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      I have always feared the fire. Ever since I was a little girl, cursed with the knowledge of the world and what was occurring within it, I would lie awake at night wondering what it would feel like to succumb to flame. That fear only worsened as I grew older, and intensified after I watched my mother be burned at the stake on national television.

      Now, a little more than five years after my mother faced her trial by fire, I am in her exact same position.

      Beaten. Broken. Waiting, ever so slowly, to be consumed by flame.

      The urge to scream is immense, the urge to cry out indomitable. But I know I must remain strong—if not for me, then for my little sister, who might be watching.

      Please, I think, to any kind god or being that may be watching. If you can hear me… make this quick.

      “Don’t let me suffer,” I whisper.

      The flames below my feet are rising. Already I can feel their licking tongues, their rampant abandon, their desperation to take hold of the plastic garments along my flesh and reduce me to little more than ash.

      How does it feel, I wonder, to be burned alive?

      I close my eyes as the realization that I am soon about to find out takes hold.

      As the mechanical buzz of a drone wisps past, I come to the fiery knowledge that most of the country is likely watching—waiting, anticipating, some in hate, others in dread. Many want to see us burned. But I know, deep down, that many would rather see us not.

      The national Witching Hour is a torture beyond compare.

      Just how can people stand to see others die?

      I don’t know. What I do know, however, is that I cannot dwell on it.

      The flames are quickly rising.

      In moments, my garments will catch fire, then my skin along with them. I will likely feel immense pain before I die. My hope, however, is that I will die of smoke inhalation before that happens.

      In the seconds following this brutal realization, I open my eyes, and settle my gaze upon the drone and its cyclopean eye before me.

      All I can say, in response to its presence, is: “Go to hell.”

      It whips away before smoke can obscure its camera lens.

      I watch the drone as it is guided into the air—as it slowly but surely ascends to maintain an aerial view of the scene above the smoke and flame. The fires are barely within reach, but the noxious fumes are beginning to take hold.

      My nose aches. My eyes weep. My throat is plagued by needles.

      I am just about to close my eyes and allow myself to succumb when I hear it.

      At first, I cannot predict where exactly it is coming from, within my head or out.

      What, I think, is going⁠—

      Then it happens—the split in reality, the tear in the fabric of the universe.

      A portal is slashed upon the Burning Fields.

      Then, all hell breaks lose.

      Magic storms from within the gash in reality as from it appears dozens of witches, all of which are casting some kind of spell, offensive or not. As all manner of people—both generals and not, soldiers and students alike—come surging forward, I find my heart skipping, and my mind singing with hope.

      This is it, I think. This is finally it.

      Our rebellion has begun.

      But no amount of worship to our cause can stop what is happening at our feet.

      Already the woman on the stake to my right is screaming. Set ablaze, she is consumed by the flame that has jumped from straw to garment. The stench of burning flesh burns my nose even more than the smoke I am inhaling.

      “Someone!” I scream, in a voice that is so desperate, so full of life, that at first I cannot believe it is me. “Anyone! Please! Help us!”

      There is so much activity upon the Burning Fields—from magic, to gunfire, to everything in-between—that I cannot fathom what is happening. I see one spell go off here, another there; a torrent of gunfire in the distance, then the flash of a grenade as it is suspended and detonated midair.

      Then, I see her—a figure, rushing forward, pursued by two others.

      “Cindy!” I cry. “Cindy!”

      My blonde-haired peer from the Academy of East Texas ducks as a hail of earth comes sailing over her head, then whips her hands at her sides and draws, from within the buckets that two men are carrying, the liquid that will save my life.

      Water splashes. Flames go out. Steam rises in their place.

      “What are you doing here!” I cry, more out of relief than anguish.

      “Saving your life!” Cindy calls back.

      I see a second figure, and the earth magic cast from his hands, and watch as none other than Steven—another peer of mine from the Academy—crushes the flames threatening to ignite Elijah Cunningham.

      “What about—” Cindy asks, then turns her head to find the other, nameless witch’s body burning along the stake.

      “There’s no time,” a third voice says.

      I look past Cindy just in time to look upon a face I thought I’d never see again.

      “Marc,” I whisper.

      The portalconjurer rushes forward, two other witches at his sides, and quickly slashes the bonds holding my midsection in place. He catches me before I can fall, and hugs me tight to his chest as I grapple at his shirt.

      “Thank God you’re safe,” Marc whispers into my ear.

      “We don’t—have time,” I manage over the hail of magic and gunfire. “We have—to go.”

      “Yeah. We do.” Marc turns his head to look Steven’s way. “Private Allen! Secure the captive!”

      “Yes sir!” Steven calls back.

      “Can you walk?” Marc then asks, turning his gaze back to me.

      “My shackles—” I start.

      One of the two men accompanying Marc cut the chains securing my ankles together.

      “Yeah,” I manage. “I can walk.”

      “Okay. Then let’s go.”

      Unable to defend myself, I duck behind Marc as Cindy rushes to right, whipping the moisture about the air and creating shards of ice to hurl at the soldiers attempting to flank us. Her deadly precision, and practiced gaze, cuts them down nearly instantly, allowing Steven and his team just enough time to secure Elijah before they rush toward the portal.

      “Who all—” I start to say.

      Is here, I want to finish.

      But then I see them—Latoya Marsden and the Paulson twins, the latter of whom are sending a repeating number of clones into the air, the former of which is signaling our friends and blinding our foes with flashes of light.

      Then I see him—the young man who, like Marc, I thought I’d never see again.

      Gabriel.

      Gabriel—who, with his one arm braced in front of him, is raising, and then commanding, the dead.

      I’m just about to call out to him when I see a dark wind sail toward the horizon.

      “ENEMY WITCHES!” I scream. “ENEMY WITCHES!”

      Gabriel whips his head about and forms a wall of flesh before him just in time to block the gust of wind that comes sailing toward us.

      “They have witches?” Cindy manages, wide-eyed and mouth agape.

      “Yeah,” I reply. “They do.”

      “What the hell?” Steven manages. “Why?”

      “I don’t know,” Marc answers, “but we have to get out of here. They’re calling in the National Guard and the D.C. police.”

      Already I can see the combined troops making their way through the downed fences. Alongside them are fire trucks and military vehicles, each of which are outfitted with hoses or automatic weaponry that they will use to cut us down.

      “Go!” Marc cries to Cindy and Steven. “Now!”

      “What about you?” I reply.

      “We’re right behind you,” Gabriel says.

      I exchange gazes with the green-eyed young man, who only nods and juts his chin toward the portal before turning and launching his corpses at the enemy witches assaulting us.

      With no way to fight, and nothing to do but obey, I run headlong into the portal⁠—

      —and reappear on Resistance grounds.

      I spin, extend a hand, take hold of Elijah Cunningham as Steven pushes him through the portal.

      “You’re—alive,” the white-haired, red-eyed witch says.

      “You said the future wasn’t clear,” I reply.

      The man nods before turning and looking out through the portal.

      Cindy comes running through next, followed by Steven and then Gabriel. Marc, however, is attempting to guide through additional witches as the National Guard and D.C. Police begin to firebomb the area.

      “Marc!” I cry. “Come on!”

      “I have to help them!” Marc replies.

      “Abort mission!” General Rogers says. “I said abort mission, Peters!”

      Marc hesitates for a brief moment before turning and rushing into the portal.

      As the world upon the Burning Fields descends into chaos and agony, frost and flame, I find my heart pounding, and my blood rushing so fast in my head that I feel my skull will burst.

      The last thing I see before the portal closes is a torrent of automatic gunfire breaking through the magical shields that have been raised.

      All I can do, in the moments that follow, is stare, blankly, at the space that was just arranged before me.

      “All those people,” I say, then cough, my head swimming, my temples throbbing.

      Marc reaches out to steady me.

      Gabriel turns his head to General Rogers. Cindy and Steven do the same.

      “What now?” Cindy Cross asks, flipping her dirty hair from her face. I’ve only just realized there is blood staining her strawberry-blonde locks.

      “Now,” General Rogers says, in a voice that is eerily calm in light of all the chaos taking place, “we wait for the people to respond.”

      “The people?” I ask.

      General Rogers nods. “Yes. The people.”

      “What’re you⁠—”

      “You might not have seen,” Marc says, “over everything that was going on, but the Senior Confessors—the one in chainmail and the staves—were wielding magic in the fight.”

      “Just like you said,” General Rogers then states as he settles his eyes upon me. “Your government lied.”

      I find myself reeling in response.

      In the moments of silence that follow, I find my heart slowing, my adrenaline waning. The burns on my feet are already starting to hurt.

      “Get the medical staff down here!” General Rogers barks into the crowd. “We have injured to attend to!”

      And as men and women and stretchers and nurses and doctors alike come running forward, all I can do is turn and stare at Marc.

      The last thing I can say, before an oxygen mask is placed over my face, is say, “Thank you.”

      All Marc does is nod.
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      I lie in the medical ward in the hours after my return to the Resistance. Most of my physical wounds have been healed, either through the grace of magic or medicine. But it is the emotional ones I know I will carry forever.

      Bound. Interrogated. Tortured. Strapped to a stake. Nearly burned. These are the things that cycle through my mind as upon a hospital stretcher I lie, in a room that is meant for someone more important for me.

      I shouldn’t be here. I know that for a fact. And yet, Valerie Brown said that Doctor Douglass wanted me under explicit observation.

      To ensure you’re safe, she’d ended, though I know for a fact that she did not mean physically.

      No. Doctor Douglass was not concerned about the condition of my body, or even the wounds that needed time to properly heal. Above all, he was concerned about my emotional wellbeing.

      Do they really think that I’ll do something? I wonder.

      I consider all the gadgets, all the gizmos, all the tools and apparatuses and things that could be used against me, and wonder: have I really escaped that chamber? Have I really?

      Sighing, I tilt my head back and close my eyes, then open them. The lighting had been dimmed upon my arrival, likely in an attempt to make me sleep. Yet, no matter how weary I am, or how exhausted I happen to be, I find that I cannot sleep.

      Sleep, I know, would only offer nightmares.

      So instead, I simply lie here—waiting, in patience, for someone, anyone, to enter my room and offer me escape from my hellish thoughts.

      Come time the door does open, I barely have the energy to turn my head.

      “Salem?” a deep voice asks. “Are you awake?”

      I flick my eyes to my right just in time to find Marc standing in the threshold.

      “Marc,” I whisper.

      He closes the door quietly behind him. Then he steps forward, and, with careful consideration, sets a hand over the wrist that has the intravenous drip running into it. “How are you feeling?” he asks.

      “You’re not supposed to be here,” I manage.

      He smiles. “I know,” he says. “But… I had to know.”

      “Know what?”

      “If you were okay.”

      If I was okay, I think, and find myself breaking all over again.

      But it is not a physical break I am experiencing, nor even an emotional one. Rather, it is one that is spiritual.

      A cosmos, exploding.

      A universe, imploding.

      A world as it is made to burn asunder, a girl as she is pushed under.

      There are no amount of tears that can sate this impossible feeling, no number of sobs or shakes or even quakes. Instead, I know, I am simply meant to look upon Marc’s face—and see, in his bright and beautiful eyes, a landscape that I am meant to be a part of.

      A smile naturally comes to me. It curls my lips, causes warmth to develop in my cheeks.

      I ask, “How?”

      And he replies with, “How what?”

      “How did you get the Resistance to come and rescue me?”

      “It wasn’t just me,” Marc says. “It was your father, too. And Gabriel. And Gabriel’s father, and his mother, too. They all spoke with Cardinal Monroe shortly after you were captured—begging, no, demanding that someone do something to help you. But every time we asked, they turned us down. It was only when your sister⁠—”

      “Dorothy?”

      “—begged the Cardinal to save your life that anyone actually listened.”

      Dorothy? My sister? Begged the Cardinal to save my life?

      How is that even possible?

      I am just beginning to voice the question when Marc cuts me off. “She found her office all by herself,” Marc says. “Asked where to go, where to look, which door to knock upon and which person to speak to. Your sister, Salem, she… she is a force to be reckoned with. She’s a like a bird in flight—never stopping until she reaches her destination.”

      “It was Dorothy who made you come?” I ask once more.

      “It was Dorothy,” Marc then says. “Your sister.”

      This time, I can’t help the tears that follow.

      Unable to help me through this moment of emotional turmoil, Marc simply stands here, beside me, his hand over mine, his fingers delicately stroking the skin on my wrist, while I cry a river, an ocean, an entire watery world.

      To think that, of all people, it was my sister who saved me, is beyond imaginable.

      But it is, a part of me then says. She saved you, Salem, because she did not want you to face the fire. Because she did not want you to test the flame.

      When finally I am able to stop crying, I lift my eyes to look at Marc, then say, “They know.”

      “Who? And what?”

      “The people of the United States. They know the government is using witches to help police them.”

      “Yeah,” Marc then says, in a low and solemn voice. “They do.”

      “What do the generals think of this? And the Cardinal?”

      “They are working with various fringe groups across the U.S. to populate the media with images and video of what took place.”

      “You mean—the revolution⁠—”

      “Is starting?” Marc asks, then waits for me to nod before offering one of his own. “Yes, Salem. The revolution is beginning, and it’s all thanks to you.”

      To me.

      “To me,” I whisper, and curl my free hand into a fist. I take a moment to allow this reality to sink in before lifting my eyes and asking: “Where is Elijah?”

      “Who?”

      “The white-haired, red-eyed man that you also rescued. Where is he?”

      “He is in recovery from treatment for his injuries.”

      “Is he… well…” I pause, afraid to ask what I’m about to. “Is he okay?”

      “He’s fine, Salem. Don’t worry. I just wish we could’ve made it sooner. Then we would’ve been able to save the other witch on the stake.”

      I think of the woman’s screams. Her cries. Her lamentations as she was burned alive. Then I close my eyes, and force myself to not relive those fateful moments that occurred only hours before.

      “It’s starting to get late,” Marc says before glancing at the door. “Your father and sister will probably be allowed to visit you before the night is up. I just wanted a chance to tell you what was going on.”

      “Thank you, Marc.”

      He leans forward and presses a kiss to my temple. “Don’t thank me, my little Firebird.”

      Firebird, I think, and frown as he pulls away.

      Marc offers little more than a slow, resounding nod before turning and slipping out of the recovery room, leaving me to not only think about our present, but our future as well.
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      I doze for quite some time. Drifting, helplessly, between the realms of consciousness, I find that I cannot truly succumb to sleep. My adrenaline is still too high, my fight or flight instincts front and focus. It is as if, at any moment, I will wake up from what is a wonderful dream, only to find that I am still living a nightmare.

      You have to sleep, I tell myself. You need to rest.

      Still—the fact remains that no matter how hard I try, and no matter what I say to myself, I cannot relax.

      I’m just about to push a button to summon a nurse when the door opens.

      “Thank God,” I breathe. “I was just about to call for⁠—”

      You, I want to say, but stop before I can do so.

      There, before me, stands my father; and though a smile graces his lips upon setting eyes upon me, there is a tragedy in his eyes, a tight set to his jaw.

      The first words out of my mouth are: “Where’s Dorothy?”

      “Don’t worry,” my father says. “Your sister’s fine.”

      “Then where⁠—”

      “She’s resting, Salem. Don’t worry. She’s safe.”

      Safe.

      Just like I am, here, in this place, in this space.

      A glimmer of light from the lamp at my bedside catches and reflects back upon something at my father’s neck. It takes only a moment to realize what they are.

      “Mom’s things,” I say.

      “Marc kept them safe for you while you were… gone,” my father says, as if unsure whether or not to speak the word. “They didn’t leave his neck until today.”

      “Can I have them?”

      My father reaches up and removes the chains from around his neck without hesitation. He then, in a slow but fluid motion, draws them over my head, parting my hair so the chains can hang loosely on my neck. Just having the press of warm metal and cool crystal against my skin is enough to soothe my aching soul.

      As my father pulls back—and as he allows his eyes to settle fully upon me—he sighs, then closes his eyes before saying, “Oh, Salem.”

      “You’re all okay,” I say, stating this more than asking a question. “Right? No one got hurt after… after⁠—”

      “No, Salem. No one was hurt after the fires.”

      The fires.

      Blazing hot. Burning bright. Brazen in their callousness to man, to beast, to nature. I see, in my mind’s eye, the woods as they once were. Then, I watch them explode into blinding, fiery light.

      “Did the cabin survive?” I ask a short moment later.

      “I’m not sure,” my father replies. “There was so much activity—so much yelling, so much screaming—that I didn’t get the chance to see if the fires had spread to the property line.”

      “I hope it didn’t burn,” I whisper.

      My father crouches down. “Salem,” he says, in a gentle yet stern tone. “You did what you had to do to keep us safe. The Lords’ wouldn’t blame you if their property was destroyed”

      “It’s just—all of this—” I wave my unhindered hand around me “—is all because of me. All because I Awakened. All because I ran. All because I fought back.”

      “But you’re alive,” my father says, “and that’s all that matters.”

      I close my eyes and exhale a breath I feel has been trapped in my chest for the past two months.

      Sighing, my father rises, then bends over me to brush my hair from my face. “You don’t have to worry about anything anymore, Salem. You’re safe.”

      “She offered me a way out,” I whisper.

      My father’s hand stops moving. “She?”

      “Muh… Mom.”

      “You… you saw your mother?” my father then asks, to which I can only reply by nodding. “And she… she… what, Salem?”

      “She offered me a way out,” I reply, “in the event that I couldn’t escape the fire. But I told her no, Dad, because she… she couldn’t guarantee that Dorothy wouldn’t be safe if I did.”

      “Oh, Salem,” he says, and closes his eyes, obvious in his struggle to hold back his emotions. A single tear slips from his eye as he turns his head away from me. “I’m sorry,” he then says. “I just… I assumed that she… she was…”

      “Gone?” I ask.

      My father nods.

      “I thought she was, too,” I then say. “But, Dad… Mom isn’t gone. She’s been here this whole time.”

      “But how?”

      “I don’t know. A part of me feels like it might be magic, but another… another feels like it’s something beyond that. Something greater than that.”

      “Your mother told me that she wasn’t afraid of death,” my father says. “She believed that God—or a god, whoever they might be—would guide her to wherever she needed to go if she ever left this world. It… it doesn’t surprise me that she’s been keeping an eye on you, Salem. She loved you so much. All she wanted was the best for your girls. That’s why she went to the Academy. That’s why she learned how to control it. I just… I don’t understand why she⁠—”

      “Healed that man?” I ask.

      My father nods.

      “There two little girls in the back seat,” I say, thinking back on that day long ago. “Two little girls who were screaming for someone to help them while their father was bleeding out in the front seat. I… I used to wonder why she did it, too, Dad, but… now that I think about it… and now that I understand more about my own powers… I realize why she did it.”

      He waits for my declaration.

      Swallowing, I adjust my position in the hospital bed, then say, “She couldn’t afford to let those little girls go through life without their father. Because she knew that, someday, they might need him.”

      “I just…” My father lifts his hand to his face. “I just wish she were still here. Damn her, and damn her brave heart.”

      I extend a hand toward my father—reach for him as if I am a savior and he a saint—and though my hand is snarled with wires, an IV drip and all, he reaches out and takes it.

      “I’m glad you’re okay, Salem,” my father then says.

      “Yeah,” I then reply, and close my eyes. “I am too, Dad. I am too.”
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      My father leaves me not long after his declaration. Grief-stricken, I know, from the knowledge that I have imparted, and for the reality that I have ordained, I lie in the hospital bed for quite some time. Mostly, I wonder if I will sleep, but I also wonder if telling my father about my mother was the right thing to do.

      To know that she is gone, a part of me says, but still here. Somehow. Someway.

      Is it magic? I am quick to wonder. Or something greater than magic? Something more? We know so little about it that, in reality, it could be said that we know nothing—that the Ether, or, wherever the magic comes from, may simply just be another facet of the universe.

      But if what comes after life isn’t true death, I then think, then what is it?

      A part of me longs to know. Another fears that even the slightest knowledge may curse me to unnecessary grief.

      Sighing, I adjust my head on the pillow, then close my eyes.

      Though I fear the nightmares that will come, I know for a fact that I cannot allow my body to suffer.

      For that reason, I take a deep breath, expel it.

      Then, I succumb to dream.
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        * * *

      

      There is no hardship, only darkness; and though there is no light, there is relief. Blessed by blissful sleep, I dream of little more than wide open skies, and the grassy fields upon which women like me can dance.

      I am awakened by a voice.

      “Salem?” the person asks. “Salem? Are you awake?”

      At first, I struggle to come to awareness. Slowly, however, the voice gains clarity, and my mind the effort to understand it all.

      Come time I open my eyes, I see none other than Valerie Brown standing above me.

      “Valerie,” I whisper, reaching up to touch my face. “What… What time is it?”

      “Don’t worry yourself over that,” Valerie says. “I was just doing my morning rounds and wanted to come check on you.”

      “Am I… okay?”

      She laughs. “You’re fine, Salem. The Lightbringers did wonders on your body.”

      “I could’ve done it myself,” I say. “But—my wrists⁠—”

      “Are still encumbered,” Valerie says, and sighs. “Yes. They are.”

      “Can they be removed? I mean, I’m not stuck with them forever?”

      “They can be removed.”

      I sigh.

      “However,” Valerie then says, “we’ll have to use something to free your hands, and even then, you won’t be able to use your magic for a bit.”

      “Why? If the iron’s gone, shouldn’t I be free?”

      “Yes. In theory. We’ve found, however, that the bodies of magical persons tend to go into a fugue state after they’ve been exposed to iron for extended periods of time.”

      “Fugue state?”

      “It means you won’t be able to call on your magic until your body is out of survival mode.”

      I sigh. “Great,” I then say. “What good is a witch without her magic?”

      “Your bonds are set to be removed this afternoon. After that, you’ll speak with Cardinal Monroe and the Arcane Council about your experiences while in captivity.”

      “Valerie,” I say as the woman turns to write my vitals down on a clipboard. “What… What happened after I said the government was lying to the people?”

      The woman doesn’t respond. Instead, she sighs.

      “Valerie?” I ask. “Did I… did I do something⁠—”

      “Wrong?” the woman asks, before shaking her head. “No, Salem. You didn’t do anything wrong. If anything, you’ve probably pushed the war in our favor.”

      “There’s a but here,” I then say, “isn’t there?”

      “The Cardinal, her Council, and her generals will be able to explain better than I can. Now—” Valerie steps back to examine me. “How about some eggs and toast?”

      “That sounds great,” I say.

      “I’ll be back in a jiffy,” Valerie says.

      The moment she exits the room, however, is the moment my stomach begins to churn.

      If I didn’t do anything wrong… but the Cardinal and the Council have reason to speak with me…

      That could only mean that things have changed.

      I can only hope they are for the better.
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        * * *

      

      Fortunately, they say they will be able to remove the bands from my wrists.

      Unfortunately, there is no duplicate key. As a result, the Resistance will have to use the next best thing.

      Boltcutters.

      The crude instrument—normally reserved for cutting through chains or barbwire—is beyond barbaric. With its thick red metal base and even sharper blades, it appears as though it could cut through anything.

      My flesh included, I think as the man carrying the bulky tool turns to face me.

      “It’s not gonna be so bad,” he says, offering a smile in an attempt to disarm me. “Really. We’ve done this sort of thing before.”

      “On government bands?” I ask.

      The man frowns. “Well… no. Not… not really, but… it should be the same thing. Right?”

      “Right,” I say. Already I can feel my blood pressure spiking, my heart pounding against my ribcage. If this man even so much as slips with those bolt cutters, my wrists will be little more than ribbons.

      With a sigh, I turn my head to regard Valerie Brown and a Lifebringer she’s brought in as a precaution, then extend my hand toward the man. “Okay. Do your thing.”

      He is cautious with the tool, precise with his movements, and careful with his placement of the blades. Thankfully, I’ve always had slim wrists; and as a result, the blades fit almost neatly around the band.

      One moment, the man is looking me in the eye.

      The next, he’s slamming his weight into the tool.

      The metal snaps.

      I cry out.

      The band falls to the floor with a resounding clang.

      “See?” he asks once more. “Not so bad. Is it?”

      “I… I guess,” I say. I don’t dare mention that I nearly had a heart attack just then.

      “Okay. Round two and…”

      A second later, the second band is removed, liberating me not only of the government’s control, but my magical suppression as well.

      In the moments of silence that follow, I consider my wrists—which, though bruised and discolored, appear to be fine.

      “Don’t try and call upon your magic,” the Lightbringer—whose name I believe is Carmen Olson—says. “Your body needs time to acclimate to the absence of iron against your flesh.”

      “I’ll be able to cast again?” I ask. “Right?”

      The Lightbringer nods. “Yes, Salem. You will.”

      A sigh escapes me—long and hard, pained but relieved at the same time.

      Though one burden has been removed, another has just been placed upon me.

      The man with the boltcutters has no sooner stooped to gather the iron bands when Lana Pierce steps into the room.

      “Miss Pierce,” I say, and swallow a lump in my throat.

      “Cardinal Monroe and her Council are ready to see you now, Salem.”

      “Give us a moment to remove her IV,” Valerie says. “She’ll be ready shortly.”

      Shortly, I think.

      How I wish they could take their time.
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        * * *

      

      Without the intravenous fluids running through my system, I feel tired, nauseous, and slightly dizzy. At one point, while walking through the infirmary, I feel as though I will throw up. But the truth is that, despite my misgivings both physical and not, I cannot afford to falter, especially not before the Cardinal and her Four. It is for that reason, and that reason only, that I attempt to stand tall—not only to show that I am capable, but that I am brave.

      More than brave, I think as I pursue Lana Pierce throughout the Resistance. Powerful.

      It is that thought that compels me forward—that thought that inspires me, on swift wings and steady feet, to follow the messenger throughout the compound. Past offices we walk, through hallways we traverse, and toward the elevator we make our way.

      Come time we reach our destination, I feel as though I will burst.

      Somehow—someway—I’m able to maintain my composure.

      “Do you know what they want?” I manage to ask as we step into the elevator. “I mean… do you know what they know?”

      “No,” Lana says. “I don’t—which, in all actuality, is probably better for everyone involved. You included.”

      Me.

      The girl who ran. The girl who fought. The girl who, though tortured beyond her wildest comprehension, managed to make it out of D.C. alive.

      I should count myself lucky.

      Had I not made friends with Marc, I probably wouldn’t be here. I’d probably be⁠—

      Dead, I think.

      I am somehow able to suppress a shiver as the elevator begins to rise.

      Unfortunately for me, I know this sliver of peace is not meant to last.

      With each second that passes we grow closer to an even more chilling reality:

      My declaration.

      Spoken on the stake. Made on the White House lawn. Declared to each and every living person in the world who may have been watching. With callousness I could not have ever imagined, and with no regret as to how my words could impact the word, I had dedicated myself to sharing the one truth that no one had known up until that moment: that magic, condemned as it happens to be in the United States of America, runs through our government’s veins.

      As the thought passes through my head—and as my lower lip quivers in anticipation over what is to come—I find myself lifting my eyes⁠—

      —just in time for the elevator doors to open.

      The glass panels above the Illuminating Chamber are not open today. In their place there are torches—which, though burning with magic, offer little light to guide me.

      “Go,” Lana Pierce says. “They’re waiting for you.”

      Swallowing, I turn my head to face the woman, nod, then take several steps forward.

      It is only when the creak of the elevator doors closing enters my ears that I realize I am truly, and utterly, alone.

      “Miss Richards,” Cardinal Monroe says from down the hallway. “Please—join us.”

      I don’t want to. I really don’t. Because I know that going there—to that table, to that place—will only serve to show how responsible I am for the chaos I have sowed, the agony I have infused within the nation. I know, however, that I cannot afford to risk angering the Cardinal or her Chosen four. So I step forward, and bridge the distance between us.

      Come time I approach the table, I see their eyes upon me, their lips pursed into frowns.

      “Sit,” the Cardinal says.

      I do—begrudgingly at that—and focus my attention on the woman before me.

      With a nod, Cardinal Monroe sweeps her eyes across the table—from the two men to her right to the two women at her left—before settling her gaze upon me. “Tell me,” she says, “how it feels.”

      “How what feels?” I frown.

      “To have escaped the fire. To be alive.”

      Alive.

      That word should inspire happiness. Instead, it only brings about dread.

      “I figured it would be hard to respond,” the Cardinal says in the moments of silence that follow. “Never has a witch escaped her burning at Washington, D.C. Now, two have—and it’s all thanks to you.”

      “I didn’t—” I begin.

      But the Cardinal cuts me off by saying, “I didn’t say it was because of you, Miss Richards. I said it was thanks to you.”

      I grind my jaw together to keep from replying.

      Sighing, the Cardinal lifts her head to face me, then says, “While it is true that Portalconjurer Peters opened the portal that you used to escape the Burning Fields, it was the opportunity afforded to us by the situation that allowed us to bring you home.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “What I mean, dear Salem, is that we knew you could sow discord within the population, which is exactly what you did.”

      A flicker of light appears behind the Cardinal.

      I lift my eyes. Find a television screen blinking into focus. Watch as the words Government Probe into Accusations of Magical Use scroll across the screen, above which are videos of protesters marching through the streets of Washington, D.C., signs above their heads and guns in their hands.

      “I—” I start to say. “I did this?”

      “You have effectively started a revolution, Miss Richards.”

      “How?”

      “Remember what I said about the people turning on their government?” the Cardinal asks. “When President Buchanan declared martial law, and when he imposed Project Annihilation?”

      “I just… I don’t understand. How did it happen so fast?”

      “It happened because the people were ready for it to happen, Salem. Tension has been brewing within the populace for some time, and internal reports show that most Americans are in favor of those with magical powers existing among one another, so long as they have the proper training and are appropriately flagged by the government.”

      “You mean—this whole thing about us being monsters, or whatever you want to call us, is all⁠—”

      “Political smokescreens? Yes. It is.”

      A bitter chord strings a symphony of my head—first of the National Anthem, then of the sounds of men and women lamenting, screaming⁠—

      Crying.

      I see my mother in my mind’s eye, and am almost thrown over the edge.

      “What you’ve done today,” the Cardinal says, “has set our progress forward by years.”

      “You mean… it’s over?”

      “It isn’t over, Salem—at least, not yet.” The Cardinal tilts her head to the side to look at the television. “Now that the spark has been ignited, we must fan the flames.”

      “How?”

      “That is where you come in.”
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