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Eight months. Eight months had passed since the clash between the Resistance and the Hunters to save my childhood best friend, Adonis, from a secret Hunter base in California. Ten months had passed since I’d first joined the Resistance and found out I had strange, superhuman abilities. I’d learned to survive in an upside-down world, and survive mostly thanks to the help of others, and only partially thanks to my newfound powers. Because of my physique and fast reflexes, I was pretty good at hand-to-hand combat, and shooting a gun had become an easy task for me, although after the incident with Miles six months before, I’d promised myself to never kill another human being again.


In the meantime, school had started again, and according to the Emancipation, a sort of agreement between the Hunters and the Resistance, the war couldn’t interfere with the “youth’s desire to pursue their studies”. Gwen had patiently sat with me for an hour trying to get me to memorize the whole thing. She explained some things I was better off not knowing, but I managed to get the gist of it, and that was probably the best I could’ve ever done. I didn’t want to abandon any hopes of living a normal life after the war – if I lived that long – so graduating high school seemed like a good place to start. 


Adonis  and  I  had got back  into our regular routine, started 


school, and were back at our own houses again instead of a massive underground basement. Since we weren’t going to be seeing each other every day anymore, I’d exchanged phone numbers with my new friends so I’d know if they needed me for anything. (The majority of the kids in the Resistance were homeless orphans, and they somehow found the money for phones and motorcycles). That proved to be a mistake, however, because Karter only sent low-quality memes and Iris kept using AirDrop to send me the most cursed images she could find. That was concerning because for her to do that, she had to be relatively close to me, and I hadn’t ever seen her out in public. Between the creepy pictures and the feeling I was being stalked, I was slightly freaked out – and I know that was her intention. I eventually gave up asking them for useful information.


Thankfully, Matt, Ava and Gwen were more cooperative, and they kept reassuring me nothing good or bad was happening. That probably had to do with the fact that the majority of the Hunters had to go to school, too. The fact that a bunch of high school students were trying to kill each other still didn’t sit right with me. So, for the most part, I stayed away from our HQ.


But none of the things I’d learned with the Resistance helped me understand logarithmic functions.


Flash forward to one cool March afternoon, when Adonis came to my house to study, the way he used to before I joined the Resistance. Math had never been one of my strong suits – neither was anything else, now that I think about it – and Adonis was slowly growing frustrated with my stupid questions.


“You need to set the arguments equal to each other, Zack,” he said, leaning over my shoulder and circling an equation on my page. “Then you can solve it.”


Adonis, thankfully, had put on some of the weight he lost while he was the Hunters’ captive. He looked less like a skeleton and more like his usual self. Personally, I thought he could’ve used a haircut, since he’d gotten it back to the point where he had to tie it back. The cut across his nose and cheeks had healed, but it left an ugly, white scar in its place. It was kind of hard to explain when people asked about it. He usually said something along the lines of an accident and moved on.


I, on the other hand, had gotten taller thanks to some wacky growth spurt, and between training at the base and basketball, had developed a pretty nice build. (I think that’s the first non-self-deprecating comment I’ve ever made). That gave Dan the chance to tell me I was “all brawn and no brain”, but she wasn’t exactly one to talk.


“I think I did this one right,” I said, turning my notebook towards Adonis.


He looked over my messy, scribbled pages and somehow made sense of the equation. He nodded. “Yeah, that’s how you do it. Just…could you be a bit neater? Mr. Jones is going to have a fit when he sees this.”


“If he sees this,” I corrected.


Adonis groaned. “Right.”


I glanced at the clock, feeling relief wash over me as I realized I had basketball practice in half an hour. “Sorry to cut this short, buddy, but I’ve got practice.”


“You’re not sorry.” Adonis tried to give me his typical look of almost-motherly disappointment, but I could tell he was trying not to smile. He packed his stuff, then scanned the table again.


“Don’t do that,” I said. “If you forget something, I’ll bring it to you at school tomorrow.”


“But what if I need–?”


“Quit overthinking things.”


“But–”


“You know what?” I grabbed his backpack and dragged him to the door. “What do you say you come with me to practice?”


“Absolutely not!” he yelped, trying to pull out of my grip, when he could’ve just slipped the backpack off his shoulders. “There are so many people there I don’t know, what if they start talking to me? You know I never have any idea what to say, and with how popular you are on the court, they’ll be like, oh, hey, you’re Zack’s best friend! and I’ll never hear the end of it!”


It was my turn to hide a smile. “Get moving, dunce, or I’ll drag you all the way to the court.”


But as we walked down the street to the basketball court, the urge to smile was quickly replaced with a heavy feeling in my chest. I remembered a conversation I’d had only a couple months 


before, and ever since, I constantly replayed it in my head.


My father had returned for Christmas.


……….


“I’m sorry,” was the first thing he said when he saw me.


I didn’t take after my dad much. I had the same curly hair and the same smile, but the resemblance stopped there. His skin and hair were lighter than mine, and his eyes were super dark. Seeing him again after so long, when so much had happened, was a little awkward, but this meant I could ask him questions and have him answer directly.


After explaining everything that had happened – the Hunters targeting me, getting ahold of the amulet, Adonis’ capture, and so on – my dad put his head in his hands and didn’t say anything for a while.


“I have many things I want to ask you,” I said.


“You went through all that alone?” my dad asked.


“Not really. I had a lot of people helping me, but honestly, it wasn’t half as bad as what they experienced…and probably what you’ve gone through.”


“I’ve never been in a single combat,” my dad said. “I was in Formation A – an intelligence gatherer.”


It was like a balloon had deflated inside me. “So you never used your ability?”


“Not in combat,” he corrected. “I had to learn how to use it, in case I ever needed to, but things were different when I was your age. They had a leader who was more peaceful than Lincoln, but he died somewhere along the line…I’m guessing they had one other leader before Lincoln stepped up to power. We fought each other, but not many people died. They were mainly trying to capture us and take our abilities away. Then again, this was thirty years ago.”


“How?” I asked. “Apparently, this Druid imprint we have acts like a seal and binds our ability to us. It can’t be taken away.”


“That’s  why  they  were  trying,” he  said. “ Their   methods  


never really changed: they scoped out who they thought had some 


kind of ability, and  then  they had multiple choices.  I’m not sure 


which they did more frequently – if they killed them, made them 


join them, or  found some way to permanently erase  their ability. 


Whatever the case, there wasn’t nearly as much bloodshed as the 


last war. Fights were never to the death. It was like Zoe originally 


wanted: if you can’t win, run.”


“You knew Zoe?”


“She was the leader,” my dad reminded me. “The last time I saw her was the year before I got married. Your mom checks in on the kids every now and then – which is why she knows Dan’s a ‘tough cookie’ – but I don’t really know what’s going on anymore. I’m sure you’ve heard all about her from your teammates, though.”


“Why didn’t you join in?” The question popped out of my mouth involuntarily, but once I started, I couldn’t stop. “Adonis’ mom was killed. Karter lost both his parents. So many kids – some not even in their teens yet – are dead. Zoe died. If our ability is so powerful, why didn’t you do anything?”


“Because if I had done something, right now, you would be one of those kids who’ve lost their dads,” my father said. “Like you said, they’re targeting us. As an intelligence gatherer, I was never in a physical fight. You can’t always rely on your ability or a gun to get you out of danger. Your body and mind are mainly what help you. Also we didn’t know if they were taking people’s abilities away. It seems impossible, but you should always expect the unexpected. If they’d managed to get ahold of me, you might’ve never been born.”


All valid points, but I couldn’t help thinking, so you just ran away. “Lincoln mentioned that they’ve developed a gas which can turn your ability against you,” I said. “I’ve had a firsthand experience with it.”


My dad straightened. “What happened?”


“The first time I was exposed to it, it was weird. It might not have been the perfected version, but I started choking and passed out. Karter was using his ability, and he said he almost ended up killing Galehaut instead of saving him. The next time I was in contact with it, I was trying to kill a griffon, and almost killed myself. Both times the gas had no smell, temperature, or taste. It was just like air. And even if you don’t breathe it in, just being  in 


contact with it is enough for it to work.”


My father was quiet for a long time. Then, he said, “How were you using your ability to kill the griffon?”


“I’ve had some kind of awakening,” I said, then snorted. “That’s not how I wanted it to sound.”


“It was very ominous,” my dad agreed.


“Basically, I can use the elements like air, land and water, along with things that branch off those, like lightning,” I explained. “Is that what you can do?”


“Partially,” he replied. “I’ve never tried lightning, but causing earthquakes or landslides was no big deal.”


“I’ve done that by accident,” I admitted. “It’s kind of freaky. But what’s weird is, while I was fighting Nimue, I just knew I could do more. She got all these bubbles on her body and she couldn’t breathe. I knew I could also control diseases and human vitality without ever having done it before.”


“Are you serious?”


“You can’t make this stuff up, Dad. But it gets worse. I found out that, if I have an object that belongs to someone, I can see their past in my dreams.”


“That’s happened to me on more than one occasion,” my dad said. “But it’s never been more than just a snippet, maybe a couple voices and a blurry face or two.”


“That’s not how I saw it,” I said. “It was almost like I was there. It was so vivid. Once I even saw two scenes, one from a more recent past, which were key moments in this person’s life. What do you think is going on?”


“I’ve heard of abilities evolving,” he admitted. “That might be what’s happening to you. For example, Karter capturing a soul and being able to save or destroy it isn’t a trick a normal Summoner can do. They call upon spirits of the deceased, sure, but they have very little control over their free will.”


“Galehaut was doing what he chose to do,” I pointed out. “Karter wasn’t forcing him to do anything.”


“What I mean is the spirit can choose to return to the world of the dead or stay and haunt the living at any given time,” my dad specified. “Even if Galehaut wanted to die again, Karter was stopping him. He not only perfected his ability, he mutated it.”


“Back up,” I interrupted. “Galehaut just wanted to return to his friend, Lancelot. If spirits can choose where to go, why was he still down there?”


“Spirits can be contained in restricted areas with spells,” he explained. “It can be easier or harder depending on the spirits’ status, how long they’ve been dead, or what they’ve done in their life. It still takes a very powerful mage to accomplish that, sometimes even more powerful than a Summoner.”


“That’s confusing,” I complained. 


“Think of it like this. Someone locked Galehaut in a cage. Even if he wanted to die, he wasn’t able to get out of the cage. It’s not forcing him to want to live; it’s preventing him from doing what he wants.”


“Now you’re just splitting hairs.”


My dad spread his hands. “I don’t make the rules here. Just try to follow me. The moment Karter offered to help him, the door was opened. Normally, Galehaut would be able to escape, but Karter stood in his way. He only let him go when Galehaut had given him what he needed. Summoners can’t use spirits like puppets. Apparently, Karter can. That’s a mutation – and a pretty big one. Yours might not end up being that big, but it’s still evolving.”


I nodded like I understood, but I still had no idea what he was talking about. “Karter didn’t lock Galehaut up, though. Whatever’s happening, it’s gotta be the new leader of the Hunters. They can bring people back from the dead. Lincoln told me.”


“He could be bluffing,” my dad warned. “But there’s no denying the new leader is more powerful – and more maniacal – than Lincoln himself.”


“Lincoln isn’t crazy,” I said. “I thought so, too, at first, but I’ve spoken to him on multiple occasions. He’s not some power-hungry lunatic. He’s smart, confident, and knows how to manipulate people.”


“Kind of sounds like that Karter kid,” Dad said. “I don’t like what you said about Dan being so close to this guy, especially if he’s the old leader. Do you think she’s the one who betrayed you?”


I won’t lie; the thought had crossed my mind multiple times. Even if she hadn’t been Lincoln’s closest friend, she was rude to everyone, violent, and wouldn’t let anybody know anything about her. Dan was the most likely suspect, but I didn’t want to believe it. For some reason, it bothered me.


“I don’t think so,” I said. “She’s a mess, but I can’t see her betraying anybody, especially not with Gwen on the team.”


“People do crazy things, especially when they’re as trigger-happy as you say she is,” my dad pointed out. “I think your friend is right, though. It’s not good to suspect one another and constantly be at each other’s throats. That being said, what are you planning on doing now?”


“I…don’t know,” I admitted. “It’s been pretty peaceful since we got Adonis back. From what I’ve been told, there have been a couple fights here and there, but nobody’s died yet, and nobody’s had any life-threatening injuries. Our top priority is rooting out the traitor. I still think we should try to talk to them, but–”


“That’s not what I mean. Are you staying with the Resistance or not?”


I stared at him. “Really?”


He sighed. “You’re just like your mother sometimes.”


“Thanks.”


“I’m sorry I can’t help you out as much as I’d like. But if you want to stay, you can’t pull stunts like you did when you were out looking for Adonis. Staying in groups is the best thing you can do. Whatever you do, don’t go out in pairs. You might end up alone with the Hunters’ leader, and if they’re as powerful as they’re proving themselves to be, you’ll be in big trouble.”


“Yeah, I know,” I said. “I’m only ever alone with Adonis. Other than that, we’re always in groups of three or more. But you can’t expect the leader to make such an obvious move. I think the reason things are so peaceful now is because they know we’re looking for them. They’ll strike when we least expect it.”


“That sounds like something the Hunters would do,” Dad admitted. 


“I don’t think they’ll wait much longer,” I added. “A lot of people have left, saying that we got Adonis back and there’s no reason for them to stick around anymore.”


“They left?” my dad repeated. “Right after finding out there’s a traitor in your ranks? How do you know this person didn’t leave with them?”


“Karter keeps talking like the traitor’s still among us,” I explained. “He knows who it is, and I trust him enough to keep an eye on them.”


“Don’t trust him too much,” Dad warned. “You never know if he’s the traitor, trying to throw people off his scent. He may be an official member of the Resistance, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he–” 


“Are you still part of the Resistance?” I blurted. “I mean, I know you left, but if they needed you, would they call for you like they would an official member?”


The random question seemed to throw him off, but he shook his head. “Not technically. Since I left, I haven’t been involved with anything that has to do with the whole war. However, I still have to abide by the Emancipation, since I still have my mark.” He lifted his sleeve, and, in the exact same spot as me, was a triquetra.


“How did I never notice that?” I asked, half to myself and half to him.


“I always kept it covered,” my dad said. “If my own son never noticed it, there’s a high chance nobody else has, either.”


“Yeah, but you’re hardly ever around,” I pointed out. “What if someone saw it? Would they think it’s just an ordinary tattoo?”


“Maybe, but you never know where the Hunters are,” Dad replied. “They could be hiding in a crowd, or they could be right next to you, drinking coffee in a bar. That’s why you always need to keep your eyes peeled. Watch yourself, kid. And don’t ever trust anybody.”


……….


The conversation left me feeling strange. It was a relief to finally see my father after many months, but talking about our different experiences with the Resistance was a little creepy. The last time I’d seen him was at a basketball game in May. Less than a month later, I’d found out the truth about him and myself, and hadn’t been able to talk about it until December. I’d thought about calling him multiple times, but it didn’t seem right. These were the types of conversations you had to have in person.


I wondered why the Hunters had changed and become more unhinged and bloodthirsty. Lincoln couldn’t have changed them in the short time he’d led them. Maybe the leader before him had started them down that path. 


What I wanted to know more than anything was more about the traitor in our ranks. Maybe Lincoln had inspired them, but there had to be something I was missing. This person clearly didn’t like any of their teammates. Why would they join the Resistance in the first place? Or had they infiltrated the ranks from the outside, well knowing what they were getting themselves into? I shook my head. That wasn’t possible. The Resistance and the Hunters knew each other’s members. We’d have known if someone had snuck in.


All this kept playing on a loop in my head at almost all times, and there was nothing I could do about it. I avoided talking to Adonis about it, though, because he was already preoccupied with a billion other things.


We’d almost reached the basketball court when I felt something – a tingle at the base of my skull. It was like when I’d sensed Adonis’ energy signature at the Hunters’ base. Something was wrong.


“We need to go there.” I pointed across the street. “Just around that corner.”


Adonis frowned at me, confusion flashing in his blue-green eyes. “Why?”


“You don’t feel that?”


“Feel what?”


“Someone’s in trouble,” I said. “I’m surprised you can’t sense it.”


“I think we both know that your perception of magic is related to emotions rather than to the ability itself. That’s why we don’t always sense the same things.” Adonis glanced at the court, then sighed. “You better think of a great excuse for skipping practice today.”


We ran across the street and turned, where three guys were standing around someone. I recognized one of them immediately.


“What are you guys doing?” I asked.


The three guys turned around. The tallest guy had the same look Karter, Iris and Dan all shared: a sassy troublemaker. He was probably in his mid-twenties, and he had hooded brown eyes that were barely visible behind his black bangs. The smile on his face only grew bigger when he saw me and Adonis. “Is that any of your business?”


The other two guys exchanged a subtle look, almost like, here we go again. The one on his left was your typical blonde-haired blue-eyed angel, maybe twelve or thirteen, with sweet eyes and an innocent look. But the longer I looked at him, the more I realized it was just a facade. The last guy had brown hair and green eyes, and he looked slightly surprised to see me.


       “Hi, Jack. Long time no see,” I said. “Who are your friends?”


Adonis answered the question for Jack. “Aeron Brown and Blake Dahl. They’re not much in terms of power, but Aeron’s super unhinged. He’s dangerous.”


“I figured.” I gestured behind them. “Mind telling us what you’re doing?”


       “This gotta be somethin’ personal.” Aeron, the tall guy, moved to the side. “You know this kid?”


Behind him stood a short, dark-skinned girl with large, doe eyes. Her hair, long and curly, was a little ruffled on top, like someone had grabbed her head. She wrapped her arms around her chest, trying to protect herself, but Jack had a firm grip on the back of her shirt, and she was surrounded. She wasn’t going anywhere.


“No, but I don’t think three guys should gang up on a girl like that,” I said.


“And you shouldn’t be sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong,” Jack said flatly. “You remember where it got you last time.”


“Please let me go,” the girl whispered. 


“Hey, everything’s going to be okay.” The blonde kid, Blake, smiled at her. “We just want to talk to you. We’re not going to hurt you…if you don’t resist, that is.”


Aeron jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “This girl here has some kind of ability. So, we’re going to–”


“Shut up, Aeron,” Jack interrupted. I felt a spark of hope. He must’ve been like me – when pushed into a corner, Aeron probably tended to let vital pieces of information slip.


“You can’t bring innocent people into this,” Adonis said. “What if she doesn’t know anything about her ability?”


“Exactly why we need to teach her,” Aeron said. “It’d be better if she was never born, but she’s here. And she’s in for a world of hurt.”


“I’ve done nothing to you!” the girl cried. “I don’t understand! What’s going on?”


I slowly reached for my backpack. “You ready to make a mess?”


Adonis took a deep breath, then exhaled shortly. “Don’t have much of a choice, do we?”


“I’m warning you,” Jack said calmly. “You don’t want any part in this.”


Adonis and I didn’t listen. We jumped into action.
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I was a little late in remembering the eighth amendment of the Emancipation: using any kind of ability to fight in public is strictly prohibited. I hadn’t brought any weapons with me, because as long as we were minding our own business we couldn’t be attacked, but that was a mistake. Now we’d have to face these three guys head-on in a fistfight – without our abilities. I really had to start thinking before I acted.


Almost as soon as Adonis and I started moving, however, a thin streak of blue fire shot between us and the Hunters, causing everyone to freeze. My first thought was that another Hunter had shown up (which would’ve been the last thing Adonis and I needed), but when I looked up, I saw a familiar boy standing on a nearby rooftop. He had a Ruger in one hand and his phone in the other. He grinned down at me and Adonis.


“What have you guys gotten yourselves into this time?” Matt asked. 


“We don’t even know,” I admitted.


“Stay out of this,” Jack told Matt. “You have no right to interfere.”


“Actually, I kind of do.” Matt pulled out his grappling hook and used it to lower himself to the ground, then made his way toward us. “If that girl over there doesn’t know anything about this whole situation and refuses to join either side, she’s dead, and you three are next, since you dragged her into it. Aren’t you all about abiding by the Emancipation? I thought you knew better than that.”


“And you’re using a dangerous firearm in public,” Jack pointed out.


“Ever heard of the right to bear arms?” Matt asked. “I’m eighteen and I have a permit, so everything I’m doing is completely legal.”


Jack’s face never changed, but he must’ve known he was beat. “That doesn’t make it okay for you to shoot us.”


“I didn’t shoot you,” Matt corrected. “I shot between you guys and Adonis and Zack, stopping a fight before it began. If you started fighting, you might have started using your abilities, and then you’d be going against the Emancipation again.”


“You expect us to believe you’re trying to protect us?” Aeron demanded. 


“You’re welcome.”


“Who do you even think you are?”


“Name’s Matt, member of the Resistance. Nice to meet you.” He smiled again. “We can pretend this never happened…or I can give you all extra holes in your bodies. Which is it?”


“Neither,” Aeron said. “We’re taking this kid, and you can’t stop us.”


“Maybe we can’t,” Matt admitted, “but remember what happened when you took Adonis? I’d rather not do that again. It’s such a waste of time, energy and resources, only for you all to lose again. If you don’t want to get humiliated again, I suggest you leave.”


Jack glanced at the girl, then seemed to decide it wasn’t worth it. He sighed. “I’ll give it to you, you played this well.”


“We’re running?” Blake asked. “You can’t be serious.”


“We’re not running,” Jack said, then turned back to Matt. “Next time you won’t be so lucky.”


“Don’t count on it,” Matt said. “See ya.”


Aeron turned to the girl, but Matt called, “Don’t even think about it, buddy. Leave her alone.”


He sneered. “Do you really think–?”


“Aeron,” Jack interrupted. “Give it a rest.”


Aeron looked like he was going to blow a fuse, but he nodded begrudgingly, and suddenly, they vanished.


Matt shook his head. “Should I even ask?”


“We weren’t picking a fight with them,” I protested. “I knew something was wrong, so Adonis and I came here and found them trying to take this girl. Then…”


“Then you thought it would’ve been a good idea to pounce them,” Matt concluded. “Guess it’s a good thing I showed up.”


“Don’t get cocky about it. I’m just surprised that they listened to you. Were they really scared of you?”


“You didn’t have to put the emphasis on really,” Matt said, “and you’re lucky Jack showed up. He’s got authority over the other Hunters, since he’s Lincoln’s right hand.”


“It’s more than that,” Adonis intervened. “He’s actually a rational person.”


“So why’s he with the Hunters?” I asked.


“Magic is supernatural, not rational, and definitely not normal,” Adonis said. “I think that’s why, anyway. But, uh, what do we do with the girl?”


She’d been standing there during the whole exchange, still shell-shocked. I couldn’t feel any magical energy radiating off her, but there must’ve been a reason why the Hunters were targeting her, and why they knew about her.


“Hey.” I took a cautious step forward, raising my hands. “I’m not going to hurt you, I promise. Are you okay?”


She gave a quick nod, then took a step back. “Who are you? What did those guys want from me?”


“I’m Zack,” I said. “That’s Adonis, and this guy who saved you is Matt.”


“Zack,” she repeated, then visibly relaxed. “Okay. Who were the other people here earlier?”


“Um…I’m not entirely sure. I don’t know what they wanted from you, though.”


“Either way, I’m grateful you saved me. Thank you.”


“All in a day’s work,” Matt replied easily. “Who are you?”


“I’m Aaliyah,” she replied. “Aaliyah Williams.”


“Williams?” I repeated. “Are you related to Tyler?”


Another quick nod. “He’s my older brother.”


“There it is,” Adonis muttered. “That’s why they were after her.”


I didn’t know where to start. “Do you know anything about your brother’s…situation?”


Aaliyah seemed a bit more confident. “I think he… Matt…said you’re the Resistance. Tyler’s with you guys, isn’t he? The other team was after you at first, right? Now there’s a fight going on…”


“Sort of,” I agreed. “Are you like your brother? Do you have the same…powers?”


“I don’t know,” she admitted. “Tyler told me to never join you guys because I might get hurt, even if and when I find out about my own ability. But he did mention that if I ever met a guy named Zack, I could trust him.”


“I’m flattered, but Tyler’s right. It’s dangerous out here.” I glanced at Adonis. “Should we take her back to our base?”


“Bad idea,” Adonis said. “We might be being watched right now. If the Hunters are tracking her, they could be able to follow us right back to HQ.”


“Now’s not the time to be untrusting,” Matt said. “She’s Tyler’s sister, for crying out loud.”


“And Lincoln was–” Adonis stopped. “Never mind. They’ve already targeted her. It’d be best if we parted ways for now. Then we can have Tyler choose what he wants to do. It’s his family, so it’s his call.”


“Fair enough,” I admitted. “Listen, Aaliyah, if you ever see the three of us and you need help, don’t come running. We can’t let the Hunters know you’re with us.”


“So what do we do if we see her in trouble?” Adonis asked.


“I think we’ll know if she’s in a tight spot,” I said. “We’ll help her the same way we just did.”


“This is a better solution.” Matt reached into his pocket and pulled out a small handgun. “This is an emergency flare. If you fire it, we’ll see it and be on our way as quickly as we can.”


Aaliyah took the flare. “Thank you. But…what now?”


“Where were you going?” I supplied. “We can watch you from a distance and make sure nobody tries anything.”


……….


“Did Tyler ever tell you he had a sister?” I asked.


It was early evening when Matt, Adonis and I met up again in front of the worn down shed that led to our headquarters. While Tyler was staying with us, probably out of fear of putting his sister in danger, Aaliyah was living at a family friend’s house. It was lucky that they had people they knew in New York, because if not Aaliyah might’ve still been in North Carolina by herself…maybe for the first time, since Tyler had joined the Resistance shortly before I had. We’d kept an eye on her as she returned to her friend’s house, then we split up and took different routes before returning to our HQ.


“He told us about having a family friend here, and that’s what Aaliyah said, too. I think she’s safe,” Matt said. “Since he’s new and neither of his parents are with the Resistance, he was living with them until recently. Then he told them he was going to visit their friend here, and I guess he brought Aaliyah with him.”


“Wait – if neither of his parents are with the Resistance, how does he have an ability?”


“His mom’s the one with pyrokinesis, but you don’t have to join either team just because you have an ability,” Adonis pointed out. “You were sort of dragged into it, but you could’ve kept living a normal life if I hadn’t called you out of the house that night. So…it’s my fault you’re here.”


“Don’t you think I would’ve found out sooner or later?” I asked. “And there’s no way I would’ve let you stay to fight on your own. I would’ve joined anyway. But back to my question. Did either of you know he had a sister?”


“I didn’t,” Adonis said. “I just knew he still has a living family. He never said if he was an only child or not.”


“He must really not want Aaliyah involved in this war. Now that I think about it, if we’d brought her back here, they might have  made  her  a  member of  the  Resistance. Maybe it’s a good 


thing we let her go.”


“She might not even have an ability,” Matt pointed out. “You heard her. If we gave her a Druid imprint and she didn’t have an ability, she might have spontaneously combusted.  People without magical energy can’t withstand that much power.”


“Hey, I didn’t know about my ability up until I joined,” I protested. “It wasn’t like I got angry and, wow, look, there’s a landslide! I didn’t know how to use it, and therefore never did. Aaliyah might be in the same situation. But none of you knew I had an ability. What you’re saying is Gwen could’ve killed me by giving me my mark?!”


“Wrong,” Adonis said. “You radiate super strong magical energy. I knew from the day I met you that you had an ability. So when Dan brought you here, I had them make you a member immediately because I knew you could be trusted, and because a Druid mark would prevent other people from taking your ability.”


“And you never told me about it?”


“It wasn’t my place,” he protested. “It was your father’s decision to tell you or not. Back to Aaliyah. She can’t be going around telling people about what happened. If she does, the people she told have to die, and she’s next.”


“And then it’s our turn,” Matt guessed. “Since we’re the ones who told her.”


“You did what?”


Matt, Adonis and I spun around. Leaning on the doorframe was a tall girl with tan skin and freckles. Apparently she hadn’t gotten a haircut since I’d last seen her, and it was growing out into a white, wavy bob. She was staring at us with an expression of incredulous rage.


“You went and told somebody about us,” she said slowly, “and now you’re trying to cover it up? How stupid can you get?”


“We didn’t do anything, Dan,” Matt snapped. “The Hunters were trying to take this girl. She already knew before any of us told her about the war. But she doesn’t know if she has–”


“How do the Hunters know about her but we don’t?” Dan interrupted. “Who – and where – is she?”


“You’re  not going  to  kill her,” I said. “She knew about the 


war, like Matt said. Nobody told her anything.”


Dan glared. “Don’t you dare lie to me. How else does she know?”


I didn’t think telling her about Aaliyah and Tyler was a good idea, for multiple reasons. “She knows someone in our ranks.” 


Dan reached into her pocket. “Who?”


“You’re not killing anybody.”


“You show up for the first time in months and you’re already telling me what to do?”


“He’s right, Dan,” Matt said. “You’ve already killed way too many people in your lifetime. Murder is a crime.”


“So is telling other people about the war,” Dan countered.          “Who is this girl, what does she know, and where is she?”


“What are you going to do if we don’t tell you?” Matt demanded. “Kill us?”


“Duh.” Dan stuck her tongue out at him. “Spit it out, morons. I won’t ask again.”


Matt, Adonis and I all looked at each other. Dan wouldn’t have given up until she found out who we were talking about. She’s always been stubborn. But telling her would’ve probably led to the murder of Aaliyah and Tyler, and the three of us might have been next. Telling her and threatening her not to say anything to anybody wouldn’t have worked, either, since she wasn’t scared of any of us. I heard someone coming up the stairs behind Dan, and a voice said, “What’s all the fuss about?”


To make matters worse, Tyler himself had decided to join in on our conversation. I didn’t know what to do.


“The Three Stooges told some girl about the war, and I need to know who it is,” Dan said. “They won’t tell me anything.”


“We didn’t tell her,” I insisted. “She already knew.”


“What did she look like?”


“How do you know she’s not a Hunter?” Tyler added.


My mouth dried up. “Uh…”


“Her name is Aaliyah,” Adonis blurted.


“Dude,” I hissed. “Seriously?”


“I couldn’t help it,” he hissed back. “Too much tension.”


Tyler gave a sigh of relief. “Then in that case, it’s fine. She’s my sister.”


I wanted to jump out of a window. After doing everything we could to make sure Dan didn’t find out, he went and–


Dan slammed him into the doorframe and held her gun to his 


head. “You have a sister?” she demanded. “When did you want to tell us? Bring her here now, or I’ll blow your brains out.”


Tyler was caught off-guard, but he didn’t look too concerned. “Why?”


“Because I said so.”


“I don’t want to.”


I could almost see the steam coming out of Dan’s ears.          “Say that again and they’ll be your last words.”


“Dan.” Matt grabbed her wrist. “You said it with Andy. You didn’t want him getting a Druid imprint because it would’ve marked him as one of us and put his life in greater danger.”


“Do you think I’m stupid? I don’t want him in the team because we don’t know if he’s a Hunter, not because I want to protect him. He can go die in a ditch for all I care.”


“Tyler’s protecting his family,” Matt said. “There’s nothing wrong with that.”


Dan sneered. “Noble talk from someone who abandoned his only family.”


“Me?” Matt glowered. “Isn’t your mom out there, somewhere? Have you ever bothered to look for her?”


“She abandoned me. And don’t you throw me under the bus just because you know you’re wrong–”


“Tyler isn’t just protecting his family,” Adonis interrupted. “Aaliyah doesn’t even know if she has the ability to learn magic. It’s better for her to stay as far away from this whole situation as she can. Tyler’s doing the right thing.”


“They’re looking for her anyway,” Dan pointed out. “Then they get their hands on her, turns out she’s super powerful, and we’re screwed again.”


“Wait a minute.” Tyler pushed himself off the wall. Dan leveled her gun at his head again, but Matt kept a firm grip on her wrist. “What do you mean she’s being targeted?”


Once I explained what had happened with Aaliyah, Tyler clenched his fists. “How did they know about her?” he muttered to himself. “They shouldn’t even know about me.”


“We have a rat in our ranks, remember?” Dan snapped. “Or did you forget?”


“Don’t you think Karter might have been wrong, though?” 


Matt asked. “It’s been relatively peaceful these past few months.”


“They’re not stupid,” I pointed out. “If they know we’re onto them, of course they’re going to let off the gas.”


“Back to Aaliyah,” Tyler said. “What can we do to protect my sister?”


“You’re probably going to lose her,” Dan replied. “By the time this is over, you’re lucky if you have all your family.”


“She’s not going to die,” he snapped. “I can’t let that happen.”


“You poor thing.” Dan made a face of fake pity. “Get over yourself. You’re not special. Look around you. Ava, Karter, Ash, River, Noah, and me, we don’t have anybody anymore. Not one living relative. The rest – like Adonis, Matt, Iris, Maddox – only have one or two people.” 


“So I’m supposed to sit back and accept that?” Tyler snapped. 


“If you’re a coward, then yeah.” Dan glared at him. “If not, you need to step up and take lives before yours gets taken from you, too.”


“That’s not how it works,” Adonis said.


“You don’t get to talk, coward. As for you, Tyler, it’s bad enough they gave you that stupid mark the second you walked in. I don’t trust you one bit. So, you either bring that girl here…” Dan cocked her gun. “Or you can kiss your little sister goodbye.”
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Despite knowing Dan wasn’t evil, I knew just as well she wasn’t kidding about Aaliyah. She’d put Tyler in a difficult situation, and if he didn’t do anything, his sister would’ve been targeted by the Hunters and Dan. Aaliyah was in even more dangerous territory now.


Because of that, I thought it would’ve been better for me to stay at the base for the night. If something happened – say, Dan sneaking up on Tyler and trying to kill him – it would’ve been easier for me to help.


Strangely, the only ones at the base that evening were me, Adonis, Tyler, Matt and Dan. I didn’t know where everyone else had gone, also because the majority of them didn’t have any other home to return to, but Matt assured me they were all safe. All I could do was trust him and hope it stayed that way.


It was my first time sleeping at the base, and I couldn’t help feeling like we would be under attack at any given moment, but I finally managed to fall asleep. To my horror, I experienced something that hadn’t happened in months.


My mind dove into the past. But not my past. Someone else’s.


I was standing in someone’s backyard. The sun beat down hard on the group of people sitting on the grass. A man and his wife, smiling as their three children played together.


The older girl had long black hair and gentle, brown eyes, a mirror image of her mother. She was laughing as she chased after her brother, who had to be a couple years younger than her. He had brown hair like his father and bright blue eyes. The third girl was probably the middle child, since she was obviously older than her brother, but she had a rounder and more youthful face than her sister. She was a perfect mix between the two, with her sister’s long, black hair and her brother’s shining blue eyes. She was yelling after them with a huge smile on her face, kicking a ball in their direction. I wasn’t sure who I was seeing, but the scene made me feel happy. This was what should’ve been happening. Kids this age shouldn’t have been involved in a war and lost their lives to it. Suddenly, the scene shifted.


I found myself in a cemetery. It looked like it had just stopped raining. The air was moist and a thick, dense fog hung around the gravestones. Trees lined the sidewalks, branching upwards and creating a natural tunnel. Standing next to one of those trees was a little girl. She couldn’t have been older than twelve. She looked like she was straight out of a horror movie, with a long, black dress and short black hair. She stood in front of two graves and was hiding her face in her hands as she cried. Despite not knowing who’d died, I felt bad for her. I wanted to get closer, to see what was written on the tombstones. Almost on cue, it was like my dream zoomed in, and I was standing next to the girl. I realized it was the middle daughter from the family I’d seen before.


“Come back,” I heard her sniffle. “Please, come back. Don’t leave me here with them.”


When I read the last names on the stone, I froze. Before I could even think about reacting, I heard a woman yelling into the cemetery. She sounded upset. I guessed she was the girl’s mother.


“Where are you, brat?” she called. “Get back here now! I told you already, it’s time for us to leave!”


The little girl wiped at her cheeks and took a shaky breath. As she turned, I caught a glimpse of her icy blue eyes. Then, she was nothing more than a speck in the distance, running off towards her mother’s voice. As I turned back to the tombstones my hands felt clammy, even in a dream. They were a father and a son, buried next to each other. The man was in his late thirties. The boy was only ten. 


 Suddenly, I was brought outside the cemetery, where a woman was standing outside of a black car. It was the same mother I’d seen before, but instead of staring after her children lovingly, she was looking at her daughter with a look of annoyance and disgust.


“I called you three times,” she snapped. “Next time, I’ll tell the gravediggers to bury you in here.”


“I’m sorry,” the girl whispered.


“We’ll see how sorry you are when your name’s the one on those tombstones,” her mother scoffed. “At least your sister is normal. Why couldn’t you have been born like her? You would’ve been a lot less of a problem.”


“I’m sorry,” the girl repeated.


“Sorry doesn’t cut it. You’ve brought nothing but trouble into this family; you, your brother and your father. I married into a family of freaks.”


“Please don’t talk like that,” the girl said. “I miss them.”


“Don’t worry, you’ll be joining them soon. If this war doesn’t kill you, mark my words, I will. You should’ve never been born.” She grabbed her daughter’s arm and yanked her into the car. As they drove away, the cemetery faded out of sight, and those two names engraved into the stones flashed in my mind again.


Lucas and Kyle. Last name: Miller.


……….


When I woke up, the first thing I did was frantically search the room for anything that might have looked like it belonged to a girl. Finally, after looking under the bed, I found a little box. I pulled it out. It was obviously pretty old: the black leather was peeling off of it, the mirror on top was cracked and the button keeping it closed was broken. But there wasn’t any dust on it, which meant someone was cleaning it frequently. I lifted it and looked underneath it, and saw a piece of paper taped to the bottom. There was a name scribbled on it. Kyle Miller.


I  hurriedly  slid  the box back under the bed. Now just being 


close to a personal object was enough for me to see into people’s lives? That was a scene from Ava’s past, before she joined the Resistance. I wondered how her family had gone from a normal, happy one to destructive and cruel. Maybe it had to do with the death of her brother and father – who, I imagined, had been killed in the war. From what I’d understood, Ava was the only female in her family with an ability, and that didn’t sit right with her mom. I didn’t like how she’d treated Ava. Then I started wondering what had happened to Ava’s mom and sister. She’d never mentioned them, if they were alive or dead, if they’d had a falling out–


I shook my head. This was why I shouldn’t have been born with my ability. I saw too much, started thinking too hard about things that didn’t even have to do with me, and ended up feeling guilty for prying. Matt had once told me they all had family issues. It was normal for all the kids here. Being in a stable situation, like me and Gwen, wasn’t something most people could say they were in. I still felt bad for Ava – losing half her family and living with a mother who clearly didn’t want her – but I wasn’t about to tell her or anyone else what I’d seen…just like Dan’s past.


Dan. I started to my feet, hurriedly changing into a hoodie and jeans and bolting out the door. Who knew if she’d kept her word and actually gone after Aaliyah? What if she’d already killed her? Or worse, what if–?


Wham.


“What is wrong with you?”


Great. (I mean that both genuinely and sarcastically). Good news is, Dan hadn’t left to kill Aaliyah or Tyler. Bad news is, I was so busy thinking about everything that might have happened that I slammed right into her.


“Hi,” I said.


Dan snorted. “What, you find a bug in your room?” 


“You could say that.”


She rolled her eyes. “Seriously, what are you running around for first thing in the morning?”


“I’m glad  you’re  taking  me  seriously  enough  to believe I 


wouldn’t run away from a bug.”


“I never put it past you.”


“Way to ruin the mood.”


She shrugged. “It’s what I do best. Now, want to spill or not?”


“I get the feeling you’re not giving me much of a choice.”         The blonde kept staring at me, so I finally gave in. “Any news about Tyler?”


“So you thought I was going to kill him and his sister.” Dan pursed her lips. “Yeah, that sounds like something I would do.”


“I…” I couldn’t tell if she was trying to lighten the mood or trying to get me to relax. Neither of those things was a very Dan-like thing to do. “You literally said if he didn’t bring his sister over you’d kill her.”


“I didn’t kill her. Yet.”


I waited. “But…?”


“I gave Tyler a full day’s time. If she doesn’t show up, I’ll find her myself.”


“And then you’ll kill her,” I concluded. “Seems about right.”


Dan shrugged again. “Yep.”


I exploded, grabbing the collar of her sweatshirt. “Are you completely nuts?! You can’t kill people just because they know something! Maybe that’s all you’ve been taught, but you must know it’s wrong! What’s next? You’re going to kill my mom, because she’s been here? And Adonis’ dad? Do you realize the damage you’d be doing to Tyler? You know what it’s like to have your family taken away from you! Why would you intentionally cause someone else that pain?”
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