted below the trees, giving us all a beautiful sight of the sparkling night sky. Everything in the Wild Lands appeared beautiful to me, including the free minded people. They weren’t brainwashed into conforming to unfair laws or social norms, but free in every aspect. 
I stared ahead, knowing exactly where to find Emerald’s tent, because she had the tallest one out of everyone else’s. It didn’t stand out like Psycho’s black one, but its height practically screamed that it belonged to the village leader. 
Once finally making it to Emerald’s tent, Soren and I stopped just outside of it. I was slightly irritated by my nervousness, knowing that there was something off about the woman that made me feel this way. I assumed that it was just because she was a Vessel, but even with that knowledge, she still made me feel uneasy. It was as if she could look into my soul and understand parts of me that not even I could. 
Soren took my hand with a sigh and offered a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. She’s just my grandmother, and she likes you, so there’s nothing to worry about.”
I tensed from Soren’s gentle touch. Touching others and invading their personal space wasn’t weird in the Wild Lands, but in Lytonia, it was regarded as rude and discouraged. I was still trying to get used to their ways around here, and although a part of me liked how they did things, I needed more time to adapt. “Well, what if she doesn’t like me?”
I could hear Emerald release a laugh from inside of her tent. “Then I wouldn’t allow you into my village, child. Now, come inside.”
Soren squeezed my hand before leading me into Emerald’s tent. Unlike his, she had a small fire going in the center, making the space unbearably hot. Sora was sitting cross legged on the left side of the fire, while Emerald sat on the right. I figured that my place was between them with Soren across from me. 
“There you are, sweetie.” Emerald smiled, her beauty nearly distracting me from my uneasiness. She had no wrinkles, long white hair, lime green eyes, and beautiful dark brown skin. Her emerald green gown made her hair and skin stand out while complimenting her eyes, and I couldn’t help but admire the glow in them. “You look well today.”
I gave a nervous smile. “Uh－Thank you.” 
Emerald licked her lips and nodded her head towards an empty spot by the fire, right where I assumed I would be sitting. “Please sit, Rayah.”
“Yes Ma’am.” I nodded. 
I glanced at Soren before sitting down, then watched as he walked around to the other side of the fire and sat across from me. 
The four of us sat in silence like this for what felt like forever. The awkwardness directed my eyes towards the fire as I tried to avoid making any eye contact with the others. Especially, Emerald. 
As I watched the fire burn though, all I could imagine was the fire burning in the metal fire pit with black iron rods sticking out of it. When a large hand wrapped around one of them, I tried to force my mind to come back to reality. Even in my imagination, I was fearful of being burned. 
“Rayah.” Sora’s concerned voice broke through my thoughts, and I turned to her. “Are you okay?”
I stared at Sora in confusion for a long moment. She looked just like her grandmother, only with dark brown curls, lime green eyes, and obviously looked much younger. Her eyes didn’t glow like her brother’s or grandmother’s, but she was just as special as them. To be exact, she was a Soma Bright Elem, the first person I’d ever known to have two abilities. It had never been heard of in Lytonia and had also never been heard of in the Wild Lands, which was why they tried keeping it a secret. Of course, Psycho knew since he was familiar with fighting her, but that didn’t seem to matter to him. All he cared about was Soren, and now, me. 
Sora, Soren, and Emerald were unique and special people, and it felt odd being in their presence at times, because I couldn’t use any of my light, and these three were the most powerful Lighters I’d ever come across. 
“Rayah?” Soren spoke, sounding worried. 
I snapped my eyes to him and licked my lower lip. “I’m fine. Sorry, I zoned out.”
“Do you mind if I ask what you were thinking, dear?” Emerald asked, her expression curious. 
When I looked into her glowing green eyes, I felt a chill roll down my spine. Her eyes were constantly on the glow, where Soren’s only glowed sometimes. It was as if she were always surging with power, like her energy never took a break. “It’s just－it’s nothing. I’m sorry.”
Emerald offered a soft smile. “Whatever it is, it’s hindering you.” She said it with such a matter-of-fact tone that I instantly wondered what she meant. 
I drew my eyebrows together. “Hindering me from what?”
“Using your powers, sweetie.”
My eyes dropped from hers in embarrassment and went back to the fire. 
“You’re one of the most powerful Lighters I’ve ever met, besides my grandchildren, and your energy is just hiding away inside of you. Why do you think that is?”
When I turned back to face her, I thought that I would have an answer, but I didn’t. I had no clue, just like everyone else. As far as me being powerful though, I knew that I had to be, because I could use my Lighter Form. The thing was, that would never matter if I couldn’t produce light. “I don’t know,” I answered with a sigh.
Emerald took a deep breath. “It must be stressful on you at home, huh?”
I only stared at her, my eyes answering for my mouth. She didn’t know the half of it.
“It’s difficult…being a Null. Have you ever been to Lytonia?”
Emerald chuckled. “I was born there, but I got away as young as twelve years old.” Sadness reflected from her expression, but only for a short moment. “My parents helped me get out of there. They hid me when I was just a child, because I couldn’t control the glow in my eyes back then.”
“Because you’re different,” I stated. 
“Exactly. You’re a little different too, aren’t you, Rayah?”
My thoughts went straight to my eyes turning black, and from the expression on her face, I had the feeling that she knew what was on my mind. Still, there was Sora and Soren in the tent with us, and I didn’t want either of them to know about what was going on with me. I wasn’t even a hundred percent sure that it actually happened, or if I had just imagined it. Especially, since it hasn’t happened again. “I’m not sure. As far as the other students at the academy goes, I’m the only one that can’t produce light.”
Emerald slightly tilted her head. “Maybe because your light may not be light at all.” 
My eyebrows furrowed in surprise and, of course, dread. “What?” My voice nearly came out in a squeak. It was like she had just given the answer to a question that I was too afraid to ask. 
“Maybe it’s dark,” she continued. 
My lips parted. I wasn’t fully understanding what this woman was talking about, but it was clear to me that she didn’t believe I had any light, which was a big problem for me. This was why I didn’t want to see her. “That’s not possible.”  
“And I only said maybe, but,” she raised her finger. “We’ll find out soon enough.”
I drew my brows together in question as I glanced at Sora and Soren, then turned back to Emerald, almost anxiously. “How?”
A slow smile crept up Emerald’s lips. “It’s called Energy Flowing.” 
I instantly frowned, the Lytonian coming out of me. “That’s illegal.” 
Emerald chuckled. “Did you forget where you were, child? It’s not illegal in this village unless I say it is. Besides, energy flowing relaxes you and helps you connect with the person that you’re sharing your energy with.”
“It loosens you up,” Sora added. “Makes it easier for you to use your powers.”
I bit the side of my lower lip. Energy flowing could be dangerous if done too often and was so addicting that people never seemed to stop. I hadn’t actually seen it be done, but I’ve been taught that it was illegal, because it made the users incoherent at times. They were like drug addicts without the drugs, doing crazy things while their light energy freely flowed out of them. Some people were seriously injured because of incidents where a Lighter that was practicing energy flowing got out of control. The penalty for energy flowing is an immediate stripping of rank and collaring, which discouraged many from doing it, but I was sure that there were a few students that tested it when they were alone. 
“But it’s dangerous,” I said, looking between the two women. “You guys can’t be serious, right?”
Soren offered me a smile. “I’ve been doing energy flowing with my sister since I was a child. My parents and I also used to practice it together as well. It helped me keep my powers under control, and it also made our bonds stronger. Like we could feel each other.”
I bit down over my lower lip. “So, it can be safe?”
“Of course,” Emerald chuckled. “Sora’s the one that will be flowing with you, because she’s better at controlling her energy flow than Soren.”
“But, what about me? I can’t actually control any of my energy,” I asked. 
“That’s why she wants me to flow with you,” Sora stated. 
I turned to her with an inquisitive look. 
“I can try to help you connect with your energy so that you can make it flow throughout your body.”
“But, how?”
Sora smiled. “You’ll see.”
Soren leaned back on one elbow with a bright smile on his face. “Hopefully, she can bring your light out…or your darkness.”
The thought of my light being dark terrified me, and I didn’t even know what that meant. All I knew was that my real body was in Lytonia, where it will stay, and there I needed either turquoise, dark blue, or white light. 
If it’s not any of those colors, then my mother…
“Don’t worry little Rayah,” Emerald said. “Darkness isn’t all that I see.”
I nodded to her, slightly relieved, then turned to Sora. “So, how do we get started?”
 



Chapter 5
“Freedom of choice is what the Lighter Nation prohibits, but the Wild Lands allows you the freedom to explore every aspect of the world. It is the wild after all. Anything goes.”— Sora
 
 
Energy flowing. It didn’t feel like much was happening, but every now and then I would experience this blast of euphoria that left me with goosebumps, which was odd, because the heat in Emerald’s tent was insufferable. It felt like it was over one hundred degrees in here, but not so hot that I’d go into a heat stroke. 
I was kind of confused as to how this was supposed to go, or if there was anything specific that I was supposed to be focusing on. Should I focus on Sora’s hands holding mine, the hot temperature in the room, or the chills that kept flowing down my spine? How was it even possible to be dripping with sweat while forming goosebumps at the same time?
Sora, on the other hand, wasn’t experiencing any of these symptoms. She sat across from me with her eyes closed, hands in mine, with zero goosebumps and not one sweat bead on her forehead. 
The wave of euphoria shot through me again, causing me to tense. I tried to control my shaking but couldn’t help it. My eyes closed while rolling back, and the space suddenly grew hotter, but when the sensation was gone, that was it. Nothing special happened, and none of my energy emerged.
Soren walked in with a small plastic cup of water for me. “You need to cool down.” 
I leaned my head back to look up at him when Sora grabbed my attention. 
“Focus, Rayah,” she commanded. 
I sighed. “I don’t know what I’m focusing on.”
Sora looked up at me with a twinge of annoyance in her eyes. “Your energy, can’t you feel it?”
Already beginning to feel like a let-down, I shook my head. “No. I still feel the same way I felt a half-hour ago.” I lowered my eyes and my voice. “Empty.”
Soren slid his hand over my shoulder before pouring cold water over my head. It soaked into my hair and drizzled down my back with only a little running over my face. “Shut your eyes…and relax,” he soothed. “Feel the different temperatures, then only focus on the one that makes you more comfortable. Hot, or cold?”
I swallowed and focused on the cold liquid flowing over my face and onto my lap, but then my mind went straight to the pool of icy water that Artemis dunked me in during pain testing. I thought of drowning…not breathing. My heart pounded as I replayed that horrible day in my mind, remembering the fear of drowning every time that he dunked me under the water. 
“Your energy is becoming hard to connect with,” Sora stated. “Try the other temperature.”
I tried pushing away those dreadful memories, but the ones of me being burned with hot irons came crashing back. Artemis burned my face, my legs, my arms, and my stomach, and because of that, anything that reminded me of being burned became a complete distraction. Sometimes, I couldn’t even move. 
The space suddenly began to feel cold, causing me shiver. It was hard to focus on one temperature when I was feeling both with high intensity, and it was even harder when my thoughts kept shifting from one torture method to the other. 
I screamed the day Artemis burned me and was extremely close to crying. Not only because of the pain, but because I didn’t understand why I had to suffer so much. Why did I have to be so different, and why did the gods choose to make me the only lightless descendant. 
“I can’t feel your energy anymore.” Sora sighed. 
When I opened my eyes, I was looking into hers. I thought that I would find disappointment, but instead, I read sadness. Pity. 
“Well, we can try again,” I suggested, even though I really didn’t want to. I had had enough frustration for the night. 
“Not tonight.” Sora offered a half-hearted smile. “You need to rest, but we can try again once you come back.” 
I nodded, then turned to Soren who was sitting down again. He was watching me with curiosity displayed across his face, and so was Emerald, who I had forgotten was even still in the tent. 
“Once you figure out what’s been holding you back, then you’ll be able to use your powers,” Emerald said. “But it’s something that you have to figure out on your own. Deep within you there is strength, you just have to find it.”
I nodded, slightly comforted by her words. “Do you really think that this will help my energy emerge?”
Emerald smiled a knowing smile. “I can’t guarantee it, but I do hope that this helps. You can try again when you’re ready. Sora is more than willing to help you.”
When I turned back to Sora, she nodded in confirmation. 
Soren jumped back to his feet. “Well, is that all for tonight, Grandmother?”
“Yes.” Emerald sighed, finally growing tired. “You two may leave.”
I slowly stood to my feet, unexpecting my legs to feel like noodles and stumbled backwards out of the tent, then crashed back down onto my bottom. Soren and Sora both walked out laughing, and I couldn’t help but to smile. They’re laughter was never cruel and somehow always made me feel apart. Like I was a new addition to the family. 
“One of the many effects of energy flowing,” Sora chuckled before helping me to my feet. “Your legs are going to feel like noodles for a little while, but it’ll fade soon.”
I gave a slight smile. “I hope so.” 
Vexodus walked over to me and nudged my cheek with his nose. 
“Hey buddy,” I said rubbing over him. “I’ve missed you.” I didn’t realize just how dizzy I was actually feeling until I stood upright. I felt drowsy but like I was floating at the same time and could see how energy flowing could become addicting. “You are such a good horse,” I said as I continued to pet him. “And you’re mine.”
I wasn’t feeling like myself at all, which seemed like a good thing at this point. I was going to enjoy my time in the Wild Lands through unfocused eyes and a new perspective. 
“Come on, Rayah,” Soren chuckled. “Let’s get you back to my tent.”
When he gently grabbed my bicep, I turned to him to speak, but my mouth dropped. His eyes weren’t glowing at the moment, but they were still beautiful, and his hair was made of vibrant golden curls. 
“You look like a god,” I said in almost a whisper.   
Sora burst out laughing before walking away, leaving Soren with a slightly embarrassed look on his face. After a few seconds, he picked me up and held me tight against his chest, then carried me back to his tent and gently put me down on my mat before lying down on his. 
I was on my back when I turned my head to face him. Surprisingly, he was already watching me. Or, maybe that wasn’t so surprising? 
“Everything will be okay,” Soren reassured. 
Suddenly, emotions that I kept hidden deep inside of me crashed at full force. It was as if one moment I was actually happy, and then the next, it all just vanished as if I wasn’t meant for happiness. I was only meant to feel a deep twisting sadness that would never truly go away. “You don’t know that, Soren.”
Soren rolled over to his side and reached over to take my hand. His thumb caressed over the backside of it, and I enjoyed the feeling. It sent tingles up my arm, but internally it hurt. What about Tristan?
“You shouldn’t,” I pulled my hand away, “do things like that.” 
Soren’s curious expression didn’t change, and I was glad. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. It just felt wrong to get so close to another man that wasn’t Tristan. Even if I didn’t love him. 
A slight smile pulled at Soren’s lips. “So, do you really think that I look like a god?”. 
I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came through, causing Soren to laugh, and then his contagious laughter caused me to chuckle. “You’re alright. Maybe not god status. I don’t know what I was thinking when I said that.”
“Well, maybe you were actually thinking that I look like a god, and you just don’t want to admit it now that the energy flowing effects are wearing off.”
“I don’t even think that I meant to say that. I think I meant to say that you look like Cane.”
Soren chuckled. “Well fine, if I look like Cane, then you look like Vexodus.”
“I’ll take looking like a horse over a dog.” Laughing was odd, but I didn’t fight the feeling causing me to do it
Laughing…I enjoyed it.  
—
“What you were experiencing last night were heightened emotions,” Sora explained. She was sitting across from me in the middle of the open field next to the village. “It’s also a symptom of energy flowing, and one that Soren said you seemed to like?”
I blushed and looked down at the green grass in between us. Although dark, the grass was greener than the grass in Lytonia, like it got the proper care it needed from nature itself. “It was…different.”
Sora grinned.  “He said that you laughed yourself to sleep.”  
Thinking of last night, I couldn’t even remember actually falling to sleep. I just remembered laughing at something Soren said, and then complete darkness. I woke up in my dorm to get ready for another day, trained with Carmen, and then went to bed early to come back here. 
After a full day of thinking things over, I became determined to learn energy flowing so that I could use my powers. Emerald said that darkness wasn’t all that she saw, which meant that there was some light in me somewhere. I didn’t fully believe that I was dark inside in the first place, but a small part of me did, and I wanted to prove that part wrong.  
“So,” Sora picked my hands up from my knees and gave them a squeeze. “You ready to get started?”
I nodded my head. My hair tickled my cheeks as a slight breeze blew by, reminding me that I took it out of its bun. I couldn’t stand having my hair pulled back into one, so I figured that where it’s allowed, I’d take full advantage of letting it hang loose. I also remembered how Soren watched me the first time he saw me with my hair down, and although a part of me felt wrong about it, I liked the attention. 
“Good.” Sora let up some of her grip and closed her eyes, then took a deep breath. As she exhaled, I felt something odd happen within me that I didn’t feel last night. I was instantly hot, starting from my chest before the heat slowly spread over my entire body. “Relax, Rayah.”
I took in a deep breath as well and closed my eyes as I exhaled. I focused all of my attention on the heat building inside of me but wasn’t sure about which part of my body to focus on. Last night, I was just trying to feel my energy in one spot, but now it was everywhere, and I didn’t know where to start. 
“Just relax,” Sora said calmly. “Try and push your energy through to me. Think of an ocean wave. Push it forward, and then pull it back.”
I had never seen ocean waves in person before, but I saw them in many books and videos during my free time. On the other side of the Lighter Nation there was an ocean that stretched further than you could see, and in the videos, I remembered how the waves rushed over the sand, and then pull back into the water. That was what I was trying to do with my energy, but I just couldn’t figure out how to push it. 
After a good hour passed, I didn’t even want to try anymore, but I also didn’t want to give up either. I just didn’t understand why energy flowing was so hard for me. I could feel her pushing her energy into me and then pulling it away, which was where the hot and cold feeling originated. When she pushed the energy into my body, I felt extremely hot, but when she pulled away, I became cold. It was as if there was nothing inside of me after she pulled her energy back. 
“Rayah,” Sora said in mild frustration. 
I opened my eyes, filling with disappointment. It looked as if Sora was just as tired as I was and probably wanted to call it quits for the night.
Sora pushed some of her hair behind her ear, then rested on her knees with her elbows. 
The concerned expression on her face worried me. “What is it?” 
Sora sat back upright. “Your power is there, but it’s just not connecting with mine.” She sighed. “During this process, when my energy flows into you, it’s supposed to intertwine with yours and help pull it back into me as you’re pushing, but I can’t seem to grab any of it.”
I bit my lower lip and looked towards the woods. “I don’t know why it’s this way. It isn’t normal, is it?”
“No, but we’ll figure something out. You can’t give up so soon.”
When I turned back to her, she was offering me a smile, and I wanted to smile back, but the thought of failing leveling in only a few months kept me from doing so. 
“Why don’t you let me give it a try?” Soren asked, standing a few feet away from us, to my left. Sora seemed to know that he was there, but this was my first time noticing him. 
Sora bit her lower lip in thought. She looked from Soren, to me, and then back to Soren. “That might just work.”
I drew my eyebrows together. “What’s the difference between flowing with you and him?”
Sora furrowed her eyebrows and looked to her brother, who just shrugged. 
“I have that magic touch that everyone needs.” he chuckled as he walked over to us. 
Sora pushed herself up onto her feet and dusted herself off. “I’ll leave it up to you, Soren.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll get the job done.” Soren laughed before sitting down across from me. 
Sora scrunched up her nose. “Your always so confident.” 
Soren gave a handsome smug smile. “I get it from Dad.” 
“Ugh.” Sora waved at Soren. “Only thing is, Dad had a reason to be confident. You’re just—”
“Handsome?” Soren chuckled. “Gorgeous? Vibrant?” He tilted his head. “I have a glow to myself, don’t I?”
Sora rolled her eyes with a sigh, then blasted back to the village with a dark blue light trailing behind her.
“You two always have something to argue about,” I stated.  
Soren shrugged. “Everyone needs a little drama in their life.”
I grinned. “If you say so.”
Soren grinned back before holding his hands out to me. “Come on, I’ll show you why I’m so confident.”
I hesitantly took his hands. “It’s not because of your looks.” I was trying to mask my nervousness, but the instant sweating in my palms probably gave it away.
“Says the girl who thinks that I look like a god.”
“I meant Cane.” 
“Sure you did.” Soren straightened his shoulders before tightening his grip around my hands. “Now, whatever you were doing with Sora, try it again. I’m going to warn you though, I’m a lot stronger than my sister, so the impact you may feel might surprise you.” His voice was calm now, leaving no traces of sarcasm. 
“Okay.” 
When Soren closed his eyes, so did I, and then when he took a deep breath, I took mine. It took a moment, but the sudden rush of power that flowed into me instantly warmed my body. It wasn’t too hot, and when it flowed out of me, it wasn’t too cold. It felt good. 
I thought that because he was powerful, I would feel even hotter or colder than with Sora, but the sensation of his energy flowing into me was even more euphoric than before. It felt invigorating, like I could do anything. 
I could imagine his lime green light flowing through the darkness inside of me, trying to latch onto something but couldn’t quite grab anything. I didn’t see these images with Sora, but with Soren they were vibrant and vivid behind my eyes. 
I should try and connect my energy with his now. This might work. 
Now, I was concentrating. I focused on his energy flowing into me, reaching for something, but I couldn’t see what he was reaching for. There was just complete darkness. What confused me was that I could tell the difference between my energy and his, so I knew that it was there somewhere, but where?
Soren’s wave of light moved through the darkness like thick smoke, but then drifted away, grabbing nothing for the second time. Disappointment and anger began to fill me as I considered that this wasn’t going to work. I knew that I was giving up too soon, but this was embarrassing. People were wrong about me being strong. How could I be, with the way that I was now?
“Don’t give up,” Soren’s voice echoed in my mind. 
The very sound of his voice ignited something within me. It was a small spark, but it would soon grow into a beautiful flame. I could see it trying to form, sparking in the darkness, and when Soren’s green wave came back, that spark did just what I hoped that it would do. It sparked into a blue flame that swirled around Soren’s light, coloring it with a royal blue. 
A smile crept up my lips as I watched it swirl around in my mind. I could feel it. I used this moment to get a hold of my energy, and then pushed it into Soren. His hands tightened around mine, but then he lightened his grip when I pulled it back. I was instantly happy that I was able to control my powers for even that moment, but what I saw next struck fear inside me like never before. My blue light that was swirled into his green was no longer blue, but red. It was a beautiful and yet terrifying sight, because red was not one of the three standard colors. What is this!?

I dropped Soren’s hands and opened my eyes. When I did, I thought that I’d be looking at Soren, but instead my eyes were on a dull white ceiling. For some reason, I had jumped back to Lytonia. 
When I sat up, I kicked my legs over the bed and dug my fingers into the thin mattress. What was that? “What’s wrong with me?” When I lifted my head to look into the mirror, I noticed that my eyes were glowing a vibrant royal blue. There were no traces of black in my eyes. Just blue, but…I wasn’t born with blue eyes. My eyes were green. 
“Stop,” I whispered. I closed my eyes for a few seconds, and when I opened them, they were no longer glowing. They were green and back to the way that they were supposed to be. I’m losing it. The stress must have finally been getting to me. I wasn’t used to feeling so many emotions at once, or giving up on myself so easily, and I definitely wasn’t used to hallucinating. Maybe it really was just stress causing me to see these things.  
I scooted back against the wall and pulled my knees up to my chest. I didn’t want to go back to sleep in fear that I’d jump back to Soren. He was who I wanted to be next to right now, but after what I saw, or what I thought I saw－it wasn’t normal, and it made me feel disgusted. I was disgusted with myself.  
—
“You look exhausted,” Carmen said as we walked to our first class together. 
“I didn’t sleep well last night,” I said in a low voice. 
I could see Carmen’s expression turn to worry in my peripheral. “Why not?”
I shrugged. “I just have a lot on my mind” 
She offered a smile. “Well, you know that you can tell me whatever is going on.”
“No, I can’t.” I didn’t mean to say it with such anger, or at all for that matter. I wasn’t the type to take my anger out on my friends, especially since I had very little of them. 
Carmen sighed. “Well, when you feel like you can, you know where to find me.” She walked ahead of me into the classroom, but sat in her usual spot, and I sat in mine. It almost made me want to burst into laughter, because even when she was upset with me, she still stuck around. That was one of the reasons I loved her so much. 
Most of the day, I didn’t really listen to my instructors. My mind was elsewhere, trying to figure out what was going on with my light. I was starting to wonder if I needed professional help, or if these experiences that I were having was real. I mean, one day my eyes were black, and then last night they were blue. I could try to do more research into my problem, but just like before, there was probably nothing that could give me answers. 
Glowing eyes is something a Gods Child can do. 
That very thought bugged me for the entire day. I didn’t think that it was possible, but then again, everything kept leading up to that. The color of my light, the glowing of my eyes, the fact that I was strong enough to go into my Lighter Form－it all lead up to being a Gods Daughter. If I were living in the Wild Lands, the thought of being one would have excited me, but since I lived here in Lytonia, it terrified me. I couldn’t be one.
The end of the day finally came, and Carmen and I blew off steam in the training room for a few hours. She was obviously still angry about earlier. I could tell with every throw of her energy ball, and it felt as if she were only growing angrier because she couldn’t hit me. 
I ducked, dodged, slid, and hopped so that I wouldn’t get hit by one of Carmen’s blows. I surprised myself as I continued to move out of the way with ease and hadn’t even grown tired yet. Carmen, on the other hand, was dripping with sweat and was clearly exhausted. 
“Wha－” she doubled over. “How?”
“How what?” I asked, walking over to her. 
“You’re still,” she waved her hand. “Whatever.”
I smiled. “You feeling better now?”
Carmen took a deep breath and stood upright. “I was never mad.”
We both just stared at each other before smiling. 
“You’re ridiculous,” I said. 
“And you’re on energy pills.”
I bit my lower lip and took a slow step back. I could try energy flowing with Carmen to confirm if what I saw with Soren was real, but then again, Carmen may not even try it, and if she knew that I tried energy flowing before, she’d freak. 
Carmen’s smile turned into a frown. “Are you? You know that those are illegal and addicting.”
“No,” I shook my head. “But…I’ll show you what I’ve been trying. I kind of need your help.”
Carmen’s eyebrows furrowed as she pushed herself off the wall. “What did you do?”
I clenched my teeth and sighed. “Let’s go to the roof.”
—
Carmen sat cross legged across from me while leaning back on her hands. “Energy flowing? Are you crazy?” she asked with a raised brow. “That could literally make you crazy.”
“It could also solve my problems as well,” I stated. “And I’ve done it before. As you can see, I’m fine.”
Carmen squinted her eyes, inquisitively. “You’ve done it before? With who, Rayah?”
I took a deep breath and turned to the city. I wanted to tell her about Soren and the Wild Lands, but that was too much information for her in one night. This was too much information for her at all. “I can’t tell you.”
I could hear Carmen taking a deep breath through her nostrils. “Have you done anything else that I need to know about?”
I shook my head no, pressing my lips together. 
“Well,” Carmen bit her lower lip, “how does this help solve your problems?”
I turned back to Carmen with wide eyes. She didn’t ask me a bunch of questions, and she wasn’t freaking out, but it sounded as if she were willing to help me. 
She rolled her eyes. “Don’t look at me like that. I just want to know how this helps you.”
“Well, it helps me connect with my powers better. It should help me produce light, but I haven’t really gotten the hang of it yet,” I answered. 
Carmen sat upright and slowly took one of my hands. She didn’t offer me a smile, but I could see the hope in her eyes. “Only because it may help you, but I’m not doing this again. We could be collard for this.”
“I know.” I hated the fact that we were out in the open. We could’ve done it in my dorm, but at risk of being caught by officers. 
I took Carmen’s other hand. “Thanks.”
Carmen gave me a serious look. “So, how do we go about this?”
I stared down at her hands while trying to remember how flowing actually worked. “I’m going to try and push my energy into you, and then I’m going to pull it back. You’re supposed to do the same. 
Carmen nodded but didn’t seem to fully understand how to do it, and honestly, I didn’t either. Sora and Soren started the flowing off, and I had no idea how they were creating the connection where our powers intertwined in the first place. 
“Let me try first.” I tightened my grip around her hands and closed my eyes, then tried to connect with my own energy, but behind my eyes all I saw was darkness, and all I felt was emptiness. There was only a second where I felt something, like a spark of power that could ignite into a flame, but then it was gone as soon as it came, and I was completely empty again.
After a few minutes of silence, I started hearing Carmen’s low laughs, so I popped one eye open. Carmen was across from me while biting down on her lower lip, trying to keep from smiling. 
“What?” I asked in annoyance. 
“Your face,” Carmen giggled. “Gods Rayah, Relax.”
I frowned and closed my eyes again. “I’m trying to concentrate.”
Carmen continued to laugh. “I know, but do you have to look so constipated?” 
I tried to continue focusing, but Carmen’s constant laughter was too much of a distraction. “Carmen!” I snapped.
Carmen let my hands go and continued to laugh. She fell over to her side still laughing at absolutely nothing, but then what she did next threw me completely off guard. 
She began to cry. 
“Carmen?” I drew my eyebrows together in confusion. 
“I miss Tristan.” She sniffled. “Why did he have to die?” 
“Carmen, what’s－”
“Don’t ask me what’s wrong!” When she waved her hand at me a dark blue flame shot out of her palm and at my head, but I ducked and shielded myself in the fetal position so not to be burned. The large flame continued to blow for a few seconds until it died down. Carmen was already strong, but at the moment, stronger. “I already told you! Tristan’s gone!”
Happiness, sadness, and then anger. Carmen was experiencing heightened emotions, which meant that I transferred some of my energy over to her, but how much? I barely felt or saw anything. 
Oh gods.
I slowly got back to my feet, then convinced Carmen to let me take her back to her dorm. Once she was safely tucked into bed, I quickly walked back to my own dorm. I didn’t know what to do or what to think, and after a few hours of staying up I came to the conclusion that sleeping was my best move for now. Until I had answers, there was no way that I could use my energy. 
 



Chapter 6
“Curiosity can lead to great things...sometimes.” — Sandra
 
 
“Rayah,” A voice echoed in my mind. The sound of this voice soothed me into relaxation, and my first thought was that it was Tristan’s voice, but when I opened my eyes, I was looking into Soren’s.
We were standing on the roof of Monroe Academy, and although I knew Soren shouldn’t have been here, something felt off. When I turned my head to face the city, I noticed that it was further than usual, giving little to no light. All we had were the stars and the moons, and for some reason that, of all things, felt right. What didn’t feel right was the sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. 
“Rayah, I want you to come back,” Soren said softly. 
I opened my mouth to speak, but then closed it and drew my eyebrows together in confusion. “Am I dreaming?”
Soren smiled. “Something like that.”
When I took a step towards Soren, I noticed the yellow smoke escaping from under my foot, floating into the air around me. Within it, I noticed sparks of blue and green before it faded into the night. 
 “What…” I slowly lifted my head to look back at Soren but met Tristan’s dark brown eyes only inches away from mine. His hair was short and wild on his head, as I remembered, and he was smiling. I had almost forgotten what it was like. “T—Tris…tan?” I knew that I was dreaming but was still excited to see him. My best friend, and the boy that I could’ve fallen in love with given more time and freedom. “I miss you.”
“I know.” He used his knuckle to raise my chin. “And you’ll be with me soon.”
I frowned, confused. “Wh—what? But you’re…”
Tristan smiled, but there was something dark behind his smile that frightened me. “Because of what you are. You’re a monster, Rayah, and in Lytonia they kill monsters.”
My lips parted before all the oxygen left my lungs. What did he mean, and why did he seem so happy about this? This wasn’t the Tristan that I remembered. My dream was quickly turning into a nightmare. 
Tristan slowly leaned in closer for a kiss, and I wanted to move, but was frozen in place. “Once you’re dead, we can be together forever.”
I took in a breath and shook my head. “You aren’t real.”
Tristan gave a low laugh. “I am in your mind. I’m always inside of you, hearing your every thought and feeling your every emotion. All of that screams at me when you’re around Soren.”
I blinked a few times, then gained the strength to step away from him. “What are you talking about?”
Tristan cocked his head to the side. “I’m talking about your feelings for him. They’re so…conflicting. So strong.” He chuckled. “You’re falling for him.”
I squinted my eyes and slowly shook my head. “He’s just my friend.”
Tristan began to laugh, and as he laughed, he began to change. His body formed into my bringer of nightmares. Into Artemis. “I hope that’s true, Rayah.” A knife formed in his hand. “Because like I said before, no man can have you but me. I can get rid of him as well.”
I clenched my teeth and took another step back, just noticing the red waves of smoke rising from under my feet until it floated above my head. The smoke was becoming so thick that I could barely see through it to Artemis. “You…you won’t hurt him.”
Artemis’ chuckle echoed throughout the darkness. “And what will you do about it? You can’t fight me. You can’t use your light.”
I frowned and balled my fists. “I’ll learn.”
At this point, the only thing I could see through the red smoke was Artemis’ bright smile. 
“And when I do, I’ll finally be free of you,” my voice echoed. I didn’t know where it came from, but my inner strength was forcing its way to the surface. It didn’t stay long though. When a hand cut through the smoke and locked around my throat, I froze. 
 “You will never be free from me, Rayah,” Artemis growled. “Never.”
—
“I will…” I rasped. 
“Rayah,” Soren whispered. I felt his soft hand resting over my shoulder, and then a slight shove. “Rayah, wake up.”
For a moment, I was afraid to open my eyes in fear that I would only be facing another dream, but when I heard Soren call my name again, I couldn’t help but to open them. My chest grew warm, and most of my tension went away, which was an effect that he had on me that I still couldn’t understand, and at the moment, I really didn’t care to.  
When I looked up at him, I noticed the tall dark trees behind his head, and the golden orbs surrounding us. “Soren.”
Soren offered a worried smile. “I would’ve waited until you woke up on your own, but you were having a nightmare.” His finger caught a single tear that was slowly sliding down my cheek. 
“Thank you,” I said before sitting up and quickly wiping away any other tears that may have fallen. It was embarrassing for people to see me cry, because I wasn’t one to cry often. It made me look even weaker than I already was, and I had to continue to look strong in front of others, even if I wasn’t. 
Soren was sitting next to me but faced in my direction while leaning back on his palms. “Were you dreaming about him?”
At first, I thought that he was referring to Tristan, but by the grim look on his face I figured that he was speaking of Artemis.  
I nodded and directed my eyes towards my lap. 
Soren sighed and dropped his head back to look up at an orb that was floating a few feet over his head. “I wish that I could get you out of there. I want to take you far away from Lytonia.”
The corner of my lip slightly curved upwards. “And bring me here?”
Soren lowered his head and turned his to face me. “Would you want to come back to my village? I mean, if you were to escape Lytonia, you’d be free to do as you please.”
I thought of the children, the beauty, and of my horse, but the person that really came to mind when I thought of freedom was Soren. He was my friend, and one that I strongly became attached to. I didn’t really understand how I felt about him, but I did know that I’d follow him anywhere. “I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.” 
Soren grinned and looked away from me again. I saw his chest rise and fall in my peripheral, and then he lay down on his back. “Lay with me.”
I stared down at him and admired his beauty before laying back and staring up at the roaming orbs. We were quiet for a long time until Soren finally spoke. 
“Why did you leave so suddenly last night?”
I hesitated to speak, because I didn’t want him to judge me, but something told me that he wouldn’t. Away from him, I convinced myself that he’d be as disgusted with me as I was, but at this moment, right next to him, I didn’t feel that way. It may have all just been in my mind, but I felt as if I could tell him anything. 
“I think I got scared,” I answered. 
Soren shifted. “Of what?”
I squinted my eyes, thinking back to the last time that I was here. “Myself. I think－what I saw when we were energy flowing－it frightened me.”
“But, what you saw was beautiful.”
I tilted my head towards him. My head was resting by his waist, but I could still see his face when I looked downwards. “What I saw was different. I can’t afford to be different.”
Soren frowned. “I know. I’ve actually been wondering for a while, but if you’re supposedly a Null, why aren’t you…”
“Artemis’ slave yet?” I sighed. “My parents made a deal with the council that if I could reach level six by the age of twenty, then I wouldn’t be collard.” I paused while thinking of my mother. “My mother took my place until then, but if I pass, and even if I fail, she’ll be freed.” 
Soren was quiet, making me wonder what he was thinking. 
“I want to pass leveling so that my mother didn’t sacrifice her freedom for nothing. I would never forgive myself if I didn’t, but now, if my light isn’t a standard color, then it would have all been for nothing, and they would － they would kill me. I thought that I hated myself as a Null, but now, having light energy is starting to feel like a bad thing. Like it’s worse, because it may not be－” When I heard my voice begin to shake, I stopped talking, not wanting Soren to see me cry again. 
“Rayah.” Soren slowly sat up. “I want you to understand something.” When he smiled at me, I wanted to fall apart, but kept my tears behind my eyes. The stress of this entire situation was building up and breaking me down. “Everything will be okay.”
I stared into his glowing eyes with wonder, and a part of me actually believed him. I gave a weary smile. “You can’t be sure of that Soren.”
Soren rested his warm hand over mine and caressed the back of it with his thumb. Butterflies formed in the pit of my belly, but then the heat rising within me scared them away. “I’m sure. We’ll figure something out. Emerald might be able to give us more answers.”
I sat back up. “But, what if the answers are the ones I don’t want to hear? What if I really am different? You saw the colors of my light, right? One was blue, and the other－”
Soren put his finger to my lips. “We’ll figure something out.” He stood up and then helped me to my feet. “Let’s go.”
I drew my eyebrows together. “Go where?”
Soren grinned. “To see my grandmother.”
“Now?” 
“Yes now, or do you want to wait until you’re twenty to find out?”
I licked my lower lip and sighed.
“I thought you’d like that idea.”
Soren and I weren’t far from the village, so it didn’t take long to make it back. It must’ve been late though, because most of the villagers were in their tents sleeping, and the elders were sitting around the village fire talking to one another.
I was searching for Sora with my eyes but stopped when we finally came to Emerald’s tent. 
“Going to try energy flowing again, Rayah?” I heard a little girl ask.
I turned to my left to see one of the village children, Joci, rubbing her eyes. She had low cut brown hair, light brown freckles, and dark brown eyes just like her mother. I had only met her mother a few times, but when I saw them together, I noticed that they looked just alike. The two of them had a relationship that I wished me and my own mother had. “Not exactly. I guess I haven’t figured it out yet.”
Joci yawned. “Well, you will. Just keep practicing. Soren says that practice makes perfect.”
I smiled. “Okay, then I’ll keep practicing.”
“I’ll make sure that she does.” Soren chuckled. “Now get to sleep Joci. You have a long and full day ahead of you. Make sure that you thank the gods for your freedom when you wake up.”
Joci yawned again. “I will.” She tiredly walked towards her tent in the opposite direction of us. 
Soren took a deep breath and turned his head to face me. “Are you ready?”
I slowly shook my head.
He placed his hand on my shoulder. “It’ll be alright.”
I really wanted to believe him, but I couldn’t be sure of anything until I saw the color of my light with my own eyes. Not in my head, and not in my dreams, but with my eyes.
When we stepped into the tent together, somehow Grandmother Emerald was already ready for us. She sat behind a low fire with her hands on her knees and her intimidating green eyes locked on mine. 
Soren and I sat down together, facing her, and waited for her to speak. 
Emerald looked at me, and then to Soren with a slight smile on her face, but when she turned back to me her smile faded. “The gods are odd when it comes to you, Rayah.”
My eyebrows furrowed, and I bit down on my lower lip.  
“Ever since I met you, I’ve been trying to connect with the gods to find out more information on your gifts, because they should know all.” She tilted her head to the side. “But when it comes to you, it’s black. There are no images and no visions. Just darkness.”
“Grandmother.” Soren straightened. “That’s what we’re here for.”
“I know why you two are here. Rayah wants to learn more about herself, but I don’t have the answers that she’s looking for.”
My heart sunk, and I tensed. “I don’t understand. You’re a Vessel, and they’re gods. How don’t they know anything about me?”
Emerald chuckled. “I didn’t say that they didn’t know anything. I said that the images were black. I don’t believe that the gods want to show me anything. It’s as if you’re special somehow, and the only way to protect you is to keep you in the darkness.”
“But,” I was starting to panic. “I can’t stay in the dark. They can see what Lytonia is like. If I don’t produce my light in the standardized colors, then they’ll kill me. They’ll label me as a Gods Daughter, and then I’ll be executed on the spot.”
Emerald raised an eyebrow in thought; “I do believe that the gods already know this.”
“Then how are they protecting me?” I balled my fists over my knees, causing Emerald to smile. 
“Ah, emotion, not something that you display very often. Lytonia has raised you to be that way, which could lead to your downfall.”
I took a deep breath through my nostrils, irritated that she hadn’t answered my question before changing the subject. “What do you mean?”  
“Rayah, haven’t you ever thought that maybe deep down, your lack of emotion is what makes you weak? To others, that may represent strength, but deep inside it weakens you. Breaks you down into nothing. It’s emotions that help drive your light, it ignites that fire within you, and without it, you’ll never be able to use your powers.”
“But what about the energy flowing? Wasn’t that helping at all?”
“Maybe a little, but you’re missing that small piece of the puzzle that you need to complete the flow. You need to feel. Once you are able to fully connect with yourself, then I do believe that you’ll be able to produce light.”
I sighed and dropped my eyes to the fire. I didn’t know how to become any more connected to myself than I already was. It just didn’t make any sense to me. What was I supposed to do? Cry? Scream? Was anger the emotion that I needed? Or was it happiness? Maybe it was love?  
Soren took a deep breath. “Maybe a Hot Spot would work? Grandmother, you told me about those once?”
Emerald smiled at her grandson. “Yes, maybe.”
“What is that?” I asked, looking from one to the other. 
“Soren?” Emerald nodded. 
Soren turned his head to face me. “From what I can remember, it’s a spot in the earth that’s filled with Lighter energy. They’re used as meditation grounds for Lighters to become more connected with their energy. Once one is fully connected with themselves, they gain strength. Only Vessels and Gods Children can sense those spots for that very reason.”
I straightened, feeling hopeful again. “So, you think that this could help me somehow?”
Emerald licked her lips. “It’s possible, but are you sure that bringing out your light is what you really want?” 
“It doesn’t really matter what I want. I have to do this.”
“Will the gods be angry with her if she does?” Soren asked. 
“Well, as far as Rayah goes, they won’t tell me anything, so I can’t be sure. If anything, Rayah should do what she thinks is best.”
The both of them turned to me, waiting for me to speak, but I had already made my mind. 
“Then I’ll go,” I said. “I need to do this.”
Soren gave an uneasy smile. “Well, I’ll lead you there. There’s a Hot Spot not that far out, maybe only a day away.”
Emerald nodded. “Well, I’m glad that we all have this sorted out. Soren, you should have your sister go with you, and the three of you should get going. The sooner the better, right?” 
“Right,” Soren nodded. 
I nodded and stood to my feet, then Soren got back to his. He walked out of the tent first, but before I followed behind him, I turned to Emerald. “Thank you.”
“Of course, dear Rayah. May the gods be with you.”
I nodded, then turned and walked out of the tent. 
May the gods be with me. Of course, they seemed to be against me. 
Looking around, I couldn’t seem to find Soren anywhere, but after a few seconds, I knew exactly where he was. 
“You ass-hole!” I heard Sora yell from a few tents down. 
Soren laughed as he sprinted out of her tent and back towards me. Sora used her powers and bolted after him, then stopped in front of me with water dripping from the tips of her hair. Her angry green eyes made me step back, but when they turned to Soren right next to me, he started laughing again. 
“Stop. Laughing,” she said through gritted teeth. 
“I’m sorry, Sis. Grandmother told me to get you for our little adventure, and I was having a hard time waking you up.”
“You didn’t even try!” She angrily pushed her curls back. “Now, where are we going!? What stupid adventure am I going on with you now that I have to babysit you.”
“It’s not stupid,” I stated. “We’re going to a Hot Spot to try and draw out my powers.”
Sora’s face relaxed, and she dropped her shoulders. “Oh…”
“Yeah,” I sighed. “Sorry about this－”
“No, it’s okay. You using your powers is important, so let’s get moving.”
I nodded, and then smiled at Soren, who smiled back. “Let’s go then.” 
 



Chapter 7
“Learning about oneself is usually enlightening, unless you discover something that you never truly wanted to know.” — Sandra
 
 
Our first night on our quest was short since the sun came up soon after we left the village. It was a burden having to wake up in Lytonia this morning, because we had to stop moving for the night and couldn’t continue until I got back to the Wild Lands. I wasn’t even sure that I could jump back to that specific spot that we set camp in. I knew that I was gaining a little control over my jumps, but not to the point that I could jump to a specific area. I still didn’t even know how I was jumping to the Wild Lands when my physical body had never even been there before. It should have been impossible for me.  
When Carmen came to get me, she was full of energy; smiling, laughing, and talking. I hadn’t seen her like this since Tristan was here. We both knew that it was because of the energy flowing but didn’t speak on it in fear that someone would hear us. All Carmen could say was thank you on our way to History class, and even though the main purpose of flowing was to help me, I was happy that it helped her instead. I needed it to work to resolve my problems, but the happiness of my friend felt more satisfying. 
I was anxious to end the day so that I could get back to Soren and Sora, but Carmen ended up making me come to lunch after noticing that I had been skipping meals. Lately, I hadn’t been hungry, and luckily it didn’t show. I still looked healthy, vibrant even. This morning was the first time that I actually really looked at my appearance and liked what I saw. I never thought that I was as repulsive as everyone else made me seem, but I didn’t see myself as beautiful before either. I just never thought about it. 
Carmen watched in amazement as I scarfed down my food, then let me leave to head back for my dorm. I felt bad about leaving her in such a hurry but needed to get back to the Wild Lands so that I could start heading for the Hot Spot. 
I was in such a hurry that I didn’t even notice the three familiar faces heading in my direction from down the hall. All three of them had their eyes set on me, but I wasn’t paying them any mind, because well, the students here always had their eyes on me. 
As I neared the three, I was finally able to put a name to the blond-haired blue-eyed boy walking in between the other two. 
Kaydar. 
I instantly slowed my pace, noticing that the other two were Sandra and Cleo. They were giving devious grins, but Kaydar wasn’t smiling. His expression was blank. 
I took a deep breath and finally came to a stop, but the other three were still walking towards me. When I looked around, I noticed that there was no one else around but them. Everyone must’ve cleared the halls once they noticed the three bullies. They messed with everyone around here, but for the most part, their sights were always set on me. I was an easy target, and apparently, a fun punching bag. 
Kaydar, Cleo, and Sandra were too close to escape from now, and even if I ran, Sandra would catch me with ease. 
“Long time no see,” Cleo said, holding his palm facing himself with white sparks popping at his fingertips. “Last time I saw you, your face was swollen.”
I didn’t respond, but kept my eyes on their ring leader, Kaydar. He stopped in front of me with a blank expression still on his face, but after a few moments of silence, he drew his eyebrows in together. 
“What shall we do with her, Kaydar?” Cleo asked. “She’s all alone.”
“Nothing.” Kaydar sighed, flaring his nose. “Unless you want to go back to solitary confinement.”
Sandra smacked her teeth. “We won’t. No one’s around－”
“No,” I blurted, growing anxious by the second. “I don’t have time for the three of you right now.”
“Right, you don’t. How many months do you have left?” Sandra asked, smugly. 
I stared at her, wanting to make her pay for what she did to me the day that the three of them cornered me in my dorm. Kaydar stabbed me in the leg, but Sandra had done most of the damage. 
At first glance, one wouldn’t think much of Sandra. She had silky black hair, dark olive skin, dark brown eyes, and a smile other girls would kill for. In my opinion, she was a very pretty female, but her attitude was anything but. After a while, everyone else came to that conclusion as well, and she became the second most disliked person in the school next to me. 
I sighed and tried to walk around Sandra, but she quickly grabbed my arm and yanked me back in front of her, then leaned in close to my face. “I didn’t tell you that you could leave.” Her grip became so tight that I thought she would crack the bone. She was very much capable of doing so.
I kept my eyes on her. Angered at the fact that she had the upper hand, and also because there was just something about her that made my blood boil. I had no problem with people being confident in their ability to fight, but Sandra was just arrogant and used her powers for the wrong reasons. “Get off of me,” I said in a low and surprisingly threatening tone. 
Kaydar sighed. “Let her go, Sandra.”
Sandra squeezed tighter with her eyes locked on mine. “No. She looks like she wants to fight,” she chuckled. “It’s cute.”
I clenched my teeth and flared my nose. I could feel heat building in my chest and shoulders, but it wasn’t enough for me to tell if it was my energy yet. “Let. Go.” My words were clipped with anger. 
Sandra’s eyebrows furrowed with a smirk. “Are you trying to be intimidating?” 
I guess because I was just a Null that she didn’t see it coming, but without hesitation, I slammed my head into her face hard enough to stun her. Sandra let my arm go and stumbled backwards to the floor. When she felt the blood leaking from her nose, she quickly covered it.  
“Stay away from me!” I yelled, walking up to her, feeling the heat in my chest rush to my head, but when the lights began to flicker, I froze…and then the flickering stopped. What was that?

Sandra held her nose with a deep frown but didn’t make a move, and the other two boys had their wide eyes on me. It wasn’t uncommon for me to fight back, but it was uncommon for me to land a hit. Even though I was skilled at combat fighting, I still never seemed to stand a chance against the other students, but today, I wasn’t helpless. 
“What’s going on here?” A dreadful voice asked from behind me. 
I took a deep breath when Sandra smiled, revealing bloody teeth. 
“Nothing, Sir,” Kaydar mumbled. 
I slowly turned around to face Major Artemis St. James. He always seemed to be present when there was barely anyone ever around. “Major St. James,” I said, locking my hands behind my back. 
“Rayah, Kaydar, Cleo, and Sandra…bleeding?” Artemis stopped in front of me. “Why don’t I have the feeling that this was a pleasant meeting between the four of you?”
Kaydar took a deep breath. “It wasn’t a meeting, sir. We were just simply passing by when we came across Rayah. She and Sandra collided, because Rayah wasn’t paying attention to where she was going.”
Artemis brought his icy blue eyes to me. “Is this true, Rayah?”
I looked at Kaydar, and then down to Sandra. Bullies or not, I wouldn’t want anyone to be sent back to solitary confinement. “Yes, Sir.”
Artemis’ eyes lowered as he cracked a slight smile. “Well, if that’s all, then you four may go. I was just coming to remind Rayah of her Pain Testing coming up in a few days.”
My stomach sunk at the thought, and my mind went back to the hot iron rods. The strength I had previously displayed seemed to vanish, and fear had taken its place. I didn’t want to be burned. I really, really didn’t.
“Aren’t you going to thank me for reminding you? I’m going out of my way to do this so that you aren’t penalized for missing it.”
I was tense but managed to nod my head. “Thank you.”
Artemis gave a condescending smile. “You’re welcome, Rayah. You enjoy the rest of your night.” He locked his hands behind his back, turned around, and began to walk away. 
I turned to Kaydar, who only stared back at me with a flicker of regret in his eyes. Ignoring him, I turned and walked away. 
I can’t think about this right now.
But I couldn’t help it. I could practically feel the iron burning my face. 
—
Soren and I were walking a few feet behind Sora. She decided to lead the way since she knew where the Hot Spot was by heart, leaving Soren and I alone. If I had to choose, I would have only chosen Soren to be on this quest with me, but because it was so dangerous outside of the village, we needed Sora with us. I didn’t mind her coming, but I guess I just wanted Soren and I to do this alone. Plus, the two of them bickered so much that it could’ve driven a person crazy. 
“Is everything alright?” Soren asked. 
My eyebrows furrowed as I pulled up a fake smile. “Yeah, of course. I’m fine.”
Soren sighed through his nostrils. “You just seem distraught. Did something happen today?”
All I could think about was the pain testing to come, and I really didn’t want to. “Something did happen, but if you don’t mind, I’d rather not talk about it.”
“No, I don’t mind. When you’re ready you can come to me.”
This time I gave him a real smile. “I’ll remember that.”
“Good.”
“Ugh, Soren, are you always this awkward?” Sora asked. “Tell her that she’s beautiful or something. Everyone at the village knows that’s how you feel.” She didn’t look back at us, but I knew that she was smiling. 
Soren’s eyes widened, and then he looked in the opposite direction of me. I wasn’t sure of what that meant, but I felt slightly rejected. I shouldn’t have, since I knew that Sora was just joking. Soren couldn’t really think that I was beautiful, could he?
I tried to break the tension, but I think that I only made it worse. “Soren doesn’t think that. Besides, I believe that I’m just kind of average. In Lytonia, our appearances are supposed to be intimidating, so beauty isn’t something that’s given much attention.”
“Well, you are.” Soren turned his head to face me again. “Beautiful, I mean.” 
I blushed, slightly embarrassed now. 
Soren turned back to his sister. “And everyone in the village feels that way too, so it’s not just me, Sora.” 
“Whatever,” Sora shrugged but slightly turned her head to reveal a smile. “I’m gonna go to the stream ahead. I just got thirsty.” She shot off into the trees, leaving a trail of blue light behind her. 
Soren sighed with a chuckle, then shook his head. “I can’t believe her.”
I drew my eyebrows together in confusion. “What’s wrong?”
“Oh, uh－nothing. Just Sora being Sora, I guess.”
“Yeah.” My mind went right back to where is wasn’t supposed to be, and we were quiet again. I found myself uncomfortable with the silence between us, because I enjoyed hearing Soren talk. He and I rarely exchanged words, but we still connected somehow. It was like he could read my mind, and I was just starting to learn how to read his. 
“Rayah, can I ask you a question?” Soren asked. 
“Sure.” I nodded, stepping over a fallen branch. 
“What do you like?” 
I drew my brows together in question. “What do you mean?”
“What do you like? You never talk about the things that you like doing, or eating, or playing, or anything. I see you almost every night now, and I still barely know a thing about you.”
I took a moment to think, trying hard to figure out what I liked to do, or eat, or play, but nothing came to mind. Nothing interesting at least. “Well, I like to watch the stars. I used to watch them with Tristan all the time. I don’t have a favorite food or game, but I do know that I love to go out to the roof at night. I would watch the stars, and just…”
“Leave everything behind?” 
I bit down on my lower lip and nodded.
Soren gave a half-hearted smile. “And your friend Tristan, he helped you escape when you two were together.”
I thought back to Tristan’s smile, his smell, and his kindness, missing him. “He was always my escape.” I looked down at my feet, replaying my memory of him being hauled off from his dorm. “And then he was just taken away from me. Just like that, and then my escape was gone, and all I had were the stars.” I bit my lower lip, feeling my positive mood slipping away. “I thought that it was some sort of miracle that I met you.”
Sore’s eyebrows furrowed. “And why is that?”
“I’m not sure.” My chest slowly began to burn. “I just never met someone that could make me feel so free.”
“Your friend. He didn’t make you feel that way?”
“Somewhat, but not the way that you do. You’re just so different than anyone I’ve ever met.” 
Soren pushed a few loose strands of hair behind his ear. A nervous habit of his. “I guess I am a miracle then, huh?”
I chuckled. “Yeah, I guess so.”
“Well, I’m glad that I could help. Anything to make you smile.”
I smiled nervously, wanting to tell Soren more about myself, but our chat was cut short. Soren stopped walking, and then held his hand out to stop me.
When I looked up, I saw turquoise blue, dark blue, and white flashes of light circling around us and blocking us in. “Depleters.”
Soren sighed. “Psycho is here.”
My eyes shot from left to right as I searched for Psycho. Out of all of the Depleters that I’ve come across, I knew that he was the most dangerous. It was funny, because I never got to see Psycho’s true power, but I had the feeling that he could somewhat match Soren in a fight. 
“Do you see him?” I asked. The flashing lights around us were becoming so bright that they were almost blinding. 
“No,” Soren bit his lower lip. “Stay close.”
I frowned. “I can handle myself.”
Soren chuckled, but his face was still covered with a frown. 
I continued to search for Psycho with my eyes but didn’t find him until I turned around. When my eyes landed on his, my heart skipped a beat. This was the second time that this man has thrown me off guard with his handsomeness. I expected him to look like the villain that he was, but instead, he looked like a normal person. Someone that I wouldn’t mind getting to know. 
Psycho stepped into the circle of light with a grin on his lips. His short brown hair was as wild as I remembered, and his shirtless body was still in amazing shape. Since our last run in with each other, he didn’t have as many Life Stones around his neck, but I guess he took more lives for the purpose of living longer. The thought of that is what reminded me that he wasn’t a normal person at all, but a cold-blooded killer.
“I’ve been looking for you,” Psycho said with his eyes locked on mine. 
Soren took a deep breath before turning around to face him. “I was wondering when you’d show your face again. After that beating my sister gave you, I figured that you wouldn’t come out to play for a while.”
At this point, the Depleters stopped circling us and were now closing in. 
Psycho chuckled. “I’ve had a hard time getting a signal on the girl.” He held his hands out and shrugged. “Must be a glitch or something. All that matters,” in one palm a white flame appeared. “Is that I found her.” In the other hand, water formed from his palm and floated into the air. 
Soren tensed, slightly side stepping in my direction. “Rayah, when you get the chance you need to run.” 
“I can help you,” I whispered. 
“No, Psycho’s serious this time, and I don’t want you getting hurt.”
  I frowned, feeling a little insulted. “Don’t worry about me getting hurt.”
 Psycho’s eyes locked on mine again, and just like the time he caught me in the woods, I saw something in them that told me that he really didn’t want to do this, but when they moved to Soren, pure hatred glistened from them. 
“How painful would it be for you if I killed her right now, Racer? Or should I wait for you to get a little more attached?” A devious grin crept up his lips, and there was a wild glimmer in his eyes. It was as if he had become a different person in only a few seconds. “I owe you for Jackie.” 
Soren cocked a brow. “So, you’re going to go against Assassin’s orders just to get back at me?”
Psycho chuckled. “Screw his orders. I just want to see you bleed!” He clapped his hands together, blasting a roaring swirl of fire and water straight at me. 
I knew that I would be able to dodge it, but right before I attempted to jump out of the way, I felt a strong burning sensation starting in the center of my back, and then throughout the rest of my body. The pain was so shocking that I couldn’t scream, and a blast of electricity inside of me kept me from moving. 
My eyes widened as the swirl of fire and water was only milliseconds away from penetrating my stomach, but then I was suddenly tackled to the ground by Soren, and the blast past over us, plunging into the Depleter that electrified me from behind. 
Soren pushed himself from on top of me to see if I were okay, then jumped back to his feet to stand guard. 
“Get the girl!” Psycho yelled.
I slowly turned my head to face Psycho and noticed large blows of fire shooting from his fists at Soren, but Soren blocked them with ease, literally smacking them to the side. Psycho then shot lightning out of his fingertips, but Soren had only redirected it to a tree, setting it on fire. 
I could hear footsteps running in my direction but couldn’t see who or where they were coming from, because my vision was starting to blur. The last thing that I saw clearly were dark blue pointed ice cycles shooting over my head. 
“Get the hell away from her!” 
—
When I awakened in my dorm, I sighed. I jumped back to my body out of either fear or exhaustion, but what irritated me the most was the fact that I was so helpless against Psycho. I didn’t even last through the first attack. I should have taken better caution of the others, but I was so focused on the man in front of me that I wasn’t paying attention. 
I sighed and rolled over to my side, hoping that Soren and Sora were okay. This was the second time that I left Soren in the middle of a fight because of my weaknesses, and I could only hope that he and his sister got away. I knew that if I went to sleep now, I wouldn’t jump to the Wild Lands. It was just a sense that I got. I knew that sometimes I’d jump as soon as my eyes were closed, and other times I knew I’d just end up dreaming about Vexton. 
“Rayah,” someone called.
I jolted at the sound of my name. I didn’t notice that anyone was in the room, and after looking, I still didn’t see anyone. 
“Over here,” it was a familiar voice, but I guess because I was so tired, I just wasn’t registering who it was. 
The intruder was sitting against the wall at the end of my bed. I was surprised that I hadn’t noticed that there was another person’s body weight on this small bed but was even more surprised to find out who it was. 
I instantly sat up and scooted back so that he and I weren’t too close to each other. “Kaydar?”
Kaydar’s regretful eyes gazed into mine. It was the same look that I remembered him giving me after Sandra had beat me to a pulp. 
“What are you doing in here?” I asked. 
Kaydar lowered his eyes. “I came to apologize.”
I drew my eyebrows together in confusion, not fully understanding what he’d just said. “You bullied me for years.” I wasn’t intending on sounding so angry about it, even though I was, but the words just came out that way. “Why are you apologizing now?”
Kaydar clenched his jaw and turned away. He was looking down at his hands that were on his lap, fidgeting with something between his fingers. “Because, I see you now. While I was in confinement, I thought about what I did to you, and of what I let Sandra do to you, then I thought about how I treated you over the years.”
My eyes narrowed. “So, it took you years to realize that what you were doing was wrong?”
Kaydar sighed. “No, I’ve always realized that, Rayah.” His eyes came back to mine. “But I was angry, so it felt right. My brother was collared a long time ago, and when you should have been, you weren’t. I was pissed that they allowed you to stay, but they didn’t even think twice about my brother. I－”
“Get out.” The sudden rage that I was experiencing heated my entire body. Kaydar helped contribute to making my life miserable to a point that I wanted to end my life. He was actually second, next to Artemis, under the list of people that I hated most. I wanted to forgive him for everything that he’d done but couldn’t find the strength. I wanted to hurt him.  
Kaydar’s soft eyes only became filled with more pain. “Rayah, please I just－”
I quickly got to my feet, feeling like I would literally explode. “I don’t know how you got in here, but don’t come back. I don’t care about any revelations you’ve experienced, or even how sorry you are. You made me hate myself growing up here, because in every situation I was the weak one.”
Kaydar slowly stood to his feet. “Rayah.” He held his hand out to me. “Please, just listen to me.”
“No!” As if a gust of wind blew through my dorm, Kaydar stumbled backwards and into the wall. “You’re not here to apologize for my sake, but your own. Did you really think that apologizing was going to make up for all the years that you made me wish I was dead? I hate you.”
Kaydar’s eyes glossed with tears, making me only want to hurt him more. The pain twisting in my chest, and my shortening of breath was starting to make me feel light headed. I experienced this feeling only once before, but it wasn’t this strong. I actually had to grab at my chest but didn’t falter in front of Kaydar. 
He looked concerned about me as I tried to catch my breath, not even realizing that he was the one causing me to feel this way. “Rayah, are you alright?”
“Get. Out!” I screamed in frustration. 
Kaydar was pushed back by a force that I couldn’t see and slammed against the wall with a crack. He stood there in shock for a long moment, but then doubled over and began coughing. “What was that?” He croaked. 
When I looked into my mirror, I noticed that my eyes were glowing red. Right as Kaydar pushed himself to stand upright, I lowered my chin and squeezed my eyes shut. 
“Rayah－”
“I don’t forgive you,” I said with a shaky voice. “Now leave. I won’t report you for breaking into my dorm if you just leave right now.” 
I could hear Kaydar’s heavy breaths for another couple of seconds, and then I heard my door slide open and shut. When I opened my eyes, I was alone again, and my anger was slowly starting to die down. I was relieved that my body was starting to cool off as well, sure that if Kaydar stuck around for any longer, whatever power that I had inside of me would’ve come out in full force and destroyed everything. 
Just like Kalsoton, the god of destruction. 
—
When I opened my eyes, I sighed. I was in a rush to get back to Soren and Sora and didn’t even know where I’d jumped to. Last time I was just lucky, but this time I could’ve ended up in Psycho’s camp, or all the way back at the village. 
“Soren?” I called out. Usually, he’d be right next to me when I awakened, but this time he wasn’t. Dread poured over me at the thought of being miles away from him and my destination point. 
I slowly pushed myself up and leaned back on my palms while taking in my surroundings. I was somewhere that I haven’t jumped to before. Somewhere familiar, but not.
It was darker here, tinted with more blue than I’ve ever seen, and loud. The sound of a waterfall made its way into my ears and looking forward－ I didn’t know how I didn’t immediately notice it pouring down from only a couple of feet away from me. I was sitting on a walkway made of rock that led straight to the center of the waterfall. The rock was surrounded by clear blue water that had small silver fishes swimming below the surface. With every flip of their fins the moonlight glistened from them, making it seem as if there were dozens of blinking white lights in the lake. 
Why does it feel like I’ve been here before?
I slowly pushed myself to my feet, looking to see if there was a way to land, but there was no walkway on either side of me that would get me there. Land wasn’t far, but I couldn’t swim. The last time that I was in a lake, I almost drowned. 
I sighed but wasn’t stressed out about my situation. Sure, I was trapped, but something told me that I was trapped right where I wanted to be. I could feel the energy surrounding me, relaxing me. 
I was at the Hot Spot. 
I wasn’t sure what it was that I should have been doing, but something was telling me to go to the waterfall and was pulling me to it. The waterfall seemed ordinary, but every few seconds there was a white pulsating glow emitting from it, as if there was a heart beating within. 
Slowly, I made my way over to the waterfall. I didn’t hesitate, and I wasn’t afraid because I didn’t need to be. I felt connected to the energy and everything else around me.
I stood on the edge of the walkway now, directly in front of the waterfall. It was tall, wide, and would probably instantly kill anyone that fell from the top of it. Anyone but Soren at least. 
“What am I supposed to do?” I asked no one. 
The waterfall continued to pulsate. I was starting to feel silly, but as I reached my hand out to touch it, fear rose within me. My fingertips felt like magnets as they neared the water, but once my hand slid under it, all my fears washed away. 
I closed my eyes and exhaled, and when I opened them, they instantly watered. I felt surprisingly happy about what I was seeing, but then again, I felt heartbroken. 
A single tear slid down my cheek as I thought of my mother. Her sacrifices were for nothing. 
I’m so sorry. 
 



Chapter 8
“Sometimes, there is a deeper reason for the actions of a monster. People aren’t born evil. The good in them had just been beaten away.” — Carmen
 
 
My lips parted as the red water poured over my hand. As soon as I connected with the water, it pulsated to the color of my light, or what I thought was my color. After a few seconds, it pulsated to dark blue, then yellow, then orange, then green, then pink, and then many other colors. My mind went blank, and I lost track of time. I wasn’t sure how long I’d been watching my colors switch, and frankly, I didn’t care. 
My mother sacrificed her freedom for nothing. I was a Gods Daughter, or something else. No one had the ability to switch their light. There was nothing like that in the history books, science books, or class handbook, and I knew this because I’d looked many times before. I may have only been looking for studying purposes, but I knew that I’d never read of anyone experiencing different color energies. 
“They’re going to kill me,” I whispered. I was going to be killed over something that I couldn’t control. Over something so beautiful, and vibrant, and powerful. I was going to be killed because I was different, and the sad thing about it was that there was no part of me that wanted to die anymore. After meeting Soren, the thought of death struck fear and sadness inside of me like never before. The only good thing that would come of my death would be my mother’s early release.  
“Rayah…” I jumped, but then relaxed as Soren slid his hand over my shoulder. 
“I found my light,” I chuckled, sadly. “It’s in me somewhere, but it’s－it’s not standard.”
Soren watched quietly as the waterfall continued to switch colors, and then he gently turned me around to face him. His hair was dripping with water, and his chest glistened in the now pulsating white light. What took my attention though, were his eyes. They reflected sadness and something else, reminding me of Tristan’s. 
My heart stopped, and my lips trembled. Why did he have to look at me that way? Like he was afraid for me, why did he have make me feel this way, and why did the thought of never seeing him again scare me so much? I felt like I failed him somehow. 
I reached up and touched a healing bruise over his temple. When I left him alone to fight Psycho, I failed him then too. I was just a failure, and my loved ones suffered for it. “I’m sorry,” I whispered with tears streaming down my cheeks. 
Soren clenched his teeth, and he frowned with glossed eyes. “You shouldn’t be.” He cupped my face with both hands and used his thumbs to wipe away my tears. “If you weren’t in Lytonia—Rayah, your light is beautiful.”
“But it’s not standard,” I sobbed. “What am I going to do? I can’t try to level up now. They’ll kill me once they see this, and if I don’t level up soon, Artemis will collar me. I can’t go to him. I can’t…I can’t…”
Soren grunted and pulled my head to his chest, then wrapped his arms around me as tightly as he could without hurting me. I could feel his rapid heartbeat against my face, and his hot energy building in his chest. “I…” He didn’t know what to say, and I couldn’t blame him. I had just been given a death sentence. What words of comfort could anyone give to that? 
After what felt like forever, I finally stopped crying but didn’t let go of Soren, in desperate need of his warmth. 
“Rayah,” Soren said. “Rayah, look.” 
I sniffled and pulled my head away from his chest just enough to look up at him, but his eyes weren’t on me. That’s when I noticed that we were surrounded by darkness, and the pulsations from the waterfall had stopped. 
When I looked into the water, I frowned. “What is this?” It was completely black. The water was so dark that I couldn’t even see the fishes, and I was afraid that I killed them somehow. Then I noticed something familiar happen. There was a red spark in the water, and then a blue, and then green. They sporadically occurred all over the lake. “I’m doing this?”
“You are.” Soren looked amazed. He liked my light and would probably be the first and only person to like it. “You’re incredible, and if I have to, I’ll break into Lytonia and get you out of there.”
I turned back to him with furrowed brows. “But…”
Soren smiled. “I’m a Gods Son.” He gently rubbed my cheek with his knuckles. “And you’re important to me.”
My lips parted to take in air, and as we gazed into each other’s eyes, the darkness in the water started to fade into light. A bright light. A turquoise blue light. The entire area around us was tinted in turquoise blue, so we could see the fishes again in the glowing water. 
Soren chuckled and looked up at the sky. “The gods gave you a gift.”
I wasn’t sure if he was talking about my powers or the turquoise light. It was a standard color, it was solid, and it didn’t pulsate into another color. I knew that the other colors were still inside of me, representing some god－or gods that the professors didn’t teach us about. If I could bring this color to the surface in Lytonia, then they’d label me a Vex, and with my strength , I’d be a high class Vex, but first, I had to be able to draw my light and control this power, or else I’d still fail. 
I smiled, appreciating Soren’s presence. “The gods gave me you.”
Soren smiled down at me, his eyes flashing a bright green. “Maybe they did.”
My eyes dropped down to his lips, and an unfamiliar feeling occurred. It was as if they were calling to me, and I didn’t know how to answer. I was confused on how I was supposed to feel, because these feelings were still so new to me. Physical contact, closeness, emotions—the academy raised us not to want those things. To believe that we were too strong to need them, but in reality, not feeling those things is what made a lot of us weak. 
Soren used his knuckle to raise my chin. His curious glowing eyes were searching mine for something, and when he found it, his eyes brightened. Slowly, he leaned in towards my lips, and right before they touched, he hesitated. 
The both of us were panting with our lips only centimeters away from each other. I thought about pulling away, but there would be no point in trying. I was frozen. I could feel Soren shaking and was surprised that he could get this nervous. It made me feel bold and impulsive, so I was the one to press my lips against his. 
My eyes closed as the heat in my chest swirled around before shooting into various parts of my body, and I couldn’t help but notice that most of the heat that I was feeling had moved to my lips. Soren’s were warm, soft, and welcoming. When he slowly pulled away, I felt cold again, and the fire inside of me vanished. 
Soren’s eyes slowly opened, and at first, he seemed confused, but then his lips curved upwards into a handsome and satisfied grin. “I’ve been wanting to do that for a while now.”
—
For the rest of the night, Soren and I lay on that rock together. Neither of us commented on it, but tonight, I rested my head on Soren’s chest while he held one arm around me. It wasn’t awkward, and there was too much on my mind already for me to be feeling shy, so it was relaxing. Especially the sound of his heartbeat. 
Across the water, I spotted Sora emerging from the darkness of the trees. She made herself comfortable on the ground next to a small blue fire that she started. 
Soren explained to me that he and Sora had gotten away from Psycho after putting up a good fight. Sora managed to catch Psycho off guard and took him down, then they ran off. They hid all throughout the day and didn’t come out of hiding until Soren sensed my presence. It was the first time that he mentioned being able to sense me, stating that whenever I visited the Wild Lands, he could feel my energy. 
It was getting to that point where I was slowly but surely drifting off, which meant that I’d wake up to my everyday reality. I now knew the colors of my light, but that didn’t mean I could use them. Hopefully, this place made me more in touch with my energy, so that I could trigger my powers with my real body. 
Soren took a deep breath, “It’s almost sunrise.”
“Yeah.” I sighed, not wanting to leave. 
“And you’ll be back tonight?” 
“I hope so.” 
He took another deep breath. “I can’t protect you from here. I don’t want you to go back there. It’s Dangerous.”
I sighed again, my stomach twisting in knots. “I don’t have a choice.” 
—
“Remember that you have to be strong in there, okay?” Carmen reminded me, pushing a few loose strands of her hair back. “Try to focus on anything else but him.”
The two of us sat on my bed while waiting on the disciplinary officers to retrieve me from my dorm. I was appreciative of Carmen coming to give me my regular pep talk but was having a hard time listening to her. Before every pain testing session, my mind would only be on Artemis, wondering what he’d planned or if my body could sustain the torture.
My eyes were focused on my reflection in the mirror as I hoped that I wouldn’t accidentally use any of my powers. I never thought about how the Hot Spot might have helped me until now. Sure, it showed me the colors of my energy, but I wasn’t sure if it had done anything more. Was I in touch now? If I was, then now, would that be a bad thing. Artemis could put me through so much pain that I’d accidentally use my energy, and it may not come out the standard color. 
“Rayah?” Carmen rested her hand on my shoulder, disrupting my thoughts. 
My eyebrows furrowed before I turned to look at her. 
Carmen’s expression clearly displayed worry, but her eyes were trying to read deeper, below the surface. “Are you going to be okay?”
I licked my lips while taking in a deep breath, then offered her a half-hearted smile. “Yeah, I have to be. I’ll be fine.”
Carmen observed me for a moment longer, still trying to read me. Only for a second did her eyes reflect suspicion. I wasn’t always able to read Carmen, but lately, I couldn’t help but notice how she was always looking for more. What could she have been thinking?
“Well, good.” Her hand left my shoulder and slid over my cheek, oddly calming me. She pulled up a soft smile, like a mother would to her child. “You know that I love you, right?”
I nodded. “Yes, of course.”
Carmen sighed and dropped her shoulders. “Just…keep that in mind the next three days, okay? I’ll be here when you get out.” 
“I’ll try,” I said in a low tone. 
My door slid open and two officers entered the room. I stood up and waited for them to cuff me, and once I was restrained, they led me out into the hallway. 
“How loud are you going to scream this time, Rayah?” the officer on my right asked. 
I didn’t answer but kept looking forward so not to make eye contact with any of the other students or professors. My mind was on getting in and getting out in three days, but I knew once I was in there, I’d be more focused on my survival. Artemis had been getting more brutal by the testing, leaving me with broken bones and internal wounds that took longer than normal to heal. 
The officer tightened his grip on my bicep. “I asked you a question, Null.”
“Just answer his question, so he can shut up,” the other officer said. This time there was a blonde haired brown eyed woman on my other arm instead of the regular officer. Apparently, he didn’t level up to ten before his birthday, so he was collared. 
“I don’t know,” I tried to say as calmly as possible. 
The male officer chuckled. “You were pretty loud the last time. Artemis must’ve been doing a serious punishing. Probably preparing you for what’s to come.”
The female officer shook her head. “Sometimes, I think you talk just to hear yourself.”
The male officer frowned, his grip growing tighter around my arm. “Why don’t you just shut up?” 
“Why don’t you act like an officer instead of some little boy before you’re collared like your ex-partner?” The female officer shot back. 
When the male officer clenched his teeth, I felt a bit of satisfaction, but it was gone as soon as he roughly yanked me around the corner. I stumbled forward, but the woman made sure that I didn’t fall, and once I was upright, we continued towards the steps that led to the P.T. Sector. 
“I wonder what Artemis has in store for you this time?” the male officer asked. 
Once we made it to the steps, I started to slow down. I wanted to fight against them and run away after the door was opened, but I would only get into more trouble. I couldn’t be a Null and a runner. My life would be over at that point. 
The male officer pulled out his notepad and took a moment to read what was on the paper. When he smiled, my stomach started doing back flips. “This way.”
Me and the female officer made eye contact before they led me down the hall for my room. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, seeing Soren’s smile flash behind them before opening them again. We stopped in front of a silver door, then the male officer let me go to open it. 
“Just three days,” the woman whispered in my ear. 
I nodded, feeling my heart sink. Three days was a long time when you were tired, hungry, and suffering in agony. 
When the silver door slid open, I was led inside. I recognized the room that we were in and almost lost my balance. This was the worst one of them all, because I didn’t get to sleep and recover. I would be cold and would temporarily go insane. Not to mention that I would be bleeding from my neck because of the pointed collar that’s usually placed around it. 
The female officer uncuffed me and stepped back, waiting on the other officer to speak. 
The male officer looked me up and down with a grin on his lips. “Take off your suit.”
I stared at him, and then my eyes moved to the woman. “Okay, well, where’s the thin suit? The cream one?”
The male officer chuckled. “Apparently, you’re not supposed to wear one.”
I stared at him in embarrassment and discontent before letting out a shaky breath, still trying to keep from fainting. This meant that Artemis was going to use knives. The type of discipline that I was used to, the type that I was raised on, which made me wonder why I was still so afraid? 
“Come on,” the male officer cocked a brow. “Or do you need my help undressing?”
The female officer flared her nose. “She needs you to get out. I’ll hook her up to the shackles.”
The male officer’s eyes flashed with anger before he looked me up and down with a smirk. “Like I want to see a disgusting Null’s body anyway.” He then shook his head, turned, and left. 
The female turned back to me with a frown still on her face. “You go ahead and undress while I get things ready.”
I licked my lips nervously. “What exactly does he have planned for me?”
“Not sure.” She walked over to the shackles hanging from the ceiling and began unlocking the first one. 
I went ahead and undressed down to my underclothes, shivering when the cold air hit my skin, and then walked over to the officer so that she could hook me up. She wasn’t like the other officers that had walked me down here before but didn’t seem like the type to want to make friends either. 
The officer secured my wrists in the shackles, then gently locked the pointed collar around my neck. I had my eyes closed the entire time but opened them once the officer exited the room. I hoped that she’d say something encouraging before leaving, something that could ease my fear, but she said nothing. 
Now, I was alone, cold, and waiting.
—
As usual, I was shackled in the same spot for hours, shivering from the cold and bleeding from the back of my neck. I wondered when someone would come and take me to the restroom since we received only one trip a day unless our pain executioners were lenient enough to take us themselves. 
I closed my eyes and tried to think of Soren, or even of Tristan, but my mind just kept coming back here, to the last place on earth that I wanted to be. Eventually, I started to doze off, but was startled awake by a rippling pain in my shoulder, causing me to grunt loudly. 
The chains rattled as I was pulled up higher, just enough so that I was uncomfortably on my toes.
I grunted while trying to keep myself upright, so not to dislocate my other shoulder, and took deep breaths through my nose with my eyes on Artemis. His hair was pulled out of its pony-tail and draped over his shoulders, and he wore his black suit. Usually, he would grin with excitement, but today, his expression was completely blank. Unreadable even. 
 “Good evening, Rayah.” He walked around to face me and stopped only inches away. During our stare off, I couldn’t help but notice the chains rattling from my shivering, and when he reached out to me, I flinched so hard that the chains rattled even louder. 
I’ve always hated the sounds of chains since I was a little girl. Keys jingling, chains rattling, knives being sharpened－ I hated them all. “Calm down.” He reached behind my head and pulled out my bun, letting my hair fall over my shoulders and back, then stepped away and looked me up and down. “Good. Kaydar will love the photo’s that I’m going to send him.”
My eyes widened before my brows drew together in confusion. 
Artemis chuckled, but his piercing eyes were hard. “Kaydar was seen walking out of your dorm the other night.”
I swallowed when I noticed the anger slowly displaying across his face. “That wasn’t－”
Artemis was quick as he threw a punch. After his fist collided with my cheek, I was so dazed that I lost my footing and dropped. My shoulder didn’t dislocate, but it hurt so badly that my eyes began to water. “I didn’t say you could speak!” 
I dizzily pushed myself up with my toes, not even noticing how bad I was bleeding from the side of my neck and onto my shoulder. Artemis noticed it before I had and quickly took the collar off, then tossed it onto the floor. After roughly shoving my head to the side and examining my wound, he went to the corner of the room where bandages were kept and used them to stop the bleeding. 
After he was finished, he stood across from me with a look that I didn’t fully understand. His face was blank, but I could tell that he was seething below the surface. “I’m going to let you heal tonight.”
I lowered my head, relieved that I didn’t have to start any suffering yet, but I wasn’t able to pass out because Artemis roughly grabbed my chin. “I wouldn’t relax so soon, Rayah, because tomorrow will be only one of the worst days of your pitiful life. It took me some time to think on it, but I’m not going to kill Kaydar. I’m going to show him just what problems he has caused you by going into your dorm that night. Maybe when I’m done with you, you’ll understand that you only belong to me. If not, you will end up just like her.” When he let me go, he was heaving. He backed away with a crazed look in his eyes, but then took a breath, calmed down, and left the room. I let go of the breath that I was holding and blinked my tears away. I wasn’t only shaking because of the cold now, but because I was truly afraid.
—
When I opened my eyes, I was in Soren’s tent, but for the first time I didn’t feel the relief of being near him. There was nothing that he could do to help me, and no words of comfort would help me control the fear pulling at my chest. 
Soren slid his hand over my stomach, sensing me in his sleep. When I turned my head to look at him, I sighed in disappointment because he looked so peaceful. I wanted to talk to him, to be distracted, but if he knew what I was going through right now, he’d flip knowing that there was nothing he could do to help me. No one could help me.
—
Artemis pressed his knife into the center of my back, and then drug it diagonally down to the lower part of it. I tensed as he cut me again, clenching my teeth while grunting, and praying that this would end soon. 
“How many?” Artemis asked. 
I sniffled, trying to remember how many times he’d cut me already. It was rare for me to let tears fall in front of him, but almost half a day went by, and he had gone from punching, to tasering, and finally to cutting me. My other shoulder had long dislocated by now, and my wrists were bleeding. 
“I asked you a question, Rayah.” He twisted the tip of his knife over my shoulder. “How many?”
“S－sixty.” I mumbled, letting my head fall forward. 
Artemis chuckled, “I don’t think that’s the correct number. Maybe we should start over?”
 My voice shook. “N…no.”
The knife quickly sliced across my back, making me throw my head back as I cringed. “You don’t get to tell me no.” Artemis walked around to face me with splatters of my blood on his face, his hands dripping with it. He smiled. “I think that you’re ready for your pictures now, don’t you?”
I coughed, tasting blood in my mouth from the multiple blows to the stomach. So much came up that I nearly choked on it. 
Artemis rubbed his chin. “No, I think that you’re missing something.” He slowly began to circle me, and when he came back around on my right, my eyes widened in horror. “Yes, it took me a while, but I learned how to form one of these. I wanted to surprise you.” He raised the white iron rod with a steaming hot tip, looking as if it had just been pulled out of a fire. “Being a dim really works in my favor when it comes to you.”
I panicked inside as he brought the rod towards me. My breathing was starting to go out of control, and I was on high alert, trying to move back using the tips of my toes. “Don’t,” I whimpered. 
Artemis chuckled. “You should start getting used to this, Rayah. When are you going to understand that you can’t tell me no?” He slowly brought the tip of the iron towards the center of my stomach, and I cringed before he actually placed the tip against my skin. 
I clenched my teeth as hard as I could, trying to fight the urge to scream as my skin sizzled, but when he pulled the iron away, I let out a cry and slipped off my toes. I yelped as the pain in my shoulders vibrated throughout my body. It was as if my areas of pain were all connected, and I felt them all at once.
Artemis’ laugh echoed around the room, making me feel helpless. “You remind me so much of myself sometimes.”
I blinked, trying to focus on the monster in front of me. 
“Do you know of what I had to go through to get to where I am now?” Artemis twirled the rod in his hand. “I was born as a Kali and am the only one in a council. The others are all Vexes. My father says that it was the discipline that kept me in line, and I completely agree with him.” He stopped twirling his rod and brought it up to my face with the tip pointing right in front of my eye. “And he had many ways of disciplining me. One method was blinding me. How many times do you think that he’s blinded me in four years?”
I was staring directly at the iron tip. It was still hot, as if he was continuously heating it somehow. “I don’t－” I panted. “I don’t know.”
Artemis pulled the iron away from my eye and leaned it back on his shoulder. “Five hundred and forty times. That’s how many times I’ve been blinded by my father.” He started circling me again. “After a while, I knew that I would heal again, so I lost the fear of being blinded. That’s when he would get creative. Breaking bones, isolating me…He did all of that to make sure that I was disciplined.” I loudly gasped as the rod was placed against my upper back and made a sound that I didn’t even recognize. It was as if I had screamed so much already that my voice had become hoarse and raspy. “And I remember every single method of torture that he used.” He dragged the rod down my back, breaking through the skin. “I plan on using them on you, little Rayah. I already know that this method of torture will be my favorite.” When he pulled the rod away, I was relieved, but then was struck with a steely force against my ribs that knocked all the air out of me. I was afraid to move or even inhale in fear that they would crumble and fall apart.  
I swallowed, holding back a scream in my throat. I wanted to wail, sob, and completely break down, but instead, all I could do was take quick breaths through clenched teeth. Tears built at the corners of my eyes, but didn’t actually fall until Artemis was facing me again 
Artemis grinned, his eyes still cold. “Now you look ready. Excuse me, I’ll be right back.”
When Artemis left, I let my head drop. I wanted this to stop. I needed it to. I needed to get away. I can’t stay awake…Artemis…is going to be upset…
“Rayah?” I heard Soren’s voice. 
I opened my eyes to see Soren leaning over me with a worried look in his own. 
“Rayah, what－” He gently touched my face with his fingertips, his breath quickening, and his eyes rapidly roaming over my beaten body. “What happened to you? What’s going on over there?”
I couldn’t really speak but assumed that I was in the same condition that I was in back home. I felt like it. “S…oren…”
“Rayah.” Soren frowned, his eyes flashing a bright rageful green. “What is he doing to you?”
My eyes were blinded with tears. “It’s almost…over.”
Soren was panting now and roughly shoved his hair back. “Don’t go back there. Stay with me.”
I knew that I wouldn’t be able to do that once my eye sight started to blur. “Soren.”
He cupped my face when he realized that I was growing unconscious. “Rayah! No, no, no, stay here. Try and stay here.” 
“I…can’t.”
“Yes, you can,” he echoed, his voice distant now. 
“C…can’t.” Looking up, I noticed that the top of Soren’s tent was glowing white…and then I smelled something burning. 
And then I heard screams.  
“Where’s Racer?!” Psycho roared.
I blinked, noticing that I was back at the school, but not in the P.T. Room. I was lying on my back being moved on something with wheels, and lights flashed by as I was rushed down a hallway. 
“What happened to her?” someone asked, sounding urgent. 
“I took pain testing a little too far,” Artemis said through gritted teeth. “I’m assuming that she’s suffering from massive blood loss?”
“No…she can’t heal…ribs…lung.”
“Will she…Okay?”
“Have…remove…so…heal…”
I noticed that I was having a hard time breathing, and then, slowly, everything faded into black. There was no Soren, no Artemis, and no world. Just pure darkness…but I didn’t mind. 
 



Chapter 9
“Revenge doesn’t always have to be directed to those that once hurt you, but their loved ones instead.” — Sandra
 
 
When I woke up, I was back in my dorm. The sunlight shining in through my window blinded me momentarily, but then my eyes adjusted, and I let it warm my face. The room temperature was warmer than usual, but I figured that Carmen came in and turned it up due to my cold skin.  
I was relieved that pain testing was over, but it still brought sadness to my heart knowing that I have to experience that again next month. I didn’t want to suffer anymore. I just wanted to be free with Soren and the villagers. 
“Soren…” I couldn’t remember much but believed that Soren was in danger. Psycho was there the last time I jumped.   
“Who’s Soren?” I heard Carmen ask. 
I slowly pushed myself up on my elbows to find her sitting at the end of my bed with her back against the wall. My mouth parted as I took in an unfamiliar version of her. Her curly blond hair was out of its bun and resting on her shoulders, and she wore her blue leather suit only on the lower half of her body with the sleeves tied around her waist. There was only a black sports bra to cover her breasts, while the rest of her torso was revealed. The sight of her at the moment would be considered unappealing to mostly everyone outside of this dorm, but I found her to be in her most beautiful form. Wild even. 
Carmen leaned her head in my direction with lowered lids. She was exhausted. “Rayah?”
“Oh.” I blinked a few times. “Just－ He’s no one.” 
I could see that Carmen didn’t believe me but was relieved that she didn’t ask any more questions about him. I couldn’t bring myself to tell her about the Wild Lands, and I definitely couldn’t tell her about my powers. I was too afraid.  
“Well, how do you feel?” she asked. 
I slowly pushed myself up into a sitting position and let out a breath of relief when nothing cracked. I was healed, which for once I found weird. Yes, I was a fast healer, but bones were broken and those took at least two days to recover. I assumed that I’d only been asleep for a day, so this couldn’t be right. “Fine?”
Carmen took a deep breath with a slight smile on her face. “That’s a new record of healing for you. When I asked, they said something about your ribs crushing one of your lungs. It wasn’t as serious as it could have been, which is why you lasted so long through pain testing, but then you went out after a while, because you couldn’t heal.”
I frowned. “Why couldn’t I?”
Carmen licked her lower lip. “I guess they had to do some sort of work on you. Surgery maybe? Either way, they were able to do what they needed to in order for your body to start healing in that area. Everywhere else though, you’re bruises and cuts have vanished. I guess you’re only able to heal the small things, but the bigger problems need some assistance.”
An image of Artemis with my blood on his face and hands flashed behind my eyes, and I rapidly blinked, as if I could blink the images away. 
“Rayah? Are you okay?” Carmen asked, resting her hand on my ankle.
“Yeah.” I opened my eyes and pulled up a fake smile. “I’m okay. I just—I’m okay.”
Carmen sighed, knowing that I was lying to her again, but she didn’t push the subject. She just turned her head to face the mirror across from her, then slowly, her face dug into a frown. “I hate him.”
I looked down at my legs. “I do too.”
When we heard a knock on my door, we both turned to look at it in unison. I was about to get up when Carmen slid out of the bed with a frown plastered on her face. Carmen was the only visitor I had that could enter the dormitory, so whoever was outside of my door, most likely, was someone that was going to ruin our peace with unpleasantries. 
Carmen pressed a button on the keypad next to the door, and when it opened, her shoulders dropped. “Oh, hey.”
“Is Rayah awake?” It was a familiar voice, but my brain couldn’t put her voice to her face. “I was just stopping by to see how she was doing. I uh... saw her being rushed to the Medical Sector.” 
Carmen looked back at me over her shoulder, leaving enough room for me to see that it was Lithaly standing outside of my dorm. “Yeah, she’s up.”
Lithaly’s worried eyes brightened when they landed on mine, and then she grinned. “Can I come in?”
My eyebrows furrowed, and I scooted back to pull my knees up to my chest. “Sure.” 
Lithaly looked Carmen up and down in question, then entered my dorm while looking around. “I see you don’t like to have much color in here, Nully.”
Carmen frowned at Lithaly’s back but didn’t say anything and went back to sitting at the end of my bed. 
I chuckled. “Maybe I’ll put some color up once my powers surface.”
“Please.” Her eyebrows furrowed as she looked around again. “We’re allowed a few pictures on the walls. Maybe these plain walls are sucking all the color out of you?”
I cocked my head to the side. “I never thought of it that way.”
“See? That might be the problem solver right there.”
We both chuckled, and then became awkwardly silent. I considered her a friend, but only in class. I never thought of us actually forming a regular friendship, which seemed to be something she’d be happy to accept. People didn’t check up on others because they disliked them, but because they cared for them. 
Lithaly licked her lower lip before biting down at it, “You know, you scared me a little there. When I saw you being rushed to the Medical Sector, I wasn’t sure if you would make it out of there.”
“She’s not as weak as you may think she is,” Carmen snapped. 
Both Lithaly and I turned to Carmen in an awkward confusion. I knew that she was protective of me, but Lithaly wasn’t a threat in any way. 
“Oh, well,” Lithaly laughed nervously. “I know that. She nearly beats me every time that we fight each other, but I mean…” she turned back to me. “You were bleeding everywhere, and you were so pale. I tried to follow you into the Medical Sector, but Major St. James made me stay back.”
Carmen rolled her eyes. “So, how’d you get into this dormitory?”
“I’m on my friend’s visitors list.” Lithaly’s smile began to fade. “Well, I just came here to check on you. I’m glad that you’re okay.” 
“Thank you.” I offered her an apologetic smile. “If you don’t mind, I can add you to my list.”
Lithaly grinned. “Yeah, I’d really like that. Maybe I can help you decorate your room.” She nodded before backing away. “Well, I’ll see you during combat training.”
I nodded back, and when she was gone, I turned to Carmen with wide eyes. 
Carmen’s eyebrows furrowed. “What?”
“What was that?”
“Nothing.” She crawled up next to me and dropped her face into the pillow. “You know I don’t trust anyone with you.”
I chuckled. “I see. Well, you don’t have to worry about Lith. She’s one of the nicer people here.”
Carmen moved to her side with her back against the wall. “Yeah, well if you say so.”
I scooted down and lay my head back onto the pillow.
“You should get more rest before tomorrow. Just in case you’re not completely done healing,” Carmen suggested. 
“Yeah.” I was way ahead of her, exhausted already. Going to bed early wasn’t an issue though. The sooner that I fall asleep, the sooner I get to see Soren. 
I hope he’s okay…
—
Three nights passed. Three full nights and not one time was I able to jump to the Wild Lands. I was pissed, and the last image that I had of Soren wasn’t helping with the panic and anger building inside of me. All I remembered was seeing his sad face, and then white fire burning through the top of his tent. I needed to know what was going on at the village, if there was even a village left. What if Psycho killed everyone?

“Are you okay?” Carmen asked, sitting across from me during lunch. She looked down at my tray of food, noticing that I hadn’t taken a bite of anything, and then brought her eyes back up to mine.  
“Yeah, I’m fine,” I mumbled, still staring down at my tray. I felt somewhat as if I’d explode. Why couldn’t I jump back to the Wild Lands? That was my real home, and now my body was keeping me from it. Something within myself had gone wrong, and I couldn’t figure out what.
Carmen sighed. “What’s wrong with you? You need to eat.”
Everything. “Nothing.” I continued to play in my beans with my spoon. 
“Stop lying to me,” she demanded. “What is wrong with you?”
I growled. “I said nothing, Carmen. Just leave it alone.”
A few people at the end of the table looked in our direction, but then went back to talking to each other once they noticed that nothing was happening. 
Carmen leaned back in her chair. “It’s just…The past few days you’ve been like－”
I lifted my head to look at her. “I said that I’m fine, Carmen.”
“But you’re－”
“Carmen,” I tried to say softly, but my voice shook with aggravation. “I’m okay.”
I stared at her for a moment longer but quickly turned away when her eyes widened. She must’ve saw something that she shouldn’t have. 
I stood from my chair with my head lowered. I needed to get out of here fast, or else I’d be done for. The security officers wouldn’t hesitate to shoot me if someone pointed out my glowing eyes or my black ones. Hopefully, they were just black, making them harder to notice. 
I was just about to push my chair in when Carmen spoke. She was so calm about it that she threw me off guard. “Rayah, look at me.”
I shot my head up, but then my mouth dropped when our eyes met. I was so used to her telling me what to do that when she made a command, I instantly did as I was told. Regret filled me, but then it melted away when her expression shifted into confusion. 
“What is it?” I asked, releasing the breath I’d been holding. 
Carmen bit her lower lip and squinted, but then sighed. “Nothing. I just thought I saw something.”
My eyebrows furrowed. “Oh, probably not, but I’m just not feeling well, so I’m going to get some rest.”
Carmen didn’t respond. She just sat back with her arms folded and her eyes piercing into mine. This was the last person that I’d ever be able to get anything by. Just because she didn’t ask directly or even pushed the matter didn’t mean that she wasn’t skeptic. My friend was too smart and knew me better than anyone. 
“I’ll see you later,” I said before grabbing my tray and walking away. I could feel her eyes on me all the way to the trash can, but then eventually started to feel everyone else's eyes on me as well.
When I turned around, I ran directly into Sandra, who just so happened to have a tray full of food in her hands. The food side of it slammed into my stomach, and as I stepped away, she shoved it against me. 
“Watch where you’re going, Null,” Sandra said with a smirk on her face. 
I sighed and frowned as the tray dropped to the floor. The lunch room was quiet, but I could still hear a few snickers here and there. Everyone else was just waiting on me to retaliate. To see the Null try and put up a fight. 
I looked down at my stomach and noticed the beans and white mashed potatoes dripping down my suit. 
“Well?” Cleo stepped up beside Sandra. “Aren’t you going to pick that up? You’re the one who ran into my friend.”
“She doesn’t have to pick up anything,” Carmen said, stepping beside me with napkins in her hand. “Here.” She handed the napkins over to me and turned back to Sandra and Cleo with narrowed eyes. 
Cleo’s smile faded, but Sandra only sneered. “Oh look, it’s the Null’s replacement for a mother.”
I balled my fists at my sides and clenched my teeth. I wanted to punch her or make her regret her words, but instead, I did everything in my power to keep calm.
“What Rayah? It’s true, right? You can’t have visits because you aren’t a level six yet.” She leaned in closer. “And I’ve been told that your next leveling is your last try.” She laughed and stood upright again. “Poor girl. Using your friend as your mommy.”
My chest vibrated as the hot energy inside of it shot into my shoulders, and then down my biceps. I tightened my fists while trying to hold my powers back, but all that did was make them push harder. I wanted to explode. I wanted to pummel Sandra, but I couldn’t. For the first time I was fully aware of my energy shifting through my body, but I couldn’t use it because I was afraid of what color may have come through. 
“Let’s go, Rayah.” When Carmen grabbed my shoulder, I jerked away. I didn’t mean to, but my body reacted before my brain. 
“You look like you want to do something, Rayah,” Sandra said, stepping in closer to me. “So, do something.”
I raised my chin and stared into her eyes. She wasn’t intimidated by me, and I wasn’t intimidated by her. Still, I wasn’t thinking when I spoke next, like someone were speaking for me, and after what I learned about myself it was probably the dumbest thing I could’ve ever said. “Duel me.”
When Cleo burst out laughing, Sandra shot him a warning glare, causing him to shut his mouth with a clomp. She turned back to me. “Fine. But loser goes to solitary for a week. We can run that by the referee together.” She gave a smug smile. “I look forward to our duel. We can have it set up first thing tomorrow.”
“Tonight.” I wanted to take my anger out on her, and I wanted to do it now, but mostly, I just wanted to put her in her place. It probably was a bad move due to my condition, but I needed this. Sandra had been pummeling me since we were kids, and I rarely was able to fight back, but this time, I was going to show her what I was made of. “I can have it set up for rec. time. After classes.” 
Sandra looked shocked but covered it up with a devious grin. “The sooner the better.”
Carmen gently grabbed my shoulder. “We need to go.”
“Yeah, I need to get ready.” I turned away from Sandra and Cleo to leave the lunch room, and Carmen was right behind me. On my way out, I didn’t notice anyone giving me dirty looks but shocked ones instead.  
—
“This is a bad idea. Have you lost your mind!?” Carmen asked as soon as we stepped foot into her dorm. It was closer to the cafeteria than mine, so she pulled me there to get away from everyone. “Sandra is a level nine bright, Rayah. She’s going to graduate soon!”
I just stared at her blankly, slightly offended. I knew that she only wanted to protect me, but what she didn’t tell me was that she thought I couldn’t protect myself. She thought that I was helpless. Weak even. “I’ll be okay.”
“No, you won’t!” Carmen growled. “She’s a bright! That’s the first most dangerous ability out of all of them!”
I sighed and dropped my shoulders. “I am well aware of her ability.”
“So why in the world would you duel her when you have none!” As soon as those words came out of her mouth, she closed it. It hurt that she thought I was helpless, but it hurt more knowing that she was right. It was a bad idea, but I couldn’t help myself. My anger had gotten the best of me. “I’m sorry, but you need to call it off.”
I frowned, unwilling to back down. I didn’t have a plan, nor did I know if I could control my powers, but I deserved a fight with Sandra, and I would have one. “No.”
Carmen squinted, her face twisting, then shook her head. “You’re being stupid, Rayah.”
“So, I am,” I huffed. 
Carmen’s eyes widened. “What’s going on with this attitude of yours? Over the last few days you’ve been angry, you quit training, and now you’re throwing yourself in the ring with Sandra? She’s going to kill you. I thought the goal was to live to leveling, and then pass?”
My heart skipped a beat, and I balled my fists. “Did you ever believe in me?” 
Carmen sighed and sat down on her bed. “Of course, I did. I still do but going against Sandra－It’s not smart. She’s crazy! They brought her in from the Wild Lands when she was seven, and I don’t think that wild side ever left her. She’s still a savage.” 
I didn’t disagree that Sandra was a savage. She had a look in her eyes that no one else did, but just because she was from the wild didn’t mean she was a savage. The thought that my best friend even felt that way made me angrier. “People from the Wild Lands aren’t savages. You think so much like a Lytonian.”
Carmen’s expression went blank and she stared at me in silence, questions clearly forming in her mind. “How do you know that?”
I froze, not knowing how to answer the question at first. “I just do,” I sighed. “Look, I have to go and get the duel set up. I’ll see you later.” I turned around and started walking for the door. 
“Is that where Soren is from?” Carmen blurted. 
I froze right as the door opened and noticed that the lights were flickering. After taking a deep breath, they stopped. I didn’t want to lie to her, but I couldn’t tell her the truth either, so I just left. 
Carmen didn’t follow. 
—
The day went by faster than usual, but I guessed that was because I wanted it to last longer. I wasn’t afraid to fight Sandra, but I was afraid to fight her in front of everyone in the academy. If it were just her, then I would have been able to deny using any color light besides the standard ones, but in front of a crowd, I wouldn’t be able to explain myself. Nor would anyone let me. 
I was able to get the duel set up for tonight. It was going to be held in our indoor arena that was just recently built last year. The academy held monthly fights with the level nines to give the students here a little entertainment. I had only been to one and could say that they were interesting. 
I wasn’t very surprised that I could get the duel set up so quickly, because as soon as word got to Artemis, he made an order and things were set up at the snap of a finger. That was why it was even being held in the arena in the first place. Usually, duels set between students were held in the Obstacle Training Room, but because I was one of the fighters, we got the arena. The Null against a level nine Kali Bright and former Wild Lander. This was a fight worth seeing, even if everyone had already made up their minds about the outcome. 
I stood outside of the tall brown double doors that led to the arena and took in a deep breath. I was wearing my red dueling uniform. It was my first time wearing it, so I hadn’t broken it in yet and was very uncomfortable, but I did like the way that it looked on me. It gave an intimidating appearance. 
The crowd cheering outside of the door sent shivers down my spine, and I shook my head. I wanted to fight, but not like this. Not in front of all those witnesses. Either one of two things would happen. I’d be beaten in front of everyone, proving that I was weak, or I’d win, revealing my illegal powers.
“Hey,” I heard Kaydar say from behind me. I was slightly upset that it wasn’t Carmen coming to see me off, but at least it was someone friendly, not that I was all too pleased that it was him. 
I turned to look over my shoulder. “What?”
Kaydar licked his lips before looking from left to right. “Are you sure that you want to do this?”
“No,” I sighed. “But it’s too late now.”
Kaydar took a deep breath. “Well, good luck. Do your best.” 
“I will.”
Kaydar lowered his eyes, pain etched across his face. “I’m sorry about what happened. Artemis showed me－”
“Rayah, you’re about to be up,” Artemis said, walking down the hall from my right. He had a smug grin on his face but frowned when his eyes met with Kaydar’s. “Leave.”
I fully turned around to face him with my hands locked behind my back.
“Yes, Sir,” Kaydar quickly turned and walked away. 
Artemis stopped in front of me with a grin. “I was surprised that you challenged Sandra to a duel. I didn’t know you had it in you.”
I didn’t respond. My heart was pounding in my chest and my breathing became irregular. Ever since our last pain testing session, I hadn’t been able to face Artemis without feeling a full-on panic attack rising.   
“I hope that you do well, Rayah,” he nodded. 
I nodded back. “Thank you.”
“I’ll be watching.” He walked away, leaving me stiff and confused. Him not doing anything to hurt me was a bad sign. It meant that he was planning something. 
I turned back to the double doors and waited for my name to be announced. After a few minutes, the doors were opened, and everyone booed at the sound of my name. 
 



Chapter 10
“You never really know a person until they show you their true colors.” — Carmen
Sandra and I stood about ten feet away from each other with the referee in between us. Tall walls surrounded us, and both of our doors were locked shut so neither of us would be escaping. There were no weapons aloud unless one of the fighters was a dim, and we could not forfeit. The academy didn’t raise any quitters, or so they say. The only way to get out of this fight was for one of us to become the winner, and for the other to be unconscious or no longer able to fight. 
“Are you two ready?” the referee asked. 
I kept my eyes locked on Sandra’s. I knew that I would be helpless against her speed and strength, but I was going to do the best that I could. I was going to show her just what I was made of, and I hoped that Carmen was watching. 
“I’m ready,” Sandra sneered. 
I bent my knees and got into a fighting stance, then took a deep breath. “Ready.”
“Okay, I’ve explained the rules. First person unable to fight, the battle is over and the one left standing wins. I want a fair fight. Loser heads straight to solitary confinement. Do you both understand?”
We both nodded. 
“Good, let the fight begin!” Everyone cheered as the referee moved out of our way. 
“I’ve been waiting for this!” In a blink of an eye, Sandra went from being ten feet away from me, to cracking my jaw with her fist and sending me to the ground. I rolled across the dirt, at first, out of control, but as I slowed, I rolled back to my feet. 
My focus was on my cheek, trying to send my energy there to begin healing, and to my surprise it was working. It was the first time that I’d ever been able to direct my energy, but I guess the adrenaline was helping with that.  
Sandra came at me again, but this time she didn’t use her speed. Instead, she came at me and threw a punch with one hand, but I blocked it, then she grabbed my arm with that same hand and used her other fist to connect with my jaw. As I stumbled back, her strength kicked in and she yanked me back to her. She wasn’t even expecting me to come at her with my elbow ready, and I caught her chin with the very tip of it.  
As she stumbled backwards, I threw a front kick to her gut, and she fell onto the ground. I went to hold her down before she could get back up, but I was too slow. As I went to mount her, she used her speed to move out of the way and locked me in a rear naked choke.  
Naturally, I brought my chin down into the crevice of her arm, but she pulled so tightly that her arm slipped under my chin and was now crushing my throat. “I’m not going to let you live through this, Rayah,” Sandra grunted.
I grabbed at her forearm in a panic, trying to pull it away so that I could breath, but she wouldn’t budge. Not one ounce of air could get in or out. 
“I’m going to kill you. I owe your parents that much for killing mine and bringing me here,” her voice lowered, hatred seething from her lips. “To this dreadful nation.” 
I wanted to react to what she had said but couldn’t. My parents were Collectors, and I knew very well of what their jobs entailed. Still, they weren’t bad people in my eyes, but to people like Sandra－to the people in the Wild Lands－Collectors were the bringers of death, and apparently, mine killed her family. That would explain why she hated me so much from the start. 
“Die, little Null,” Sandra whispered. “Your life isn’t worth living. Let me fix all of your problems for you.” She squeezed tighter, crushing my wind pipe while laughing in my ear. 
I’m not going to die here, I thought. I can’t...
I clenched my teeth and threw my elbow back at her ribs, but that did nothing until I threw it back a second time. The crowd roared as Sandra flipped sideways a few feet through the air and crashed to the ground. 
When I stood up and noticed just how far away from me that she flew, my mouth parted in shock. It was my powers, but I didn’t see a light. I could feel a burning sensation in my arm, but there wasn’t a light the moment that I hit her to prove that I used any. 
Sandra slowly got back to her feet with one hand covering her ribs. She leaned over and spit blood from her mouth, and then bolted towards me in a rage. She was fast about it and tackled me, taking us both through the air. Her shoulder had completely knocked the rest of the air out of me before we hit the ground, and the back of my head slammed into the dirt, dazing me, but I was coherent enough to see her fist coming down for my face. 
I moved my head out of the way just in time, and my eyes widened when I saw the hole that she created after missing the blow. 
“You. Are. Done!” she growled, spitting blood onto my face. She made herself comfortable on top of me and grabbed my loose hair to hold my head in place. I struggled to move again as she raised her bloody fist, but she was too heavy, and I couldn’t push her off of me. 
I took in a deep breath, panic rising, and struggled harder to yank her hand out of my hair, but there still was no use. 
“No one will recognize you after this.” Sandra laughed. “Not even your mother.”
I gasped as I watched the white light begin to swirl around her fist, and it was as if she were moving in slow motion. When I brought my eyes back to hers, I saw nothing but pain and anger. Sandra hated me because of what my parents did to her family, and I couldn’t blame her, but I wasn’t going to let her kill me because of them. I couldn’t die yet, but I didn’t know how to save myself, and no one was going to intervene. 
“I’m sorry,” I whispered. 
Sandra’s eyes widened and she hesitated, but as a few seconds went by, her eyebrows drew together into a frown. “I’m not.” She came down with her fist, and in less than a second everything went black.
—
I found myself back on my feet with a dark energy surrounding me. It was just like before, when I was locked in solitary confinement. It was warm, it was there, and no one could see it. Not even me, but I could feel it.
The crowd was quiet for a moment, but then started complaining about the lights going out. I could see everyone clearly, but no one could see Sandra or me, and frankly, they weren’t worried about us anymore. The dark was a big problem for Lighters, but for me, at this moment, it wasn’t a problem at all. It actually felt as if it were strengthening me. 
Sandra was a few feet away from me, trying to figure out what had just happened. She pushed herself back to her feet, fearfully looking from left to right, but still couldn’t see anything. My energy pushed her away once the lights went out, and I wasn’t sure how I did it this time, but if I hadn’t, I’d be dead. 
“What’s going on?” Sandra asked, creating a white energy ball in her hand. She looked afraid, which she should’ve been, because I wasn’t feeling much like myself. I felt as if I were watching her from a distance, like someone else had taken over my body, but I knew that it was me walking towards her. I knew that it was me preparing to kill her. 
When Sandra spotted me, her eyes widened before raising her hand to throw her energy ball at me, but my dark smoke wrapped around it, causing her light to disappear. She gasped, completely shaken up by what I’d just done. She couldn’t see me or my energy, giving me the upper hand. 
With just a swipe of my hand, my black energy rammed at Sandra from her right, and then again from her left. She stumbled to the side, doubling over, but with an unimaginable speed, I bolted to her and cracked her jaw with my fist, sending her face first to the ground. 
Now I could see why others enjoyed bullying me so much. This was fun. Sandra was completely helpless against me, especially in the dark. She wasn’t as easy to knock out though, which was why she was back on her feet again in seconds. Her panting is what gave away her fear since she hadn’t done anything to make herself breathe so hard, and I had come to realize that no one has ever feared me before. No one has ever made me feel so powerful. 
“Where are you?” Sandra asked, her voice trembling. “What is this!?”
The lights were still off, and the crowd was still in a panic. I had the feeling that I was the reason that the lights had gone dark, and I didn’t know how to turn them back on. It was surprising that the generator hadn’t kicked in, but I guess that I was somehow controlling that as well. 
Sandra raised her hand and formed another energy ball, tensing after realizing just how close we were to each other. I slowly cocked my head to the side in curiosity. She looked as if she’d seen a ghost. “Your…your eyes.”
I brought my hand over her energy ball, causing it to disappear like I had vacuumed her light inside of me. She was blind again, and right before she created another energy ball, I grabbed her throat with one hand and began to squeeze. I could feel my dark energy wrapping around my fingers, helping me tighten my grip. I knew that deep down I didn’t want to do this, but right now, the thought of killing her excited me. 
“I think you’re the one that’s going to die tonight,” I rasped. With one hand, I lifted her off her feet and into the air. She raised her hand to use her light, but my shadows protected me. 
Sandra fought the best that she could, but there was no getting away from me. She grabbed at my wrist and hammered down on it, then tried twisting it, but nothing was working. I could have just squeezed a little harder until I heard a crack, but something within me told me not to. 
I can’t kill her.
As the lights came on, my dark shadows went back into hiding. I was still holding Sandra up by her throat with my eyes locked on hers, only to find that they were wet.
I dropped Sandra onto the ground where she fell onto her bottom, then stepped back and looked up. The crowd was quiet with shock. The Null had taken the Kali down in the dark. It was unheard of. 
I scanned the crowd, glancing at a few faces, but stopped on Carmen’s. She didn’t look happy, but worried. Still, I could tell that she was relieved. I offered her a smile, but she just returned a wide-eyed stare. “Rayah, look out!” her voice echoed. 
I was hit in the stomach so hard and with so much force that I flew backwards through the air. I could feel myself losing consciousness before hitting the ground, and all I could do was hope that I’d get to see Soren soon. 
—
I’m here again… The Gods Realm. Only, it looks different. There’s light in the palace, and I was standing in the same spot that I appeared in the last time I dreamt of Vexton and his father, only I didn’t see them. 
Golden yellow orbs were gliding through the palace, and the black pillars that stood on both sides of me were pulsating turquoise blue, reminding me of the waterfall at the Hot Spot. Above me, the glass ceiling was repaired, and the moons were shining down on me. 
When I turned to my left, I noticed two large black doors, but to my right I spotted Vexton sitting on his throne wearing a long black loin cloth while talking to his father who was standing next to him. 
“Son, what you did may ruin everything that you’ve worked for. How could you just－”
Vexton sat back with a playful grin on his lips. “Father, calm down. This is the right choice. I know it is. Leaving everything up to her was the better idea instead of just wiping everything clean again.”
“But－”
“We aren’t humans, and I haven’t been in the Human Realm for over a hundred years. We can’t relate to them, and it’s not too late for things to change.”
“And if it doesn’t?”
“Then the girl will make her choice. We have time,” Vexton’s smile only slightly faded in the silence as Kalsoton glared at him. 
“I am the only one who should ever have to bare my curse, Vexton,” Kalsoton said in a low and rough voice. “Creating a descendant with my powers was never agreed to. You’ve created a monster.”
I swallowed, remembering when Soren told me how the Depleters thought that I was a monster. It made me wonder what time frame this discussion was in. It couldn’t have been in the present time, because I only dreamt of the past. What puzzled me more was that there was never anything in the history books about Kalsoton and Vexton working together after the new world or even being on speaking terms. Kalsoton was a dark god, and someone that was locked away in confinement after helping his son create the new world. So, when was this?
Vexton chuckled. “I’d like to think that I created a god.” 
Kalsoton roared as he kicked the vase sitting next to the throne in my direction. The shattered pieces barely missed my head. “Vexton, this isn’t a joke! She doesn’t know how to control her demon side, and at any time it could take over!” He paced back and forth a few times before stopping at Vexton’s side again. “You have no idea what you’ve done. If this plan of yours goes wrong, then you’ll never be able to redeem the Human Realm”
Vexton sighed. “Father, stop panicking. She’s stopped her demon half before, and she can do it again. If she does happen to lose control, then it was meant to be. Besides, she’s not alone. I made sure that she has help.”
“Help? Nothing can help her. She has to learn how to control her curse all on her own. You and your brothers are lucky that you were born before I almost completely turned, or else you’d all have to deal with it too. A human with this curse is just－”
“A half-human, Father. She’s only half human,” Vexton corrected.
Kalsoton froze, his anger stilling him. As I walked closer to them, I noticed that Kalsoton’s eyes were brown, but soon filled with an inky black. Vexton only stared up at him. He didn’t seem intimidated but was on alert with his hands gripping at the ends of the arm rests. 
I wasn’t fully understanding what was going on. My first thought was that it was me that they were speaking of, but they couldn’t have been. I couldn’t be half-demon and half-human, because my powers would be black with only one other color, and that wasn’t the case for me, so who were they referring to?
Vexton sighed. “It had to be done, Father. We needed someone just as powerful as one of us in the Human Realm.”
“She will destroy the Human Realm. Demons belong in the Demon Realm, gods belong in the Gods Realm, and humans belong in the Human Realm! She doesn’t belong anywhere. She should be annihilated.”
For some reason those words hurt, even if they weren’t talking about me. I was different than all the other Lighters, and even the Gods Children. I could still call myself a defect, but I wasn’t in any kind of sub-category of a defect like the Gods Sons and Daughters. I was just different. 
Vexton frowned. “So, Father, where should you belong?” 
Kalsoton grunted, and then straightened. 
Vexton stood from his throne and walked around to face his father. “You almost completely turned into a demon, but my mother was able to stop you half way through. You’re a half demon and a half god, so where do you belong?”
Kalsoton loomed over his son with anger covering his features. “That doesn’t matter. I’m different. I learned how to control myself, but this girl you chose? She. Will. Lose. Control.”
“So, like I said, if she does, then it was meant to be,” Vexton said before sitting back in his throne. “I chose someone innocent and pure. Someone that could relate to the humans. She will come to understand that one day she will have to make the final decision. We have much time before the day of the three suns, and enough so that she can learn and grow like everyone else.”
Kalsoton sighed while shaking his head. “I hope that you understand what you’ve done. If her demon side takes over before that day, you will never be able to create a new world. She is the only being that can exist in the Human Realm with a god and demon half, and even if you try to go to the Human Realm and destroy her, you may not win that battle.”
  Vexton smirked. “I beat you.”
—
Heat, electricity, burning, voltage. That was all I could think of as I was being electrified back into consciousness. There was a loud clicking noise, and the electricity finally stopped coursing through me. I blinked a few times to see a single light dangling over my head, but then it flickered, and I was back to being electrified again. 
I grunted once the shocking stopped, and when I tried to sit up, I noticed that my wrists and ankles were strapped down to the reclined chair that I was sitting in. This was a familiar chair with familiar straps. It was an electric chair. Sometimes, I had to sit in one during pain testing, and since Artemis hadn’t really been using this form of torture lately, I had forgotten just how excruciating the pain was. 
No, no I don’t want to be here, I thought as I pulled at the straps.
This was unexpected, and when I was brought into situations like this unexpectedly, I tended to panic. I was used to preparing my body and mind for pain. Even when being bullied. Every day before even stepping foot into the halls, I expected to get hurt. That way, when I did, it wasn’t such a surprise, and my mind could take it. At this moment, I was still recovering from my dream, trying to process the puzzling conversation I’d just heard all while wondering if it was even a flashback or just my imagination. I wasn’t sure if I could connect to the gods through my dreams like the Gods Children, but the possibility was high. I was starting to believe that I was some kind of Gods Daughter. Or I could be…
The clicking sound occurred again, and I was back to shaking with electrical currents coursing throughout my body. It felt similar to being shocked by lightning, but with less voltage. When the currents finally stopped, I thought that I was going to pass out, which would’ve been good for me. Maybe this time I would go back to the Wild Lands.  
“You know, you remind me a lot of her, Rayah,” Artemis’ voice was like something screeching in my ears, and I winced. He walked around from behind my chair and sat in one on my right, facing me. “That’s what scares me the most about having you as my slave. You’re just like she was.”
I clenched my teeth but didn’t speak just yet. I wasn’t sure why I was in the P.T. Sector instead of solitary but was relieved that I wasn’t somewhere outside of the academy. That meant that no one saw me use my powers, and Sandra hadn’t said anything about them. 
Artemis stared into my eyes, then moved a wet strand of hair from my cheek with his finger. There was a look on his face that I couldn’t recognize, and although it was kinder than what I was used to, it made my stomach twist. “I loved her, but she was disobedient. She wouldn’t love me back.” I pulled at the straps, panicking, as he reached over to the button on the side of the chair and clicked it. He watched in enjoyment as I jolted and shook as the electrical currents coursed through my body again. I balled my fists and curled my toes, praying in my head that it would end soon while tears of pain built up at the corners of my eyes. A few more seconds went by before he reached over and clicked the chair off. 
I loudly sucked in a loud breath of air and squeezed my eyes shut as the shock wore off. What made it worse was that my body was still aching from the fight with Sandra. I couldn’t have been unconscious for too long, because the bruising on my stomach still felt fresh. Maybe only a few hours had gone by before Artemis brought me here. 
“You see, my father owned a slave girl.” Artemis leaned back in his chair. “My younger brother, Drake, and I－ We both graduated from Ellison Academy early. I’m sure you’ve heard of the place.”
My eyes widened at the thought of Artemis having a brother. A long time ago he told me that he didn’t have any siblings. We were having a moment, kind of like this one, only it involved knives. He rarely ever talked about his father, but I remembered him mentioning that he was strict with him, using the same discipline tactics that he used on me. His success in becoming a Major was what made him believe that those tactics worked. 
“Drake was like my best friend, but when we went back home together, we split apart over a girl. A slave at that, and one that our father owned. She was beautiful, just like you are, but that led to her death.” Artemis looked as if he were lost in thought, but then his eyes came back to mine. “My father was still strict with us, even after we graduated, and he pushed my brother away. Drake ran away from home one night after a fight that he had with our father. He wasn’t as strong as I was, but he was younger and probably just needed a little time. I never saw him again, but around that time of our lives, we didn’t care much for each other because of our competition for Olivia. Since he was away, I thought that she would love me, but she still chose my brother.” 
When he reached over to hit the switch again, he noticed how my wide eyes followed his hand and stopped halfway with a smile creeping up his lips. His hand then moved to my cheek, caressing it with the back of his thumb. “After I killed her, I didn’t know what I was supposed to do.”
I shuddered, and my stomach was starting to hurt so badly that I thought I was going to be sick. Artemis wasn’t just devious, but a murderer. He actually killed someone with his own hands. I never thought about him taking things that far and just figured that he used to threaten to kill me as a scare tactic. It worked, even though I used to doubt that he would do it. 
Artemis’ eyes glimmered with excitement. “And then you were given to me. You were just a play toy at the time, but I knew that you’d grow into a beautiful woman. A woman that I could control and claim as my own. A woman that couldn’t say no to me. I was so upset when I had to bring you to the academy, but then I heard of your dilemma.” He chuckled and pulled his hand away. “I thought that you were meant to be mine, but then I started to notice something different about you, and today I saw something.”
My heartrate picked up in speed, and I began to pant. He saw me. He saw my powers and now－What am I going to do? If I could jump my physical body away from here, then I would. I would do anything to get away from him. 
“You did something.” He stood from his chair. “I didn’t see it, but I know that you used your energy in that duel, and I’m going to push it away. You see, I know for a fact that fear and pain are what keep you from using them, and every time that I’ve noticed your powers getting closer to the surface,” he leaned over me, planting his hand by the side of my head. “I worked very hard to make them go away. Why do you think I sent Kaydar and his friends to your dorm that day? All it took was a little motivation to get him outraged. Losing a sibling? It’s painful, and you were the release that he needed to rid himself of that pain. In turn, you became weak again.” Artemis grabbed my chin and held my head in place, and I wasn’t sure what he was trying to do until I saw that unfamiliar look in his eyes again. He wasn’t looking down at me, but at Olivia. As he lowered himself towards my lips, I tried to turn away from him, but his grip was too strong. “I own you, Rayah. You can’t tell me no,” he hissed. “And if I have to, I’ll just keep making your life miserable until you understand that I control it.”
My stomach turned as he continued to lower himself towards my lips. He wasn’t doing much, but I felt violated and disgusted. This was a man that the female students here praised and that some male students looked up to. They would be disgusted to know that he had a sensitive side. The powerful Kali had feelings, and the only way he knew how to express himself was by hurting me. Pain was all he knew, so pain was all he gave. 
“Don’t,” I barely whispered, his warm breath on my lips making me quiver.
Artemis railed back and looked into my eyes with sadness and rage, and for a moment, I thought that he was really debating on killing me. A moment later, his eyelids fluttered, and then he clicked the button on the side of the chair. 
He didn’t turn it off until I passed out.
 



Chapter 11
“One last straw is all one needs to unleash the power within them.” — Sora
 
 
My body twitched as I formed in the Wild Lands, still recovering from being tortured in the electric chair. I slowly opened my eyes to the dark sky, and then turned my head to see that I was laying right next to a large fire. My vision was still blurry, so the fire was really all that I could see, but when they finally adjusted, I was able to see the people sitting on the other side of it. 
Am I in the village? Where’s Soren?
My chest warmed at the thought of being with Soren. I missed and needed him. Especially, after all that I’d been through since my last time seeing him. All I needed was his smile, his laugh, and his soft touch. His physical contact. There was no one else in the world that could make me feel the way that he made me feel. Not even Tristan had this effect on me. 
I was startled by the gentle hand that came down over my shoulder, but then exhaled to calm myself down. When I turned my head to see who is was though, I tensed. Fear wasn’t an emotion that I had the energy to feel right now, and from the look of it, I wouldn’t have to, but looks could be deceiving. “Psycho…”
Psycho stared down at me with a sympathetic expression that I didn’t understand. Not too long ago he was trying to kill me, but now he looked as if he wanted to help me. His light brown eyes shimmered in the fire light, filled with wonder, but then as he came to realize who he was looking at, they instantly grew cold. 
“Isn’t that Racer’s girl!?” a Depleter asked. 
Psycho looked up and grinned at his friends across the fire. “Yeah, this is her.” He looked down at me. “She came right to us.”
I swallowed and began panting. I wouldn’t be able to fight them all, even with the little control that I had over my energy. I was too weak, and too beaten. The last time that I came across Psycho, he wanted to kill me, and even though I didn’t get the feeling that he wanted to do that now, I knew that something bad was going to happen if I didn’t get away from him soon. 
Psycho gave a smug grin and pulled me up by my bicep, then turned me around to face the rest of the village. He pulled me down the pathway, causing me to stumble, and the only reason that I didn’t fall was because his grip was tight enough to keep from doing so.
Looking around, I noticed that there were no familiar faces in sight, and the Depleters had their tents set up over the ones they burned. Soren’s village was gone.
No…no…where are they?
My voice shook. “Where’s…where’s Soren?”
Psycho slowed to a stop and looked back at me with his teeth clenched and eyes igniting with hate. He didn’t answer but whipped around and yanked me forward. I stumbled but gathered my footing and continued after him. My throat slowly began to burn as my eyes connected with the Depleters’. They gave devious grins, laughed, and taunted me about killing some of the villagers. At one point, I tried to yank my arm away from Psycho, but he only tightened his grip and continued on for his tent. 
My eyes began to water. Soren was supposed to be invincible, and yet, I had the sickest feeling that he was gone. The one person that could make me smile after everything that’s happened was no longer with us, and Psycho was the reason for it. I was alone again.
“Where is he?” I asked a second time, my trembling voice cracking.
Psycho growled, but still didn’t answer my question. When we finally got to his black tent, he yanked me inside and let me go. I thought about running back out, but he blocked the entrance. 
It was dark inside the tent, but I could clearly see Psycho heaving a few feet away from me. We both stood there in silence, me thinking of an escape plan, and him glaring at me. If I ran straight to the side of the tent, I might’ve been able to get away, but that was if I wasn’t completely slowed down by the tent falling over me. After that, I’d have to escape from this camp of Depleters. 
Psycho still hadn’t made a move, so I started to make my own by slowly turning my foot to run, but his words stopped me. “I wouldn’t try escaping from here if I were you. I brought you in here to keep you away from the others, but out there, once they catch you, I won’t be able to stop them.” His voice was low and calm, which scared me more than what he’d just said. “Even though I’m their leader, sometimes they just don’t listen.” He slowly walked further into the tent while pulling his gun out of his waist band. 
I clenched my teeth as my eyes focused on the gun by his side. “Why did you bring me in here if you were just going to deplete me?”
Psycho ran his fingers through his hair with his free hand and sighed, then pointed his gun at me. “I wanted to make it easier for you.”
“To die?”
“No, to call. I want you to do The Calling.”
My lips parted in shock, and I began to hope again. “So, Soren’s alive?”
Psycho nodded his head from side to side. “For now.” 
My heart leaped, and a smile almost came to my lips before Psycho shot a dart into my thigh. It felt like a pinch at first, but when I started to feel as if my muscle was pulling, I reached down for it. 
“Ah, ah, ah. Touch that dart, and I’ll shoot another one into you.”
My hand shook over the dart, but then I railed it back and stood upright. I couldn’t see the white light taking over my leg because of the suit that I was wearing, but I’d notice how close that it was getting to my head once my neck was taken over. 
“Psycho, I can’t do The Calling. I’m not a Gods Daughter,” I tried to say as calmly as I could. 
Psycho chuckled. “Yes, you are, if not that, then you really are a monster. Either way, I know that you can do it, so call him.”
“I－” I panted, confused as to how I was going to get myself out of this predicament. “I can’t!” The pain shooting up my leg caused me to put most of my weight on the other. “I’m not like him. I can’t do the－”
Psycho raised the gun again and shot me in the hand. “I brought you in here, so that if you got Racer to me, then I would let you go.” He took a deep breath. “I know I tried to kill you before, but I was angry. I don’t really want to hurt you. I’d just tell Assassin that you got away, but I tend to go back and forth from time to time with my decision making, so if you don’t do The Calling for me, I might just change my mind.”
I held my shaking hand in front of me and watched as the white light steadily covered my skin. “Psycho, please. Even if it was possible for me to do it, I don’t know how.”
Psycho growled. “Do it! Bring that murderer back here!” He raised his gun again and pointed it at my chest. “I’m going to kill him for taking Jackie away from me.”
I was confused but couldn’t dwell on what he’d just said. I needed to get myself out of this mess. I took the chance and quickly went to pull the dart out of my thigh, but as soon as my fingers wrapped around it, another one was shot into my shoulder. I yanked the dart out of my thigh, then ripped out the one in my shoulder before sprinting for the side of the tent, but I didn’t make it far before Psycho hit me with lightning. I crashed to the ground and rolled into the side of the tent, knocking it down over me. As I was cloaked in darkness, I shakily pulled the last dart out of my hand and started recovering from shock faster than usual.
My lips trembled, making it hard for me to keep from crying. I was frustrated, tired, hungry, and sad. Too much had happened in such a short amount of time, and in almost every situation I was helpless. I didn’t want to be helpless anymore. I wanted to be as strong as Soren thought I was, and I wanted my suffering to stop. 
I have to get away and find Soren. 
Psycho roared as he fought his way from under the fallen tent, sounding as if he’d lost his mind. I could hear him stomping and kicking at the dirt, yelling vulgar language, but then he stopped once he was from under it. “I tried to give you a chance!”
I prepared myself as his footsteps stomped in my direction. I couldn’t be defenseless anymore and was going to get away from him. I had to. 
“I’ll just follow the original plan and kill you,” Psycho growled as he grabbed the tent and ripped it off. As soon as he did, my black energy exploded from my chest in swirls of smoke with sporadic zaps of light within it, knocking a few Depleters to the ground. The only problem was that it didn’t knock him down. 
I noticed that I was actually standing in the middle of the village pathway again, facing Psycho’s back. He was just as baffled as I was as he stared down at the empty spot on the ground where I was laying only seconds ago. The Depleters that I had previously knocked over were the ones on the pathway. Not around the tent. 
“What the—” one of the Depleters near Psycho said once he spotted me. 
Psycho dropped the tent and looked over his shoulder with anger covering his features. “So, she learned how to jump,” he said as he turned around. “Figures.”
My lips parted to inhale when Psycho shot a roaring flame towards me from his palm. All I could think about was moving out of the way, and in a blur, I was out of the way by only a few feet. The black smoke trailed behind me, something a Brights light would do when using speed, but as soon as it caught up, I dropped to the ground to duck another roaring flame.
I noticed that the others were keeping their distance from this fight, seeing that their leader was furious, and also maybe because they’ve never seen black energy before. As far as I knew, they hadn’t. Or maybe they had and were afraid of it.
Looking up, it only took for me to see the spark of Psycho’s other hand to roll out of the way and back to my feet. A large lightning bolt shot out of his fingertips, blowing up the ground that I was previously laying on. I was sure that by now, he was actually trying to kill me. The first time that he hit me with lightning, it only stunned me, but the last one would have ended my life. 
“Aren’t you going to fight back!?” Psycho yelled as he punched two flames at me. I dodged the both of them but wasn’t as fast to move when I noticed two-pointed icicles shooting in my direction. I didn’t have time to evade the attack, but what I did do to avoid being killed had completely thrown me off guard. 
I caught the first one with one skin tight iron gloved hand, and punched the second one, shattering it into pieces. The elbow length black iron glove was considered a weapon, which would make me a dim, but before this, I was using my bright abilities. Maybe I really was a Gods Daughter. That would explain how I was using two abilities. 
I took a deep breath, preparing myself for another attack from Psycho, but was actually tackled by another Depleter. I crashed to the ground, losing concentration on keeping the iron on my hand and slid over the dirt. I tried to jump back to my feet, but a large hand came over my face and pushed the back of my head against the ground. When I thought that he would leave me at that, he tightened his grip around my face and slammed my head down two more times to knock me out, only instead, he dazed me. 
When the Depleter removed his hand from my face and stood up, my eyes met with Psycho’s, his feet standing next to my head. “Your just like him. I wasn’t sure at first, but your powers are just like Assassin’s.” 
My vision was blurred, but I could still see Psycho’s eyes clearly. He crouched down next to me and roughly grabbed my chin, but his expression— He didn’t want to do this, I could tell. It was similar to the look that Artemis gave me before, the two looking just alike.
“I’ll only give you one last chance. Do the Calling,” Psycho commanded.
My eyes were low, and I was exhausted, but I wouldn’t let myself lose consciousness. I wasn’t going to let myself be helpless anymore. “No.” 
The frown forming over Psycho’s face was what reminded me more of Artemis, but instead of fear, I felt anger. A lot of it. I wasn’t going to let this man hurt me anymore. 
Psycho pulled his hand away from my chin with wide and fearful eyes. Mine must’ve been black. I felt my energy building inside of me, making me feel stronger than I’ve ever been before, and in a split second, another blast of energy exploded from my chest in swirls of smoke with sporadic zaps of light within it, sending Psycho and the others in all directions before crashing to the ground. 
 I quickly got to my feet, noticing that the Depleters I just knocked over were passed out, including Psycho, but there were still a few conscious ones that hadn’t been hit with the blow. Luckily, they were too afraid to chase after me as I sprinted for the woods. 
—
I ran for as long and fast as I could until my legs gave out after tripping over a tree root and falling to the ground. I rolled over to my back as I caught my breath and noticed a yellow orb bouncing over my head. I felt as if this one was the one I met on my fist day to the Wild Lands. There was just something familiar about it, but I didn’t have much time to observe closer. 
The sound of leaves crunching sent me back into alert, and I quickly rolled over to my stomach, ready to push myself up and start running again, but when I noticed a particularly familiar pair of hooves, I let my face fall to the ground with a sigh of relief. 
Vexodus snorted and walked over to me, then leaned down and slapped his large tongue over my cheek before nudging my head with his nose. 
“I missed you too, Vex.” I couldn’t believe that I was back. It had only been a few days, but it felt as if years had passed. Lytonia felt miles and miles away from me, like I’d never have to go back, and it felt as it the Wild Lands were welcoming me home. Only, I no longer had a home. My village－Soren’s village－was gone.
Vexodus snorted again before nudging my head, and then he stomped his foot. I had almost fallen asleep before he nudged my head even harder, and thankfully he did, or else I might have just woken back up in Lytonia. 
I slowly got to my feet and climbed on top of Vexodus. I was so exhausted that I rested my head down on him, letting my arm dangle over his side. “Thanks for coming, buddy. Take me somewhere safe.”
Vexodus snorted and started walking in the opposite direction of Psycho’s camp. 
—
The sound of something popping was what woke me up. As soon as I opened my eyes, I knew that it was a fire burning next to me. Fear struck through me as I thought that I had been captured by psycho again, but then something told me to be calm. There was nothing for me to worry about. 
When I turned my head away from the fire, I met a pair of glowing green eyes, and suddenly, I was filled with so much relief and happiness that tears were brought to my own. “Soren,” I whispered. “You’re okay.”
Soren had his head propped up on his hand as the light from the fire flickered over his face and chest. “I’m okay,” he said. “I’m glad to see that you are too.” His voice was soft, and there was an intense look in his eyes. 
I swallowed. “I’m sorry.” 
Soren slid his hand over my cheek with a chuckle. “Why?”
“Because I couldn’t jump back.”
He wiped a fallen tear away with his thumb. “All that matters is that you’re here now.”  
My lips parted to take in air, but before I let myself get lost into his eyes, I sat up and took in my surroundings. “A cave? Where…where’s everyone else?”
Soren sat up next to me. “In another part of it, closer to the entrance.”
I gasped and quickly wiped away another stray tear. “So, the villagers－everyone’s okay?” 
Soren’s eyes dropped from mine. “Mostly.”
I knew what that meant, but my mind just couldn’t register. When the Depleters made fun of killing some of the villagers, a part of me didn’t believe them, but hearing this from Soren’s lips knocked the air out of me. 
“The Depleters killed a few of the kids and most of our elderly. I was stuck fighting against Psycho, while Grandmother Emerald and Sora took on the others. Even though we were stronger, we were still outnumbered, so we had to retreat. Our village usually moves from time to time, for reasons like this, but I guess we got comfortable. Psycho could never find us, so we just stayed where we were.” Soren sighed. “We should’ve moved right after saving Sora.”
I inhaled, then exhaled. “He…He called you a murderer.”
Soren sighed and shook his head. “What happened in the past was an accident, and I’d rather not talk about it.” 
 “Oh－ I…I’m sorry. I just－”
“It’s okay,” Soren said, giving me a half-hearted grin. “You were curious.” 
It was so surprising how in a moment like this, he was still able to smile. It was odd, after all that’s happened since we were last together, all that mattered was here and now. I should have gotten up and run to see Emerald and Sora, but all I wanted was to be next to Soren. 
Soren’s eyes dropped to my lips, but then came back to my eyes. The intense look on his face caused butterflies in my lower stomach, but also made me feel things that I wasn’t used to feeling. Those feelings caused me to blush, and I was ready to run out of this part of the cave, but I couldn’t move. Deep down, I really didn’t want to. 
Soren chuckled and shook his head. 
“What is it?” I asked in embarrassment.
“I don’t understand how you do this to me.” He pushed a few strands of his hair back. “I’ve never felt this way with anyone before you. Not even…” he sighed and looked away. 
My eyebrows furrowed in surprise. 
“When I sensed that you were here, I felt so relieved, but then I was worried because I knew that you jumped to the village. I was going to go to you, but Grandmother Emerald and Sora stopped me, saying that it was still too dangerous for me to leave here.” 
I nodded, thinking about how sad I had become at the thought of Soren being dead. It hurt, even now, to think that way. “I thought that you were gone.”
Soren rested his hand over mine in between us. “Aren’t you glad that I’m not?” 
“Of course, I am,” I smiled. 
Soren chuckled, but then quieted down and turned to me in curiosity. 
I tilted my head to the side. “What is it?”
“There’s something different about you. Something about your energy that just feels…powerful.” 
An image of Kalsoton came to mind. I still didn’t understand the dream that I had about him and Vexton, but knew that somehow, I was of Kalsoton’s descent. Our energies were only slightly different but were both black. Kalsoton was the only half-god in the Gods Realm, and he should only have one descendant, but I still wasn’t sure if that were true. Psycho mentioned that I was just like Assassin. Maybe he was a descendant as well?  
“Rayah?”  
I snapped out of my thoughts. “Sorry, I was just－”
I was completely caught off guard. Soren’s soft lips pressed against mine, causing my cheeks to grow hot, my chest to burn, my body to freeze, and my stomach to do back flips. I wasn’t sure how to react at first, but as the seconds went by, I began to enjoy this feeling. This was exactly what Tristan was going to do to me, but I didn’t think I’d feel the same way with him as I did with Soren. Tristan wouldn’t have been able to make me feel this free. 
When Soren pulled away, he only left a few inches between us. His soft eyes gazed into mine, and his thumb caressed over the back of my hand, but when I felt his warm breath over my lips, Artemis’ face flashed behind my eyes. I could picture him hovering over me, nearing my lips, and making me feel sick. 
I flinched away from Soren with wide eyes. “Don’t.”
Soren looked at me in surprise at first, but then a frown formed over his face. “What did he do to you?” His eyes flashed a brighter green as he clenched his teeth. I could tell that he was thinking of the very last time that we saw each other, when I was beaten down, bloody, and weak. 
“Artemis…he…” I was hesitant to tell him what happened between Artemis and me. I was embarrassed about it, but most of all, I felt disgusted and violated. “He was torturing me when I came to you that night.”
Soren sighed and roughly scratched the back of his head. “Did he－” When his eyes flickered to black, he quickly closed them and took a deep breath. He must’ve thought that I didn’t notice, but I did. This was what happened before a Gods Son turned. They didn’t turn into demons like the gods could, but their happiness and any other positive emotions disappeared.  
“He tried to kiss me,” I said, trying to hide the shaking in my voice.   
Soren kept his eyes closed for a few seconds longer, but when I slid my hand over his back, he opened them. 
“Are you okay?” I asked. “Your eyes, they—”
Soren sighed. “I know. I’m sorry. I just don’t want you to be there anymore. I want to get you out.”
I looked away, knowing that it was impossible. Still, the thought of him wanting to save me made me feel good for some reason. “I don’t want to be there either.”
He straightened. “I know that people had to have escaped from there before. How did they do it?” 
“They died.” 
Soren’s shoulders slumped again, and when I turned to him, I was faced with a frown. 
“I’m sorry,” I said. “But it’s impossible to get me out of there alive.”
Soren looked disappointed, but then slid his hand over my thigh. “I promise you that I’ll get you out of there, Rayah.”
I offered him a half-hearted smile, then leaned in and placed a soft peck on his cheek. Soren meant what he was saying, but I knew that he wouldn’t be able to free me from Lytonia’s tight grip. No one could. I was a prisoner inside of those inescapable walls just like everyone else. 
My only goal was to level up to six and so forth, so that when my mother was released in a few months, she’d have a daughter to be proud of and would know that her sacrifices were meaningful. For a while, I thought that I was just a Null, but now knew that I was something more. Something powerful, and because of my energy, I had the choice to be either a Vex, a Soma, or a Kali. I just had to learn how to control my powers first. To bring them to the surface, and for the first time, I was positive that I could. I could be a level six Vex. 
 



Chapter 12
“I watched in the distance, too afraid to get any closer. That’s why I never really saw it. Fear held me back from the truth.” — Carmen
 
 
Carmen
Darkness. It’s everywhere, thickening the air and blocking out the sun. When I looked up, I found no hint of light. Just pure darkness. A Lighters worst nightmare. 
As my eyes lowered down to the city below me, tears began to surface. The city that I had once dreamt of being a part of, the one that I worked so hard to get to, was in ruins. Buildings were either on fire or broken into pieces, people were fighting in the streets, and others ran screaming and crying, trying to find light and escape from the darkness, but there would be nowhere for them to go. She had obliterated our very energy source. She had made her choice.
“Where is she?” Tristan asked, stepping beside me. His eyes scanned over the city, but it was hard to see with the black energy lingering around like smoke. Not to mention that our only sources of light were the multiple fires and fights going on in the streets. Still, I was able to see her. I could find her anywhere. 
“There,” I pointed out to the black swirl of energy in the middle of the city. 
A few blocks away, the cause of this destruction stood in the middle of the street, surrounding herself in a tornado of darkness. Within the black smoke there were sporadic sparks of different colored lights. Blue, red, white, yellow, orange…It was something that I’d never seen before a day in my life. 
“We need to stop her,” Tristan said. 
I watched in awe as my friend destroyed everything around her. I could see her almost clearly through the smoke, so when she slowly raised her chin to look up at me through black eyes, I was sure that she could see me too. 
Rayah’s mouth parted before pain and sadness covered her features. “Run…” 
—
I gasped loudly as I shot up into a sitting position. It was still dark out, and I had a few hours left before it was time for me to start classes, but I knew that I wouldn’t be getting any sleep. I dreamt like this every night, but this was the first time that I ever dreamt of Rayah having powers, and I never would’ve expected them to be black. 
I sighed and pushed my hair back with both hands, leaving them on the back of my head. I was exhausted, but too afraid to sleep again. I didn’t want to see Rayah that way, even in my mind. 
Lately, I had been noticing a few changes in her attitude and aura but didn’t comment on it. The two of us hadn’t even spoken in weeks. 
After Rayah’s fight ended with Sandra in the arena, I saw something in her that I couldn’t describe. I’d always known that she had an inner strength, but that day, something beside her inner strength was in motion. Something dark had come to the surface and took over her body. No one else could see it, but Rayah was surrounded by a black aura. 
I sighed again and turned to look in the mirror that was hanging from the wall on my right. It was happening again. Since I could remember, after waking from a dream, my brown eyes would glow an orange-like color. There were still hints of brown, but they mostly looked orange. 
My parents were terrified about what would happen if people found out about my defect, but I learned to control and hide this problem before I was even sent to a Vex household. It was natural for me to turn it off like a light switch, which was how I had never been caught. They feared that I was a Gods Daughter, but I knew that I wasn’t, and I was glad. To live a life in hiding, afraid to use my powers without being caught, was a horrible way to live. 
After years at the academy, I came to the conclusion that I had a slight defect. I only had one ability, and the color of my light was dark blue, so I knew that I was a regular Lighter. The one and only thing that I thought was unordinary about myself was the fact that I could sometimes dream of things that would come true.
I prayed that tonight’s dream would never come true.  
—
I sat in my usual seat during History class, and so did Rayah. It was awkward being so close to her since we weren’t speaking. As usual, she was drawing in her notebook, but I noticed that she was drawing something familiar to me. It was only half of a man’s face, but he was still somewhat familiar. Maybe it was the curls?  
Rayah slightly turned her head towards me to look at me out of the corner of her eye. When she noticed that I was observing her drawing, she slowly closed her notebook and started doodling on the cover. 
I just sighed and faced back to the front of the class. It was my fault that the two of us weren’t speaking, but I wished that she wouldn’t treat me like a complete stranger. I simply didn’t know how to look at her as the same sweet little Rayah that I grew up with after her fight with Sandra. 
But I miss her… 
It was funny, because she was sitting right next to me, and I missed her badly. In the academy, your friends were your family until they either graduated or failed leveling. Rayah hadn’t done either of those things, and I still considered her to be my family, but she wasn’t the same girl that I used to know. There was something different about her. I knew that she had been hiding things from me. Especially, after the night that we tried energy flowing, but I didn’t think that whatever she was hiding would change her. She wasn’t someone that I could protect anymore.
I patiently waited for the class to end so that I could escape our awkward silence, but it proved to be taking longer than it should have. I focused in on the professor as he continued to give a lesson about the God of Destruction, and a thought occurred. 
It was from something that I remembered Rayah mentioning a while ago during one of our study sessions. 
Kalsoton was a half demon.
I frowned, trying to understand why this felt so important to me. It was as if there was an alarm going off in my mind, and I couldn’t find the switch to turn it off. I sighed and shook my head. 
“Are you alright?” Rayah asked.
My eyebrows furrowed, but as I was about to speak, I noticed a turquoise blue aura surrounding her and no words surfaced. This was something new that I was experiencing, and I mainly only experienced this around her, besides the time that I was able to see Lithaly’s white and blue aura.
Class was dismissed, and I still hadn’t spoken. Why is it blue now?
Rayah sighed and stood up with her eyes still on me, then with a huff, she walked away. It was the first time that she’d attempted to speak to me after I completely ignored her existence a few weeks ago, and I felt like a fool for not responding. 
The rest of the day I spent thinking to myself. I went to my classes, but mentally, I wasn’t there. My mind went back to the dream and how Tristan was in it. That was how I knew that the dream would never come true, because he was dead. A while ago, Artemis came to me with a smug grin on his face to tell me the horrible news of Tristan killing himself. He told me to thank Rayah for his death, and even though I knew that he was just trying to get in between us, I slightly blamed her for Tristan’s failing. If he never failed, then he never would have died as a slave.
I didn’t realize just how badly I was making her feel until I actually looked into her eyes. She blamed herself for his death, and here I was, blaming her as well. It made me sick to my stomach to know that I made her feel so low, even when she tried being the strong one. 
Rayah always kept her chin up no matter what, but I could tell when she was ready to break. She used to look like she was going to crack at any moment, but somehow, she didn’t. That was why I thought that she was so strong, because she was unbreakable. 
Now she was different. When she raised her chin, she didn’t look like she’s going to crack. She looks strong physically and emotionally. Intimidating even. She was no longer just my sweet little Rayah.
—
A Vex Class. 
Rayah was of the Vex class. I stood in shock as I watched turquoise blue sparks flash at her fingertips. She was on the rooftop by herself, trying to create an energy ball, but all she managed to do was create sparks. For a level one trying to get to level two, that was good, but for a level one trying to jump to six, that could be a problem. 
I took a deep breath before walking towards her. She didn’t seem to notice me coming as she repeatedly forced sparks to flash over her fingertips. I stopped a few feet away, still feeling awkward about getting too close, and watched her for another few seconds, then cleared my throat. 
Rayah stopped what she was doing and looked up at me with a frown on her face, but I figured when she realized that it was just me that interrupted her, her expression went blank. 
I offered her a smile. “You’re trying to force your energy out of your hands.” I held my palm up between us. “You have the right idea, but you just want it to flow out instead of blasting.” Her eyes dropped down to the energy ball that appeared in my palm, and then came back up to me. 
“What are you doing up here, Carmen?” Rayah asked. 
My smile faded before I let my hand drop down to my side. “I came up here to watch the city. I didn’t know that you’d－”
“I’ll leave. You can stay up here,” she cut me off. Her voice was calm, but I could tell that she was upset. Almost every time that we came near each other, her aura would turn dark blue. 
My mouth opened to speak, but Rayah was already passing me by. I sighed in disappointment. It was my fault that she was upset with me in the first place. I just couldn’t look at her the same after her and Sandra’s fight, but maybe now I should try? If I wanted to rekindle our friendship, I had to try. 
“No, Rayah wait,” I sighed as I turned around to face her.
Rayah stopped at the door and looked over her shoulder at me. “Do you need something?”
“No, well yes. I want you to stay up here with me.” I waited for Rayah to respond and when she didn’t, I felt my heart sink. “Please.” 
Rayah nodded and turned completely around. We both stared at each other in silence for a moment before she raised her palm. “What were you saying about making the energy flow out?” 
I gave a slight smile and went over how to form an energy ball. She was able to create more powerful sparks by the time that we were finished, but still couldn’t form a ball in her hand. Still, I had the feeling that she would be getting the hang of it sooner than later. She only had but a few months left.
The two of us sat with our legs dangling over the side of the building as we watched the city together in silence. It was just like old times, only we were missing one valuable person. Tristan. It felt as if he were here with us somehow, but not exactly. It was as if he weren’t dead, but I knew that he couldn’t be alive. He killed himself. 
“Do you think that it’s possible for anyone to escape Lytonia?” Rayah asked. Her eyes weren’t on the city, but on the tall walls in the distant, slightly hidden by the mist. 
“Well, I don’t think that it’s impossible, but I know for a fact that it’s extremely hard, and not to mention dangerous,” I answered. “Why do you ask?  
Rayah leaned back on her palms with her long brown waves of hair dangling over her shoulders. She usually never took it down until she was in the security of her dorm, but tonight it was out and free. It was beautiful. “Because, I like the thought of freedom.”
I stared out at the wall, wondering what might be out there. There may have been poverty, chaos, and death, but there may have also been freedom, and not the kind that Lytonia offered us, but actual freedom. “I do too.” 
 



Chapter 13
“A Gods Child was rare, especially in Lytonia, but this was no Gods Child. I wasn’t sure what this was.” — Sandra
 
 
5 Months Later
“Rayah!” I yelled as I ran into her dorm, but she wasn’t there. “No,” I whimpered, breathing heavily. “Where are you?” I wanted to cry, but I couldn’t. I had to find her before this entire place went down. I couldn’t give up yet.
As I ran back out of her dorm, I noticed that the red backup lights were on, making the hall seem dim. When I inhaled a puff of smoke, I doubled over and began coughing. 
“Please, exit the building,” the automated system echoed throughout the halls. “Emergency. Please, exit the building.”
The alarms going off along with the automated system only caused my panic to rise. There had been an earthquake, and a bad one. Parts of the academy were already going down, and most of the students had already exited the building. I was lucky to get out of my dormitory when I did, because the entire wing had fallen apart. 
The first person on my mind was Rayah, and I knew that she was smart enough to leave with the other students, but I had the feeling that she couldn’t for some reason. Rayah was in danger. 
“Rayah!” I yelled. I could sense her, but the signal that I was receiving from her was weak, and over the past few months, it had never been this weak. For some reason, I had grown the ability to sense her presence over time. I figured that it had something to do with my being able to read her auras, but because I couldn’t go to her or anyone else about it, I hadn’t found out why I was able to do these things. 
The building shook again, and I almost fell but used the wall to keep my balance. Once the shaking died down, I ran out of the dormitory and down the hall, then stopped in a four way where the halls interconnected. 
“Rayah, where are you?” I whispered, closing my eyes. Her connection was growing weaker by the second, but I was able to figure out what direction to run in. 
I sprinted down the hall on my left and came up to the windows that gave a view to the courtyard. I was going to turn down the hall on my right when I noticed something on the other side of the school, just across the courtyard, and in all of this destruction, it was absolutely beautiful. 
A beam of light was shooting from the building and into the night sky. The beam was made up of the colors of the rainbow, but what worried me was the thick black energy spiraling up the beam. I knew what this was, and exactly who caused it. What worried me, was why it was caused.  
“Rayah.” I ran to the nearest door and sprinted through the courtyard. Rayah was doing The Calling, which meant that she had to be in some sort of danger. My mind didn’t have the time to process that she was a Gods Daughter, but I had the feeling that she was much more than a level nine Vex Dim for a while now. 
I followed the beam of light and ran into the other side of the building. I didn’t think, but just ran, knowing that my legs would take me to her. I only hoped that I wouldn’t get to her too late. 
I had run down multiple halls and stairways until I was in a part of the academy that I wasn’t familiar with. I knew that I was heading in the right direction, because in the room ahead of me there were large gusts of wind blowing from it, and it was also where a bright blue-colored light shined from. 
My heart slammed against my chest as I finally made it to the entrance of the room, but I froze once my eyes set on Rayah’s. They were an inky black and nearly vacant as she lay still on a large silver table with her wrists and ankles strapped down to it. There were two white pads connected to her temples with wires that were hooked up to a large machine on the other side of her, but what bothered me most was the collar around her neck.
I wasn’t sure of what happened in here, but Major St. James was unconscious on the ground, slumped against the wall, and there was a man in a white suit breaking down into crystal ashes beside him.  
Rayah’s colorful beam of light shot back into her chest, rocking her body, and leaving a hole in the ceiling. As her eyes began to roll into the back of her head, I started to lose my connection to her.
“Rayah!” Right as I ran into the room, a man had dropped from the hole in the roof and landed on the end of the table that Rayah was strapped down to. I slid to a stop with my eyes locked on his, knowing exactly who he was. He had glowing green eyes and long blond curls. Rayah had said his name before… “Soren?” 
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