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        I want to thank Aunt Wanda for giving the advice to “write what you know.”

      

      

      

      
        
        Unfortunately for her, that was witches, vampires, and demons.
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      Heath Ellington climbed the stained stairs. He peered down at the level below through the gap between the wall and the landing. How did this place continue to stand? He’ll need to have another talk with Makani about moving out of this creature-infested neighborhood. He continued down the hall, kids scattering at the sight of him. Even in plain clothes, they sensed his hatred.

      He entered the one-bedroom apartment where Makani, his girlfriend, waited with their daughter. He surveyed the room. The hair raised on his arms. The mess. Toys that usually littered the floor were now gone. Everything in its place.

      She approached from the bedroom, Ember hanging on her hip. He turned toward her. Every day he stood in awe of her beauty, creamy complexion, red-stained lips, with sunflower hair — the day Makani agreed to have coffee with him was his luckiest. That first year had been amazing. There was only one obstacle to their perfection, but it was only a matter of time before he could cure her of her darkness.

      “I’m leaving.”

      He focused on her lips. Full, ripe lips.

      “Heath, I’m leaving.”

      “What?” He said, “You can’t leave.”

      She tensed, clutching Ember tighter in her arms. Bags on her shoulder. She was really leaving. She couldn’t.

      “You can’t leave me. We will be perfect for each other.”

      “We could never be perfect for each other. I’ve found my Cara Anu, and you’re not him.”

      “What?” He asked. “That makes no sense. What about us? All of this time? Our child? You can’t take my daughter,” he bit out, standing in front of her, blocking the door.

      Her dewy eyes softened. “What if she's not your daughter?”

      Pain spasmed around his heart. The truth he couldn’t deny stared up at him. Ember’s violet eyes and darker complexion proved she was not at all like him. He’d known. He wanted to be wrong.

      “Liar,” he screamed.

      “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “I know you don’t understand. He died. I know now that I shouldn't have. I was lost.” She stepped forward. “I can’t stay here, Heath. Please let us go.”

      He thrust his arms wide. “You’re not leaving.”

      He watched the darkness come over her. Her once dewy eyes sharpened. Ember wailed at the loud tones.

      “You can’t stop me,” she hissed out as she bounced Ember on her hip.

      The air around Heath shifted. He tensed at her show of strength. The wind gusted in the apartment, swirling around them. She stood tall as the air lifted them off the floor. Reversing their places.

      She reached for the doorknob and whispered, “Goodbye, Heath.”

      The air rushed out of the room behind her. Leaving nothing but stillness and the stale stench of this rotting place.

      Heath sank into the chair, hair clawing at his eyes as the tears descended. How could she leave me? We could have been good together. He would have raised that girl, his daughter, better than anyone. They would have been a perfect family.

      He reached for his phone and dialed the one number that could possibly bring her back.

      “Mom, we won’t be needing the cure. She left me . . .”
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        * * *

      

      “. . . Heath.” Her voice came through the darkness.

      He looked up to see his mother standing in the doorway. In her arms was Ember.

      “Ember!” He rushed over to take the child from her. He checked her over. “Where’s Makani?”

      His mother spoke tight-lipped, “She didn’t make it.”

      “What happened?” His voice croaked.

      “Couldn’t be helped,” she quipped. “One less creature running amok.”

      Makani was gone. Had I caused her death? He cuddled the little girl in his arms. She was his daughter now.

      “I’ll take good care of you, Ember,” he whispered.

      “Emma,” his mother said, handing over a vial.

      Heath took the cure. The dark liquid swirled, and he knew his mother was right. “Emma.”

      His mother nodded and turned to leave. “Let’s get out of this hellhole.”

      When the door opened, the screams reached his ears. He stepped out into the hallway.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, pulling Emma closer to him.

      His mother smiled for the first time. “We’re cleaning house.”
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          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Suffocation hit me as I glanced over to the passenger seat. The birthday present ensconced there. Waiting to be opened. Ready to be consumed. I unraveled the bow from the small box. The dark liquid gleamed under the light. I shuddered at the implication and retied the bow.

      I slid out of the car to wait for Grace under the single light post beside the faded red barn next to her house. I looked over at the two-story farmhouse silhouetted by the moon, with an attached garage sitting on forty acres of land. I remembered the nights spent there laughing into the wee hours — our small window of freedom. The last time I saw her was during the summer when we took an afternoon to sunbathe in her backyard. The prior four years had been a strain on our friendship.

      When I called earlier to ask for a favor, I didn’t know if she would agree. The most we talked on the phone since was probably five minutes. Text messages were almost as scarce. We’d been friends for thirteen years, and I never thought that would waver. When she answered, I stuttered before asking if she would meet me at three in the morning.

      “Em.”

      I turned to her. “Hey.”

      The lump grew in my throat, and I pulled her into my arms. Lightness sang in my heart as her warmth touched me. I didn’t know how much I needed her until now.

      Grace was fun incarnate with her bleach-blonde curls and her signature bright red lipstick. She hadn’t changed her bouncy style in all the years I’d known her despite her parents’ efforts to tame her. If I was having the worst day, her bubbly personality would pull me out. Every damn time.

      “It’s late,” she complained as her arms tightened around me. “I’m so glad you’re back.”

      I pulled away, but the bracelet around my right wrist caught in her hair. “Hold on, don’t move.”

      We giggled as Grace squirmed under the first few attempts to untangle the cuff.

      “I can’t believe you still wear that.”

      “Dammit, hold still,” I muttered. Once I freed Grace's hair, I stepped away and placed my hand in the back pocket of my jeans. “I’ve had it for years. I don’t even notice it anymore.”

      “Unless it gets caught in people’s hair,” Grace said, tilting her head. “Does it ever get stuck in yours?”

      I laughed. “Of course.” My black hair was straight and thin, but the cuff’s snaps could get stuck in any type.

      Grace yawned. “Why’d we meet so late?”

      “When I called twenty minutes ago, you were still up. What were you doing? Reading?” It was amazing how five minutes of conversation could make the last four years fade away.

      “That was twenty minutes ago.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “What's so important?” she asked.

      I walked around the car and stopped at the open passenger side window. “I need a favor with no questions.”

      She followed. “Will you tell me someday?”

      I didn’t know if I ever wanted to tell her about this side of me. Especially if I chose it one day. But I couldn’t bring it home. Not yet. I plucked the box out of the front seat and held it out to her.

      “What’s this?” she asked, rubbing the white ribbon between her fingers and reading the note Dad had placed there.

      I’d read it thousands of times before. Happy Birthday. Love, Dad.

      “It’s a box I need you to hold for a while.” Her hand clasped around it. “Without opening it.”

      “You’re no fun,” she teased but nodded. “I’ll put it in my closet and forget about it.”

      “Thanks, Grace. This means a lot.”

      She pursed her lips. “You seem more relaxed, way different from high school.” She smiled a little.

      I didn’t know how to respond, but then she kept going.

      “When will you have time to catch up? I have so much to tell you, and I know you will not believe me.” Grace's smile spread, and she started pulsing from one foot to the next.

      A shiver ran down my spine, and my chest tightened. “What is it?” I stepped forward as the wind whipped past us.

      She shook her head. “Not now. I’m too tired, and you need to go home to your dad.” She smiled as she turned toward the house, calling over her shoulder, “When he lets you out again, call me.” She held the box up as a salute before disappearing into the house.

      I followed her example, holding my hand in farewell, even though her back was to me, and thinking over what she said. There was a good chance it would be a while before I left home again. I climbed into my car and headed down the lane.

      What have I done?

      Had I made the right choice two years ago? I gripped the steering wheel until my knuckles turned white. The truth mattered right now. I needed to know my mother's past. Her people. And Dad had those answers.

      Grace would keep my secrets as she had in high school. The tension in my shoulders eased as I drove the rest of the way home.
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        * * *

      

      I staggered up the stairs of Dad’s ranch-style one-and-a-half-story house with my backpack, rolling suitcase, archery gear, and duffle bag. I reached for the keys in my pocket. The bags shifted. One load. I laughed as I set the bags on the top step. Before I could unlock the door, it opened.

      “A minute too late,” I uttered.

      My chest tightened as Dad stood in the doorway. Our relationship was complicated, but I had missed him. He appeared older than his forty-one years. His hair was thinner on top since the last time I saw him with a dusting of gray.

      I’d come home one day on Christmas three years ago and was barely able to do anything before he ushered me back to Berkeley to spend the rest of vacation with Vanessa, my college roommate.

      He laughed as he stepped outside. His hand came down on my shoulder. “Welcome home, Emma.”

      I winced at the sound of that name. He didn’t seem to notice or remember the number of times I’d asked him to stop using the name he’d picked instead of my birth name. It was innocently revealed that my name wasn’t Emma during one of those rare visits from Gran, Mom’s mother. She used to come to read me bedtime stories, but that was before we moved to Happy Valley.

      “Let’s get you inside.” He grabbed the archery bag and the rolling suitcase while I gathered the rest.

      We carried the luggage through the one-and-a-half-story house and crossed the landing to my old room. Dad dropped the bags as I looked around. The bed sat in the corner with the dresser mirror combo directly in front of it. Posters of boy bands lined the walls as the faded glow-in-the-dark stars mocked my constellation frenzy phase. Four years had changed nothing and everything. My shoulders sagged. I’m home.

      He smiled. “You can unpack tomorrow.” He grasped my right hand, covering the bracelet underneath, and pulled me closer. “I’m glad you’re finally home. Ready for your future. Don’t worry about anything.”

      My future. What did that mean? He called good night as he left the room. Did he know? I shook my head as I climbed into my full-size bed. The faded stars twinkled down at me. Had coming home been a mistake?

      The four o’clock hour pressed against me, but sleep didn’t come easily. What had Dad meant? Ugh, I needed to tell him. Based on the look in his eye when he said “future,” my choice would crush him. I couldn’t tell him yet. I needed to see how he responded to the questions.

      It wasn’t like I meant to get my magic back, but I couldn’t deny the wholeness I felt after my birthday two years ago. It had been unexpected. Even after all the lectures I’d received growing up, I didn’t want to prove Dad wrong. But I needed to understand who I was. If that meant lying to him right now, then I would. Hopefully the old saying of asking forgiveness instead of permission held true.

      I reached up, turned the light off, and snuggled on top of the bed. I raised my hand toward the glowing green stars but grasped nothing. The aether was quiet as well. I brought my hand down and snapped my fingers. A flame sparked but died out. Must be because I’m home. I took a deep breath in and out. The aether told me no one was around, but the instinct to hide who I was consumed me.

      I’d come home to get answers, but I also needed to hide that I hadn’t taken the elixir from Dad. My plan was to fall back into the role I played before leaving for college in the hopes of Dad answering my questions. Once I knew more about who I was, I would tell him. I would. I just needed time. Another breath in and out before snapping my fingers again. This time my flame appeared. I smiled as I made shapes in the darkness. One calm breath later, I released the fire back to the universe.

      Sleep followed soon after.
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      The sweat-drenched sheets clung to me. Before I remembered that I was home, bright light burst through the sheer curtains. I sighed and rolled onto my side, covering my eyes, but the sounds of birds chirping outside the window drove me to sit up.

      Dad’s house was in a well-established neighborhood in Happy Valley. He had worked as an assistant to a realtor and single-handedly raised me while earning his license. I knew being a single Dad had been hard for him. Especially with a temperamental child like me.

      I grabbed my phone from the nightstand to find the time. Lunchtime. I climbed out of bed, tripped over one of the bags, and landed with a thud on my knees. Groaning, I opened it and started to unpack.

      Mr. Rabbit stared at me as I zipped around the room, putting clothes away despite the fact I wouldn’t be here that long. I placed the last piece of clothing in the dresser drawer and picked him up. He was discolored from age and the amount of love one lonely stuffed animal could get throughout the years.

      On the bottom of one foot was a tiny charred spot. Mr. Rabbit had to sit beside the open window for weeks in order to cure the smoke smell. Dad’s lips pursed as he’d scrubbed the only animal that ever comforted me. It had been the first disappointment. He’d thrown it into the washing machine, which destroyed the other leg, and I despaired over the bunny’s death until Grace’s mom sewed the leg back onto its body.

      “It’s been through a lot, maybe you should throw it out now. I came to see if you wanted to head out to the range? Meet you in ten.”

      I glanced at the open doorway where Dad’s back faced me as he walked away before gaining my acceptance. Ugh. I pulled out a change of clothes, and I hid Mr. Rabbit in the drawer.

      Dad stood beside the SUV tapping his foot as I handed him my archery equipment to load into the back.

      “Here you go, Sport,” he said, pushing the button on the key to unlock the doors as he walked past.

      Once the seatbelt clicked, Dad put the car in gear and pulled out of the driveway. On our way to the north side of the city, we cruised through downtown. This historical area housed a few upscale restaurants, the bank I worked at in high school, and the old courthouse. The gun range came into view a mile outside city limits. We had a paid membership for as long as I could remember.

      Neither one of us used guns, but the open space gave us an opportunity to practice archery. Few used the range as actively as we did. I came twice a day before I left for college, and Dad came once a day, at least in my youth. Most days he taught me archery, but other days he taught me self-defense.

      I headed to my favorite spot, thankful no one else was there. I strapped on the quiver and sat the bow case down in the last booth, where I still had a full view of the parking lot. It had been three weeks since I’d picked up this bow. Hopefully Dad wouldn’t notice.

      “What’s your favorite color, Emma?” Dad asked while I caught up on schoolwork. The next month, he gifted me a compound bow made for my build and strength with a purple carbon fiber limb. I instantly loved it, despite the extra early mornings that came with it.

      I stood angled toward the target with my knees shoulder width apart before taking a deep breath. One, two, three. The arrow landed dead center. Thank God.

      “Perfect as always,” Dad chimed beside me.

      He prepared his first arrow, and I watched it soar through the air.

      I smiled. “You’re a little off, Dad.” I aimed for my next target, which was one-hundred twenty feet away.

      “Don’t miss,” he whispered the moment my arrow released.

      I turned to smile at him when the arrow hit dead center again.

      “Show off. You’ve had more practice.”

      “You don’t come out here?” I asked, glancing around the perimeter. Back behind us were woods that led into the city. When the wind blew through the tall grass that bordered the other three sides, it whistled magically.

      He waited until his arrow landed three inches to the side, like last time, before he turned to me. “No, I say this is good for not coming out here in four years.”

      Four years? He stopped coming when I left town. I searched his face, but no answers revealed themselves. “Why? you loved archery.”

      I couldn’t see his expression when he answered. “The archery was for you. For you to learn control and seeing you today, I know the lessons helped.”

      Me? Yes, because I couldn’t control my anger. Archery lessons had begun with meditation, balanced breathing, and calmness to control the anger within that could destroy me. But wasn’t that the purpose of the gift? I held a deep breath as I jerked the arrows from my quiver in rapid succession. Willing the anger to hit the mark. All three dead center.

      “You’re amazing. I never imagined that you would take to this so well.” He paused. “Your mother had perfect aim too.” His voice sounded enthralled as his eyes turned to the sky.

      He offered the opening, and I took it. I spent the drive home yesterday going over different ways to approach this topic, but none seemed right. “I want to know more about her. I don’t know anything about her past or how old she was when she died. What was her favorite color? Did she like archery as much as I do?”

      I patiently waited for his answer, prayed for it. This felt right, this felt like a beginning. He would tell me. He had to. Twenty-two years. It was time I knew my mother.

      “That’s not part of your future, Emma.” His voice, like a razor blade, sliced through me.

      That name, Emma, though it sounded right, made my skin crawl. It wasn’t me, not anymore. Not since I’d left for college. Why had I let this continue? Why hadn’t I stood up to him years ago?

      The fire rose inside me. “My name is Ember.” I stepped back from him. “I need to know her.” My voice grew louder, pulse pounding. Losing control now would be the worst mistake I could make. I turned toward the parking lot, my vision blurred and chest constricted. Breathe. Just breathe. Everything will be fine.

      A gentle hand on my shoulder told me he’d moved closer. “Why does it matter? I’ve called you Emma your entire life.”

      I choked out the sob, “It’s the only piece of her I have.”

      “Shh.” He pulled me into him, and we swayed back and forth. “I can call you Ember if I must. To honor Makani.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered into his shirt, shoulders relaxing as relief flooded me.

      Would he open up to me? I sighed, clinging to the hope as if I could hold onto this moment.
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        * * *

      

      The drive back to town seemed to take forever. I wanted to shower and go back to bed. The last time I had spent four hours at the range was six weeks ago when I was preparing for a school competition my scholarship required. While I enjoyed archery, on so little sleep, it drove home the fact that it was a workout.

      “Sore, old man?” I asked after Dad rubbed his shoulder.

      He shook his head.

      “You should probably admit that I won today.” I smiled as he looked at me.

      “I have a surprise.”

      “Okay?”

      Berkeley had been the last surprise he’d sprung on me. Before that, there had been new equipment, instructors, and meditation lessons when I turned six. None of that had helped. Not until he found the precious elixir. I stared down at the bracelet that had been my mother’s. It hid the discolored birthmark that looked more like a tattoo. It had been years since I truly looked at the mark. I would never forget the intricacies of the five triangles connected in a circle imprinted on my flesh.

      “I went to the bank today before coming home,” Dad said.

      I groaned and slipped my phone under my leg, silencing a phone call from Grace. “They need someone to fill a spot. The manager said you could come back to work.”

      “But,” I started, trying to reason that working as a teller wasn’t what I wanted.

      “You don’t have any plans, and while we don’t need the money, it would be good for you to get out of the house.”

      “I was planning to get out of the house. I haven’t seen Grace in four years, or Hannah.”

      “You can’t spend all your time with those girls. Don’t they both have jobs and lives? You need your own life. You need to look toward a better future.”

      I shifted in the seat, leaning against the door, propping my head against the coldness of the glass window. It was true Grace had a job and wouldn’t be able to spend all day with me, not like I had wanted to anyway. But once the history of my family was settled, I could go work for Vanessa’s cousin, Evie, back in Berkeley. It was a standing offer I could take any time in the future.

      I turned to plead with him. Meeting his eyes, I knew I had already lost. I sunk lower into the seat, staring out the window, watching houses pass.

      “What time are we going for a run in the morning?”

      I groaned as I lifted to look at his face. He smiled at me. Seriously. Damn. I tried to smile as I worked through reasons why running at the crack of dawn was not in my best interests. But if I stayed on his good side, I could get answers faster. I knew from childhood that staying in line was much easier on me. Eventually, it helped me sneak out after he went to bed at night.

      “Could we do five-thirty instead of four-thirty?”

      He laughed. “Of course, but we better stop by the bank before it closes to talk to the manager.” The click of the turn signal sounded in the car as he maneuvered the SUV around the courthouse of downtown Happy Valley where the bank sat on the west side.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning hours before the light slipped into the sky, we headed out for our jog through the surrounding neighborhoods. While I wasn’t out of shape, sprinting next to someone who was addicted to running made for an extremely exhausting pace.

      “Slow down,” I yelled ahead of me.

      Dad sprinted farther ahead, acting like he couldn’t hear me. I pushed my limbs harder, ignoring the burn. I’m not letting him beat me. A familiar blue house came into my vision, and I stopped in the middle of the road, staring. Luke’s house. Thoughts of winning fled my mind.

      The picture-perfect two-story home stood silent, dark among the rising sun behind it. The paint on the white shutters and yellow door were cracked and faded. No light shone through the house, not even in the kitchen where Luke’s mom would start her day. Something was wrong with this picture. What had happened?

      Dad ran back down the street and stopped beside my frozen frame.

      “What happened here?”

      “Nothing,” he said quietly. “Nothing you need to worry about.”

      I turned toward him, hearing the secret in his voice. “No, it’s something.” My voice came out harsh, but I needed to know what had happened.

      “A car accident,” he blurted. “Helen and Thomas Bowen died.”

      The stiffness in the air held me hostage as I tried to breathe through those words. Luke’s parents were dead.

      “And Luke?” my voice wavered.

      I clamped a hand over my mouth. I looked around the empty street before my eyes caught Dad’s stare.

      “You still have feelings for him?” he asked, his eyes narrowed at me.

      Of course, I have feelings for him. We dated for three of the four years of high school.

      “He’s a friend.” I said after a short pause, “Is he okay?”

      Dad sighed. “I don’t know. He vanished.”

      “Vanished?” How was that possible?

      He sighed again and turned to look down the road before he responded. “No one has truly seen Luke since it happened. I don’t know who’s running his father’s real estate developer company either.”

      “When?” How had I not heard about this? Why didn’t Grace tell me?

      “His birthday, two and a half years ago.”

      The same time my fire emerged. Was this the news Grace had wanted to tell me the other night? “January third,” I muttered.

      Dad turned to me but didn’t comment. How awful to lose both your parents on a day meant for celebration. Minutes passed as I stared at the unkempt, somber house.

      Finally, Dad tugged me down the street.
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      I stood in the breakroom of Happy Valley’s First Bank, staring down at the plastic badge which held the same picture I’d taken in high school. And honestly it seemed like I was back in that time. I had allowed Dad to set up our old strenuous workout and meditation routine, and with Dad’s schedule, the last month went by faster than I imagined. It left no time for anything else. I huffed and slid the badge onto my blouse.

      A beep sounded, and I spun to see Hannah swiping her own card. “Hannah?”

      She pulled me into a tight hug. “About time you came home, Em.”

      “I thought you’d never come back here after college,” I said, reciting parts of the speech she spewed at the cheerleaders during our last pep rally.

      She laughed. “Shit happened a little differently than I expected.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t keep in touch.” We exchanged a few likes and comments on social media, but I had basically cut all ties to Happy Valley when I drove out of town that hot June day. Especially after Grace stopped responding to messages.

      She shrugged. “It happens, girl.” She pulled off her nametag. “Wait, are you starting back here?”

      “I’ve been back for a month. Dad pulled some strings.”

      Hannah fist-pumped the air. “Awesome! I’ve been on vacation, and then Doug’s grandma got sick and passed away. I haven’t worked that much this past month. I didn’t even see your name on the schedule.”

      I pointed to the schedule. “It’s because my full name is on here and not just Em. Sorry about Doug’s grandma.”

      She nodded as she peered at the paper on the wall. “Oh my gosh. I always thought your name was Emma, but Em’s short for Ember. That’s way cool.”

      I laughed, knowing she probably heard Dad say Emma on occasion and Emma had been printed on school forms, but I’d always asked the teachers to call me Em.

      “What happened to Portland?”

      Hannah was extremely fun when she’d been around, but she’d spent most of high school with her boyfriend, Doug.

      Hannah snapped her fingers together. “Hated every minute of it. We should get together and have a girl’s night. Have you seen Grace yet?”

      That made sense, I’d hardly ever seen her without Doug. “Not yet. We have a date tonight at Casa del Pecado. Would you be able to make it?”

      “Shoot. Doug’s family is getting together to go through some of his gram’s things. But we should still do something soon. I haven’t seen Grace since her aunt and uncle passed away in that horrible car accident.”

      I tensed. Luke and Grace were cousins. After finding out, I’d texted them both, but only Grace had responded. She had stated grief had torn him apart, which was no shock. Luke and his parents had been a close-knit family.

      Hannah continued, “I think the last time we hung out was her twenty-first birthday, and then after that, she got dodgy. I thought she had a secret f-boi.”

      I laughed, and we reminisced about the many times Grace said she’d find a guy with money to support her many shopping trips. It usually coincided with when her mom would take her cards in an effort to teach her good money habits. We chatted until the manager broke us up and I headed to start my shift.

      I couldn’t wait to see Grace tonight after work. We planned to drink margaritas and chill together. Time to catch up was well overdue, considering how busy Dad made sure I was. I couldn’t help it though; I needed answers from him. I’d have to play by his rules, even if five o’clock running sucked ass. Grace always understood. She’d dealt with my dad almost as long as I had.

      On my first day at school in Happy Valley, I had been swinging by myself as I watched the other kids play until a bossy girl had pushed me off. After Grace scared the other little girl away, she told me we would be the best of friends. And we had been nearly inseparable until Berkeley.

      I also had my suspicions that Dad didn’t want me to hang out with her. Though I couldn’t figure out why.

      “Excuse me,” a voice jolted me out of my thoughts.

      I glanced at the white-haired lady. “How can I help you?” I heard the irritation in my voice, and I widened my smile in the hopes the manager didn’t catch it.

      “I need to deposit this check.”

      I grabbed a new deposit slip from the side stash, but before I could set it down, the lady plopped her checkbook on the counter. Guess I’ll fill out the slip for her. I wrote her name and number on the slip.

      “Do you have the check?” I asked.

      She dug around in her purse, then emptied the contents on the counter instead. A quarter rolled past me, but I snatched it up and placed it back within her reach. She sifted through the new and used tissues, peppermint candies, and receipts to find the check.

      I dragged my hand, waiting for the check. Gross. I wiped my hands on my jeans before writing the amount down. “Do you need any cash withdrawn today?”

      She grumbled and wagged her hand back and forth, so I typed in the transaction. I sighed a breath of relief when the old lady walked out.

      While the bank job had not been my choice, it wasn’t that bad. Four hours each day of the week left me plenty of time to practice. And now, with Hannah, the days would be better.

      Some days I felt like I was still that eighteen-year-old girl that knew nothing of the world. I’d completely dropped back into the good-daughter role. Each day my questions and retorts were bubbling to the surface, ready to explode. I retreated to the range whenever it got tough. There I would concentrate on controlling my powers.

      Practice started with meditation—at this rate, I should be a fucking certified coach. I was lucky Lyra agreed to meet with me regularly on the phone. Though it seemed way easier in person. She was something in between a mentor and friend, yelling her instructions through the phone and expecting me to understand how to control the fire within me. This morning I stopped to pick up candles for training since it wasn’t going well. I’d burned through the last batch at lightning speed.

      In the two years I’d known her, she almost topped Dad for demanding schedules. But I knew I needed this.

      I had talked my friends into going out a day earlier to celebrate my twenty-first birthday. At the stroke of midnight, like in Cinderella, my fire emerged. It wasn’t until days later when I had misunderstood Dad’s gift, but it had been too late. While having fire appear abruptly, scorching pillows and clothes, my heart had been full. The underlying anger and energy vibrating below my skin disappeared.

      I needed to reconcile the fear that had been preached over the years with the truth.

      I needed to find another like me.

      My Gran’s stories surfaced. Zodians lived in tribes, and she had spoken about their community near Berkeley. A quick search of landmarks from the stories brought me to the outer city with cookie-cutter houses.

      A gated community. I hesitated in front of the guardhouse. This was it. They could have answers. Before I could take a step closer to the entrance, a guard stepped outside his post.

      “Are you lost?” he asked, hands on the side of his enlarged stomach.

      I stilled at the hostility in his voice.

      “Are you lost?” he repeated, taking a step toward me.

      The liquor on his breath forced me back a step. “I’m looking for the–” I searched for the perfect word. “Tribal leader.”

      “What nonsense,” the guard said, turning to walk away.

      “Please, sir, I need to talk to someone. A Zodian.” Taking several steps closer, I sputtered the last word.

      He stopped; his eyes leveled on mine. “Nonsense, this is a private community, and they don’t need your crazy.”

      “I’m not crazy,” I shouted, thrusting my arms out as the heat rose around me. “I need some help.” My anxiety-filled mind rummaged for a solution.

      With his arms back on his hips, he pushed me back with his stomach. “If you don’t leave, I will call the police.”

      His threat worked. I couldn’t afford to get arrested. Not now. I stepped back and turned, heading the way I came.

      Halfway down the sidewalk, I had begun to calm myself. The tickle at the back of my neck told me I was being watched. Every time I turned to survey the area, it was deserted. The bus was in the distance. If I jogged the rest of the way, I could catch it.

      A person stepped out in front of me.

      I skidded to a stop and placed a hand over my racing heart. The person blocking my way stood tall with black hair and deep violet eyes. I cocked my head at the newcomer. I’d never met another person with violet eyes. She waited for my inspection to be over. Heat crept up my cheeks.

      “I’m sorry. You startled me,” I said, trying to get a handle on this. Whatever this was.

      “I heard you wanted to talk to the Shaman,” she said as she walked around me. “He’s old and boring.”

      I turned, losing sight of her before she stood in front of me again.

      “I’m not boring.”

      No, she didn’t look boring. She wore tight, high-waisted leather pants the color of blood, with a pristine white silk blouse that had puffy sleeves and a black choker around her neck.

      “I’m sorry.” I tried to get my words out. “I’m late for the bus.” The bus was idle at the intersection ahead.

      “Zodians aren’t cowards,” she whispered, but I heard her perfectly.

      I turned to face her; the bus forgotten. “Who are you?”

      She smiled. “I’m Lyra.”

      “Girl.” A sharp tone startled me.

      She never was boring. I smiled as the memory faded, bringing me back to the white, clinical walls of the bank. The old man stood tensed with his hand palmed down on the counter.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I need to make a deposit in my savings, not my checking.”

      Of course. I tore up the paper slip I originally grabbed and set it aside to trash it later. I yanked the new deposit slip, writing his information.

      “How much do you want in savings?” I asked, not trying to hide the irritation in my voice.

      “Do you have the account?” he asked, eyeing me from across the bars that separated the teller line from the lobby.

      “This is your number, correct?” I slid the savings slip toward him. He looked and nodded as I asked again, “How much do you want in savings?”

      “Um, let me see.” He looked at the check. “Fifty.”

      “Of course. No problem.”

      I wrote the fifty, did the math for the rest, and handed him the slip. He signed before I processed the transaction. By the time I finished the clock showed after four o’clock in the afternoon. I sighed. Time for friends. I was so ready for a laughter-filled night. Even if Hannah wouldn’t be able to join us tonight, Grace and I would still have fun drinking and gossiping about the last four years while we shoved chips and salsa into our mouths.

      I looked behind the old man to see a younger girl standing in line. Our eyes connected, and the aether tensed, giving me a glimpse of an unknown power. I gasped at the rawness of that power.

      “I can help you, dear,” Denise, the other teller working today, called.

      I half listened to their conversation while I closed out the drawer. Something about an insurance payout. The voices never raised, but the tension in both was noticeable.

      I carried the cash register drawer to the vault and signed it in before coming back out to see the young lady leave.

      “Poor girl,” Denise whispered as she opened her drawer to close it out.

      “Who was that?”

      Or better yet, what was she? The energy swarmed the bank. It fizzled, chaotically, but had this sharpness to it like it could be used at a moment's notice. I had never sensed anything like her with the aether.

      “Kaity Herring. Her mother died two months ago. She’s been in twice a week to check on the insurance money.” Denise stopped to count her ones. “I don’t know how she’s living in that big house by herself. She’s barely of legal age.”

      The empty revolving door spun again as the energy faded. Could Kaity be like me? Or something else entirely?

      “Aren’t you late?” Denise called from the vault as I watched the door stop.

      I yelled my goodbye as I hurried out of the bank.
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later, I rushed through the kitchen. I stopped short when I caught Dad’s form standing at the stove. My fist clenched; tightness rose in my chest as I knew what this meant. Dinner with Dad. I took a breath before he turned to see me.

      “Oh good. You’re home.” He smiled. “I made one of your favorites.”

      “I have plans with Grace.”

      The smell of pesto chicken pasta wafted throughout. Plans were about to be changed. How would I find out what happened with Luke if I couldn’t meet with Grace tonight? I mean, Grace had messaged that he was okay, but I didn’t really believe that. He lost his parents on his birthday. How could anyone be okay with that? I knew time would heal wounds, but was two years enough? Luke would still be hurting.

      “Grace can wait,” he said without meeting my gaze.

      “But it’s been a month since I’ve been home and I haven’t spent any time with her yet,” I whined; frustration slithered into my voice.

      “Emma.”

      The inside of my mouth tasted metallic as I chewed the side of my cheek. Why couldn’t he use my name?

      “Ember,” I said through clenched teeth but, like always, he ignored me.

      He had agreed to use my birth name a month ago. He still wasn’t honoring it.

      “Grace can wait,” he said, turning to look me in the eye. “I want to spend time with my daughter.”

      “That’s all we’ve been doing for the last month. Running, meditating, shooting every weekend.” My voice grew louder as my arms swung out with each point.

      “Em.”

      I turned toward him, arms midair, as he gave me a pointed look.

      “You never minded all that stuff when you were younger.”

      That’s because I didn’t know any better.

      “Dad, it's been a month, and with my schedule and hers, we haven’t been able to see each other. It’s been four years. Please? I can eat the leftovers tomorrow. I won’t let them go to waste if that’s what you're worried about.”

      He stepped forward as the pan sizzled in the background, no doubt burning to the bottom of the supposed stainless-steel coating.

      “I’m not saying you can never see her, but you worked today and have an early morning tomorrow. Do you really want to stay out late knowing how bad you will feel in the morning?”

      I opened my jaw to say yes. I didn’t care, but a small flower magnet I’d made in grade school for Mom stared back at me. Stick to the plan. Best behavior. I needed my answers. I glanced back at Dad standing in the middle of the kitchen with his hands on his hips. His most natural pose.

      “Okay,” I muttered.

      He nodded and immediately turned back to the stove, dismissing me once more.

      I rushed out of the room into the foyer. Leaning back against the wall, I swallowed the taste of blood, gazing at the single photo of my mother taken from behind. Her head tilted in such a way that I could glimpse a smile on the barely visible corner of her lips. Just breathe.

      How had she handled him? Had he been different with her? The picture gave me no answer as I hunched over, hands on my knees for support.

      Fire, while wickedly cool to wield, was dangerous, and I took a long deep breath as I focused on pushing down the rising heat. But it wouldn’t obey. I pushed the aether out. It snaked through the hall, confirming Dad still stood in the kitchen as I brought my hand up and, with it, released the buildup. A single flame danced on my palm, casting more light on the picture than the foyer ever contained.

      I won’t be here forever. I discharged the flame and darted upstairs to change out of work clothes. This house wouldn’t become my prison again. I’d make it back to my newfound home—Berkeley. I didn’t want to cut him out of my life, but what else could I do? It seemed he’d never accept another way. If he would talk to me or be willing to give me a small sign that he’d listen to my side, I wouldn’t have to hide so much of my life from him. So far, he hadn’t given me a spark of hope.

      I tried to recall happier memories, but last month’s grueling schedule popped up. Then high school and having to wake up at four in the morning every damn day. Years of sitting crossed-legged out on damp concrete. After a minute, I gave up. Most of the good ones were times with Luke and Grace. Later with Vanessa, her older brother Randy, and their cousin Evie.
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