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      They say that death is never easy thing to overcome. From the second it occurs, to the moments thereafter, to the hours that follow, to the days that pass, it could be said that life, as beautiful as it happens to be, is also fragile.

      So fragile, in fact, that it can end at any moment.

      This is what the Republic of the United States has taught us since the first Awakening occurred fifteen years ago—since the first witch summoned into her hands her powers and either made right or did wrong by them.

      Fifteen years later, I stand at the pinnacle of everything it means to be one of these Awakened—watching, and wondering, just what will happen to me.

      Most would think I was just an ordinary girl. But those that do would be wrong.

      The truth of the matter is far more startling.

      My name is Salem Richards. I am five-foot-six, am eighteen years old, have fiery red hair, and rich brown eyes. I wished to one day change the world. But now that the truth is out, there is no denying it.

      I am my mother’s daughter.

      I am, without a doubt, a witch.

      This would be surprising to most people, who might look at me and see an ordinary girl. But here, at the Resistance, there are witches all around, all of which are capable of doing beautiful, or terrifying, things.

      On this day in May 2035—mere hours after me and my fellow classmates have escaped a place known as the Academy of East Texas—I am seated in a large sitting room, and looking on at those young men and women who have become my friends as they are treated for their injuries. Scarred emotionally more than physically, and still reeling from the death of not only most of our instructors, but a classmate as well, I fight to hold back the tears that threaten to come, but find they escape my eyes regardless of my stubborn inclinations.

      Beside me, the young man who grew up next door to me leans back in a chair, his hand splayed out as he receives an intravenous drip into his left arm. He is half-asleep, covered with a threadbare blanket, and looking worse for the wear. I guess that’s just what happens when you’ve fought off your government by raising their dead.

      “Miss… Richards?” a woman in scrubs asks as she draws forward.

      “Yes?” I reply, blinking.

      “I’ve brought you some chamomile. For your nerves.”

      I accept the tea with thanks and sip it carefully as the nurse leans forward to examine the cuts and scrapes along my arm. “I’m fine,” I say. “I’ve already been taken care of.”

      “You’re sure?” the nurse asks.

      I nod.

      “How about your ribcage?” she then questions. “Is it feeling any better?”

      “Yes. A healer took care of me.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” she says. “Do you need anything else before I leave? Another blanket, maybe?”

      “I’d like to know where we’re going to be placed.”

      “We’re still working to find extra beds. Don’t worry—we’ll get you settled in soon enough.”

      Soon enough, I think, and sigh.

      The nurse looks at me for only one moment before continuing onward—checking not only on those who managed to escape injury, but tending to those who suffered them.

      I am just about to lean back with my tea when a presence appears out my peripheral.

      “Salem,” my only living instructor says.

      “Instructor Marsh,” I reply, turning my head to face him. “How are you?”

      “About as well as I can be, all things considering.” The man settles himself into a plush chair beside me and sighs.  “Are you doing all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I reply, then swallow and say, “Sir… about Instructor Rose⁠—“

      “Please. Don’t burden yourself with his passing, or with thoughts of what you could or could not have done. He… he died doing right by us. That’s all I could ever ask for in a husband.”

      I try my hardest to look away before he can start to cry. Unfortunately, the tears that follow are unavoidable, and carve lines through the dirt and ash on his face like they are tattoos obtained after a long and bloody war.

      A war, I am quick to add, that we will soon be fighting.

      There is really no way to comprehend that thought, let alone face it for what it truly is.

      It’s been less than two hours since the destruction of the East Texas Academy.

      If I feel like this now, how will I feel in the future?

      The truth, as scary and humbling as it happens to be, is that I don’t know. That, in the end, is what bothers me.

      As I lean back in my seat—and as I adjust the blanket over me to stave off the cold that plagues the obviously subterranean space—I find myself drifting, ever so slowly, toward the edge of unconsciousness.

      Stay awake, a part of me says. Someone might need you.

      But who? I wonder. Everyone has already been cared for—at least to the best of their abilities. And besides: it’s not as if I can do anything to mend their wounds, ease their pains, their sorrows, their frustrations.

      With that thought in mind, I close my eyes, and allow myself to succumb to sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I am woken, some time later, by a hand on my arm, and a voice saying, “Wake up.”

      At first, I cannot make sense of the words, for so deeply entrenched in sleep am I that everything seems to be so far off. Yet, like an echo through a canyon, or a ripple on the surface of a pool, the words eventually come back to me.

      “Salem,”  is the first word.

      “Wake up,” are the next two.

      I open my eyes—and though the darkness in this place is near-absolute, I can just make out Gabriel hovering over me, his eyes tired and his lips pulled into a frown.

      “What… what’s going on?” I ask. “Why are you here?”

      “They’ve found extra beds for us, Salem.”

      Beds? For us?

      What is he talking about?

      I am just about to question what he means when I am bombarded by a series of memories.

      The watchers whistling⁠—

      The wards shrieking⁠—

      The guns as they were fired, the Republic as they were announced⁠—

      I see—quite clearly, in my mind’s eye—the ten of us as we fled from the academy, the ten of us as we attempted to fight them off, the ten of us as with tooth and nail we’d defended not only ourselves, but the people we cared bout.

      Then, I see nothing but fire⁠—

      Fire—

      That overwhelmed everything.

      Then, the vision is lost.

      As I sit here—in this chair, in what I now realize is the Resistance—I blink in an effort to allow my eyes to adjust to the lantern lights burning about the area, then settle my gaze on Gabriel once more. “It… it really happened,” I say. “Didn’t it?”

      All he can offer is a sad nod.

      Sighing, I reach up to push my unruly red hair from my face, then redirect my attention to the young man who’d captured my mind and soul no more than several days prior. “Where are the others?”

      “Gone, already. They were taken by that healer who helped us.”

      “And you?”

      “I stayed behind to make sure you were all right.”

      A flush of gratitude swells within me, causing my heart to sing and my body to vibrate. I know I should feel happy. I also know, however, that five people have died on this night—and that happiness, though guaranteed in this world to most, should not be celebrated tonight.

      With that in mind, I reach up to take hold of Gabriel’s hand.

      His touch against mine is all the relief I need on this night.

      “Do you know where we’re going?” I ask as Gabriel begins to lead me down the hall.

      “It’s not too far,” he replies, turning his head to face me. The healer showed me where it was.”

      I instinctively reach up to cup my ribcage. “I barely feel anything.”

      “You could’ve died tonight, Salem.”

      “We all could’ve,” I reply. “Who knows what would’ve happened if it weren’t for Asher.”

      “Do you think he⁠—“

      I nod, cutting Gabriel off before he can finish. “Yeah,” I then say. “I… I think he did.”

      “He was brave,” my friend says. “Braver than I probably could have been, anyway.”

      We step toward a series of massive double doors that are not unlike those you would see in a gymnasium. Inside are a number of cots, upon which are many people, who I imagine are all part of the Resistance. The figures at the edge of the gymnasium are just barely illuminated by the same lantern light that inhabited the sitting room we were previously in.

      “Where do we sleep?” I ask.

      “Here,” Gabriel says.

      He leads us toward two empty cots—which, though dressed with fresh bedding, appear to have seen better days, or even years. I can just barely make out the forms of our fellow classmates as their bodies rise and fall with the swell of breath.

      I am careful to seat myself on the cot closest to the door, but grimace as the thin mattress bows beneath my weight.

      “They’re probably not gonna be very comfortable,” Gabriel offers, “but at least it beats sleeping on the floor.”

      “Yeah,” I reply. “It does.”

      I remove my shoes purely by habit, and slide them beneath the cot before pulling the sheet back and climbing atop it.

      “Gabriel,” I say, after I’ve settled onto the cot as comfortably as I can.

      “Yeah?” he asks.

      “Did you talk with the Lightbringer that healed me at all? And if so: did she say what’s next for us?”

      “I only talked to her briefly,” Gabriel replies, “but she did say that she would have more information for us tomorrow.”

      “Did she say what kind of information that would be?”

      “No. She didn’t.”

      A sigh escapes me—and though I would like to push him further, if only because I feel I need answers, I know tonight is not the night.

      With that in mind, I utter only two words: “Goodnight, Gabriel.”

      “Goodnight, Salem.”

      Then I close my eyes, and will myself to sleep.
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      The night passes slowly. Uncomfortably. Regrettably. Tossing and turning, left to right, shifting back and forth and up and down the cot, I find it almost impossible to sleep in spite of the fact that I know that we are safe. Thoughts keep assaulting me, however. Images continue to bombard me. Devilish notions haunt me. It is, without a doubt, one of the most horrible nights I have ever lived through.

      Come time I awaken the following morning, I find myself exhausted in almost every way possible.

      Stirred to consciousness by the sound of waking and talking people, I open my eyes, only to once more discover an uncomfortable truth.

      Today, we find out what our purpose within the Resistance will be.

      To say that I am scared would be an understatement.

      A part of me just wants to lie here. To fall back asleep. To stay in bed. To forget everything that has happened. But regardless, I know I can’t.

      So many people—and so many lives—have been lost. To deny myself my right to live would be like slapping the dead in the face.

      With that in mind, I push myself into a sitting position, and allow myself to take a long, deep breath.

      “You’re awake,” Gabriel says.

      I turn my head to regard the young man, who stands with a foot propped up on his cot while he ties a pair of tennis shoes that he did not come here with. A close inspection of his person also reveals that he is wearing new clothes.

      “Where did you get the clothes?” I ask.

      “The commissary,” he replies. “They’ll have stuff for you, too.”

      “How long was I asleep?” I ask, turning my head about to survey the busy room.

      “I don’t know. I think you fell asleep after I did.”

      “I… I think so too.”

      Gabriel frowns, but doesn’t offer further response to that statement. Rather, he removes his foot from the cot, settles down atop it, and looks at me for several long moments before he finally says, “You should get up. I think they’re going to feed us soon.”

      “Do you have any idea where we are?” I ask, and wait for him to open his mouth before adding, “I mean, other than the Resistance?”

      “If you mean, like, which state or whatever, then no, I don’t. All I’ve been able to figure out is that we’re in an underground bunker of some kind.”

      “At least we’re safe,” I offer as I slide my feet over the side of my bed. “Or, as safe as we can possibly be, anyway.”

      “No kidding, right?”

      I nod as I finish stepping into my shoes, then force myself to stand before turning to face my friend. “Lead the way, I guess.”

      We exit the room that resembles a gymnasium and begin to make our way down a long, barely-lit hall, through which we follow several people, men and women and children alike. As we walk, slowly but surely advancing, I find my eyes wandering to the off-white stone that makes up the walls and the concrete that lies below our feet, and try to determine where, exactly, we could be.

      Are we still in Texas? a part of me asks. Are we even still in the states?

      The fact is: I don’t know, and that is probably a good thing, all things considering. It would make sense to have the wool pulled over our eyes, if only in the event of capture.

      So you wouldn’t reveal your society’s location, I then think.

      The smell of food wafting down the hall eventually pulls me from my thoughts. In place of fear there rises hunger—a desperation to fill the stomach when it has not been offered food in hours.

      I lift my eyes in an attempt to see where we are going, only to find light spilling down the corridor.

      “Is that,” I start, “the cafeteria?”

      “Yeah,” Gabriel says. “It is.”

      “Why is it lit when the rest of the place isn’t?”

      “To conserve energy, maybe?”

      I hadn’t thought of that. It would make sense, though, all things considering.

      “It must be solar-powered… or something,” I offer a short moment later. “You’d think it’d have to be to keep it off the power grid.”

      “It probably is,” Gabriel replies. “I imagine there’s a lot to this place that we’re not aware of.”

      “Probably,” I say, but don’t push the issue further.

      The cafeteria is substantially warmer than the rest of the Resistance headquarters, and is surprisingly large. As we enter, and slowly but surely fall into line, I take note of the many tables at which there sit dozens of people, and wonder, deep down, if they are all witches too.

      Maybe not all of them, a part of me says, but most of them? Probably.

      The scent of beans and rice eventually redirect my attention to the line ahead of us.

      The process is simple. Like high school, we draw a tray, grab our silverware, fall into place in the serving queue, then await food to be slapped down by kind but obviously-weary cooks. Looking into their eyes, and seeing the doubt and insecurity there, leads me to feel a flicker of emotion that I had not considered until this moment.

      These people—if they are truly not witches—are here of their own volition. But if that’s the case, does my existence not make their predicament my fault, even in part?

      No, I think. You can’t think like that. They’re here because they want to be.

      Or have to be, I am quick to add. There’s all manner of scenarios that would lead people to band against the government, even if they aren’t exactly sympathetic to our plights as witches.

      As my food is served, and the final chocolate milk obtained, I turn to face one of the many tables, then wait for Gabriel to come to stand at my side before stepping forward.

      Finding familiar faces in this place isn’t exactly easy. However—it seems God, or whoever happens to be my guiding force, is on my side today, because I spot our classmates almost instantly.

      “This way,” I say.

      Gabriel follows without question.

      “Salem!” Cindy calls. “Gabriel!”

      “You finally got up,” Akio says, shifting closer to Steven so Gabriel and I can sat at the edge of the bench.

      “How are you feeling?” Latoya asks.

      “I’m… fine,” I offer. “Or, at least, as fine as I can be, considering. I mostly just feel guilty. For not helping Instructor Rose.”

      “You couldn’t have done anything, Salem. Headmistress always said that gunshot wounds are almost impossible to treat.”

      “But, still…” I sigh as I consider the food before me. “I feel like we could’ve done more.”

      “We did what we could,” Akio says, rather morosely at that. “And besides—we shouldn’t be feeling guilty about what we did or didn’t do. We need to be thankful that we’re alive. Asher, he…” Akio pauses. “He sacrificed himself so we could make it here. That’s more than we could’ve asked for.”

      “Yeah,” Cindy says, and waits for the others to nod before continuing. “Let’s be thankful that we’re here today, guys, and eat in honor of our dead.”

      “For headmistress,” Mariah says.

      “For Father Lawson and Instructors Rose and Adams,” Steven adds.

      “For Asher,” I say, and raise my carton of milk in toast.

      Then, we begin to eat. But unlike usual, there is little talking, no jovial conversation, no laughter. Seldom do we speak, except to ask for napkins to be passed. Always we keep our heads lowered, our eyes mostly to ourselves.

      To think, I muse, that this is how we now are.

      When no more than days ago we were just ordinary people, ordinary witches, albeit those hiding from the government.

      “Salem,” Cindy says, lifting her eyes to face me.

      “Yes?” I ask.

      “Can you pass me a napkin?”

      I’m just about to push the container of napkins forward when a presence appears out my peripheral.

      “Salem?” a woman asks in a sharp but commanding voice.

      I turn my head to look at her and ask, “Can I help you?”

      “Are you Salem Richards of Newheart, Texas?”

      “Yes. That’s me.”

      “Come with me, please.”

      My former schoolmates turn their eyes from the woman to look at me.

      Swallowing, I center my gaze upon the woman—who, though dressed in mostly black from head to toe, appears ordinary in her own right—and force myself not to give in to my juvenile training to obey her whims. I know, based simply on the way she stands with a clipboard in hand, that she’s a ranking member of the Resistance. As a result, I straighten my posture to make myself look less afraid.

      When I’m finally able to speak, I ask, “What do you want with me?”

      “You’re being summoned by an officer to determine your placement within the Resistance.”

      “You mean—by the healer who helped us last night?”

      “No. The the taskmaster conducting intake interviews today is Martin Walker.”

      Martin Walker, I think.

      Where have I heard that name before?

      It takes a moment for the realization to finally sink in, but when it does, it strikes with the force of a freight train.

      Martin Walker⁠—

      Father Lawson’s friend. The Firestarter who intercepted a Republic detachment. Who murdered several military men in cold blood. Who⁠—

      Recovered my mother’s crystal after her burning, I think.

      This time, I can’t help but tremble.

      “Salem?” Gabriel asks. “Are you all right?”

      “Fine,” I lie, before forcing myself to stand. “I’m fine.”

      “Come with me, Miss Richards,” the woman says.

      “Wait!” Gabriel rises from his seat. “Let me go with her.”

      “She does not need an escort, Mister Lords.”

      “How do you—“ Gabriel starts.

      But I shake my head before he can continue. “I’ll be fine,” I say, shifting my gaze from him, to my former schoolmates, then back to Gabriel again. “Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be fine.”

      “Are you sure about that?” my friend asks.

      Though I want to reply, if only to reassure him that I have confidence in myself, I cannot.

      No.

      The truth is: I don’t know if everything will simply be all right.

      One thing is for certain, though:

      I’m about to meet the man who made it his purpose to recover my mother’s most treasured belonging. That alone must mean something. Right?

      Right, I think.

      With that thought in mind, I turn to face the messenger, and say, “Take me to Taskmaster Walker.”

      “Please,” the woman then says. “Follow me.”
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      Unfortunately, my bravado—and my desire to meet Taskmaster Martin Walker—fades almost instantly as we leave the cafeteria and begin to make our way down the darkened corridors. Forced from my companions, and stripped of my lifelines to the world I once knew, I find myself walking with less strength than I imagined I would have, and questioning myself ever more the further we advance.

      What, I start to think, does Martin Walker want?

      What task, I then question, will he assign me?

      And what, I dare muse, will he think upon seeing me?

      Will he see that I am my mother’s daughter? Her rightful heir? A piece of the puzzle of her life that managed to survive her Burning? Just what, I wonder, will he think? Especially when he lays eyes upon a girl who looks just like her?

      Therein lies the problem.

      The truth, as dangerous as it happens to be, is that he might not think anything of me. He might think I’m just an ordinary girl—an ordinary witch—and simply assign me rudimentary tasks as a result. I may sweep floors. Mop tile. Clean counters. Dust surfaces. Take out trash. I could do all manner of things that don’t require the use of my abilities.

      But if there’s more taskmasters than just him, I then think, as we continue to make our way along, then surely he’s summoned me for a reason.

      But for what? Just what reason could that be?

      The fact is: I don’t know, and that is what leaves me in a state of emotional paralysis that I cannot shake.

      “We’re almost there,” the Resistance official says as we continue to make our way down a long hall. “I should not have to tell you to be on your best behavior, and not to question whatever chores the taskmaster gives you. Right?”

      “Right,” I say, but find myself grimacing regardless.

      Thankfully, the woman doesn’t turn to face me. Instead, she comes to a halt at a nondescript door that bears only numbers upon its surface, then lifts her hand to knock.

      “Taskmaster,” she says. “I’ve brought Salem Richards.”

      “Let her in,” the man says.

      The woman opens the door. The woman steps aside. The woman turns her head to face me, then says “Go” with little more than a nod and a jut of her chin.

      In moments, I am entering a darkened space lit by a multitude of magicked lanterns, and looking on at the man who saved the last memory of my mother.

      Taskmaster Walker is not the imposing man I imagined he would be. Rather, he appears studious—in that he wears circular spectacles, is well-dressed in a black blazer, and is immaculately presented, even down to his clean-shaven face. His ruddy-brown hair hangs close to his eyes, though it is shorn down on the sides, likely for comfort more than style.

      “Salem,” he says.

      “Sir,” I manage.

      “Please, sit.”

      I pull out the plush leather chair across from his desk and settle my eyes on him—hoping, by appearance alone, to make a good impression.

      Fortunately for me, Taskmaster Walker does not make me wait for his reaction. Rather, he leans forward to examine me, then says, “You look just like her.”

      “My mother, you mean?”

      He nods. “Yes. Like your mother.”

      “Thank you,” I say, but find the strength in my resolve wavering, the confidence in my posture lowering. My eyes instinctively fall to the area where there are multiple papers and folders arranged about the desk.

      “You’re probably wondering why I have called you here,” Taskmaster Walker says, obviously choosing to redirect the conversation toward official business rather than that of the sentimental. “First and foremost: I would like to apologize for the events that took place last night. Had we had prior warning—or quicker warning, I should say—we may have been able to help those who were lost.”

      “They sacrificed themselves so that we could make it here,” I reply, and find myself lifting my eyes to face him. “Headmistress Akara brought the school down. My… my classmate, Asher, set the area on fire.”

      “As was probably for the best,” Taskmaster Walker says, but sighs nonetheless. He places his hands on the table and considers the sheets of paper whose writings I cannot make out due to the low lighting. “Before your headmistress’ death, and your academy’s untimely demise, we were made aware of the fact that you possess some rather uncanny abilities.”

      “My Lifebringing,” I say.

      Taskmaster Walker nods. “Yes. Your Lifebringing.”

      There is really nothing for me to say—no questions to ask, no answers to give. As such, a pause follows, and silence ensues. For this, I must wait, in bitter hesitation, for what is to be said next.

      Come time Taskmaster Walker speaks, it’s to say, “We would like you to continue your training in the Resistance’s medical ward.”

      “The medical ward?” I ask with a frown. “Isn’t that… well… a bit much? For someone like me?”

      “You’re not going to learn how to use your powers practically elsewhere. Tell me: did Father Lawson, while he was still alive, instruct you on how to heal minor wounds?”

      “Yes.”

      “And did you not, by force of will, pull one of your fellow classmates from the brink of death?”

      “I did. Yes.”

      “You are naturally talented,” Taskmaster Walker says, “but you must also learn more about yourself and your powers in order to ensure you can use them properly, especially when you are sent into the field.”

      “You mean to send me into the field?”

      “Yes, Salem. You will eventually be sent into the field.”

      “When?”

      “That is yet to be determined. Now—“ Taskmaster Walker withdraws a pen from a cup at his side and begins to write notes  in what I assume is my file. “As a Lifebringer, you will be tasked with remaining in the medical ward during most of your work hours. You will rise at eight o’clock AM, prepare for your shift at ten, and then remain on duty as an understudy until five, at which point you will be relieved of your duties. Your advising nurse will be able to tell you more about what will be expected of you within the ward.”

      “Sir,” I say, forcing myself to swallow the lump in my throat. “Do you know where Gabriel will be placed?”

      “Gabriel?” he asks, and blinks as he considers the several folders arranged before him. “Are you referring to Mister Lords?”

      “Yes. I am.”

      “His placement is yet to be determined.”

      I sigh; and with a short nod, say, “Okay.”

      “You may go now, Salem.”

      “Is someone going to take me to the medical ward now, or…”

      “Yes.” The taskmaster clears his throat, then looks past me and says, “Miss Pierce?”

      The woman who located and then guided me here opens the door. “Yes, Taskmaster Walker?”

      “Will you please direct Miss Richards to the medical ward?”

      “I will, yes.”

      “And please, have someone from the commissary fetch her clothes and shoes in her size. It’s likely she’ll be needing them in the coming days.”

      Likely? I think. What does that mean?

      I have to force myself not to frown.

      With one last nod, Taskmaster Walker says, “You may go, Salem.”

      “Thank you,” I say, then rise and turn to face Miss Pierce.

      “Please come with me, Salem.”

      Within moments, we are stealing out of the taskmaster’s office and making our way into the hall.

      The whole while we walk, I can’t help but wonder if I’m relieved, or scared.

      In the end, I guess it doesn’t matter.

      Only time will tell what happens next.
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        * * *

      

      The smell of chemical cleaner and blood is what informs me we are close to the medical ward.

      “Do the wounded come in often?” I ask as Miss Pierce continues to lead us forward.

      “There are always wounded,” she replies.

      “Always?” I ask.

      She nods. “Yes. Always.”

      A frown curls my lips as we pass through a set of double doors which swing inward as we enter the Resistance’s medical ward. Here, the lights are bright and in focus; and here, there are a number of medical personnel wandering all around—from nurses in scrubs, to doctors in coats, to people in robes not unlike those Father Lawson used to wear. The sight is enough to fill me not only with purpose, but dread.

      “This way,” Miss Pierce says.

      I swallow the lump in my throat as several people turn their heads to look at me, their calculated gazes taking note of my state of dress. I try my hardest not to look back at them, but find myself lowering my eyes shortly thereafter.

      Are you ashamed? a part of me asks.

      I want to say that I am—at least, at first. The more I think about it, though, the more I realize that I really have no reason to be ashamed. No. To be ashamed here, and now, would be to discount the fact that I have a gift that could help people—a gift that could save lives.

      Or take them, I think.

      Miss Pierce leads me through a long, well-lit hallway until we come to stand at a door with a sign simply marked WOMEN. “This is where you will sleep,” she says, before pushing the door inward.

      Inside are a number of simple beds—which, upon inspection, appear to be in far better shape than the cots in the gymnasium. The one closest to the door has fresh bedding on it, which leads me to believe that they were expecting me.

      “So,” I say, turning my head to face Miss Pierce. “What do I do now?”

      “You wait for someone from the commissary to bring your things,” she says.

      “I don’t mean about that. I mean—about my duties here. Is someone going to come get me, or…”

      “You will be assigned your duties in the coming hours,” she says. “For now, you may rest. You’ll likely need it in the coming days.”

      “Miss Pierce?” I say as the woman turns to leave the room.

      “Yes?” she asks.

      “Thank you. For helping me, I mean.”

      “You’re welcome, Salem. If you require anything further, you need simply ask for me.”

      She then turns and leaves without another word.

      With a short, unsure sigh, I seat myself on the bed, then remove my shoes and allow myself the chance to rest.

      Though I don’t want to fall asleep, a part of me knows that I cannot refuse my body the rest it needs.

      I close my eyes. Take a deep breath. Exhale it.

      Then, I allow myself to succumb to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know for how long I sleep. I only awaken when a hand touches my shoulder, and a voice says, “Miss Richards?”

      I open my eyes to find a black woman in blue scrubs leaning over me, a smile blooming on her lips as I come to awareness.

      “Yes?” I ask, blinking to clear the haze of sleep from my eyes.

      “My name is Valerie. I’m sorry to wake you, but Doctor Douglass has requested that you shadow me so you can learn the ins and outs of the medical ward.”

      “Okay,” I say. “But—my uniform.”

      “They’ve brought you a set of novice robes. They’re in the chest at the edge of your bed.”

      “All… all right,” I say. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll wait outside while you change.”

      Changing shouldn’t take awfully long. It isn’t a remarkable task, or even an important one. However—as I open the clothes chest at the end of the bed, and see within its confines a simple white robe with a frilled neckline and cuffs to match, I find myself reaching up to cup my hand over my mouth to stifle the sob that threatens to follow.

      This is it. This is finally it.

      I, Salem Richards, am to take upon myself the title of Lifebringer—and hopefully save lives while doing it.

      Remember your calling, my mother had said.

      “I remember,” I whisper. “I remember, Mama.”

      A single tear slips from my eye and falls onto the fabric below.

      Come time I step into the robes, I find my heart radiating with purpose.

      Okay, I then think. Let’s do this.

      With a nod, I turn my head to face the doorway leading out of the women’s dorm, brace myself for what may come, then open it.

      Valerie turns. Looks at me for a moment. Smiles. “Miss Richards,” she says.

      “Please,” I say. “Call me Salem.”

      “Salem,” Valerie says, as if testing the word upon her tongue. “You look great.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Doctor Douglass is finishing up a minor surgery. We’re to check on the patient in exactly a half-hour.”

      “All right.”

      “Until then,” Valerie says, then turns to face the outer edges of the medical ward, “you’ll follow and observe.”

      “Okay.”

      Valerie steps forward with the effortlessness of a woman who has known this world before. As along the outer edges of the perimeter we walk, and toward a series of rooms sectioned off by curtains we advance, I find myself taking everything in. From the bright lights above, to the hard tile below, to the white stonework at our side, nothing seems to be amiss. It looks like a regular hospital, but is nothing short of remarkable.

      “Remember,” the nurse says as we approach the first sectioned-off room, “to remain calm. Most of the injuries you’ll see are minor. Some may be more gruesome. But you must remember to keep your wits about you.”

      All I can offer is a nod in response.

      Then, we begin our rounds.
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        * * *

      

      We see many patients during the time we are meant to wait for Doctor Douglass to finish his surgery. Throughout, Valerie takes note of vitals—temperatures, blood pressures, oxygen readings. I, ever so studious, watch her with the care of a child willing to learn, but don’t dare intervene even with the most minor of injuries. I am, as I have been reminded, still a novice, and need to learn how to properly control my powers before actually using them on someone.

      “So,” Valerie says out of the blue, after we have checked on all of the patients she’s been tasked to look after. “How do you feel about this?”

      “You mean—being here, in the medical ward?” I wait for her to confirm before nodding. “I… I like it. I feel like I’m not doing a whole lot, but I’m learning.”

      “Learning is good,” Valerie replies, before turning to look at the medical charts that are arranged on paper rather than on electronic devices. “Today’s a good to get your feet wet anyway. Nothing major has been going on.”

      “I suppose,” I say.

      Valerie lifts her eyes when a balding man in an immaculate white overcoat appears. “Doctor Douglass,” she says.

      “Valerie,” he replies.

      “I want you to meet Salem.”

      “Our new Lifebringer?” he asks, then waits for me to nod before extending a hand. “Pleased to meet you, Miss Salem. My name’s Anthony Douglass. I’m one of the surgeons working with the Resistance.”

      “Valerie said you wanted to see me?” I ask.

      “Yes. I did.” He turns and gestures the two of us forward. “Please, come with me.”

      We follow Doctor Douglass down a long corridor in which the lighting is dimmer than that of the triage bay, passing by doors with numbers and charts dangling from hooks. He is quick to lead us to the last door at the edge of the junction before turning to face me. “There’s a young witch in here by the name of Marc Peters,” Doctor Douglass says. “He is the one I was performing surgery on, and the one I am tasking you with helping, Salem.”

      “Me?” I ask, blinking. “Why me?”

      “Because,” Doctor Douglass says. “He needs all the help he can get. He lost a lot of blood after he was hit by shrapnel.”

      “Where was he?” I ask.

      “Does it really matter?”

      “I—“ I start, then stop and frown. “I guess not.”

      “Good.” Doctor Douglass turns toward the doorway. “We did receive a good report from Father Lawson before… well…” He pauses, but shakes his head and pushes the door open. “Please, come in.”

      The moment I enter is the moment I wish I hadn’t.

      As I look upon the young, blonde-haired man whose skin is pale and lips barely holding any color, I feel an enormous sensation that I have never encountered before. It’s almost as if there’s an absence to the room, the air, our surroundings. It’s almost as if life, for whatever reason, is slipping away.

      Is it, I think, him?

      I blink as the sensation continues to envelop me—as my eyes, calculating in their intent to survey the man, settle upon his upper body. It is obvious, from the number of bandages, that he has gone through a horrifying ordeal.

      Now, I realize, why Doctor Douglass wanted me here.

      “He’s dying,” I say.

      “Yes,” Doctor Douglass says. “He is.”

      “And you want me to save him.”

      “I want you to do what you think is right.”

      “Doctor,” I say, turning my head to face him. “Why do you think I can help him?”

      “I have faith in you.”

      “Is that all?” I ask, and laugh, crossing my arms over my chest. “Why not ask another Lifebringer? Like the one who healed me last night?”

      “Lifebringer Olson has been tending to other patients, and has used up most of her energy doing so.”

      “And the others? Where are they?”

      “In the field.”

      “So… you’re trusting me with this guy’s life.”

      “We’re asking you to do what you can, Salem. We don’t possess the facilities to perform a blood transfusion. Either magic will save him, or it won’t. Either way, it is up to you.”

      To me, I think.

      With a nod, I take a step into the room⁠—

      Only for a thread of awareness to extend toward me.

      I can barely explain it, let alone describe it. It’s like there’s an invisible thread connecting me to Marc Peters, and holding on to me tight. In this thread, I can sense nearly everything about him—from the fact that he is in immense physical pain, to the knowledge that he has been drugged to keep him unconscious, to the reality that there is very little blood pumping through his veins.

      This man should be dead.

      But he isn’t, I think, and it will be by your hand that he lives or dies.

      Remember your calling, my mother had said.

      My calling, I think.

      With that thought in mind, I swallow my fear, summon all the courage I can muster, then step forward.

      The moment I extend my hand is the moment I know everything will change.

      What my past meant. What my present entails. What my future promises.

      As from my palm there appears a golden light—and as down my fingers it rushes to meet with Marc Peters’ flesh—I will myself to believe in this act of magic, this work of some uncanny god, and pull faith from anywhere I can possibly imagine.

      Then, I will Marc Peters to escape an early death.

      I close my eyes in the moments that follow—and though I know little of magic, and nothing of medicine, I see, within my mind’s eye, his body divining an uncertain future.

      As from the depths of his bones there appear cells—and as within them there occurs a biological reaction—I feel, instinctively, a sensation akin to something rushing beneath my skin.

      Then, I see it.

      The blood.

      Bubbling from his his marrow. Rushing through his veins. Being drawn into, then pumped through his heart.

      Within moments, I can hear Marc Peters’ heart begin to thump. It is perhaps the most beautiful, and haunting, sound I have ever heard.

      Salem, a voice says from somewhere beyond me. Stop.

      A part of me wants to leave. The part of me that doesn’t, however, is trapped within the sensation of a living being—of a surviving organism. Fueled by energy, and inspired by adrenaline, I see, in the darkened recesses of Marc Peters’ body, a single light.

      Then, a hand falls upon my shoulder⁠—

      —and I am pulled from the depths of my magic.

      Gasping, I open my eyes to find the one sight I was unsure I would see.

      The color is returning to Marc Peters’ face.

      “How?” Valerie asks, turning her head to face me.

      “I just… believed,” I say.

      “In what?” Doctor Douglass asks.

      “His life.”

      My head spins. My vision blurs. I sway, briefly, before Doctor Douglass reaches out to take hold of my arms.

      “Let’s take you back to the women’s dorm,” he says.

      But I am barely cognizant of his words.

      All I keep thinking about, as we walk away, is Marc Peters’ heartbeat.
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