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Trigger Warnings






Warning: this book contains depictions of violent murder that some readers may find disturbing. This book also contains family betrayal, secrets and a deceased parent under vicious circumstances.
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The World 


(Pronunciations and Descriptions)




Talish (TAYE-lish): A divided world where Crafters (magically-born) and Mortals (non-magically born) live, encompassed by a large stone border to prevent immediate death from the toxic vines outside. 700 years prior, Talish was at war between the Crafters and Mortals, with the population favoring the Mortals 10 to 1. Today, the Mortals rule unanimously, maintaining their political power and setting laws and restrictions to control the Crafters’ immense powers.



North Talish: Where our hero, Natsu, and her family reside. The north is renowned for its vast land and farming tactics, providing most of Talish’s fresh produce. North Talish is lush with greenery, featuring a diverse array of trees and flowers, as well as extensive farmland. In downtown North Talish, the buildings range from old stone structures that have stood since before the war to modern buildings of steel and glass.



East Talish: The oldest of the districts where most Talishers lived in ancient times. Eventually, the nations travelled and split, Crafters occupying the east and south, and Mortals in the north and west. The buildings drip with age and culture, stone and bricks lining each structure. East Talish supplies Talish with most of its minerals and geological findings. Their people used to have a different language/dialect that has long since been extinct, but some East Talishers still have distinct accents passed down to them.



South Talish: The south is the only sector that borders an ocean. They supply fish and other sea creatures to the rest of Talish. An ancient land, the south retains some of its old, wooden buildings among the newer structures. South Talish has a larger population with many street vendors and shops. It is the only sector that has a separate dialect/language known as Southern. Although some people in other sectors have adopted the language, the majority of the language lives and thrives in the south.



West Talish: West Talish is renowned for its technological advancements. Another largely populated sector, West Talish is the newest, boasting the tallest and most modern architecture. The west utilizes its technology to the fullest, incorporating it into its structures and homes. Most tech companies and new technologies originate from West Talish.




The Laws of Magic (a condensed version taught to school-age children):




Magic can neither heal nor revive the terminally ill or dying, for death must occur in order for there to be new life.

Magic cannot be used to create or manipulate love or affection. It cannot control the passage of time. Magic comes in many forms, including offensive, defensive, and ordinary magic. If one abuses magic to harm others or partakes in the Dark Arts, that person, or persons, will be greatly punished.
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Chapter 1



When you’re asked to go on a double date with your best friend to meet her new boyfriend, you never expect it to end in murder—especially one you could easily be accused of. 

The alley Karina and I went through to get to her boyfriend’s place in West Talish proved less than useful. It was only a few hours ago that Karina and I were getting ready to cross the border, Karina spouting off some stories of her and the new man in her life. My stomach turned when she suggested taking the alleyway as a shortcut, but I followed my friend anyway. The shadows of the setting sun darkened our way, hiding the horrors beneath. We stumbled through, tripping into a puddle of what I know now was blood. It was the copper smell and our bloody footprints exiting into the light that alerted me to go back. Staring at the body now, the colour drains from my face, and my heart beats rapidly beneath my ribcage. Karina screams beside me, but it’s diluted alongside the pounding in my ears.

The man is nestled between two piles of large black garbage bags, as though he had fallen asleep there the night before. His arms and legs have been cleanly removed, the wounds slightly cauterized—a stark contrast to how the limbs were thrown into the open green trash bin like yesterday’s dinner. Where his eyes should have been, only two large bloody holes remain, leaving crimson tears streaking down his pale cheeks. Though the empty sockets drip with blood, no cuts mar the skin around them. 

They have been removed from the inside.

“Magic was used to kill this man,” I mutter.

My legs buckle, and I lean into the cold metal bin, steadying myself. Short black hair curtains my face and tickles my nose, eliminating some of the putrid stink of garbage mixed with blood. 

Karina continues to scream, and my focus is drawn to the tears streaming down her reddened cheeks. 

“Reeney, get back—” Before I can herd her away, someone comes running out of the apartment building we were just about to buzz into. 

The large figure wraps Karina up in a tight embrace, murmuring soothing words. No doubt her boyfriend. The one I was supposed to meet today. 

Once he calms her shrieks, he finally takes a glimpse of what’s spooked her. Though he’s a broader guy, he resembles a child as fear overtakes his stern features. 

“Get her out of here,” I tell him, but he makes no movement. “Kenjamin, right?”

The sound of his name alerts him back to the present, and his dark eyes meet mine. 

“Take her inside,” I tell him.

He nods and leads Karina away from the horror. I try to take a few deep breaths, but this unfamiliar sector's stench and dirty air do nothing to soothe me. The giant glass buildings press in on either side of the alley, my chest tightening as the sky narrows into a thin strip of grey above. My eyes are drawn back to the corpse, taking in the grotesque scene again.

I stumble, my boots trouncing in the puddle of blood below, and almost trip over something: a small fabric shoulder bag, similar to my own, decorated with white embroidery depicting an open book with little stars floating around it.

My father’s work logo.

My breathing hitches as flashes of his death come to the forefront of my mind.

The cold glass against my palms. The silver light of the executioner's spell illuminating my father's face from within, his mouth stretched in a silent scream as his spine arched backward. My fists hammering the thick barrier, each impact sending jolts up my forearms. The sound of my own voice, raw and unfamiliar, echoing in the theater. Then my mother's perfume—a soothing lavender—as she pulled me against her chest, her fingers trembling while they stroked my head.

“Why did this happen?” I asked my mom that day two years ago.

No proper answer was ever given to me. I only knew that he had broken the Laws of Magic, falling prey to the seduction of the Dark Arts. 

Staring at this man in the alleyway, I can’t help but feel he was connected to my father. Did he know about his work after hours? Was he helping my father? What kind of spell were they trying to create?

My stomach jumps like I'm in a free-fall, the same sickening lurch I felt watching my father's execution. Cold sweat breaks across my forehead, and I taste bile at the back of my throat. Before I even have time to think about it, my hands are moving, pawing at the shoulder bag. I open it and grab all its contents besides his wallet and keys, shoving them in my own bag as I take one last look at the man, wondering if his death will help me finally get the answers behind my father’s execution.

When I stumble from the alleyway back into the cloudy streets of West Talish, my eyes take a moment to readjust. The bustling street hits me as though I were bursting from water—footsteps clacking against pavement, voices shouting into phones, the metallic screech of a bus braking. My chest tightens. I press my back against the building, counting breaths as bodies stream past, shoulders occasionally brushing mine. Back north, you could walk three blocks and see maybe ten people. Here, even on Kenjamin's side street, the crowd moves like one giant group, sweeping toward downtown with a single-minded purpose.

I turn back to the apartment. Behind the large glass doors of the lobby, Kenjamin is sitting next to Karina on one of the fancy red-velvet couches, rubbing her back and talking to her. She’s leaned over, long blonde braid falling over her shoulder, head in her hands. My heart aches to see her this way. 

Growing up as a Mortal without inherited magic, she didn’t have to learn about all the terrible things that happened to us. She could remain ignorant of the systematic oppression in our society. But my mom would watch the news with me when I was young, allowing me to see how the Mortals treated us, keeping me awake, aware. Murder wasn’t uncommon, especially among Crafters.

But seeing something like this firsthand was different. Almost surreal.

I snap out of my thoughts and knock softly on the glass door. Kenjamin looks up, his long straight hair flipping back. He gets up, pulling the door open with a soft hiss.

“Natsu, I’m assuming?” he asks.

I nod. “Yeah.”

I walk past him to Karina, her sobs now audible. When I sit by her, she removes her hands from her face and looks at me, her piercing blue eyes even brighter when shrouded with tears.

“Who was that man?”

“I’m not sure,” I say softly, trying to keep my composure.

“Who would do something like that?” 

I’m about to tell her this happens all the time, but I keep my mouth shut. Instead, I clutch at the strap of my bag across my chest, hyper aware now that I’ve stolen evidence from a crime scene.

“We need to call somebody,” Kenjamin says, grabbing his phone from his pocket. 

“Wait—” Karina starts and then looks at me. 

“What’s wrong?” Kenjamin asks. “We need to call the police, right?”

“You know a Mortal didn’t kill that man,” Karina mutters.

I swallow the lump in my throat. She’s right. And with my mother’s shining Sorceress reputation in the Crafter community, my presence at a crime scene would not look good for her. Let alone if I was discovered stealing evidence. 

“We can’t leave him out there,” I tell her sternly.

“Sorry—why can’t I call the cops?” Kenjamin asks.

Karina turns to him. “Natsu’s mom is, like, famous in the Crafter world. She can’t be found anywhere near this. The news could ruin her mom’s reputation.”

No more than my dad’s execution did—the intrusive thought pops in before I can stop it.

“I’ll be okay,” I argue.

Karina shakes her head, her long braid flowing behind her back again. “No, this was my fault. I brought you over here. I can’t get you into more trouble than I already have.”

Kenjamin’s eyes dart between us. “Wait, does your mom not know you’re here? She doesn’t know you crossed borders?”

“I may have left that part out.”

He runs his hands through his hair. “This is bad.”

Suddenly, sirens pierce through our conversation. We glance at Kenjamin and he holds up his phone. “It wasn’t me.”

Someone must have heard Karina screaming. Or followed her screams into the alley and found the body themselves. 

I curse and stand, pacing the lobby. Karina can’t leave if someone witnessed her anguished cries. She has to tell her side of the story.

Kenjamin approaches me and halts my steps. “I’ll take care of her, don’t worry.”

A comforting sentiment from this stranger who’s only been dating my best friend for a few months.

“Natsu,” Karina hiccups. “You have to go. Please. I would never forgive myself if you got into trouble because of this.”

My emerald eyes meet hers, fear and desperation coating her pale features. I let out an irritated sigh. The sirens grow louder. They are coming for us.

“Go,” she begs again.

It takes me a moment before I break away from her and barrel out into the streets. I run right past the police car heading towards Karina and zigzag through the throngs of people. The bright city lights and large TV screens blind my vision; I veer off towards a park after bumping into someone, desperate to get away from the crowd. The pathetic park's stunted oaks stand in a triangle of yellowed grass. Back in North Talish, I can disappear into forests thick enough to swallow my screams.

Once my legs and lungs are on fire, I stop at the park’s edge, panting in the cool autumn air. My heart won’t slow down, and magic flows uncontrollably through me like a crashing wave. The brief tingling in my fingertips warms my skin as magical energy penetrates the surface.

You must learn to control your emotions. My father’s voice pounds in my eardrums. 

Rage floods through me as I remember how he chose his obsessions over his family. I scream out my frustration, and a wave of fire shoots from the palms of my hands, creating a bubble around me before dissipating into the air. Then, silence—only my rapid breathing keeps me company. 

My gaze wanders to a tree beside me, where some of the leaves are on fire. My hand trembles as I extend my fingers toward the flames. I inhale deeply, drawing moisture from within until I feel the familiar cool tingle in my palm. Droplets materialize and spiral outward, hissing as they strike the burning leaves and extinguish the fire in small puffs of steam.

When I turn back, there is a young girl standing several feet away. 

I could have hit her! It was an amateur mistake, one I shouldn’t be making in my senior year of high school. 

The girl simply stares at me, her hazel eyes, which remind me of my younger brother, wide with fear. A look I’m all too accustomed to from Mortals.

“Hey!” Behind me, a cop rushes from the sidewalk. “No magic in the streets, witch!” 

I flinch at the offensive slur. It's like he's calling me some haggard simpleton stirring basic spells over a flame, instead of acknowledging the years of study and discipline it takes to master our craft. We chose "Crafter" for ourselves—it honours what we do, the precision of our art.

Instead of losing it at his insult, I turn on my heel and race towards the shadows beneath the browning trees. Running further into the pitiful forest, the large police officer’s huffed breathing sounds far behind me, and when I know I’ve lost him, I duck behind a tree trunk and use a gust of wind to sweep myself up onto a tall branch.

I sit perched on the branch and watch the idiot cop begin his futile attempt at a search. It doesn’t take long before he gives up. He snarls, no doubt cursing me, and heads back towards the city. My palms tingle briefly as I push wind beneath me, slowing my fall until my feet meet the ground with a soft thud. I close my eyes and inhale deeply, allowing the cool evening air to rush into my lungs. The emptiness in my chest gradually fills with a warm, prickling sensation that spreads to my fingertips—helping my magic recharge like a worn-out battery.

When I’ve gathered my bearings, I rush back towards the train station before they close the borders between the sectors. Once the investigation of the dead man starts, they won’t want those open. 

My stomach twinges. There was limited time to come up with a plan to get Karina back home, although it won’t be hard for her—they’ll be looking for a Crafter.

Luckily, the train isn’t far, and I make it before any commotion begins. I enter the short lineup with my hands in my jacket pocket, trying not to play with my shoulder bag, the stolen evidence tucked beneath its fabric burning at my conscience. The line moves painfully slow, but eventually I make it to the police checkpoint, manned by a younger officer who eyes me while I remove my bag and navy jacket, throwing them onto the conveyor belt to be scanned. My heart races, hoping they won’t flag the bag as suspicious.

“Tattoo?” the man asks.

I roll up my sleeve and stare down at the magically-embedded ink on my skin that alerts everyone to who I am and where I live. Memories flash of growing up and using a permanent marker to cross out the word “CRAFTER” and copy Karina’s “MORTAL”. And then my eye is drawn to a little horizontal scar further up my arm: a scissor slice from a Mortal girl in kindergarten who wanted to see if our blood was the same colour. Psycho. Karina had a lot of words for her before the teacher got involved.

“Let’s go.” The officer’s irritated voice pulls me from my thoughts as he reaches for my arm, yanking it harder than I’m sure he intended.

We lock eyes for a moment, and he pauses. I snap my wrist away. He then retreats to another officer, and my heart thrums louder in my chest. When he returns with an older man, he waves for me to come over to the side to chat.

I hate the border chats.

“Ms. Kerning, correct?” the older officer asks. Of course they recognize me. There’s always a handful of Mortals who are close enough to the Crafter community to know my mother’s reputation. 

I nod my answer. 

“And why do we have the honour of having you in the west today?” His condescending tone, as though he were talking to a child, immediately irritates me. 

“Visiting my friend’s boyfriend.” 

He raises a bushy eyebrow. “And where is this friend now?”

I shrug. “She’s staying later. Having some private time.”

He scans my face, obviously searching for deceit. But I’ve perfected my uninterested teenage poker face long ago.

Don’t let them see your power. My father’s advice echoes in my ears again, but I ignore it.

“Alright, Ms. Kerning, get going,” he says, and I don’t hesitate to rush back into the lineup to find my bag. Thankfully, this was the one time it wasn’t “randomly” searched.

They then ask me to step to the side so they can use their handheld scanner, and I almost growl at them. After another agonizing minute, they finally set me free back into my home sector. 

The moonlight guides my way back through the trees into our almost empty town, and the smell of flowers that perish in the newly autumn rain tickles my nose, reminding me of home. This time, though, the heavenly scent cannot subdue my anxiety. My mind races with questions, thoughts about Karina, and what I had pulled from the crime scene. I don’t dare open my bag yet; I have to focus on getting Karina home and safe. 

In my tornado of thoughts, I don’t realize I’m taking a route I seldom travel. My feet stop on the cobblestone in front of City Hall. Bright white lights illuminate its lavish exterior and large stone columns, just as the lights illuminated the stage where my father was taken—a spectacle for those who wanted to witness one of the greatest Sorcerer’s deaths. But that day, only a few people occupied the theatre seats. Fortunately, his illegal activities were not publicized until after his death. 

I grip the shoulder strap of my bag harder, and my indigo blue offensive magic involuntarily flows from my palms, heightened by my anger.

“What did you do, Dad?” I say to myself, knowing the contents of my bag are the first keys to finally finding the answer.

Magic burns through the bag’s strap, sending it tumbling to the ground. I yelp and kneel to scoop it up. Some of my things fall out, along with the evidence: loose papers that seem unimportant, some notes I can barely read, probably of new spells they are working on. But the paper he wrote it on has the same symbol of my father’s company in the corner. My eyes hover over the name: MacMillan and Co.

But did this man know Dad? Did he know what Dad did?

There’s only one other thing, a small leather ledger. I open it and realize it’s an agenda, telling of the events and meetings from this man’s life—nothing stands out, not even his name. My thumb catches on something wedged between two pages, something thicker than paper that creates a slight bulge in the leather binding. 

With shaking hands, I pull out a few printed photos. My breath catches, the evening air becoming thin. 

The first picture is of me and my father several years ago during one of my many visits to his office. I look to be around my brother’s age or younger, probably in the first few years of elementary school. I'm drowning in that bubblegum-pink dress Mom insisted on despite my protests. Dad crouches beside me in the doorway, one arm pulling me close against his tweed jacket that always smelled of cinnamon. His glasses are slightly crooked, pushed up by the force of his smile. I trace my finger over our identical green eyes in the photo, my throat tightening as I swallow.

The second picture is of my mother and father at what looks like a work dinner. The grey streaks are non-existent in her long hair, and she’s draped in violet silk that catches the light of the restaurant. Her arms are wrapped around my father. 

Another picture is of my dad and Ruyo in a grassy field, sweat glistening on their red faces and a soccer ball at their feet. Ruyo's jersey hangs past his knees and his pristine soccer socks are caked in mud.

The final picture is of my mother holding my baby sister just before my father was executed. She’s still in the hospital, and Rae is wrapped in a little white blanket. Mom’s staring down at her child, serenity written on her face. 

They all look like photos that would be in my dad’s office.

I flip through them again, examining each edge. When I turn them around, there are sketches of spell circles on the backs. Squinting, I try to figure out what kind of spell they could be, but it’s nothing I recognize. Our spell circles are elegant, full of curved, wispy lines, different types of stars and patterns that we can channel our magic into larger, long-lasting spells. These are jagged, rough and aggressive. I compare the four photos—each circle is similar, as though this man were trying to change the spell every time to make it perfect. 

Or did my dad draw these pictures?

Nausea overwhelms me, and I plunk down on the cold stone stairs that lead up to City Hall. Feeling violated that this stranger had such intimate pictures of my family, I wrap my arms around my chest and slouch. 

You must learn to control your emotions, Natsu. 

His voice seems to be whistling from the menacing building behind me, floating past in the wind. 

This time, though, I can’t control them, and I lean over and cry in the streets. 








  
  
Chapter 2



Iremain on the steps of City Hall, the building of my father’s execution, with my head in my hands and the evening’s events running through my mind: Karina’s scream, the dead man’s bloody face and missing limbs, the putrid smell of garbage mixed with blood. 

How did I end up here? 

I glance up at the night sky, the clouds dissipating enough for the stars to poke through. My magic hums, wanting release with the tears streaming down my cheeks, but I hold it in. I’ve trained too hard to allow it to spill out at every emotion. After taking a deep breath, I stand and clutch my bag, weighed down by the evidence I stole from the crime scene.

I don’t even remember how I stumbled home from City Hall, but when my attention returns to reality, I’m opening the door to my home.

It’s well past dinnertime. My mother is upstairs putting my baby sister to bed, but my younger brother sits on the couch watching one of his favourite TV shows.

“Mom’s mad,” Ruyo says when I plunk down beside him on the couch.

“I suspected,” I answer as I throw my bag and shoes by the front door.

“Where were you?”

I let out a deep sigh and run my hands through my short, messy hair, unable to conjure an explanation fit for a ten-year-old to understand.

“Just out,” I tell him before retreating to the kitchen to avoid further prying.

I sit at the counter, my legs bouncing with anxiety. My mom doesn’t take long before she comes barrelling down the stairs to find me. Strands of silver streak through the black bun perched atop her head, wisps escaping to frame her angular face. Fire burns in her hazel eyes, a momma lioness ready to pounce. She reaches into her pocket and pulls out my forgotten phone, resting it on the counter before me.

“Forgot something?” she asks far too calmly. “Where were you?”

Before I can come up with any sort of explanation, I burst into tears again. My mother’s furious expression changes immediately, and she wraps me up in a hug. 

“I left her,” I cry into her shoulder. “I just left her!”

“Baby, who?” she asks. “What happened?”

I spout out the whole story like a broken faucet, trying to keep my voice down as I sob through the words, though I purposefully leave out the logo on the bag connected to my father and my unintended felony.

When I'm finished, my mother's arms encircle me again. Her fingers thread through my hair, moving in slow, familiar circles against my scalp. My hiccuping breaths gradually slow, each inhale less ragged than the last, until I can finally form words without my voice cracking.

“Where is Karina?” she asks. 

“I don’t know,” I reply. “I left her with Kenjamin.”

My mother breaks from me and goes to the front door to put on her coat and shoes.

“Watch your siblings.” 

“Wait, where are you going?” 

“To check on your friend,” she says before teleporting away, leaving the space she previously occupied empty in a blink. 

The next few hours are a blur. I help Ruyo get ready for bed and then sit in the kitchen, staring off into space with questions rattling in my brain. I consider going back to check the pictures I stole, but fear prevents me. Right now, I can only focus on Karina.

Did Mom go to West Talish to get her? Did she call her parents? Is Karina in jail? 

The events of the evening replay in my mind again and again. If Karina hadn't gotten a text from Kenjamin telling her to meet at his parents' place instead, we never would have seen any of that. We should have met at the restaurant. Karina never should have seen that.

I wait for my phone to buzz with answers. Nothing.

A shuffle at the door makes me jump, and I turn to see my mother taking off her shoes.

“Where is she? Is she okay?” I sputter.

Mom holds up her hand to stop me. 

“She is home safe,” she says. “Her parents went and got her from the police station. They just asked some questions and let her go.”

I let out a sigh and my shoulders slump. “Thanks, Mom. Wait, did you go there too? Did you lose your job?”

She raises an eyebrow at me. “Why would I lose my job?”

“Because of the media? You’d be in the news report?”

Mom rests her hand on top of mine on the counter. “Honey, you don’t need to worry about any of that. My job is not in danger. You’d be surprised how much it takes for me to get a black spot on my name.”

Like Dad’s death.

Granted, Mom didn’t work for a while after his death, but the rumours must have hurt her credit. The whispers and stares as we walked the streets increased, pity and judgement seeping into people’s words. Her Magical Arts appointment book gathered dust on her desk, pages empty where they'd once been filled with students' names. With my mother’s power, though, the Mortals couldn’t afford to lose her influence on the new Crafters of the world. And like all rumours do, they subsided, and life returned to our new normal. 

Mom leads me to the living room. When we settle onto the couch and she puts her arms around me, exhaustion hits me like a wave.

“Now, what were you doing in the west?” she asks.

“I told you yesterday. We were just hanging out,” I reply. “Meeting Karina’s boyfriend.”

Her thin lips flatten before she speaks. “You did not tell me you’d be going to West Talish. You don’t go across borders to ‘hang out’. You are grounded for lying to me and for leaving your phone here.”

I open my mouth to protest, but my mother’s face tells me to stop while I’m ahead. The anger lingers behind her tired eyes, but there is also concern. 

“Sorry.” 

The creases between her eyebrows expand as her sparkling eyes scan my features. My impeding thoughts of the pictures in my bag must be shown on my face because her concern appears again.

“What are you thinking?” she asks softly, likely to ease me into a confession.

I bite my lip, ready to tell of my theft, but I can’t, knowing she will rip those photos from my bag as quickly as I took them from the crime scene.  

“Just seeing that man brought me back to the day Dad died.” 

She pulls me in closer. “I know, baby. You’ve seen so much already that nobody should ever see. That’s why I need to know where you go, to keep you safe.”

To keep me in the dark.

“But sometimes, I need to know things,” I say, pulling away from her. She knows what’s coming.

“Like what Dad was working on—”

“Natsu,” she interrupts. “We’ve been through this. It’s not important what he did or why he did it. All that matters is that he’s gone and we need to move on.”

Fire burns within me now. She doesn’t get it. Everything changed after Dad died. Our relationship has been broken, a formerly loving bond now filled with lies and deceit. The secret she is purposefully withholding stands as a wall between us, one that cannot be torn down until she reveals the truth. 

“How can I move on when I don’t know why he was executed?” I argue. “It’s not fair!”

“None of this is fair!” Mom yells. “The fact that I have to do all this alone isn’t fair! People staring at us in the streets like we have some sort of disease isn’t fair!”

She takes a deep breath and meets my gaze. “What he did to us wasn’t fair. And if you knew more, you’d hate him like I—” 

My eyes go wide, and my heart leaps in my chest. Like she does? What he did was so horrible that she hates him?

My mother’s eyes glisten as she swallows the emotions I know are ripping her apart at the seams. 

“Please, Natsu,” she whispers, softly grasping my face. “Please, for all our sakes, just let this go.”

Her words stab at me like a knife. I know my decision could break our already strained relationship. 

But I have to find out the truth about my father, no matter what.








  
  
Chapter 3



Nightmares plague my short sleep, with not only the stranger’s bloodied face, but my father’s. 

The morning sun wakes me quickly as it ascends the next day. I let out an irritated groan; I should focus on getting ready for school. My phone sits cold in my palm as I tap it awake—no messages. My thumb hovers over Karina's name, then drops away. I’ll be seeing her in a few hours in class anyway. 

When I stumble out of bed, the photos from last night's investigation, scattered across the floor where I'd left them, jumpstarts my heart. Quickly, I shove them into the tornado of my desk drawer, shuffling loose papers overtop. I don’t have time to deal with it right now. 

Luckily, Mom is in the bathroom when I bolt downstairs, so I can avoid the inevitable morning check-in. I don’t bother with breakfast, instead racing to the front door. When I go to reach for my boots, a few drops of blood staining the black leather give me pause. My heart drums so loudly in my ears that I barely hear Mom fumbling upstairs. 

The bathroom door opens. I quickly put the boots on before running out the door, closing it just as Mom calls my name.

Once I’m around the block, I use water magic to wash the tops of my boots. The crimson drips onto the sidewalk, leaving a stain of the stranger. Who was he? 

I clench my fists, water droplets falling with the light rain above me. Before any more magic can escape, I close my eyes and take a few deep breaths. The cooled air of North Talish fills my lungs, smelling of wet asphalt and lilacs. 

When I open my eyes, the familiar brick houses with their neat gardens line the street like sentinels. A squirrel darts up a tree, chattering indignantly. I tug my hood over my damp hair and bury my hands deep in my pockets, shoulders hunched against the drizzle as I trudge toward school. 

I can’t help but think of the poor man’s family, probably getting the bad news any minute now. If he had children, they would be learning that their father would never walk through the door again. 

A feeling I know all too well.

Throngs of students are just beginning to arrive when I get to school, the large stone building welcoming me. As I walk up the steps, I feel eyes on me, as though everyone already knows about yesterday. Was the dead man on the news? Do they know Karina and I were there?

I have to relax—nobody’s looking. It’s just in my head.

And when I glance up, I realize it’s true. Each teenager is in their own world, checking their phones or chatting away with friends. While I’m stopped, a larger boy smashes into me. 

"Move it, Crafter," he grumbles. I vaguely recognize him as someone on the football team. 

A boy I’ve never seen before yells from across the hallway to the student who knocked into me. “Hey! Apologize, you ogre.”

The football student halts his pace, turning on his heel to face the stranger. My eyes are drawn to him, too. His dark hair falls across his face, casting shadows that make the blue of his eyes flash like lightning when he blinks. He is eye level with the football player, but his lean build suggests a quiet strength, like a predator that relies on precision rather than brute force.

The football student shoves the boy into a locker—hard.

“What did you say, new kid?”

The boy simply smirks and says something softly to the football kid that I can’t hear, but the word “Mortal” makes it to my ears. The football kid’s eyes widen, and he lets the stranger go, spinning in the opposite direction without a word.

The boy turns to me, but the ringing bell interrupts our meeting. Students shuffle between us, breaking our contact. I follow suit and continue my trajectory to my locker. Karina is usually standing there to meet me, but not today. There’s a sinking feeling in my stomach as I grab my books for history class. 

Karina is sitting at her desk in a large sweatshirt, very unlike her normal fashionable attire. She’s hunched over like a crumpled paper doll who can’t look away from her desk. Before I rush over to her, the second bell rings, and Mrs. Myers directs us to our seats. I sit at my desk by the window next to Karina. She doesn’t lift her head when I try to get her attention.

“Natsu?” Mrs. Myers alerts me. “Are you ready to start?”

A few students behind me snicker at the embarrassing interaction, and I nod my response, turning back towards the front of the classroom.

I should have protected Karina. That’s why Crafters train: to protect our friends and family, control our powers, and use them for the good of the nation. I shouldn’t have let us go through that alley. I should have sensed something was wrong. The “what if” scenarios linger in my mind, tearing my focus away from anything school-related.

“Now, exit exams are coming up,” Mrs. Myers starts. “So, we must go back to the basics. Can anyone tell me about the peace treaty we signed after the war?”

A few scattered groans sound behind me.

“Come on, Mrs. Myers,” one of the boys whines. “That was over seven hundred years ago. Why should we care?”

A soft smile appears across Mrs. Myers' thin lips, her wrinkles intensified. 

“Because, Keegan, the war and peace treaty shaped our current society. Crafters and Mortals can live in the same cities, come to the same schools. There is no more fear of war.”

My stomach churns. The concept of peace is subjective. Though there’s no immediate danger of war, it doesn’t mean we don’t feel fear in our daily lives. I can see it in the way the Mortals look at me when I use magic. 

“And these basic questions will be on your graduating exams,” Mrs. Myers hammers in. “If you don’t pass these exams, Keegan, you won’t be graduating.”

That shuts him up.

Mrs. Myers continues to speak of the peace treaty, but I’m not listening.

My eyes are drawn to the window, rain sprinkling on the open grassy field, and the cars in the parking lot one storey below. 

The sight of a boy exiting the building catches my attention, breaking me out of my trance. My fingertips tingle against the desk as he pauses outside the door, shuffling papers while raindrops further darken his black hair. A sudden warmth spreads across my skin like sunlight, prickling the fine hairs on my arms. My pulse drums in my ears. When he turns, those ocean blue eyes lock with mine through the rain-streaked window—the hallway stranger. Something electric passes between us, vibrating the air like the moment before lightning strikes. I'm still staring, barely breathing, when Mrs. Myers' voice cracks through the classroom.

“Natsu?”

I jump and tear my gaze away from the boy in the parking lot. 

“Are you paying attention? This test is next week.”

Muffled giggles from other students redden my cheeks as I nod.

“Would you mind reciting the Laws of Magic so I know you were listening?” 

I quickly look back out the window, but the boy is long gone. My rattled brain returns to class, my shoulders drooping.

“Magic can neither heal nor revive the terminally ill or dying, for death must occur in order for there to be new life,” I recite robotically, as the Laws have been forced into my head since I was a child.

“Magic cannot be used to create or manipulate love or affection. It cannot control the passage of time. Magic comes in many forms, including offensive, defensive, and ordinary magic. If one abuses magic to harm others or partakes in the Dark Arts, that person, or persons, will be greatly punished.” 

I stumble before continuing and stare down at my history book, the words leaping up at me: “greatly punished”. They repeat in my head like an escalating drumbeat. Magic flows through me uncontrollably as my breathing speeds up. Sweat moistens my palms, those words repeat again and again, the drum penetrating my skull. I shut my eyes to stop the sudden wave of dizziness and nausea. Anxiety surges. 

I slam my hands on the desk. A wave of air ripples throughout the classroom, the gust ruffling students’ hair and clothes and scattering loose papers everywhere. Random gasps fill the silence as they process what I’ve just done. 

Magic is forbidden at school. 

“Natsu!” Mrs. Myers screams. 

“I-I’m sorry. I’m fine, I swear.” 

Mrs. Myers looks startled, but stern. “If this happens again, Natsu, I have to send you to the office.”

I nod and take several deep breaths to compose myself. She moves on with her lesson, knowing I wouldn’t purposefully do anything dangerous. Karina reaches over and squeezes my hand briefly. I give her a shy smile and notice the dark circles under her eyes.

“Now, as we all know, the Laws of Magic were established after the war,” Mrs. Myers continues. “And certain economic changes happened once peace was declared. Can anyone tell me what some of those changes were?”

One of my classmates raises his hand. “Each sector was divided and is responsible for some sort of value they can contribute to society.”

“Such as?” Mrs. Myers asks.

“Our sector of Talish is renowned for its agriculture. We are the farming capital of the sectors. North Talish supplies most of the fresh food to the rest of the world.”

But that limits the careers the people here can pursue. Most people tend to become farmers unless they work in the city. When Mom asks about my future, I stare down at my palms and imagine them holding spell books, not shovels.

Mrs. Myers proceeds drearily with her history lesson, and again my eyes are drawn to the window, hoping to see something more exciting. 

But there’s nothing but me. Bright emerald green eyes peer back at me; the only gift from my father that I kept. 

Suddenly, the dead man’s face is reflected in the window, his hollow eyes screaming. I gasp, and Mrs. Myers gives me a stare. Trying to shake the horrible image from my thoughts, I rest my head in my hands.

Why did he have pictures of us? If he was so close to Dad, why didn’t I recognize him?

When I gaze over at Karina, she’s scribbling on her wrist around her tattoo, a habit of boredom or anxiety I’ve seen many times. I could only guess it’s the latter today.

“I swear,” she said to me at a sleepover ages ago. “When I turn eighteen, I’m going to put a tattoo over this hideous thing to cover it up. Maybe a flower or something.”

I chuckled. “That’s not how the magic works. It’s protected with a spell. Only the caster can change or remove it, so only your nurse can do it.”

"So, my next vaccine I can ask them to get rid of it?"

"You can try," I scoffed. "They'll never do it though."

"What if I paid them?"

A laugh escaped me and I hoped she wasn't offended.

She chewed on her bottom lip in thought. “It’s just so creepy, having the nation always keeping tabs on us.”

What I didn’t tell her was that they weren’t concerned about her. She’s a Mortal, she has a free pass. They only wanted tabs on us.

The bell rings and students pile out of the classroom. I melt in with the crowd and hear Mrs. Myers call my name. I ignore it.

Immediately, I fall in line with Karina as we exit the room. 

“What was all that back there?” she asks me. “If this was any other class, you’d be expelled. You’re lucky Mrs. Myers has a mixed son.”

“I know, I’m just tired,” I reply. “You know I can’t control my magic well when I don’t sleep.”

There’s silence, a strange occurrence from Karina, who is typically a fountain of conversation. 

“Hey,” I say. “Are you okay?”

Her wide, pale eyes avoid mine. Something is wrong.

“Reeney? Talk to me, please.”

She shakes her head. “Not now.”

“What—” the bell cuts off my question.

“I’ll see you at lunch,” Karina says, rushing away to her next class.

All through math class, I feel sick. Something must have happened with Karina after I left. Maybe something the police said. Did they suspect me? Did she tell them I was with her? 

The lunch bell is a beacon, and I barrel from the class into the cafeteria, searching for Karina right away. She’s sitting by herself, just poking her food.

Karina is never alone. 

Concern skyrocketing, I beeline to her and sit across the long plastic table. She doesn’t seem to notice; she’s watching the TV screens in the corners of the large room, which often play the news.

“Karina?” 

She ignores me. Instead, she says, “Oh no.”

I have to look. 

A news reporter speaks silently on the screen, captions popping up underneath her as she reports on the man in West Talish, revealing that he was a Mortal. They don’t show pictures, of course, but she describes how his limbs were severed and his eyes removed. I missed catching his name in the captions, captivated by the picture of the un-massacred man they show instead. He looks vaguely familiar, but not someone who should be in possession of personal pictures of my family. 

There are no leads to the murder yet, the reporter says, but I can tell the police are suspecting a Crafter. They always do when something especially vicious comes up.

The reporter then goes on to say that there has been another murder with the same circumstances, but this man was found in North Talish. The reporter then warns people not to be out after dark by themselves until this murderer is found. My mother then pops onto the screen. No surprise; she tends to be interviewed when something big happens in the Crafter community.

“Karina,” I say, turning my attention back to her. She doesn’t look at me. “Karina!” Finally, she snaps her eyes to me. “It’s okay.”

But her gaze drifts back to the screen.

“Reeney?” The fear seeps through her haunted face, and I place my hand across the table on top of hers. She’s shaking. 

“What happened?”

She shakes her head. “Not here.”

We abandon our lunches and head to the rooftop—our secret spot. With quivering fingers, she pulls a piece of paper from her pants pocket. She hands it to me, and I open it.

My stomach drops when I read the two words scratched in thick, red ink: 

YOU’RE NEXT.








  
  
Chapter 4



“Where did you get this?” I hold the piece of paper threatening the life of my best friend, the red untraceable ink etching into my mind. 

“In the mail this morning,” Karina explains, her arms wrapped around her. “It had my name on it with no return address.”

The air outside feels thin as it presses into my lungs.

First, my father’s company and the pictures, now Karina. Were these people after me? Or my mother?

My mind races with the hundreds of news reports I’ve seen over the years about how Crafter criminals use their powers to escape the police; nine times out of ten, they’ll get away free. What they don’t report is that Mortal cases are always top priority, and the few Crafters on the squads can’t do anything to change that.

I can’t let this person run free and hurt Karina. The Mortal cops can’t protect her like I can. My vision blurs at the edges as an image flashes through my mind: Karina's honey-blonde hair matted with blood, her blue eyes frozen open, her body arranged in pieces like some grotesque puzzle on rain-slicked concrete.

“Should we call the police?” she asks quietly.

“Do you think the murderer would want you to?” I answer. The cops can’t be involved, especially since I have evidence from the crime scene sitting in my desk at home.

“What about your mom?” she squeaks, her face flushed. 

My mind goes back to our previous night’s conversation. No, my mother wouldn’t do anything to help. Her obsession with keeping the dark secret about my father would cloud her judgement. 

Before I can answer, Karina shakes her head, and tears stream down her cheeks. “I don’t want to die.”

“Hey, hey,” I say, grabbing her shoulders. “Look at me. You’re not going to die. I have always protected you, right?”

She nods and whimpers.

“And this is no different. I’m still going to protect you.”

“But Natsu,” she replies, “this isn’t like a school bully or breaking curfew. This is an actual murderer. You saw that man—”

“I know!” I snarl back. Seeing the look on her face, I soften my tone. “I know. But I don’t think we have time to wait for the cops to find him.”

Like a wave, nausea hits me again, receding quickly. Why did the dead man have my father’s family photos? What were the spell circles on their backs? Why was Karina being threatened? Things aren’t lining up. I need time and space to figure this out, but I also need to keep Karina safe. 

I turn the paper over in my hands and notice small, smeared letters on the back: O. T. G. The handwriting looks different, but it’s hard to tell through the smudge. Was this part of the message? Or a mistake from the killer?

My heart drums loudly in my chest as I stare down at the little piece of crumpled paper threatening to tear my world apart.

The tangled web had emerged, and I was somehow caught in the middle.


      [image: ]After reviewing the note once more, Karina calms down enough to finish the school day, and I walk her home. Not a chance she’s going anywhere alone. 

Mom's lips curl upward, but her nostrils flare as she stands in the entryway of our home, arms crossed tightly over her chest. Not good.

“And where did you rush off to this morning?” she asks immediately.

I shrug. “I needed more time.”

She raises her eyebrows. “More time?”

“Before this,” I gesture towards her. “This conversation.”

She lets out a loud breath through her nose and sits with me at the kitchen table. “You’re not in trouble, Natsu. I understand why you want to go out and explore with your friends. I just feel guilty that you went through such a horrendous experience. I could have prevented it.”

My eyes meet hers. “Mom, this wasn’t your fault.”

“I’m just trying my best,” she says as tears glisten behind her tired eyes. “I’m trying to keep you safe.”

I grab her hand and squeeze. “I know. You’re doing a great job.”

She wipes a tear from her cheek with her free hand. “Am I? So far, you’ve lost your father in a horrific way, and now you’ve witnessed a brutal murder.”

I can’t help but laugh when she puts it like that. “I’m just lucky, I guess.”

Mom pulls me in and kisses the top of my head. “You’re so strong, my girl.”

“I learn from the best.” 

“I’m sorry for grounding you,” she says. “That wasn’t fair.”

She’s letting me off the hook? For the past two years, Mom has only been interested in my schooling and Magical Arts training, intent on my improvement. She’s rarely allowed me to go out with Karina and have fun, and one of the times I do, I witness a murder. 

Something’s odd, but I can’t piece it together.

“It’s okay,” I reply. “I understand why you did.”

She strokes my hair gently as she speaks. “Just stop getting into dangerous situations, okay?”

My heart twinges at my deceit, knowing full well that she wouldn’t want me investigating these murders. But I’ve held onto this wonder for two years, the mystery surrounding my father’s death preventing me from moving on. She doesn’t understand why I need this so badly. 

And if you knew more, you’d hate him like I—

Her words echo in my mind. What could he have done to make me hate him? He already betrayed our family by practicing dark magic, knowing he might get caught.

Did Mom know the man in the alley? Is she more tied into this than I thought? What other secrets could she be hiding? 

The wall between us seems to grow even taller the more we withhold information.

Before I get a chance to ask her anything more, my brother comes in and demands dinner. Mom gives me one more kiss before retreating to the kitchen to cook. I bite my tongue and make my way upstairs to my room.

I slip into my room and close the door behind me, my shoulders finally relaxing as I cross the narrow space. My fingers brush against the edge of my desk as I pass, the dark wood worn smooth from years of late-night studying. I collapse onto my bed, the springs creaking beneath me, and stare at the emerald green of the surrounding walls that match my eyes.

What can I say, I like the colour. 

I stand again, restless, and straighten my bedsheets, a dark brown tree pattern that matches my curtains, giving the room a forest feel—a protective shield of nature to calm my anxiety. I sift through my books, some fiction, but most are spell books or volumes on magical history. Mom likes me to keep up on everything magic. Any fun books I get from the school library, I return quickly before my studies are interrupted.

A book on spell circles catches my eye, and I bring it to my desk. When I open the drawer, the pictures seem to call to me, a mystery shrouding their origin. I place them all face down so the drawings on the back are showing. I flip through the book, but nothing looks remotely the same; the jagged lines are not like any spell circle I’ve seen. I sigh and lean back in my chair, knowing my mission has failed before it even began.

Staring at the ceiling, my mind wanders. If I’m right, and whoever was committing these murders is targeting me, what is the reason? I haven’t done anything to anyone. I’ve kept my head down like my mom taught me. Could they be trying to get to Mom? It would make sense. Being a Sorceress, she has a strong influence in the Crafter world and is constantly in the public eye, helping the community, teaching minors about their magical skills, and presenting at seminars. 

But why would Karina be threatened and not me?

It just didn’t add up. 


      [image: ]The next day at school brings a shock as a new student enters the classroom. Immediately, my heartbeat quickens at his familiar magical presence—it’s the boy from yesterday. He settles at the front of the classroom beside Mrs. Myers, standing taller than her. His blue eyes immediately lock onto mine. Suddenly, it's harder to breathe, as if his magical energy is pushing against me, suffocating me. 

Why isn’t he masking his magical aura?

I quickly turn my head away and close my eyes.

“Natsu?” I hear Karina whisper beside me. “You okay?”

My fists clench harder. I focus on breathing deeply before nodding, and I open my eyes. Karina’s concerned face leans in close, her hand resting gently on my shoulder. Relaxing a little, I look back up at the front of the class as Karina returns to her textbook. 

“This is Sutah,” Mrs. Myers says. “He is from South Talish and will be joining our class.”

South Talish? Why would he move all the way up here? And halfway through the term? 

“Please do your best to make him feel welcome.” Turning to Sutah, she says, “You may find your own seat.”

The desk behind me is vacant. Sutah slips breezily into the empty chair and continues to stare at me. I scoff and turn to the front.

“Hi again,” he says, his smooth voice vibrating in my ears.

“Hi,” I quickly chime back, trying not to turn towards him.

We sit through the class in silence, but I can feel his eyes on me the entire time. Finally, when the lunch bell rings, it’s no surprise that he stands up when I do and comes over to talk.

“What is it?” I snap at him.

He raises his hands in surrender. “Relax,” he chortles. 

The one word sends flames into my cheeks and blood.

“Yeah, well, I’m not going to be very friendly to a person who has been staring at me for the last hour.” I quickly shove my books into my backpack.

“You noticed, then.”

“I’m pretty sure everyone noticed,” I say. “And I don’t appreciate it.”

How did he get into this class anyway? The schools try to keep the few Crafter students they have separated and there are already three of us in here. 

Sutah says nothing which piques my anger. “And I also don’t appreciate you trying to choke me with your magical energy.”

His smile curls sideways. “Okay, okay. Let me start over. I’m Sutah.” He holds out his hand, and I almost do the same when Karina breaks in.

“Natsu! Let’s go get lunch. We’re going to be last in line at this rate!” She grabs my outstretched hand and drags me out the door. 

I glance back and think I hear Sutah say: “See you later, Natsu.”

“You’re welcome for saving you,” Karina says once we’re in the lunch line.

“Saving me?”

“From that guy,” she says. “He’s weird. Gives off a creepy vibe.”

“Oh. Yeah, thanks.” I’m still in a daze from his encounter. Karina’s right—something is strange about him, and it isn’t just his magical presence.

“How did you sleep?” I ask her as we shuffle with the crowd.

She shrugs. “A bit better, I guess.”

I bite my lip, the inevitable responsibility creeping in. “I’m going to figure this out. You know that, right?”

She nods but remains silent. 

We grab our lunches and make our way to the roof—our special spot—for the quiet, where the bright afternoon sun fills me with hope. The school isn't the tallest, but I can still see the edges of downtown North Talish in the distance beyond the forest. The old stone buildings that remain in tact after hundreds of years, some nestled between new builds. The looming skyscrapers pop up amongst the trees, tarnishing the history of our city, but necessary for our economic growth. And the pointed tip of City Hall's roof, a nightmare I cannot escape. I turn my gaze behind the school—farmland and barns stretch beyond reach. A sight that soothes my soul.

Reality clicks back in and I glance back at Karina, making a mental note to look further at the ledger when I get home, ready and motivated. Maybe I’ll find something related to O.T.G. 

My hope falters when Karina starts sobbing beside me. 

“Hey, hey, it’s okay,” I try to reassure her. “We’re going to find this guy.”

Mom’s face flashes through my head, her eyes filled with fire for even considering searching for this killer. I push that aside and look back at Karina, her pale face screaming fear and desperation as tears stream down her cheeks. 

“What did you do with the note?” I ask.

“I threw it out,” she replies as she wipes away tears with her sleeves. 

“Good. We don’t need anyone else involved in this, especially the police.”

Her shoulders shake; I let her cry. 

“No one will hurt you,” I say, patting her back. “Not if I’m around.”

Her face softens, and some colour returns to her cheeks. She smiles weakly through the tears. 

A shuffling noise from behind us puts me on alert. I whip around with magic waiting in my palms, glowing indigo blue and tingling my palm. 

Sheepishly, the new kid comes out from behind a pillar with his hands raised.

“Whoa,” he says.

“What are you doing back there?” I snarl. “Are you stalking me now?”

He chuckles. “Don’t flatter yourselves,” he replies. “I was up here before you, having lunch.”

“Alone?” I ask.

“Hi, I’m the new kid,” he says sarcastically. “Not like I have any friends.”

He isn’t wrong. And now he’s heard what’s happened to Karina.

I cross my arms and stare him down. “I suppose you’re not going to walk away and pretend this never happened.”

Sutah shakes his head. “Not a chance.”

“You know this is none of your business, right?”

“I know,” he says. “But now I know that you are purposefully neglecting to call the police with what you know about this killer. Suppose this information slipped from my lips and made its way to the cops?”

“You’re blackmailing us?” Fire rises to my cheeks.

“Think of it as making friends,” Sutah replies.

I scoff. “And you’re going to help us? Why do you even care?”

He shrugs. “Call it my caring nature. Really don’t want to see my classmates dead. Or maybe I just strive for something other than this boring life.” He holds up his arm and shakes his wrist back and forth lazily, his tattoo flashing. “And we both have an advantage.”

“You’re a Crafter,” Karina says behind me.

“I am.” He looks back at me and says, “Which means you and I can work together more efficiently than a Mortal.” He quickly glances at Karina over my shoulder.

Fury bubbles to the surface at his arrogant tone.

“And what’s wrong with a Mortal?” I ask and step towards him.

“Oh, nothing. Just that they don’t have the powers we do,” he answers, his tone carrying a palpable distaste.

“Why does it matter?”

“Why do you train so often?” he shoots back at me.

“How do you know that?” Though it’s probably obvious. Being the daughter of two powerful Sorcerers, I have to hone my skills much more than others.

“Admit it, it’s because you don’t trust the Mortals.”

Uncontrolled magic flows through my body towards my fingertips.

“Nat,” Karina says as she approaches me.

“Karina, or any Mortal for that matter, could help me way better than some condescending jerk!” I impulsively shoot a ball of offensive magic from my palms into the ground, flowing like a rapid stream. Karina gives a small yelp and jumps away.

I spin around, realizing the impact had been way too close to her feet. “Karina, I-I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay, it didn’t hit me.”

“Well, well,” Sutah says. He takes a step towards me, and my body tenses up. “Looks like you need a little more control.” His rotten voice pierces into my core, stinging a deep-seated wound.

And just like that, he turns and leaves the roof with his pathetic little lunch bag. 

A furious scream escapes my throat, and I throw more indigo magic into a vent on the roof, leaving a large dent.

Karina’s reassuring hand lands on my shoulder.

“Feel better?” she asks, her sobs subsided.

“Much.” My muscles calm then, the brief tingles releasing. “Can you believe him?”

“Actually, I think you should let him help.”

“What?” I turn to her.

“He’s right,” she says. “Even though he was being vulgar, he would be able to help you out a lot more than I can.”

“But—” 

“You said you would keep me safe, right?” she asks.

“I always will, Reeney.”

She wraps her arms around herself and says, “Well, I’m really scared right now.” Her shoulders shake like a fallen leaf. “There’s a killer out there, Natsu. And he’s in North Talish.”

I steady her shoulders and stare into her crystal eyes. “I will find out who it is.”

Before I realize it, I am running down the stairs after Sutah.

“Hey!” I yell as I catch up with him in the hallway.

“Changed your mind?” he asks before even glancing at me, as if he expected me to chase him.

“I’m only doing this to protect Karina.”

“Well then.” He stares at me now, and I’m briefly lost in the sea of his eyes. “Let’s catch a killer."
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