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Dedication

For my brother and best buddy, Josh. 

Your tender heart and warrior’s spirit inspired the premise of this book. 

Without you, the core of this story would be lost. 

Thank you for always being there to support me, and for igniting the main theme of this book:

The power of siblingship. 

I would go to Airabeth for you in a heartbeat. 

And I would win to save you. 
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Chapter One
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Listen to me. This isn’t right. You have a choice. Don’t be reckless. Listen to me. Stop this madness. Walk away. This isn’t you. Listen to me. Why are you doing this? Where is this coming from? No, stop! Stand down—

I don’t.

Instead, I drag my bowstring back, hand hot over the handle, as I aim the arrow between the young girl’s eyes. Her limbs are small and useless in their fight against me, practically twins to the sticks on the ground, but I don’t ease up on her. Not even as she begs.

“I ask of you, please, show mercy!” Tears glisten down her cheeks in perfect lines, tracking through the dirt on her flushed, smooth skin. I might’ve felt bad for her if I weren’t so desperate, but now’s not the time to get soft.

You’re doing the right thing. This is necessary. She deserves this.

I didn’t come into the forest looking for trouble, but trouble found me, and it came in the form of an ignorant girl trying to fight me for the deer I killed.

My spine still aches from where she attacked, but unfortunately for her, the element of surprise was her only advantage. The girl can’t throw a punch if her mother’s life depended on it. Worse, she can’t take one, either.

For a moment I wonder who raised her, who allowed her to become so weak and incompetent.

Needless to say, our scuffle didn’t last long.

Three minutes ago, she meant nothing to me — just another random face in a place where it’s best to go unnoticed — but now she’s grabbed my attention, and that’s not a good spot to be in.

I dig the tip of my arrow into the flawless, unblemished skin between her brows, delighting in the trickle of blood I draw. “You were stupid to go after what’s mine,” I say, my nerves unusually calm, despite the circumstances. “Who told you it was smart to try and steal someone else’s kill?”

I jut my head toward the dead deer, my arrow protruding from its throat.

A perfect shot.

“Take it,” she says, chest heaving beneath the knee I pin her with. “It’s yours, I don’t want it anymore.” Her amber eyes widen to the size of moons, my finger teetering to the edge of the bowstring. Deciding. “I shouldn’t have brought you trouble, I — I’m sorry.”

Her voice breaks over the woeful apology, doing little to provoke pity from me.

“You don’t want to do this,” she whispers. “This is what they want, can’t you see? Don’t let them take away your control —”

Kill her now, you’ll be doing her a favor. The words slice through my thoughts, as cold and sudden as death. If you don’t do it, someone else will, but you’re not like the others. You won’t draw out her demise and make her hurt. You like to finish things quickly.

“They’re trying to manipulate you!” the girl says, frantic. Her eyes bulge as they beg me to listen, to understand. “Block out their influence. Silence them! Show them you’re in—”

“Shut up,” I snarl, and press my arrow deep into her forehead, creating a cut the length of a thumbnail. Her skin turns bloodless under the weight, almost sickly, as if she’s suddenly gone ill. “If you continue to shout like a damn barbarian, you’ll attract something much crueler and deadlier than me.”

At the mere mention of Soul Eaters, the girl’s heart pounds harder under my kneecap, her terror spiking with my own.

This deep into the forest, our only hope of avoiding the unearthly creatures depends on how hungry and miserable they are. With us being miles away from civilization, we must be close to Soul Eater territory, making us the perfect human meal they’ve been waiting for.

Since the vicious creatures struggle to survive outside of nature, we don’t see them stalking through our towns and villages, but they’ve managed to turn our forests into their homeland.

It’s a risk to hunt this far away from Tempus — one we’ve been desperate enough to take — but I’m not leaving this sky’s forsaken place until I catch something.

You’re running out of time. Hurry. Decide.

I consider my options, debating on whether I should leave the girl here and trust she won’t come after me, or finish her off.

A heartbeat passes.

I have to kill her. I need that deer, and the only way to get it is to eliminate the threat. My family won’t last the week without food, and we’ve seen too many people die from starvation to know it isn’t pleasant.

“Please, don’t let them make your choice for you.”

I look down at the girl. A mistake, I realize, when an ugly pang slices through my gut, similar to regret.

“Don’t let them rule over you. Distinguish your voice from theirs. Focus on your thoughts, and nothing else.”

My thoughts.

At the girl’s words, a darkness lifts, freeing me from a shadow I didn’t sense was there. I gasp, the fog in my head clearing, and slam back into my consciousness, abrupt and painful.

Fear grips my heart in its fist, clenching tighter and tighter, as I glance down at my hands, at the stranger pinned beneath me.

I can’t remember how I got here. Why I’m doing this.

Where’s Elisha?

I distantly remember my twin brother telling me he went south in search of quarry, but I haven’t seen him in a while. I hope he’s all right. The whole point of him joining me on my hunt was to stay together, not split apart.

I lean back, prepared to run and pretend this never happened, but an odd pressure builds in my head, freezing me to the spot.

For a moment I’m paralyzed, a crawling sensation rippling through my veins.

It makes me wonder if something is rummaging around in my head, seeing and taking what it wants, but I don’t run away from it. Instead, I hunt it down, digging deep into my mind to find the culprit, the presence that I sense is there.

I search blindly in the dark, an unpleasant tingling traveling over my scalp, when a narrow path of light catches my attention, beckoning me forward. I follow the trail, my blood cooling, when I notice the door to my thoughts is open for the taking.

I frown at the sight.

I never unbolt the lock. I can’t afford to. So why is it —?

And then it hits me.

The Masters’ strongholds.

They’re here. They’ve found a way inside my head.

You must keep your thoughts sacred. My father’s words come to me in a memory, transporting me back to a time when I was happy, and he was alive. The Masters will do anything to exploit you and get inside your head, but you must never let them steal your independent thinking. They will use strongholds to speak against you, it’s their only way of control. The strongholds will cause you to think a specific way — the Masters’ way — and cage you to the lies they want you to believe as truth. The longer you stay trapped by their deceit, the easier it becomes for them to manipulate your thoughts, corrupting your mind until it’s no longer your own. You never want to reach the point of no return, Nadia, because once you do, you submit yourself to them, becoming a Soulless, a follower of the Masters’ hateful reign.

The memory ends almost as quickly as it came, but the Masters’ strongholds don’t cease, their voices tempting my hands to do violent, unspeakable things. I sink back on my heels, wanting to leave this moment and forget I was here, but my body rebels at the submission.

It’s okay if you kill, the strongholds say, rising and falling in a multitude of voices, ranging from young to old, neither male nor female, but something in between. You’re doing this for your family. That doesn’t make you a murderer, it makes you a hero, so do it. End her!

I shake my head, refusing to accept the lie they present as truth.

I need to let her go. This isn’t right. I should leave —

If you let her walk, you’ll lose a lot more than the deer.

The words tingle in my fingers, urging me to release the arrow into her brain.

I clutch my bow tighter, hands shaking from the effort it takes to keep from firing.

This isn’t me. These ideas, these thoughts . . . they aren’t mine. They’re the Masters’.

This is how they work, slow and meticulous, their attacks subtle, nearly undetectable.

I drop my aim.

What are you doing? You pick up that bow right now! This is who you are!

I grit my teeth against the war brewing inside my head, unable to think above anything other than the two roaring words:

Kill her.

Come on, the Masters murmur. Act now. This is right. Trust us.

No, I won’t end her life.

Yes, do it.

No, I can’t.

Yes, you can.

“No, I can’t.”

I say the words out loud to believe them, and the moment they release into the air, my mental guard flashes up, an impenetrable wall. Layer by layer, I start to create my barrier — my psychological shield — and imagine a barricade standing between me and the Masters, blocking them from my mind.

It takes longer than I’d like before I’m able to shove them out completely, but once I do, I fall to the side, my limbs heavy with exhaustion. I scoot away from the girl and bury my face in my palms, shaken from the mind control I didn’t know I was under.

“Mine,” I whisper the word under my breath, chanting it like a prayer. “My mind is mine, and mine alone.” I return to myself slowly, as if waking from a terrible dream. “Mine, mine, mine, mine, mine, mine, not the Masters’.”

Or, the Sacred Seven’s, I should say, since that’s how they like to be addressed.

Sickness. Cruelty. Warfare. Addiction. Doubt. Fear. Obedience. These are the names of the Masters who rule over our world, and although most of us haven’t seen them in person, their spirits are a constant presence in our lives.

As each of their titles suggest, every Master is responsible for planting a destructive thought in our mind — torturing us until we surrender ourselves to them — so they can steal our souls and use them for power.

By taking away our independent thinking, the Masters drain the color from our vitality, then use its energy to enhance their strongholds, increasing their strength.

My parents used to tell me life wasn’t always this wretched, but when the Masters engaged and defeated the Emperors — our initial and righteous leaders — in war, our world took a turn for the worse.

No one knows where the Emperors went after their loss, but rumors claim they live in some unearthly kingdom, where no human could dream of reaching.

I try not to be mad at them — it’s not their fault the Masters are lunatics — but they left us to fend for ourselves, standing by as the Sacred Seven take us out, one by one.

I’ve survived nineteen years without being ruined by my enemies, but soon enough, they’ll come for me. And if today wasn’t a sign of that, I don’t want to see it when it comes.

I return my attention to the girl, and when I meet her gaze, the only thing I can think to say is, “It’s yours.” I gesture to the deer, an apology for what I put her through. It takes some gentle convincing to assure I mean no harm, but eventually she listens, escaping with the quarry I caught and my family deserves.

Never mind that.

I did the right thing by giving it away, and I don’t regret not taking it.

Besides, I’ve already caught one deer today. I’m positive I can catch another.

****
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I WAS WRONG.

Hours have passed since I last saw the girl, and I have nothing but blistered feet, and an aching back to show for it. There’s food in these woods, I know that, but I’m getting slow and tired, my hunting skills suffering under the cruel hand of exhaustion.

My shot is off, my agility is lacking, and my instincts are not at the standard I hold them to. The only thing aching more than my pride is my hungry belly, and although I’m determined to find something edible, night is creeping in.

My chest constricts at the danger that comes with it, a sensible part of me warning I should find Elisha and start for home. The last thing I want is for me and my twin to get lost and become prey to something much bigger and hungrier than us, but I can’t leave without getting what I came for.

It’s my job to put food on the table, and if I can’t do that, what use am I to my family?

I was against my brother joining me on today’s hunt, but he insisted it would be more productive if both of us went looking for food. He promised he’d stay close to my side and wouldn’t veer off. I promised the hunt would be short and I’d catch something quickly.

I guess that makes us both liars.

I continue on, the humming of crickets growing louder the deeper I creep into the woodland. Besides a sweet, earthy fragrance, yesterday’s rain has left behind a slippery terrain swollen with mud. A nightmare for being quiet.

Every step is a concentrated effort, a balancing act, to prevent my boots from sloshing. At some point I give up, opting to remain still and let my prey come to me.

I close my eyes to heighten my hearing, waiting for a hiss of movement.

Minutes pass, and then I hear it.

The rustling of leaves. The careful footsteps of a predator.

I draw my bow on instinct, eyes whirling to the trees behind me. I follow the outline of a shadow and take a hesitant step toward it, sweat dripping down my back, my forehead. The weight of the opportunity bears down on me like a brick, whispering how I can’t afford to lose another animal.

I hardly advance three steps before an unseen force — large and menacing — jumps through the bushes, attacking me from the side. I don’t have time to gasp or shout as it tackles me to the ground, forcing the air from my lungs.

I’m already rolling to my feet, a terrible pain bursting through my head.

What the bleeding hell was that?

I squint through the darkness, spinning to find the thing that’s ambushed me, then immediately wish I hadn’t. As the details of my attacker’s face come into view, I recognize what he is. What he wants. How he thinks.

He’s a vulture of a man, a creature that shouldn’t belong to this world, or the next.

Sky’s, I hope he’ll show me decency. I hope he’ll let me go.

But deep in the bones of my shivering spine, I know he’ll make me hurt. 
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Chapter Two
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“And what do we have here?” the stranger asks, eyes wide with an excitement that knots my stomach. “It’s a little late to be out here all alone, don’t you think?” He closes in on me, his footsteps quick and powerful, not wasting any time.

Even in the dark, it’s impossible to miss the enormity of him, his forearms bulging. So different from mine. Although his shredded clothes hang off him in rags, there’s no denying the power sculpted beneath.

One good hit. That’s all he needs, and that’ll be the end of me.

“You’re a Flame,” he says, his words twisting with a sick pleasure. “How precious. How lucky.” He smiles, eyes dark with violent intent. Gooseflesh erupts on my skin, urging me to move, to run. I may not be as fast as him, but I’d rather risk my life in a footrace than subject myself to whatever plan is in his mind.

“Did you hear what I said?” he asks. “I know what you are, how you think.” He advances swiftly, eager in his hunt, but it’s not his cruelty that has my body trembling. It’s the word he used, the one I hoped he wouldn’t utter out loud.

Flame.

That’s what he called me.

My heart beats in my throat at the mention of my Soul Status, and although it’s a title that could get me killed, I try not to react to it. We’re alone. No one knows we’re out here, but more than that, no one heard what he said.

For now, the scale still tips in my favor.

I won’t be able to deceive him outright — he’s a Soulless, trained and ordered to sniff out people like me — but if I can make him second-guess my Status, even for a moment, escape is possible.

“Isn’t it funny how fate has brought us together?” he asks, the black pits of his eyes swallowing the moonlight. “I felt a strange urge to come to this part of the forest, and I almost resisted, but now . . .” He scans me from head to toe, freezing my blood. “I’m sure glad I didn’t.”

He reaches into his back pocket and retrieves a blade, its sharpness stark with the promise of pain.

“The Masters will reward me greatly when I turn you over to Airabeth,” he says, hand tightening around the weapon. “Imagine all the riches they’ll give me when I gift them a Flame. And a pretty one at that.”

I might’ve been indifferent to his statement if he hadn’t mentioned Airabeth — the Masters’ homeland — but he did, and now that’s all I can think about. That place is a nightmare for people like me, and if I’m lucky enough to survive this day, I won’t have to go there.

For the first time in my hunting career, I understand the fear of the animals. The entrapment they must feel. I’m being hunted. Chased. Degraded. When the Soulless looks at me, he sees nothing but a sack of meat and a good payday. Though how can I expect him to see anything more? The Soulless live under the law of the Sacred Seven, so if the Masters regard Flames as cattle, so do they.

Panic swallows me at the thought, devouring every ounce of courage I thought I had.

The Masters like to categorize us, labeling humans as either Flame or Soulless to determine whether we resist their mind control or give in to it. Our power lies in our resistance, in the ability to notice when the Masters are interfering with our thoughts — a skill they’re trying to eliminate.

I’ve heard enough stories to know how the Masters test and torture the Flames they capture, doing everything they can to break down their minds and turn their souls dark, converting them into compliant, unfeeling Soulless.

“Tell you what, Flame.” He tilts his head to the side, red hair sweeping into his eyes. “I’ll give you a ten-second head start before I rip your heart out.”

A bubble of fear expands in my chest, growing larger and larger with every breath.

Even so, I stand my ground, refusing to run and turn my back on him. Playing defense will only put me at a disadvantage, and nobody ever survived a fight by being a coward. As tempting as his offer may be, I’m not going anywhere.

He is only human, after all – no different from me – and he will bleed. I just have to be quicker, smarter, better than him.

I shift my bow into position, moving quickly so the Soulless won’t catch my intent, but he’s already charging for me, reacting faster than I anticipated. I sidestep out of reach, ducking as he swings high for my throat, the blade whizzing past.

Fumbling for my bow, I try to fit an arrow against the string, but I lose my grip, giving the Soulless an advantage. Defenseless, I am tackled to the ground and he smashes my face into the dirt, breaking my nose. A metallic taste fills my mouth a moment later, but I rely on adrenaline and jump to my feet, the pain forgotten.

I raise my bow for a second time, confident in my aim. My arrow buries itself in his thigh, stopping him mid-sprint.

Red seeps from the wound, but it doesn’t slow him down for long.

He screams, rushing forward with a newfound determination.

I consider bolting in the opposite direction, but when he raises his dagger, I reconsider.

Running won’t do me any good if he throws the blade in my back.

I reset my bow and launch another arrow, trusting my reflexes will be faster than his. Luckily, my boldness is rewarded and I hit him in the knee, taking him to the ground with a screeching wail.

The Soulless squirms in the dirt, trying to stand, but he’s wounded and helpless, no longer a threat.

Still, I go for his dagger. I’m not taking any chances.

The handle is hot and clammy in my hand.

I bring it to my belt to sheath it when he snatches my wrist, rising like a ghost from its grave. I fall back, trying to pry myself away from him, but he’s too strong, too close.

“I was going to go easy on you, girl,” he says, lifting his chin, then spits in my eye. “But you’ve made things interesting. If you’d come with me, I wouldn’t have to break your wrist, but you’re asking to be punished, and I have no problem delivering.”

And with that, he cocks my wrist to the side, forcing it to bend at an unnatural angle.

I cry out and tears spring to my eyes, obscuring my vision. I react on impulse, my attention straying to the arrow in the Soulless’ thigh, blood oozing around the shaft, less than a hand’s length away from me. The gruesome display does little to stop me— I grab it and yank it out with all my strength, tearing through bone and muscle.

The Soulless gasps, his mouth gaping as he falls to his knees, letting me go. I clench my wrist, the skin red and already bruising.

I step away from him, somewhat troubled by what I’ve done, as he wraps his hands around the gash, trying to stop the bleeding.

“You think yourself cute, don’t you?” he snarls, eyes blazing. “Think you’re smarter than everyone else because you’re a Flame? You’re the runt of society, sweetheart, and in order to make us strong again, we must remove the weak. Sooner or later, you’re going to get caught, and whether that’s by me or someone else, I don’t care. Flames are dying every day. Although you’ve survived longer than most, you aren’t the exception. Soulless rule the earth now, and if you’re not with us, we have ways of changing your mind.”

My heart sinks at the poisoned words, at the truth and cruelty within them.

The Soulless are outnumbering us more and more each day, and as the Sacred Seven grow in power, Flames — the only people who still believe in the Emperors and their rule — are becoming extinct.

My older brother says the Sacred Seven torture us because they get off on the power, the manipulation, that comes with invading our minds. I think they torture us because we’re the only people standing between them and world domination.

Despite the Masters’ efforts, Flames reject the strongholds path to wickedness, focusing on nursing the virtues the Emperors have planted into our souls. Since we are the only people who believe in the Emperors, the Masters target us, striving to eliminate every Flame until there is no one left to follow the Emperors, erasing their legacy from earth.

At the rate the Sacred Seven are working, we’re coming to a point where humans don’t have a mind to even think about the Emperors, let alone follow them. Soon enough, the Masters will become the only leaders humans know to exist, and the legend of the Emperors will be just that — a legend. If the Sacred Seven manage to turn every Flame into a Soulless, the truth of our history will disappear, erasing the Emperor’s legacy and entire belief system.

“Don’t you . . . get it,” the Soulless says, straining to speak through the pain racking his body. “I’m not . . . leaving . . . until you’re . . . trapped in . . . Airabeth.” He manages to stand, taking a few wobbly steps toward me.

I kick him once in the stomach, pushing him back into the open path.

“You think you’re safe . . . once I’m gone?” he asks, falling to his knees once again. “You’re never safe, girl! They’re gonna find you, they always do. And when they come, they’ll —”

A blood-stopping screech blasts from somewhere across the forest, drowning out the Soulless in all his outrage.

I whirl, muscles tensing, and try to make sense of that horrendous noise and where it came from. Whatever creature has decided to join us is distinctive, unearthly, and if it’s as near as I suspect, it must be —

A flash of movement catches out of the corner of my eye, racing toward the Soulless in a blur of brown and gray. I open my mouth to warn him, but it’s no use. The animal — no, the Soul Eater — already has its razor-sharp fangs in his jugular, clamping down like a vise.

The man shrieks, but the cries don’t last, his throat exploding in a shower of blood and tissue.

I can’t move. Can’t think. Can’t breathe.

I stick my fist into my mouth to keep quiet and force my legs to take me behind a tree, moving on instinct. I squat behind the trunk of a large spruce and peek around to see if the Soul Eater has spotted me. It hasn’t. The damn thing is still occupied with the Soulless, grabbing his head and tearing it from his body.

The ripping of meat and marrow sounds in my skull, making me sick. But worse than the strength of the ghastly beast is its freakish appearance. With its bear-like body and wolfish face, the creature has the build of a carnivore, but the agility of a feline — a complete monster of the Masters’ creation.

The Sacred Seven must’ve had fun designing this beast. They’re constantly varying the Soul Eaters’ appearance, leaving us to wonder what the next vile fiend will look like. Sometimes it’s as simple as a Soul Eater materializing as human, but oftentimes, they’re crafted from nightmares, similar to this one.

I clamp down on my tongue when the creature angles its head in my direction, searching for a scent.

It’s caught my smell.

I tremble at the realization, anticipating the worst, when the Soul Eater picks up the Soulless’ beheaded corpse and makes off through the bushes, not once looking my way.

I remain still. Silent. Somewhat stunned.

The thing can’t be gone. It must have seen me. It must be coming back. But as the seconds turn into minutes, I start to believe in the impossible. The creature didn’t sense me, didn’t know I was here, but how?

The Sacred Seven have programmed the Soul Eaters — their pets — to hunt and eat the souls of Flames, so why did it go after a Soulless — its ally — when it should’ve gone for me, an enemy?

“Nadia?”

I spin at the sound of my name and reach for an arrow, looking for the person who’s called to me. When I find him, I blink, positive I’m hallucinating. I take a step closer, afraid to speak for the chance it isn’t him.

I decide to risk it. “Elisha?” 
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Chapter Three
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“Where the bleeding hell have you been?” I gnaw on the inside of my cheek until it hurts, preventing myself from shouting at my brother for his prolonged absence.

“Are you all right?” Elisha whispers, hurrying down the path to meet me, rather clumsy in his haste. He stares at me through sapphire eyes — an alarming reflection of my own — and gestures to my crooked nose. The blood dripping from it. “Nadia, what happened to you? I heard screams and came as quick as I could.”

His eyebrows draw in, concern crinkling the lines in his forehead, aging him by a handful of years. He tries to hide the shake in his hands, particularly the one clutching the dagger I gave him. Just in case.

“Go home,” I say, gesturing to the path behind us. “I’ll catch up once I’ve caught something for us to eat.” Although part of me expects him to disagree and drag me home with him, Elisha remains silent, saying nothing.

We both know I’m not the weakest link in our chain. There’s a reason why he usually stays home and cooks our meals while I go out and catch them, opting for the bloodier side of the equation.

Although soft and kind and wickedly intelligent, Elisha is filled with words and poems and blind expectations, encompassing every trait that makes us vulnerable to the Masters’ capture. He’s everything I fear to be, which makes him easy to love, but difficult to understand.

I don’t know how much time has passed since we started this hunt, but we must be at least seven miles from Tempus, our village, which puts us half a mile short of the line separating Tempus from Bronzebury — a village swarming with Soulless. The closer a Flame gets to Bronzebury, the easier it is for Soulless to sniff us out and turn us over to Airabeth, where no Flame ever keeps their soul.

Normally, a fact like that wouldn’t scare the wits out of me, but that’s because I usually hunt alone. With Elisha by my side, I can’t take risks or act on a whim — I refuse to gamble with his safety — but I’ve already put him in danger by venturing this close to Bronzebury.

I curse myself for not keeping a better track of our surroundings. I let my run in with the girl distract me — a careless mistake — and left us standing miles away from Tempus, jeopardizing our safety.

“I’m sorry,” my brother says finally, stepping closer. “I shouldn’t have left you out here alone. I thought I could catch something on my own and save you the trouble. What happened?” he asks again, pointing to my injuries. “What were those screams?” Sweat clings to his face from forehead to jaw, his mouth pinched, as if holding back the urge to vomit.

I try not to feel guilty about his unsettling appearance. This is the farthest he’s traveled to come looking for me, and he’s exerted himself more than he’s used to, so he is bound to feel unwell. Every inch of him is dangerously thin, despite his attempt to hide it, which I’m sure contributes to his queasiness.

No matter how many layers of clothing he wears, there’s no masking the protrusion of his wrist bones or the hollow of his cheeks. Even his skin droops at unnatural angles, dangling off his skeleton like a hangnail gone awry.

“Your hair,” I say, attempting to divert from the worry in my chest. “I need to cut it. It’s getting too long.” I pick up one of the brown scraggly locks, so similar to mine, its length passing his shoulder.

Although poverty has taken a lot from us, it hasn’t robbed him of his charm. I’ve lost count of how many times a young maiden has accidentally bumped into him, or accidentally dropped their bag in an attempt to catch his eye.

Unfortunately for my brother, financial instability seems to be a dealbreaker for most, so none of his connections ever go anywhere. I bet if we weren’t so filthy poor, he’d be married by now, with a family of his own.

It breaks my heart he can’t have the life he deserves, but what are we to do? The Masters have taken everything from us, leaving no one, not even the Soulless, with the resources needed to survive.

“Nadia.” Elisha uses a tone I’m not used to, reminding me of our father. “Don’t give me that look,” he says, but I roll my eyes anyway, not needing to be chastised by someone ten minutes younger than me. “Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it, but I can’t help you unless you tell me what’s going on.”

I huff out a breath and rest my head against a tree trunk, defeated. Even if I wanted to lie to him, he’d know. One of the perks of being twins. So instead of trying to deceive him, I direct my own question at him.

“It’s past curfew,” I say. A better conversation than talking about my run-in with the Soulless. “You should go home and clean up.”

Judging by the lack of daylight, it’s been hours since we last saw each other, and by the looks of it, he’s run out of food and drink. I’d offer him some of my own, but my canteen ran out two miles back, and I didn’t bother bringing anything to eat. I didn’t want the extra weight slowing me down.

“I’m not leaving you out here,” Elisha says, his concern morphing into mild irritation, a mood he usually reserves for our older brother, Sasha. “What do you expect me to do? Stay home like a coward while you wander out here alone, hurt and suffering?”

“What about when we get home?” I shoot back, though I’m not sure why I’m getting upset. I should be glad I have someone who cares whether I live or die, but I’m tired and edgy, and I can’t take care of us both in a place like this. “Sasha will chop your head off if he finds out you came here with me.”

Elisha waves his hand through the air, as if he can’t be bothered to think about our older brother and his temper. “He doesn’t know.”

“Only because he took an extra shift tonight.”

“So? He doesn’t know,” he repeats. “I thought you’d be happy about that.”

“And Diana?” I ask. “She’ll rat you out if she isn’t in a good state of mind.”

“Diana is the last person I’m thinking about right now.”

I glare at him. He knows our sister wouldn’t be put off so easily.

Ever since our parents’ capture, Diana hasn’t been the same in mind or spirit. She’s become erratic, unstable in her moods. Whatever money our family manages to save, she squanders on alcohol, which turns her cold and unfeeling, difficult to trust. One day, she’s quiet and kind — a glimmer of her old self — and the next she scolds me, hating that I resemble our dead mother.

I never truly understood that. I might’ve looked like Mom when I was young, but not anymore. Where my mother was soft and satiated, I’m hard and angular, lacking the curves and swells of those who are better off. She had the most beautiful hair, too. Dark and curly, always well-kept. Aside from the caramel tint, my locks are nothing like hers, the ends straggly and dull, uneven where I gave myself a haircut.

It’s an insult to my mother, thinking we look anything alike.

“Do you ever feel cheated?” I ask, the words tumbling out of me, a river of confession I didn’t plan on releasing. Perhaps it’s exhaustion or hunger that’s made my tongue loose. “We haven’t had a day in ten years where we haven’t had to fight,” I say, “and ever since Mom and Dad died, the pressure to survive just keeps mounting and mounting. I can’t help but feel like we’ve been conned out of the lives we deserve. We were kids when it happened, Elisha. Our childhood was taken from us, and those are years we’re never getting back. Hasn’t that ever made you feel bitter?”

Elisha watches me for a moment, considering a response I’ve never challenged him to make before. He tucks a strand of thick hair behind his ear, weighing his next words. “I see where you’re coming from,” he says, and though his eyes are the color of mine, they have Father’s understanding and Mother’s kindness. Two qualities that didn’t pass down to me. “But there is a war to be won, and fighting is a natural result of that,” he goes on. “Sure, things are hard, but we’re capable of handling hard things.”

The stars in his gaze flicker, awakening a fire I need to put out. Flames are the only humans with a mind to dream, and although ambitions themselves don’t pose any harm, acting on them does.

I want my family to have hopes and goals and visions for a better future, but Elisha tends to get lost in the fantasy. He’s so full of optimism and desire, but if he lets his guard slip in public, he’d be dragged to Airabeth.

“Don’t you want that, Nadia?” he asks, his voice rising with enthusiasm, making what I’m about to say much more difficult. “Don’t you want to fight for something important? Don’t you want to work toward a goal, knowing your life is serving a purpose?”

And because I love him, I lie to keep him safe from his dreams. Something he would never do to me.

“No,” I say, my voice strong, despite the guilt infecting my conscience. “I just want to be happy. Dreaming is for fools, and if you had half a brain, you’d know that. People like us don’t get happy endings, so stop trying to write one when the Masters are holding the pen.”

Just then, the trees jostle behind me, covering Elisha’s reply. I raise a finger to my lips when he turns to me, his face pale. “Stay quiet.” I mouth the words, careful not to make a sound.

My twin’s eyes widen to the point of madness, the whites around his irises glowing, when he looks past my shoulder, staring at something behind me. “What is it?” I mouth, my spine rigid.

“Look,” he responds simply.

My blood freezes as I become aware of the presence lurking behind me, but instead of recoiling from it, I turn, afraid I’ll miss my chance at saving us if I don’t. I nearly choke when I spot a doe, large and beautiful, striding down the path. She stands less than seven paces away, close enough to catch.

When I glance at Elisha, the desperation on his face turns wild. He places a hand on his stomach, no doubt imagining what it’ll be like to have a full belly again.

I think of all the nights he’s gone to bed hungry, his stomach growling in the dark, loud enough to wake me.

With that memory in mind, I steel my nerves and reach for an arrow from my quiver, seizing a moment I might not get again. But my hand comes away empty, and my heart drops. I must’ve used all my arrows on the Soulless. I chew back the hysteria clawing up my throat, forcing myself to stay calm.

Think, Nadia. Think.

I look back to the majestic creature, and as she ambles toward the bushes, I notice the limp in her back leg. She’s hurt. She’ll try to run if we charge, but if we’re quick enough, we could catch her.

Elisha must have the realization the same moment I do, because he’s already stalking toward her, his knees bent and ready to pounce.

I place a hand on his forearm. “How are we going to do it?” I say the words so quietly they could be mistaken for the wind.

“I’ll hold her down,” he responds, his words no more than a breath of air. “You do the rest.”

I flinch from him, ready to protest, but he’s stronger than I am, so he has to be the one to hold her down. I’m not sure I have it in me to do the rest.

My eyes sting at the reality of what I must do, but through it all I remember the promise I made to my siblings after our parents died. I would keep them safe. I would fight for us, keep us alive, no matter the costs.

I meant those words at ten years old. I still mean them now, nine years later. And it’s on that promise I stifle my humanity, suck back my tears, and snap the doe’s quivering neck. 
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Night is thick by the time we exit the forest, our limbs trembling under the weight of the doe, her body lying awkwardly in our hands. It’s been hours since Elisha pinned down the hind and I snapped her neck, but the shadow of her spirit still hovers close, probing for sympathy that doesn’t come.

I wish I had the decency to feel sorrow for what I’ve done, but I take comfort in knowing my family won’t go hungry tonight. I don’t regret what I did, not even as the doe’s pleading whines echoed through my core, begging for mercy.

It’s been miles since I’ve felt my fingers, my forearms shaking under the weight of the doe’s underbelly, almost too heavy to carry. Even with Elisha bearing the front half of her body, my knees buckle, struggling to uphold the back end of her carcass.

Sweat leaks through the thin fabric of my clothes, turning my shirt wet and sticky, but I try not to complain about it. Instead, I let my mind wander, my thoughts settling on memories I’d rather forget, but use as a distraction.

It’s in moments like these, afraid and exhausted, that I miss my parents the most. Although it’s been years since that fatal night, their presence is etched into Tempus, trailing my every move. Everywhere I go, I’m reminded of them, and although I told my siblings I want nothing more than to leave the trauma of their deaths behind, relocating is out of the question.

With Tempus being close to the village of Bronzebury, moving would draw suspicion from our community. Only Flames yearn to get away from the Soulless and devastation they cause, and since we pretend to be our enemies in town, our sudden departure would raise the type of alarm we’re trying to avoid.

I pine for the day when I can take off my mask, trading my role of the villain for the Flame I am. Over the years, my family has learned that the smartest way to keep Soulless off your trail is to imitate them, even if you have to sacrifice your pride to do it. Act like the enemy and you won’t be treated like one. That’s the philosophy we live by, no matter how difficult it gets.

In a world like ours, it’s impossible to know who can and can’t be trusted, so it’s best to keep to yourself and push everyone away. On rare occasions, a Soulless can be spotted by the lack of light in their eyes, but for the most part, there’s no telling who’s with me or against. For now, I’ll carry on being lonely, making friends with the sins I commit and the animals I kill. At least with them, I know I won’t be betrayed.

“Emperors, give me strength.” I struggle to adjust my hold on the doe, nearly losing my grip entirely. Thanks to my brother’s six-foot frame, we have to pause every few minutes to correct our hold, the height discrepancy causing imbalance. But as time slips by — the night turning into morning — we limit our breaks.

When I first started venturing into the woods, Sasha gave me two rules to follow: don’t hunt near Bronzebury and be home by dinner. His rules were simple enough. But simple also means easy to ignore. And feeding my family was worth ignoring his rules.

“Nadia.”

I’m surprised to hear him speak. He hasn’t said a word since we killed the doe, but once the meat is cooked and his stomach isn’t growling, he’ll forget all about it.

“What is it?” I say, too tired to summon anything more. When he doesn’t respond right away, I glance over, his face drawn and plastered with sweat. “Hey, are you feeling alrigh—?”

“Fine,” he interrupts. “I’m fine.” His eyes droop as they stare into the black night ahead of us, his lips discernibly chattering, almost blue.

I’m about to tell him we should pause for a break, but he stumbles over his feet, the weight of the doe slipping. We both stop, fighting against the uneven balance. I bend my legs to equal the load, but I’m not strong enough to hold this position for long.

“C’mon, Elisha, tilt her toward me.”

“I can’t,” he pants, his arms weakening around the doe. “My stomach —”

My brother drops to the ground, his grip on the animal gone.

Every muscle in my body gives out under the full mass of the hind, and I crash to the ground, taking her with me. The top half of her body falls on my legs, pinning me to the earth.

It takes every ounce of determination I have to push her off, scrambling to my brother.

“Elisha?” I rush to his side, a trickle of red dripping from both his nostrils. “Elisha? Elisha!” I tap the side of his face, urging him to open his eyes, but nothing happens.

A visible shiver starts to rack his body, but his skin is hot to the touch—a worrisome combination. I remove my jacket and wrap it around his shoulders to keep him warm.

I lift his shirt up to check for injuries, maybe a tick bite or some strange rash, but nothing is there. Just smooth, shockingly pale skin.

I can’t see or figure out what’s wrong with him, and that’s the worst kind of illness to deal with because—

The Master of Sickness.

The name comes to me abruptly as I connect him to our situation.

I’ve heard stories about his power—stories that would keep even demons up at night. Its basic fact that when Sickness bombards a human’s mind with diseased thoughts, the brain starts to produce the physical symptoms of that ailment, believing that they’re truly ill. If left with Sickness’s influence for long, the mind will begin to think the body is genuinely diseased.

If Sickness has his grip on my brother’s mind, I need to get him home before the strongholds grow and take his life.

I rise to my feet and shuffle behind him, ready to lift him to my chest.

But. . . the doe.

There is no chance I can carry both.

It’s a cruel mockery to have to leave our hard-earned dinner behind, but as long as no one else stumbles by and takes it as their own, I can come back for it later. Elisha is the priority.

An opportunity like this will not come again. The words tingle at the base of my skull, enticing in a soft, sweet timbre. Leave him. Elisha would want you to take the doe. Feed your siblings. Fulfill your promise.

I almost laugh at the Masters’ impeccable timing.

Elisha is my brother. Sasha and Diana will understand.

The voice inside me presses on, louder this time. The rest of your siblings will die if they don’t eat. Elisha knew the risk in coming out here, he knew the consequences. It’s his fault for putting you in this situation. You should leave him. Take the doe and go!

“My mind is mine. My mind is mine. My mind is mine,” I mumble the words aloud to separate my thoughts from the Sacred Seven’s, knowing I’d never consider abandoning my brother.

In one single pull, I take hold of Elisha, dragging him backward.

You’re making a mistake. You’ll kill your siblings if you take him with you. Do you love him more than the others? Does his life mean more to you than theirs?

It takes less than ten steps before fatigue kicks in, but I can’t stop. I have to get Elisha home—I’ll carry him on my back if I have to—because if we don’t get him the help he needs before the strongholds become irreversible . . .

Well, I have no interest in wearing my brother’s blood tonight. 
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Chapter Five
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6,542.

6,543.

6,544.

6,545 . . .

I count my steps to forget my legs pleading for a break and do my best to remain upright.

Although my energy is gone and burnout has settled in, my priority lies unconscious in my arms, reminding me that no amount of suffering can deter me from getting my brother home.

Elisha hasn’t stopped slurring unintelligible words since he lost consciousness, but it’s not the mumbling that sends my heart into a fit of panic. It’s the convulsions, the sporadic flailing of his limbs, that put me on edge.

The strongholds are tightening, getting worse by the second, and there’s nothing I can do to stop them. I put an end to all the dark scenarios floating through my head and try not to think about how terribly this night could end.

I glance up to see how much farther I have to travel, and when the familiar hill leading to home rises before me, my determination melts into a puddle of despair. I barely have the strength to make it up that incline when I’m healthy, let alone carrying Elisha.

You won’t make it. Unease blazes through me like wildfire, spreading faster than I can control. The distance is too far, you can’t do this alone. Elisha is going to die, and it’ll be your fault. You’ll never make it. Never make it. Never —

I take a step toward the hill.

I used to love the idea of our house sitting on the west side of the market square, entirely secluded from the rest of the village, but now, struggling and battling alone, I wish I had some neighbors to help me out.

I understand why we chose privacy over community—staying alive is more important than making friends—however, that doesn’t seem so logical now.

By the time I reach the top of the hill, my calves are cramping, screaming for relief. I can see my house from here, barely ten meters from where I stand.

I fight against the shuddering in my legs and take another step, when a crippling spasm shoots down my spine, immobilizing me from the waist down. I clench my teeth to conceal a scream, forcing myself to stay upright.

My body doesn’t listen.

I crash to the ground, dragging Elisha down with me. For a moment all I can do is lie there, until I look over and see my twin sprawled out beside me, his cheek pressed against the gravel. Unmoving.

Just rest for a second, my exhaustion speaks, reveling in idleness.

Elisha has lasted this long. A few extra moments aren’t going to hurt him.

The thought tempts me into stillness, encouraging me to take a longer rest, but I refuse.

We can’t stop now. Not when we’re so close to home.

I prop myself up on my elbows and prepare to stand, fearing the agony that’ll surge up my back in return, when the door to home opens.

A mix of dread and relief flows through me when I see Sasha run toward me. Even from this distance, I catch the rage in his eyes.

I’m sure he’ll yell and forbid me from going into the woods ever again.

Deep down, I know that’ll only last until we need our next batch of food.

He sees Elisha lying beside me, pale and barely breathing. “Have you both gone mad?”

“Grab him,” I say, and jerk my head toward Elisha. “The Master of Sickness . . . I’m not sure how, but . . .”

My words are a jumble of undeveloped thoughts, but I don’t need to finish them for Sasha to understand. He wraps a sturdy hand around my elbow to help me stand, but I shake him off, needing a moment to collect myself, to make sure my back isn’t going to spasm again.

“Why were you gone for so long?” Sasha asks calmly, yet displeased.

I look down, embarrassed to meet his eyes.

Even so, I notice how his shirt hangs looser than it did a week ago, nearly drowning him, despite his tall frame.

He’s losing weight. We all are.

“It’s fine, I was just—”

He raises his hand. “If you’re going to make up an excuse, it better be a good one.”

I glance up at him and meet his frown, his pale blue eyes glazed and distant. A reflection of our mother’s. “None of this would’ve happened if you hunted alone, like you were supposed to.” The words are flat, the insinuation behind them like a blade to my heart.

“You’re blaming Elisha’s sickness on me?” I flash him a glare. “I didn’t tell him to come with me. He offered. I was so far into the forest, I didn’t think he’d follow.”

“I told you not to hunt near Bronzebury,” Sasha whispers, and looks over his shoulder, as if expecting someone to materialize there. He rubs a hand over his buzzed scalp. “Why would you go there? Why? I told you nothing, not even food, was worth that risk. There are other ways to get what we need, and you don’t have to go near Bronzebury to do it.”

Though he says the words softly, I don’t miss the subtle jab behind them. A reminder of the last time I wasn’t able to nab a kill.

Sasha’s way of things has saved us from a week’s worth of hunger on multiple occasions, but he never tells me what he trades or bargains to get what we need.

I don’t ask, either.

Whatever he does outside of working for Milo to make sure we eat isn’t worth repeating. But that’s why I risk traveling so close to Bronzebury. I need to keep him from doing things he isn’t proud of. Otherwise, what use am I to him? To my family?

“What happened to your face?” Sasha asks, eyes scanning over my injuries.

He gently grabs my chin between his fingers to assess the scratches, the broken nose.

A familiar darkness settles over him.

“Did someone find you?” he murmurs, his mouth barely moving. “Was it a Soulless? Does anybody know—”

“No,” I say, and twist my head out of his reach. Not a total lie, considering the Soulless who attacked me is dead, but he doesn’t need to know the details. “Can we discuss this later, please? Elisha needs help, and I can’t carry him on my own.”

Blood drains from Sasha’s face at the mention of our brother, his eyes cloudy and downcast. He scoops Elisha into his arms, carrying him like he would a small child, and hurries toward the house.

“Come inside,” he mutters to me without looking back.

I follow behind as he retreats to the house, rather used to the image of him leaving.

Sasha and I rarely see each other anymore, and if we do, it’s only for a brief moment. Our dynamic never used to be so hostile, but when circumstances change, people tend to change with them.

He asks about my hunts. I ask him about work. And that’s where our conversations end.

Now that I think about it, the last real discussion we had was about a week ago, when he told me about his new job. Well, new-ish job. He’s been working for someone named Milo for about four months now, and although I’ve never seen or met the guy, he’s done decent things for my family. It’s enough to make me appreciate his help, but he hasn’t earned the entirety of my trust by any means.

Considering Milo’s the one who recruited my brother—no doubt detecting a morality in him that’s difficult to find—I have to believe Sasha is making the right decision by putting his faith in a man I don’t know. It’s a choice that affects not only our family, but the totality of the Flames existence.

In the hopes of inspiring retaliation against the Masters, Sasha and Milo are working together to build an army of Flames, doing everything they can to restore our peace and give people freedom.

Every week, Milo gives Sasha a list of potential Flames, and it’s my brother’s job to go out and confront them, convince them to take a stand against the Sacred Seven. Their goal is to bring a few thousand Flames together—enough to build an army—and if they can manage that, we have a greater chance of fending off the Masters’ strongholds.

“He’s really burning up.” The fear in Sasha’s voice cuts through my thoughts, drawing me back to reality. “Can you get the door?” He struggles to adjust Elisha in his arms, so I jog around him to pop open the latch, ushering him inside.

I lag behind to give him some room, wondering if there’ll ever be a day where we aren’t entering this house, but a different one.

Heat. Food. Beds. It’d be nice to live in a place that had all that.

To put it lightly, our home is more of a hovel; a building with deteriorating walls, a cramped kitchen, one bedroom, and one bathroom that’s too small to serve our family of four. I try to be grateful for it. Some people don’t even have that. But life isn’t meant to be endured, it’s meant to be enjoyed, and I don’t want to spend the rest of my life merely surviving.

I walk inside and prop my old, chipped bow behind the door, distantly hating that it’s the only form of hunting gear I own. Decades ago, the Masters banned our modernized weapons, leaving us with nothing but antique and outdated equipment to use on our hunts. For years, the Masters have reveled in our struggle to kill our own food, ensuring nothing – not even our dinner – comes easy to us.

“Empty handed again, I see,” my sister grumbles from the dining room, her dark hair strategically braided over both shoulders to hide the protrusion of her collarbones. She dresses in nothing but an oversized sweatshirt that falls below the knee — quite modest for a woman of her taste — and reveals a pair of legs that are far too boney.

She leans a slender hip against the wall, scowling.

My brothers think I’m paranoid when I tell them she can’t be trusted, but deep down, we know that’s a lie.

Call me petty, childish, but I’ll never understand how my brothers forgave her betrayal so easily. It happened years ago, I know that, but all our problems started with her, and with the way things are going, they’ll probably end there, too.

Sasha says she did it because she wasn’t thinking clearly, stating she was intoxicated or experimenting with some illegal toxin at the ripe age of twelve. I don’t care if the substances made her act strangely. There’s no undoing what she did. Even now, I want nothing more than to scream in her face, to ask her why, why, why?

Why did you do it? Why did you turn them in? Why did you kill our parents? 
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Whenever I think of them, I’m reminded of the night they were taken.

I was ten years old and crouched under the dining table, hiding like a coward, while my brothers rushed toward the Soulless smashing through our living room window. It was an act I should’ve joined them in, an act I should’ve gladly endured, but I didn’t – couldn’t – think to intervene, frozen in my fear. I shrank away, afraid for my own well-being, and let my brothers deal with the madness. The violence. We were outmatched, outnumbered.

The sight was wild, unhinged, even in memory, and I can still hear Father’s screams and the shattering of Mother’s bones.

Before that night, I never knew what a tendon looked like, and I wasn’t particularly interested in finding out, but when one of the Soulless grabbed hold of Mother’s elbow, twisting it like he was wringing out a mop, I learned about the fragility of human bones.

That was the first time I ever saw the underbelly of human flesh, and it was a horror I hope to never see again. Even still, the dreadfulness of Mother’s mutilated arm didn’t hold a candle to the flare in Father’s eyes, his gaze hard enough to shatter the world and universe beyond.

I always knew he loved her but to what degree, I didn’t understand. I only learned the depths of his devotion the night she was taken away from him.

He tried to catch her before it was too late, but one of the remaining Soulless grabbed him, overpowering our family in authority and strength.

I was completely bewildered by the fear in Father’s eyes as he turned to look back at us, desperate for one final glance.

Even in my youth, I knew that once the Soulless dragged my parents from our house, there would be no one to tuck me in at night or hug me in the morning. I wouldn’t have a father to walk me down the aisle when I got married, or a mother to give me advice on how to raise my first-born child.

Don’t be afraid, be strong for each other, and never lose sight of your beliefs. It’s the only thing the Masters want to take away from you. Don’t give it to them.

Those were my father’s last words to us, and I couldn’t muster the courage to say anything back.

Instead, I closed my eyes when the Soulless hauled him off, my mother’s screams echoing down the halls long after they were gone. It was Sasha who crawled under the table to get me, his hand grazing my shoulder, soft and tentative, trembling like never before.

I didn’t leave that spot for a long time, and neither did he. We sat there for hours, not saying a word. I don’t know how much time passed before I finally opened my eyes to look up at him, but when I did, a shame I’d never known rushed through me, drowning me in a tide.

Marred with the Soullesses’ rage, Sasha bore a split lip and bruised cheekbone, his skin purpling. Elisha, who stood by the door and stared at the knob like it would magically open and reveal our parents, had similar injuries.

I can’t recall a time where I hated having such clean, untouched skin like I did in that moment. It was a sign of my cowardice. My gutlessness. I didn’t fight. Didn’t try to keep our family together.

Sasha did his best to console me, assuring me that they would be just fine, and I believed him. I had to, if I wanted to keep myself afloat, but now that I’m older, I know better than to fall for such fallacies. People don’t go to Airabeth to endure– they are taken to do hard labor until they’re worked to death, or worse, until they lose their minds to the Masters. There are no survivors.

To this day I don’t know what’s worse: my lack of courage, or the fact that I wasn’t the only one who left that day without scars. Throughout the whole ordeal, Diana supported our mother and father’s capture. She just stood there, nodding every so often when a Soulless asked her a question, confirming our parents’ Soul Status as Flames.

She’s the one who turned them in, after all. She’s the reason they went to Airabeth and died, treated worse than butchered cattle. According to Diana, her motivation behind the act was made out of paranoia rather than a sound mind — a side effect of the new liquor she was experimenting with. The ale she drank was stronger than she could handle, making her rash and disillusioned. My sister claimed she was having bad visions — visions that promised suffering and death to her and our siblings, if she didn’t turn our parents over to Airabeth.

“We’re safe now,” she whispered, speaking through sobs as I screamed at her, overcome by her betrayal. “I made the sacrifice, just like the vision said. I did it to save us, Nadia. It’s what Mom and Dad would’ve wanted. We’re free now. The Soulless will never suspect our Status after tonight.”

She was right about that.

Since a Flame cannot be sensed until they turn thirteen, we weren’t forced to endure the same torturous end as our parents. It’s one of the only times our youth has come in handy, exempting us from Flame suspicion. More than that, Flames aren’t known to turn each other in, especially ones that are family. Diana’s action spoke for all of us, her disloyalty making us all look more Soulless than Flame.

For months, even years after Diana’s betrayal, my brothers and I wanted nothing more than to stay cooped up in our house, detesting the world we lived in. But in order to stay alive, we had to maintain a certain image: pretending to be Soulless, despising the Emperors and those who followed them.

We walked around town like nothing happened, like our parents’ deaths didn’t affect us, while the truth ate us alive.

The facade was difficult to maintain back then. It’s easier now, given our worsening circumstances. Starving, cold, lonely and afraid, we’re reaching a point where pretending to be Soulless is becoming more of a reality than an act.

I’m no longer a child, and my skin isn’t clean, and I’ve stifled that little girl who cowers when things get scary or difficult.

Perhaps that’s why I’m not offended when my sister sneers in my direction, cursing the dirt clinging to my boots. A symbol of hard work, casting aside the weakest version of myself. “We all know you look like a dog, but do you have to smell like one, too?” Diana leans away from the wall, sniffing at the filth covering my clothes. Seems like today is one of her bad days, her mood proportional to the amount of hard liquor she’s been downing. “Looks like you decided to roll around with the pigs instead of catching one. Have those beasts finally accepted you as one of their own?”

She closes the distance between us, her emaciated legs shaking despite the summer heat. I resist the impulse to back away as she flicks a piece of mud off my shoulder, smirking at the ruin of my face.
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