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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Dearest Ellicia can be read as long as the first and second book in the Winged One series have also been read. It does take place a couple chapters after the beginning of The Awakening of Hellfire, so it contains spoilers! And yes, this short story is told from Nathan’s perspective.

1 | DEPTHS OF HELL

DAY 1

She wasn’t breathing. She wasn’t moving.

Not breathing = no heartbeat = death. That was the way things worked with mortals. It was then that I came to a sad understanding: Ellicia is dead. My powers can’t heal her.

It wasn’t supposed to be this way. She wasn’t supposed to die.

She’d fulfilled her duty and now she was dead. Now I’m stuck on pause—her body, still in my arms, my knees, still on the ground, and the earth around me, dead. Ellicia, dead. Ellicia wasn’t breathing. She hadn’t taken a single breath for over ten minutes. The stupid blade had crumbled—again—right along with her last breath.

If ever there was a moment that felt truly frozen in time, it was this one—no doubt about it. This one that involved me cradling her body. Her motionless, lifeless body. They say angels do what they do, that we never question it. We never truly feel it. But right now, right this second, I was only human. And I felt everything—a million burning daggers piercing through every inch of my body. It started like a tickle, very light, but not one that instilled joy; this one instilled . . . pain. The veil of pain was so thick that it took me a while to understand that, yes, I was in pain, but the physical pain I was feeling wasn’t mine. It was hers. Ellicia’s pain.

I didn’t even notice when Sean and Kate had entered her room. When they’d also broken down.

“The book: And with the death of the Latcher, everything that was and is burns like hell.” I didn’t know how in the world I found the strength to speak, but I did. They had to know what I had only just figured out. “She was always going to die.” And that right there was true. I had been told this from the very beginning. And I had been reminded by Lariah and Sandoree time and time again, but I couldn’t accept it then. She’d die like the Protectors before her, and then she’d live up above in the heavens. In the heavens. If there was something my body was trying to tell me, it was that she was anywhere but there. “There was nothing I– There was nothing I could do, but something’s wrong. We’re”—please, no questions—“connected. I can still feel Ellicia, and there’s a pain there somewhere.” Finally, I said what I’d been thinking, “I think she’s in the midst of fire.” I didn’t just think it. Somehow, I knew it.

“So, what does it mean?” Sean asked, clearly keeping his emotions below the surface. He wasn’t doing a very good job of it. None of us was.

Katelyn, Ellicia’s stepmother, and Sean, Ellicia’s cousin, were still obviously in shock. Katelyn hadn’t moved an inch since Ellicia took her last breath, and she was yet to say a word. She seemed frozen. Almost as dead as Ellicia.

Farley appeared by her side, rubbing her shoulders. Why was he rubbing her shoulders? It wouldn’t bring Ellicia back. I knew it wasn’t true, but I felt like I was the only one currently thinking of a way to bring Ellicia back. To keep her safe.

Tearing my eyes away from Ellicia, I replied, “I think . . . No, I know she’s in hell and she needs our help. We have to get her out.” Then it suddenly hit me. Sandoree. She’d told me of the woman who’d been brought back with blood magic. And there was the spell that I’d fought to get from Zachariah. I guess the pain of losing Ellicia had pushed everything backward in my mind. Ellicia had been right: blood magic, especially one that had been banned several years ago, was not a thing to be messed with by anyone—much less, by an angel. But she was dead, and that was all the incentive I needed.

I looked around me. I felt . . . something. It was hard to explain, but the closest word I could probably use was nothingness. I had never in my life been aware of such an empty feeling. Jason was still here. He wasn’t in view, but he was still here. I wondered why he’d stayed. After all, the gates had already been closed. The opening of the hell gates left nothing behind in its wake. Of course, the bloodshed would have been much worse had Ellicia not stepped in. And died. The moment I looked back at Ellicia, I was done for. Ellicia is dead!

“Keep your feelings at bay – or better yet, keep them nonexistent,” Sandoree, my advisor of sorts, had said earlier on. I should’ve listened. Hell, I tried to listen. But just by being close to Ellicia, my brain went dead on the advice, and did the exact opposite. I rose the goddamn feelings to the surface. If I hadn’t fallen for her, she’d still be dead, but at least my thoughts would be clear. I would know what my next step should be.

“You said you knew what you had to do,” Sean said, dragging me out of my haze.

I might have nodded. I wouldn’t know, because I was not in the moment. “There’s a spell,” I heard myself say. “A very dark spell that can bring her back, and it’s within my reach.” I think. I should have probably told them the full ramifications of the spell, but there was no time to waste. Enough time had already gone by with Ellicia not breathing. Besides, the ramifications would affect me only. “I have to get started right now,” I continued, “I should do it right away.”

“This was her plan all along,” Katelyn stated. It wasn’t a question, though it felt like it was. If the pain visible in her voice were a blade, it would have cut me easily in two. “She knew this could be the outcome.”

Sean tucked his hands into his pocket, stepping forward. “What are we going to do?” he asked, his voice was quite different from the last time he’d spoken—determined. “If she’s coming back to life, no one can know she was ever dead to begin with.” He wasn’t addressing anyone when he spoke. Almost like he’d already come up with something. “I’ll make sure the Ashers remain silent until we fix it. We can fix it . . . her, right?”

What could I say? That we absolutely could? I had no idea if what Sandoree had told me held any truth, and for that fact alone, I couldn’t promise anything. “We will,” I said anyway. We had to. The spell, whatever it was, just had to work. I was yet to let go of Ellicia. In order to get started, I had to leave her here. I had to step away and visit the witches. I had to drop my hands from her lifeless body. Right then, it felt like the hardest thing I’d ever done, and I’d done a lot of hard things in life.

“Beautiful,” I’d said. God, I remembered that night that I’d mostly stared and remained silent like it was just yesterday.

“What?” Ellicia had asked. She hadn’t been expecting me.

“Isn’t it?” I faced the sky. I should have dropped my cocky attitude and told her that I meant her. She was—is beautiful. I should have said more to her. I shouldn’t ever have kept my distance. We should have had more time.

“Nathan?” Sean called out to me, bringing me—once again—back to the broken reality.

I brushed my hair back, staring at Ellicia. “What?” I asked without taking my eyes off her.

“The earlier the better, right?” Sean prompted.

Sean didn’t ask how, and he didn’t ask when. I guess the death of his cousin took precedence over curiosity. He knew I had my secrets. At first, he’d been curious but with time, his curiosity seemed to have dwindled. I simply nodded and finally, with a shaky breath, I let her go softly and walked away from sight. Looking one last time at the leftover of the small battle that had occurred, far from view from both Katelyn and Sean, I spread my wings and I flew. The thing about being an angel is that I didn’t need a map or a direction. I just needed to know who, and the way would be given. I knew exactly who I needed to see. She went by the name of Madame Bidoü.

2 | PLAN B

UNFORTUNATELY, BIDOÜ WAS A NO-GO AREA. I was given exactly no direction when I took flight. Ever since that one conversation with Sandoree about the witch who’d been brought back, I’d heard more about her... of her special abilities. I was willing to bet that every supernatural being alive to this date had heard of her in some way, shape, or form. Rumor had it that she wasn’t just a powerful witch, she was also a Seer. A true one. She occasionally received messages from above—way up above—and passed them on to their respective recipients. A legendary sorceress, a woman in favor of the heavens. A woman that I—along with 99.9 percent of Alleyhill’s population—had never laid eyes on before. And apparently, never would.

As one would expect, I had never actually met her, so I was either given no direction, either because she wasn’t alive—highly unlikely—or because she was making use of a very powerful cloaking spell. A spell powerful enough to block me out. Too much time had already gone by; I couldn’t wait and hope for the cloak to vanish. Again, she might not even really exist. Then Plan B it is.

I couldn’t even begin to process how many rules I’d broken already. Then there was the blood magic I was planning on getting my hands on somehow. Put it this way: There was a reason even demons stayed away from resurrection spells and preferred roaming around in the pit, dancing and laughing about their wasted lives. Come to think of it, it only seemed fitting. The Pit was their home. It, however, wasn’t Ellicia’s. I had no idea how much longer she could last in there. I didn’t even want to think about it. The small speck of pain I had initially felt could ruin any human, but I hoped that she would be stronger, just for a little bit.

Without a way to contact Bidoü, I was going to have to visit Laury, the young witch who had willingly helped Ellicia with a werewolf problem once before. She now had a full coven. Perhaps they would be strong enough to cast the spell. But even more important, willing to do so.

I called Sean after finally figuring out how to lay the news to Laury and her crew of fellow witches. “Hey.”

“I’m assuming that you didn’t call because whatever it is that you had to do has been done.”

I remained silent. There was no point in confirming what he already knew. This was going to take longer than we thought. In the midst of it all, I still awaited being called up by the Council. Normally, I would have expired by now because technically, my purpose was fulfilled. When it came to regular Guardian angels—you know, those who weren’t previous vampires—after they helped their assigned Protector or mundane, they could continue their work as an angel. I, however, wasn’t a normal angel. I’d been saved from a life I despised and given an opportunity to do right. The task I’d been assigned was now over, so my expiration date was closer than ever. I didn’t really know how it worked. It wasn’t like I’d been given a pamphlet when I had accepted my responsibility.

“Well, I thought you’d like to know where we’re burying—”

Ellicia. I hung up and left my condo before he could say anything else. Burying Ellicia?!
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“What do you mean by we’re just burying her?” I asked a little harsher than I’d intended. My anger wasn’t warranted. I knew it made sense, but it didn’t make it feel any less like an insult to her. We couldn’t just throw her in a box made of dirt and wood and dump it in the middle of a forest.

“I know it more than sucks, but it’s the only thing we can do to keep talk of Ellicia down. Besides, she can’t have a real funeral, because she’s coming back.” Sean stared straight at me at his unasked inquisition. “Right?”

The shakiness in his voice was very apparent. Again, I was stumped. I couldn’t promise Ellicia’s return. I looked at Katelyn to ensure that she was still with us. She hadn’t said a word since, and the whites around her pupils seemed redder than humanly possible.

“Yes, she is coming back,” I finally said, looking at an empty space and purposely avoiding their stares. “My first plan didn’t quite work out, but I’ve got another one. Don’t worry about it. I’ll bring her back. I’ll do whatever it takes,” I promised them. I sounded surer this time around. I finally returned my gaze to Katelyn. She needed to know that her grief wasn’t warranted. Ellicia would be back. She would.

Very sadly, Katelyn said, “What if what you’re feeling is just your own way of grieving? What if she is in heaven right now . . . and—” She gulped before continuing, “We’re bringing her back here without permission. That would have grave consequences for her, wouldn’t it?”

What I didn’t say was that either way, retrieval from heaven or hell—whether warranted or not—would always have its consequences. I’d thought about that repeatedly. Sometime between Ellicia’s death to the first sting of pain I felt, I had questioned it. What if, just what if, she had found what I knew she had been searching for ever since her father’s death—happiness? This was where being an angel proved useless. We never got to see it, the sense of heaven that a few humans got to feel once they died. There had been rumors about what it was, how it was, lots of it, but nothing with concrete evidence. Nevertheless, my mind wandered back to that pain I had felt. That pain was real, and it wasn’t mine. I couldn’t risk second guessing myself.

Snaking my hand through my already messy hair, I tried removing the doubts from my mind. I held Katelyn and Sean with my gaze and said, “Because we’re linked. I don’t know how or why, but we are, and I felt her pain. It was anything but pleasant.”

“If she’s . . . dead,” Kate started, “then how do you still feel her?”

“Because if my theory is correct, then she isn’t. Not in the real sense anyway. Something swerved her off her path, so technically, she’s alive until she reaches the end of her true path.”

“Her path?”

How could I possible explain this to Katelyn without revealing who I truly was? Every human had a planned beginning, middle, and an end. Yes, there was free will—you could jump rather than fall, you could swerve sharply rather than turn around slowly—but the story, at least the ending, was always set. I had already been to the end of my path, which accounted for the confusion I got when I first felt what I felt for Ellicia; it was very much a human feeling—love. Ellicia, on the other hand, had not even scratched the surface of her beginning. Now I knew I was getting a little off-track. I knew of Ellicia’s end before her journey as The Protector even began—before I saw her for the first time. “I read things. I should better get going now.”

“What’s the plan?” Katelyn asked as I took a step towards the exit.

“What?” I asked, dumfounded by her lack of . . . anything. It was her voice, but it wasn’t really her. She wasn’t really here. I guess I understood it a little.

“The plan,” she said flat-out, her voice monotone, determined. “What’s the plan?” she repeated with a raised voice.

I stopped moving and did Katelyn the courtesy of turning to face her. I paused, wondering if she knew what I was. Did she know I was an angel? Ellicia had asked me that before, and I couldn’t tell. Did she know of Bidoü? If she did, I wouldn’t be surprised. Just like me, she had her own fair share of secrets. “The plan was to go to a witch they call Madame Bidoü. She’s hidden . . .” I stopped for a second. “She can’t be found,” I amended.

“You seem to know a lot for a seventeen-year-old Asher,” Sean noted. “Funny, I’ve never heard a beep about your parents.” Now Sean’s curiosity decided to return. Really?

“They are dead,” I said blatantly. It was true. I just left out the part about them dying decades before he was born. Intuition told me that if I added that part, he’d have my head on a stake.

With narrowed eyes, he asked, “Who are you staying with?”

“I don’t live in town.” I made sure not to grind my teeth. His interrogation was wasting important time that we needed. Couldn’t he see that? “Do you want to save Ellicia, or are you more interested in interrogating the only person with a plan here?”

He calmed down, heading towards the sofa as he turned away. “Okay, but answer Kate’s question. We should know.”

They were right. They did deserve to know. After all, they were Ellicia’s family. So I laid it out in the simplest way possible. “The plan is to gather a coven of witches willing to partake in very powerful magic.”

“What sort of powerful magic?” Sean asked.

“That’s for me to worry about,” I said.

Katelyn shrugged and exhaled raggedly. “I just hope it’s nothing that risks re-opening the hell gates. Because if so, that would mean that . . .” her voice trailed off. She didn’t have to say it. That would mean that Ellicia—if in the case that the spell wouldn’t work—would have died for nothing.

But that was not of concern. They were guaranteed to be sealed until another Protector arose. “That will not be a problem.” I left out the only risk of the spell that I was sure of—my painful death.

3 | KNOCK, KNOCK

By the time I’d finished reciting the spell Zachariah had given me through shut teeth, I was welcomed with stunned faces from the witches, which quickly turned to angry ones. I guess Laury and her team of curious witches weren’t as curious as I’d initially thought.

Laury narrowed her eyes before speaking. “What sort of language is that?”

I had to tell her everything if she were ever going to think about helping me. “It’s supposedly a dead demonic language.”

She shook her head vigorously, rubbing her fingers on her forehead. “I hear the words ‘dead’ and ‘demonic’ side by side. That does not sound good. What sort of . . .” She pondered for a short moment. A hint of recognition flooded her face. “It’s blood magic?! We do not partake in . . . such.” She was practically yelling at my face, not caring about attracting passersby. Not that there were any. Laury resided in a cabin far away from the outskirts of Alleyhill. The closest diner to her cabin was more than a mile away.

Her reaction was why I hadn’t thought of approaching her at first.

“Ellicia closed the hell gates. She saved your lives, and now she’s somewhere she isn’t supposed to be. You owe her that much.” I went there. I played the Guilt Card.

“If I believed you, I would help you,” Laury stated. “But she completed her mission. She can’t be in hell. We definitely won’t do it, especially without proof. Sorry. You clearly believe what you’re saying, but I don’t. She’s dead now. It makes sense that you’re thinking this way to avoid the fact that she is no more.”

I was going to lose it if one more person tried to make me second guess myself again. “She doesn’t have much time. The spell has to be done before the . . . body—” I couldn’t believe I was saying this, but I forced the words out, “begins to decompose.”

The girls, Vex, Belle, and Hayley, Laury included, sent me the barest hints of smiles. Smiles of pity, of course. After all, I was the boy with an aimless mission according to everyone.

Laury looked at me with the barest hint of comprehension. Then she sighed. “What I can do is cast a small spell to stop her body from doing just that. But that’s it. If you want me to think about it, you’re going to have to get some proof. We can’t just do that kind of a spell because of what you feel. I hope you understand.”

I understood, but I also didn’t care. I was about half a second away from budging the door wide open and giving her no choice but to cast the spell.

As if reading my thoughts, Laury said suddenly, “Don’t even think about it, you won’t be allowed into my home. It’s a ‘no strangers’ sort of spell.”

“I will be back with undeniable proof.” It was obvious that was the only reply she was willing to accept. How the hell was I going to get that? It wasn’t like I could just walk into the underworld, take a picture, and send it to Laury. Oh, how I wished I could.
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DAY 3

I’m an angel.

That was a fact. Probably always would be. I was merely inhibiting a past shell of my human body, nothing more. The one I had before I’d been attacked and bitten by those I guessed then were responsible for my father’s abrupt end. Not only had I been turned immortal against my will when I was barely twenty-two, but I’d lost Corina, and now I had lost Ellicia. It was starting to seem that maybe, just maybe, I was cursed not only in my previous life, but also my current one. I vigorously shook those thoughts away. I might have lost Corina, but Ellicia was still here. And as long as I could feel that, be it pain or pleasure, she would return.

In the several years that I lived as an angel, I’d never once slept, much less, had a dream. Making what just happened impossible. I’d heard stories of a few Guardian angels often having dream-like visions to help with their missions. But this hadn’t felt like a vision. It felt real, deep, overpowering. And my mission was over, wasn’t it?

Turning on the faucet to the highest speed, I caught my reflection in my bathroom mirror. I looked like . . . hell. No, I looked worse, which was ridiculous. I wasn’t even the one suffering. Ellicia was. Ellicia was the one living the reality that I had only been witness to for a few seconds and already hated. She was the one in hell.

A smooth breeze passed by me, and within the time it took for me to inhale my next breath, I was back. Back in the darkness that I’d only just awoken from. This is Ellicia’s pain, I reminded myself. Smoke filled the hollow space from every corner, but nothing was visible. And then there she was—Ellicia. She was right there, in front of my very eyes. Her slightly unconscious body was hanging midway on the cave-like walls, being supported in the air by crooked branches and pierced from every corner of her body by wild, sharp flames. I took a determined step forward, still afraid for what might come next. She didn’t look like she was breathing. I never wished to see her this way—alone, hurt, and clearly, a lot more than broken.

I shouldn’t be here. This shouldn’t be possible. I could feel the . . . wrongness . . . in it all, but still, here I was again without a choice, and there she was.

Without another thought, I walked up to her, instinctively stretching out my arms to rip the twigs and branches away from her. As I neared her, I heard her moan in pain. A sound filled with death. She wasn’t unconscious. She was alive, feeling it as the wild flames tore into her skin. “Ellicia,” I said, reaching with force to break the branches in two. The moment my hand passed right through them, I knew I wasn’t really here; at least not physically. Therefore, I could not help her. Once again, I had proven to be useless.

As I let out a strained breath, she looked up, staring right at me, or through me. I couldn’t be sure. Either way, I reached out to feel her face. Of course I couldn’t touch her since I wasn’t physically with her, but it didn’t stop me from trying.

“Nathan?” she asked, shocking the living daylight out of me. She could see me? Could she hear me?

“You’re going to be out of here in no time,” I said, trying to sound strong.

I saw on her lips the beginning of a smile. Though the flames were still very much alive, they seemed to clear up a bit. And then without warning, they increased, more viscously this time and even brighter. A pained scream escaped her lips and at the same time, the air got sucked out of my lungs.

Snapping my eyes open, and gasping for breath, I looked around to find myself in my penthouse again. No Ellicia in sight. No flames. Just the penthouse. Back to square one.

I tried calling the witch, Laury, again, but as usual, she ignored my calls. Since I had laid the crazy idea on her and her coven, they’d stayed clear of me. I feared Ellicia was running out of time. And proof had become damn near impossible to garner.

4 | SEEING RED

DAY 5

“She’s dead, Nathan. It’s hard to believe, but it’s true.” Jason grimaced. “I heard it as her heart stopped, I heard her final gasp. Jesus, you were holding her. She’s dead!”

Biting my tongue, I proceeded with a warning. “Watch your words, Jason. Watch them because you’re only a few short from being ashed.”

“Ashing me over a girl, a dead girl? This must be a joke.” Jason laughed provokingly. He’d been like this ever since the closing of the hell gates. “You’re worse off than I thought,” he said, hate apparent in his tone.

The words that were spewing out of his mouth held no burden on my mind. He was just as heartbroken over the whole debacle as I was. The only difference was that I knew with a hundred percent certainty that Ellicia was anything but gone. If only someone would listen. I had to make someone—anyone at all—listen.

With one foot already out of his door, I left. Coming here first had been a terrible idea. Jason would never admit it, but he was more than shaken. The days since her death had increased the bags underneath his eyes and that was saying something, because he was, indeed, undead. At current times, I found myself forgetting that he was, in fact, a vampire—one of the underworld—because Ellicia’s presence did change him. I just didn’t know how yet. For the better, hopefully.

Inhaling slowly, I decided to return to the Wayfield manor . . . again.
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DAY 6

Katelyn banged the desk, jerking me from my slumber. We’d been researching, along with Sean, for another way. I knew the efforts were futile. There was only one way, and Laury was still very much unwilling to go through with it.

Somewhere between all the hassle and raised voices, I’d given in to the sleep that beckoned me. This time, it wasn’t a nightmare, and it sure as hell couldn’t be a memory. It was a dream, a dream that I needed to have in order to retrieve the incentive I required.

In it, I was a boy again, a boy grieving for his dead father. My eighteenth year as a human had been the hardest. Sure, my complex human memories had been faded when I accepted my duty as an angel, but every now and then, I remembered things. This was a memory that felt distant, but it remained in my brain. Hints of it, at least. I was cooked up in my room, feeling the most depressed that I had ever been. I had just received a scolding from my aunt when I locked my door and collapsed on my bed. Now this part, I remembered. The part after, I didn’t. I knew it was made up, but a part of me wanted it to be real.

I lay on my bed, bored, sad, and just mad at the world when I heard her say, “So, amaze me, Ezekiel. What year is this?” Ellicia.

“1930.” — “1930,” I had replied at the same time as my younger self. Not that any of them could hear me. My name hadn’t been Ezekiel for decades now. My sudden reply left me without another thought. I hadn’t the faintest clue how I knew that. How had I known the year? How had I gotten to 1930? I was more than a little confused to say the least. This was the same dream. Except, this time, he hadn’t been sleeping.

“How was the war?” I’d heard Ellicia’s pained voice and seen her equally pained face.

My eighteen-year-old-self had replied, “Cruel. I was a kid” —truly, I was— “so I don’t remember much, except what a large scope of grass looks like when it’s drenched in blood.”

This had to be made up. Right? Conjured up by someone who wanted to mess with my mind. Everything else had been hazy—fragments of a distant memory that I couldn’t quite reach. I heard the words as they left his lips, but I couldn’t make them out anymore. This was all wrong. I couldn’t—shouldn’t—be here, even if this had truly happened. I really shouldn’t be here. Of course I remembered that day vividly. A lot had been taken for me to be who I was today, but not that. My father’s wake. To say I had not been in my right frame of mind that day, would be putting it mildly. I’d smoked something that morning. I couldn’t remember what exactly, but it hadn’t been a cigarette. Maybe that was why I didn’t remember this. But if it this memory was real, then how the hell was Ellicia there?

Ellicia had smiled. I loved her smile. I held on to that smile. Then I had felt dizzy and a falling sensation had overwhelmed me. I fell backwards and continued to fall for what had felt like forever. The end never seemed to come.

And then it arrived beneath me. The ground. Somehow, I’d avoided landing on my back; I was safely on my feet, as though I hadn’t just fallen thousands of feet. But I had. It had felt that way.

Somehow, the strange place I found myself had felt real. Like a place on Earth, rather than in a vision or a dream. And then I saw her, the woman I’d been searching for for so long—Madame Bidoü. I knew who she was almost instantly.

“I couldn’t find you,” I’d said after my shock settled.

Bidoü had smiled like she knew something I didn’t know. She probably did. I could tell almost immediately that she was a woman of many secrets. “I know.”

“Your spell... it’s powerful.”

“I know,” she’d repeated, still smiling. Why was she smiling, and what the hell was going on? One thing was for sure: That had been no ordinary dream sequence.

She was sitting down. There had been another empty chair beside her. I’d briefly wondered if that was meant for me. Either way, standing felt better. Then I’d remembered what Sandoree, my angel guide of sorts, had told me when I went looking for answers. “You’re also the person Sandoree was talking about, aren’t you? The woman who’d been resurrected.” Bidoü was important, all right. She was the most powerful witch of the past century, which was probably the reason I had assumed she was nothing but a myth.

She drummed her fingers on the empty rounded table in front of her. “Indeed, I am.”

I got my thoughts together. I had to. For Ellicia’s sake. “What am I doing here? How did I get here?”

“Powerful, remember?”

“You were revived several decades ago...” According to the stories. “You haven’t aged a day,” I’d pointed out, noticing that she looked to be in her early to mid-thirties, which shouldn’t have been possible.

She sent me another cunning smile. “Observant, aren’t we?”

“I’m guessing you brought me here because you heard of my quest.”

“And what a stupid quest it is, but alas, it’s required.”

I’d smiled because I couldn’t quite help it. This was the chance Ellicia needed. Thoughts of having her out of that fire-filled pit evaded my brain. “Clearly, you can help.”

Shaking her head with her brows narrowed, Bidoü said, “I can’t be the one to do it; that is not the way it’s been stated. Return to the other witch at the point of the highest flame.”

“Speaking in riddles now, are we?” I tried keeping my devastation at bay, but it seeped out regardless. If this wasn’t the chance, then I was much further from bringing back Ellicia than I had initially thought.

“It must be said as it is told. One more thing, Nathan: The Trials will occur.”

The only stories I’d heard about the Trials had made hell seem like a safe haven. But I was safe from it. I’d strayed with Ellicia, but I hadn’t gone that far. “But, I haven’t—”

“Oh, but you will. In the presence of love, even the most loyal of us stray. Besides, if it isn’t caused by that, then it’ll be this spell. It’s enough for the Trials to happen. Do not forget, at the point of the—”

“Highest flame, yeah. I got it.” I wasn’t devastated anymore. I was just plain mad. Why couldn’t she just tell me word for word what I had to do to help Ellicia. Why did it all have to come in riddles? Riddles solved nothing. They never did.

“That’s your chance. Perhaps your only chance.”

And then I’d woken up, confused. Now Katelyn was asking me a question. It took a few more seconds before I realized that she was speaking again. Finally, after five whole days.

“What now?” she asked.

5 | AN ODD BECKONING

DAY 9

“LAURY, COME ON.” I kept my boot and my hand on the edge of the door, stopping her from slamming it shut. “Just tell me if it means anything to you. The point of the highest flame,” I repeated with a raised voice. I didn’t know what repeating this statement was going to do for me. Laury had already shut me down again, telling me that the phrase was meaningless to her.

She stopped budging the door and said, “For the last time, Nathan. No, it doesn’t, so leave. Please.”

I should leave. This was her place of residence. Literally. She owned it. I didn’t even know how she could afford it and I never asked. The only things we spoke—shouted—about were Ellicia’s state of living (or dying rather).

I clenched my jaw and took a step back. The hardest thing I’d done all day was doing as Laury asked—leave. Leave the only person that I knew could bring Ellicia back. The only person that could—

Negative thinking couldn’t be welcomed. I was the only one who knew enough to know that there was a chance. I had to stay sane. Staying sane was going to take a lot of work.
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The bar should have probably been the last place I went to on such a messed up day, but I was stressed. Just my luck that, Belle, the youngest of Laury’s coven, was right there. Wasn’t an ID required in order to get alcoholic drinks in this town anymore? Probably not, seeing as the fifteen-year-old doll-eyed girl was taking a shot of something that was not soda. Great, I was probably going to get stuck babysitting her, wasn’t I?

“Nathan,” she shrieked when she laid eyes on me.

I grimaced. She knew how many times I’d asked Laury for help. This was going to be awkward.

But it wasn’t, because I was too buzzed to place my anger on her by the time I had my what? Tenth, twelfth, twentieth shot? Life was . . . Right then, I made a silent vow never to compare an experience in my life to hell ever again.

“I think that, somehow, you two missed your chance,” Belle said, replacing her drink with iced water.

“What chance?”

She arched an eyebrow and grinned. “Do I really need to specify? You’re an angel and she’s . . . well, that’s still to be known—”

“What’s still to be known? And how do you know what I am?” I asked hurriedly—too hurriedly, with a trace of desperation. A crazy thought had been running in my head since my last encounter with the witches. Belle hadn’t come right out and said it, but she had made me think it. And the thought stayed rooted to my brain. Something about 1930. And with that weird dream I’d had just a few days ago...

“Come on, Nathaniel. Let’s be real. I’m a lot of things and one of them is observant. No parents, free apartment, plus 1930. Enough about you. What do you think Ellicia is or was?”

“I think . . .,” Then, I paused. This conversation was useless as long as she was still in hell . . . “that it doesn’t matter, if she remains dead.”

She nodded like she understood. She couldn’t possibly. “True.”

“So, you believe me?” Maybe I shouldn’t have hoped. Maybe hope should be something I stopped relying on. But then again, maybe hope was the only thing still on my side.

“Not by a long shot.”

Yup, hope wasn’t on my side anymore. “But you’re not shutting me up right now,” I said. This was terrible. I’d spent several decades alive and now this. The fate of the person I . . . loved was resting on this one coven? I was still waiting for the punchline.

“What can I say? I’m bored. Besides, I’m waiting for a specific someone. Speak of the devil. Hey, Deana. Over here,” she yelled, waving to someone behind me.

I turned in time to see Deana send Belle a smile.

“Look, this has been a nice chat, Nate,” Belle said, patting my shoulders as though I were a kid. “But uh . . . at least, you’ll always have 1930. Right?”

“You’ve said that before.”

“Said what?” she asked mischievously. She knew what it was that I meant.

“1930. What does that even mean?” I asked, trying to sound unaffected, but with the flash of supposed memories and Ellicia’s voice, I was affected.

Belle took a swig of her drink and checked her phone again. “I’m guessing you already have a clue. Kindred spirits, am I right?”

I obviously drank way more than I thought because there was no possible way that she knew any of this. Whatever this was. “How do you know so much?”

“I’m blessed with an insight. The first time I saw you, I had a flash. Just flashes. ‘1930. Not my time. You’re already dead.’ Stuff like that.”

Belle got up to hug Deana before I could ask another question.

“For a moment, I thought you were ditching me. Where’s Sean?” Belle asked.

“He’s not coming with us today,” said Deana, hands in her jacket pockets.

“Again. That’s the fourth time in a row,” Belle complained.

Deana shrugged. “Yeah, well, he’s trying to get his cousin back, so that’s a legit—” I guess she only just noticed me because she choked before completing her sentence “—excuse.”

“Yeah, excuse,” I muttered.

“Sorry, Nathan. That’s not what I meant.”

“I know.” I truly knew Deana meant no harm, but I couldn’t be here anymore. I grabbed my jacket, waved a weak goodbye, and walked home. Home was miles away, not in Alleyhill, but I couldn’t find it in me to fly. I was feeling way too down for that.
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DAY 10

“Shit, shit, shit!” My knuckles were red, and bruised, but no blood yet. Perks of being an angel or whatever. The hole on my wall, however, had a different story to tell. I’d have to get that fixed, but that could wait. Point of the highest flame, my ass. What I needed were real directions; something tangible that could actually help. Not riddles. The message Bidoü had relayed to me could mean a lot of things.

I hated myself every time my hope for her return dwindled even by a thin fraction. I knew things were getting worse for Ellicia. I hadn’t seen her since the last time I practically fainted, and it angered me. If feeling her burn meant that I could feel she had a chance, I would gladly take that life over this. What right did I have to be breathing when she wasn’t? My life had technically been over for decades now. Hers was only just starting. There was literally no other way to get her back without the spell. The spell that Bidoü had confirmed needed to be done by Laury. Laury who didn’t believe me. My fist landed on the same spot on the wall again.

Okay, now that hurt.

No, it hadn’t.

I wish it had, though. I needed to feel physical pain. I needed to . . .

“You’re drunk,” a voice cut through my haze. Her voice.

“Ellicia?” I asked. Her figure was foggy, or maybe that was just the alcohol taking effect. Yes, definitely the alcohol.

“I knew you liked me.”

I smirked. Even my hallucination of her had a smart mouth. And I didn’t like her, not anymore, at least. I loved her. “Love . . . you.” My words came out slurred and heavy.

“I know.” She walked over, tsking as she did so. Her hands landed softly on my shoulders. Her eyes were now sad. I could almost see through them. This isn’t real, I reminded my drunk brain. “So, why are you sulking when I’m the one burning?”

“I’ve hit a brick wall.” Thousands of brick walls. Even though she wasn’t really there, I hated admitting it to her. I was stuck. I needed another way.

She raised one of her hands and brought it over to my face. She slightly grazed a finger across my chin. God, I wished this was real. I wished she wasn’t dead. I wished she wasn’t burning. I wished she had never had a reason to die. But wishes were just that—wishes. If wishes were horses . . .

“You have to stop with the drinking. And tell Jason his place looks like shit now.” It really did. “You also have to hurry.” Her voice was raised now—filled with panic.

I raised my hand to touch her, feel her, forget that it wasn’t her.

“I’m burning, Nathan.” And she actually started burning right in front me. Slowly, her body disintegrated to ash. Her face followed soon after. And then, there was nothing. The ashes itself were now gone, as though she’d never been there. Because she hadn’t been.

This was what I needed. Not another way, but a reminder. Sobering up had never been easier.
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DAY 12

Time was a wicked being. It didn’t care about anything, because it just . . . was. Whether your life was in shambles or not, time moved on. Second after second, minute after minute, hour after hour, day after day. I’d learned over and over again that time could be a pain in the ass. Unfortunately, I needed more time, and Ellicia had less. It wasn’t fair. Nothing about this entire situation was fair.

As more time went by, and the effects of her death began to settle on me, I began questioning my own sanity. Perhaps this was some sort of punishment for breaking a sacred rule. But I didn’t break it. I had stayed away and kept with the path. The moment Ellicia’s heart stopped beating, my task was over. I began to ponder if she really had seen me when I found myself in the Pit. Maybe I had hallucinated it all: the pain, the fire, her voice. Maybe this was how grieving came to me now. That was my last thought as the effect of my ninth bottle of beer finally kicked in and I drifted to sleep. So much for sobering up.

I knew that dreaming wasn’t something I did anymore. Not since the wings came. I’d dreamt a few times as a vampire, but other than that, I didn’t recall ever falling asleep. Nevertheless, dreaming. But with Ellicia’s death, it seemed like the only thing I did was dream... have visions...

“Never seen you before.” That was me. Teenage me.

“Why aren’t you freaking out right now?” That was Ellicia.

I’d heard all of this before. And it still felt like the first time. I couldn’t do this—hear her and have her not be there. Not be here with me. Or just here, period.

“Is there a reason to?” That was me again: Little, stupid Ezekiel. Just shut up and kiss her.

“A strange girl just walked out of your closet. You should have attacked me by now or run away,” she said.

I laughed—a low, subtle one. It was so like Ellicia to say that. I mean, it was her, so . . . It was her. How could this even be? Then I felt a pain in my head, and with that, came a weird fast forward thing. I think I laughed because I didn’t want to do the opposite, which involved my tearing up like there was no tomorrow.

“Like . . . really bright. You’re also hot, very hot.” That, unfortunately, was still me. I could literally die right now. Like, stop talking, Ezekiel. Really. Stop talking.

I woke up with another plan still absent, Ellicia still burning, Sean still dead-eyed, and Katelyn still stuck on pause.

[image: black%20feather%20JPEG.jpg]

DAY 13

Katelyn was cooked up somewhere in the manor; Sean, too. Jason was still pretty messed up, which weirdly didn’t surprise me. He tried to hide it, but I’d known the guy for years, so I knew. I, on the other, was . . . Well, I had no fucking clue. Ellicia was burning, screaming, and burning, burning, and burning some more while I was here, doing nothing. Nothing, because that was literally all I could do. I’d still gotten no word back from Laury and her coven. She said she’d do it with proof. Proof?! How the hell was I supposed to get that?

After clearing my mind, I headed over to where I knew I’d find her—Laury. There was a small café just on the outskirts of town where most local college kids met up. She had to be there.

And she was. My eyes drifted to her almost immediately. She spotted me just as quickly, shaking her head dismissively. I walked up to her and took the empty seat by her anyway.

“What don’t you get by no,” Laury gritted through her teeth.

“Why don’t you get that I’m not giving up?” I countered.

“We don’t do blood magic, and we certainly won’t do it because of a feeling of yours.” She rubbed her forehead softly and gave me an apologetic look. “I know that you felt more for her than just friendship. I get that. But she’s gone. The only thing keeping her alive is not having a funeral.”

A thing you should know about me is that I’ve never lost my temper, not physically anyway. In the several years since I’ve been alive, I could always keep my temper stable, very stable. But right now, with the way she just dismissed my words as nothing, I was very angry. I slammed my palms on the table between us and ignored the short silence that followed. “You will listen to me,” I demanded.

She huffed and puffed quietly, looking rather irritated by my reaction. “You’ve shown me nothing, Nathan. Ellicia did us a great service, and I will gladly help her if I knew what you said was true. But I don’t, so I won’t. The last thing I want to do is risk needing another Protector, just because you fell for Ellicia. The next time we cross paths, show me something real or nothing at all.”

Defeat wasn’t a word I was ready to get acquainted with yet or ever. Defeat meant that I’d failed Ellicia, that I’d given her an empty promise of bringing her back. I couldn’t give up; I couldn’t be defeated. If it took a week, a month, or a year, I would persevere. Her return was more important than anything I could fathom, including my duty.

6 | BLEEDING RED

DAY 15

I CRANED MY NECK, quieting my rising temper. This discussion was useless. My pleas and reasoning were useless. Even then, I tried again, “Katelyn, just listen—”

“Nathaniel, no!” she barked. “You seem like a nice young man who was clearly infatuated with my daughter, but we can’t keep doing this. I’m giving her a proper burial soon. She needs to rest.”

“She isn’t resting,” I argued.

“That’s the point, isn’t it? She is buried in a crooked box under a ton of dirt. What she needs is a real funeral.”

I knew this was a possibility. Katelyn losing hope and wanting Ellicia to “rest.” Well, one couldn’t exactly rest if all they did day and night was burn constantly, now could they?! Even knowing that Katelyn’s giving up was a possibility, I was still angry that she had. I didn’t want to risk saddening her any further, so I said all I could, “More time is all I need. Give me two weeks, Katelyn. It may sound like a lot, but wouldn’t it be better to do all we can to save Ellicia, than to give up and find out later that we left her to be tortured?”

Katelyn hesitated, thinking, going over my spoken words. “All right.”
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DAY 16

Scream! That was my first instinct. I felt it: Physical pain. And then, Ellicia. That was my second thought. It had to be her. I needed to find her. I pushed through the thick veil of smoke. Like I noted before, I don’t feel pain because I’m an angel. But here I was, feeling it. None of this made any sense, but I followed through. I had to. For all I knew, this was the only way I could actually help Ellicia. I was going to lose it if I let another chance slip through my fingers again.

Before long, a flash of her face appeared, burning. She was crying out in pain. And almost as soon as I’d seen it, it was gone. Again, more flames engulfed me. Nothing was what I felt. It was like this place that I was in, be it hell, drained away one’s willingness. I continued to push through.

There were more flashes of Ellicia. Not waiting to think, I followed her strained call, then brightness welcomed me.

It was a normal morning in Alleyhill... This memory was vivid to me. Every memory with Ellicia was always vivid to me.

“There’s this thing that I’ll be doing on the weekend. I don’t know if you’re going to be interested or not, but if you are . . .”

“What is it?” Ellicia prompted.

“There’s going to be a tour at the Ignis museum on Friday. It’s a small museum. I think it’s the only museum this town has. We’ll be looking at the history of Alleyhill and the past beliefs of the town. I thought it might be interesting.” I could tell I’d been searching for less awkward words.

Smooth, Nathan. I’m sure she couldn’t tell that you were asking her out. Back then, I’d fooled myself into thinking I was doing what I was doing in order to gain her trust, to protect her, to do my duty. I’d not only been lying to her, but to myself.

“You know what? That is an awesome idea,” she replied. “I could use some good old town history. So, I guess it’s a date. I have to head back.”

“I’ll walk with you, if you don’t mind. Because if you do mind, then it’s totally cool. I’ll go.” I’d obviously been straining to keep my composure.

I know it’s probably hard to believe, but I used to be a smooth talker. Like, I could talk my way out of anything or into anything. Of course, that was decades ago. But, at times, when I was speaking to Ellicia, words lost all meaning.

“I don’t mind. Right now, I could use the company,” she suggested.

“So, tell me. How has your day been?”

“If I were to tell you the day that I’ve had, you’d think that I was absolutely insane.”

“I don’t think there’s anything you could possibly tell me that would make me think you’re insane.”

“Thank you,” she’d said with a smile on her face. Beautiful.

My hand moved before I could think. I wanted—no, needed—to touch her. To feel her face on my hands again. My hand passed through, just as I had hoped it wouldn’t. Then, she began to fade. Before me, the darkness returned.

The darkness was quickly replaced by a scene that was yet to leave my memory. A scene that set out my journey, that also set out her journey. The car crash, the blood, the glass, the Latcher. But this time, it was different. Everything was frozen in time. Everything, that is, except for me and—

There she was—Ellicia. Not unconscious on the ground as I remembered it happening, but rather standing by the overturned vehicle that was frozen in time. A tear had made its way across her right cheek. I walked closer, only to realize that she couldn’t see me. This was hers. Somehow, I was in her memory. How many times has she experienced this pained memory? I pondered.

And then I wondered... All those times Ellicia had forced herself to stay awake, was it because of the pain she’d felt in her past memories? Was the pain this grand? It was no wonder that she’d been so reluctant in picking up the title as The Protector.

God, I missed Ellicia.

I missed her voice.

I missed her scent.

I missed her beautiful golden skin.

I missed her bickering.

I missed our banter.

I missed her, period.

And I wanted her back. Even if she didn’t come back to me. I just wanted her alive and safe, not being burned forever.
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A call from Jason prompted me to my feet. I stood up almost in slow motion from the couch I’d been lying idly on for the past forty-eight hours. “What?” I asked, trying not to let my lack of enthusiasm seep into my tone.

“My brother’s in town.”

“Which one?” Not that it mattered. They were all trouble. “Simon?”

“No.”

“Jericho?”

“No.”

I groaned. This could go on forever. “Which one, J?”

“Silas.”

“Of course,” I said absentmindedly. “Which one’s that?”

There was a forced laugh from his end. “Dude, are you, like, half-asleep? He’s the one who went on a slaughtering spree nine decades ago. The one who was almost put down by Jeremiah about six decades after that,” he specified.

Jeremiah—another reminder of Ellicia. “Right. The crazy one.” Though, in all honesty, all his brothers were crazy. Even his sister. It’s a wonder Jeremy let them live. Apparently, they caved into the rules. Then again, I didn’t really know the whole story. I wasn’t alive at that time. Not in the true sense anyway.

I put on a jacket—not that I needed it—and made my way to Jason’s. Walking had become my default form of locomotion. It took a few hours before I was standing in front of Jason’s house.

He opened the front door before I could knock. “What took you so long?” Then he noticed my dusty boots. “Jesus, Nathan. You live out of town. Perhaps, flying” —he whispered the word— “would be a much better and faster mode of travel. You’re tanned as shit.”

I shrugged and had to stop myself from slumping due to my sudden exhaustion. “Where is he? And why do you need me?”

“He is passed-out drunk. I had to pull him from the bar. He would have made a scene.”

“Of course,” I sluggishly agreed, not really caring if his psychotic brother made a scene or not.

“Are you listening to me at all?”

I nodded mindlessly and pushed my way through to the inside of his home. Sometimes, his place was way too cozy for a vampire. This, however, was not one of those times. Hallucination Ellicia had been right. His place did look like shit. “Why did you call me? It seems like you have things handled.”

“Because you needed to do something other than mope around like a . . . I don’t know.”

I could tell that this was only an outer shell of Jason. A battle was occurring on the inside. I didn’t understand it and I knew full-well that he didn’t, either. Grief was a strange thing, that was for sure. It affected people in various ways. But generally, it just sucked.

7 | HEAVENS ABOVE

DAY 17

FOR A MOMENT, I THOUGHT OF PRAYING. I was spent and emotions of all kinds were clouding my thoughts. After that moment, I did. I prayed a silent prayer. With one sentence, I pleaded, “Let her return safely.”

Soon, I was falling into the arms of the faraway sleep that I’d been avoiding for several days.

The first thing I heard in this new place was weeping. The first thing I saw when my opened was Ellicia, but not as I knew her. This one was a mixture of broken, angry and sad.

Smoke filled my lungs almost instantly. “Ellicia.” My voice was different—suppressed and raw.

And then I did something I’d only done since I watched her die. Something, that other than then, I didn’t remember ever doing in my life—not when my father died, not when my fiancée died, not even when my mother lost her mind. I cried. Not for my pain—technically, I had none—but for hers. Just the thought that this had been her reality for over two weeks held enough pain to kill me.

I did wish for it, didn’t I? I wished for physical pain. I just forgot to wish that it wouldn’t be hers. I forgot to wish that she wouldn’t suffer like this. This pain almost made me wish that she’d surrender her soul. That way, the pain would be much less. That way, she wouldn’t have a reason to weep.

Ellicia was looking at me with dead, hollow eyes. “He doesn’t want my soul,” her voice echoed.

“Who is he?!” I pleaded for an answer. Didn’t matter. Whoever he was? He was dead to me. “What does he want?”

“I don’t know who he is . . . I don’t know what he . . . wants.”

Ellicia looked like she’d been crying and like she was on the verge of self-destructing, but I knew she was strong. Any human would have surrendered their soul by this time. She wasn’t any human.

“This’ll be over before you know it,” I told her.

She lowered her head, shielding me from seeing another tear fall from her face. “I wish that were true,” she croaked out. “Time is a tricky beast, isn’t it?” She was looking past me, but talking to me. I wanted her to look at me. To see me. To know that I wasn’t a figment of her imagination.

“I love you.” I sounded weaker that I’d intended. I wanted to give her hope, not make her lose it.

There was a smile, slow and strained. But it was there. And then with a sudden burst of flames, she screamed and a familiar thickening sensation overcame me.
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I wasn’t awake yet. I was in utter darkness. There was another presence with us. Not a wailing spirit or a lost soul. Another presence. I couldn’t not feel it. It was suffocating. After a long drawn-out minute, from the thick darkness, a man emerged. A man I did not recognize. A man that told the angel in me to flee.

The presence I felt the last time I’d been here now had a body. The body of a white male. His physical features were unclear. Smoke filled every corner of the space I was standing in. And then I felt it again. Her pain. Indescribable like it had been the last time around.

“You”—the man pointed at me, his voice rumbling through the air—“are not welcome here.” He was a demon. That fact was clear as day. He wasn’t just any demon, though. He was— There was something else, something worse behind those red eyes.

Red eyes! Why did those seem familiar. Finally, it came to me. Ellicia had that glow once. That same shade of red had graced her eyes before. I shook away the thoughts because they weren’t making any sense.

Everything whirled around me.

One minute, I felt upside down. Then next, I felt right side up.

One minute, I was flying. The next, I was falling. Fast!

Like the last time I found myself here, I felt the surface beneath my feet before another thought could make its way to my brain.

“Here again?” Bidoü asked.

“Not by choice,” I replied. If I was here and she wasn’t expecting me, then what did it all mean?

“Talk,” she commanded.

“Ellicia—”

She cut me off with a stern wave of her hand. “I’ve already helped you with all I can regarding her. Another inquiry.”

1930. The year rang in my head continuously. I couldn’t get away from it. Maybe she had answers. “What is it about 1930?”

“What about 1930?” she asked, a flare of innocence accompanying her tone. I didn’t buy it for a second.

I remained silent, drilling my eyes into hers. Then I questioned her, “Why was that memory never mine, even when it was clearly mine?” Hopefully, I was making some sort of sense.

“You shouldn’t remember that. It’s like you have some sort of death wish, Nathaniel,” she said. Then she paused briefly before chuckling. Before I knew it, I was also laughing. The fact is, I’d already died. Twice. Once when I was turned into a vampire, and then later when I became an angel. But then the laughter drained, and Ellicia’s tortured face returned to the forefront. I wanted her pain gone. I wanted her here. I wanted her happy. I wanted her... alive.

Clearing my throat, I said, “Bidoü, Ellicia.” She had to know that there was no reality in which I would be in her presence and not ask about Ellicia’s situation.

“Yes, the dear Protector. Let’s get one thing straight: The only reason I’m yet to kick you out of my world is because I owe her father a lot and I made a promise I shouldn’t have. A promise I knew I couldn’t keep.”

“You provided her with the blade, didn’t you?”

Bidoü couldn’t deny or confirm, but I already knew. She knew that I did. And she also knew that without her force keeping me in place, I would be doing something that would undoubtedly bring up my expiry date in this world.

“Some words can only be spoken to those who’ve been marked to hear them,” she said. “You haven’t been marked.” 

“You killed her,” I blurted out through clenched teeth.

With a tsk, Bidoü shook her head. “I’ve killed no one. We do what we have to do to keep the balance, don’t we? I foresee her safe return. You need not worry—”

I grinded my teeth in frustration. “I need not worry?” I drew out each word, repeating them as if they were their own sharp blade. “She’s somewhere she shouldn’t even be in the first place. All because she did her duty. She took the blade. She died. She shouldn’t be there. We both know that!”

“Temper, Nathan,” she warned. “You’re right. Ellicia shouldn’t be there, but people make choices that change paths. You’re an angel. You should know that.” Anger seeped into her usual monotone demeanor. “But the ends never change. She shouldn’t be there and by the end of it all, she wouldn’t be.”

I restrained the unkind words that found their way to the entry of my lips and ordered as nicely as I could, “Tell me what you’ve seen.”

Bidoü flicked her index finger. “An order you should never give. No matter what—” she stopped talking abruptly. I looked around us, not that it mattered. The place wasn’t exactly well-lit. There was nothing there. I would have felt it if there were. After a heart-stopping second, her eyes re-opened. Blank, this time. No pupils. Her voice came out empty when she said, “Take my hands.”
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When a chosen Seer asks you to take her hands while glaring at you with eyes lacking pupils, I doubt the right decision is to refuse or question it. Of course, my brain took the hint a little too late. “But why?”

“You’re on fire.” Bidoü voice had this weird chill about it. There and not there at the same time.

Head tilted, I attempted to speak. “Huh?”

“Flames surround you. See it.”

What was she going on about? I looked down at my body cautiously. I saw nothing. “What are you talking about?”

“Are you willing to see it?”

I nodded, numb as I was, and said aloud, “Yes.” Then I took her hands.

I thought I’d felt it before. The moment she’d died, I thought that I had felt her pain. I hadn’t. That had been a mere sneak peek. It couldn’t hold a torch to what it was that I was feeling. Pain of everything that I’d once felt as a human, pain of everyone I’d once had and lost, pain of everything all thrown together and blended in a horrific time in space. Pain like nothing I’d ever felt before.

“You hear her. I know you do. Go towards the scream.”

I was about to ask her what she meant when she disappeared before my very eyes. “Bidoü?”

Then I heard a shriek. It was low. I could have easily missed it. Is that what Bidoü meant? What I was supposed to go towards the sound? Was that Ellicia?

I shook off the questions and walked closer to the shout for help. Not that I had much of a choice. The sound beckoned me towards it and I followed willingly. The further I walked, the hotter and darker everything became. Soon, I was surrounded by nothing but darkness and heat. I gulped. This had to be it.
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I was in front of Laury’s apartment. How on earth did I get here? I couldn’t breathe but somehow, I found the strength to knock on her door. I pounded, did all I could do to get her attention. The siren ringing in my head was yet to lessen. I wasn’t even sure if this was real. For all I knew, it was another weird hallucination. Why did I feel weird? Why did I feel . . . pain?

Looking down, I saw the answers to my burning questions. Emphasis on burning.

I was on fire.

Burning questions, indeed.

That explained the weird choking sensation I felt. And of course, the pain that accompanied it. Grasping at straws, they’d said.

Finally, Laury opened the door. She opened her mouth to speak, no doubt to chase me away, but froze almost immediately.

She did say she needed proof. “Is this proof enough for you?” Shit, I was about to lose consciousness. I felt a laugh about to burst through my throat. Why? I didn’t know. Maybe because this was a breakthrough. We really needed that. Consciousness . . . lost.
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Laury’s wide eyes were staring at me. “Good, you’re up.”

I was? Wait, why wouldn’t I be? Right: Bidoü, Ellicia, flames. The whole twisted incident rushed back into my brain in a series of high definition pictures. The ancient voices, the screams, everything. There was no time left for rehashing, so I texted Sean to let him know that we would be arriving shortly.

A short drive later and we—including the rest of Laury’s coven—were at the Wayfield Manor, being let in by Sean. It was quite apparent that he had questions.

“The spell is tricky. Very tricky. But I’ve looked through it and I can definitely do it. But . . .” Laury paused. “It’s going to take a lot of practice. We’d have to get it right. Perfect. Or we could risk ripping the border between the two worlds in two, making Ellicia’s death completely useless, and possibly permanent.”

I swallowed. Bidoü had failed to mention that. All she had told me was that Ellicia needed to return. She didn’t belong there. That was what Bidoü herself had been told. Still, she had failed to mention the chance of the border between the two worlds imploding.

Whatever. First, worry about Ellicia. Then... the repercussions. That is, of course, if the repercussions didn’t involve me dying, because in that case, there would be no then.

“You could die,” Belle said, her voice strained.

“I know that.”

“You’d be no more,” she added for emphasis.

I knew that, too. “I know that.” What part of I know that didn’t she understand?

“You don’t seem scared to die,” Hayley noted.

Death was not a new territory for me. It was also a small price to pay for Ellicia’s return. Anything I could do was worth her return. “I wrote her a letter,” I informed them all.

The witches nodded knowingly. I assumed Kate was still locked up in her bedroom, probably being consoled by Farley. She’d been there since she learnt that Laury had agreed to do the spell. I think that she couldn’t believe it. After all this time, it was actually happening. I still didn’t believe it and I had been the one burning just a few hours ago. Other than consoling Katelyn whenever he could, Farley made it a habit of giving me the stink eye. I think a part of him disliked me for bringing up Katelyn’s hope, only to bring it down again. I understood because a part of me also felt that way.

“When the time comes, you’ll have to be ready. You’ll have to be with us as soon as possible,” Belle relayed.

I wasn’t about to ask what Laury was doing holding a blade. I could take a guess. It wasn’t called blood magic just for the hell of it.

“May I?” Laury asked my permission as she neared me.

I nodded. I wondered where this would all lead. I wondered a lot of things as my blood dripped into some sort of tiny test tube. I wondered if getting Ellicia back would truly be my last task. I wondered who the male figure in hell was. I wondered how 1930 tied with any of this.

“Will you be ready?” Laury asked.

I’d been ready for several days now. “Yes, absolutely.”




Dearest Ellicia,

I’m totally handwriting this, so that . . . I don’t know. I just am. If you’re reading this, then I didn’t survive the retrieval—your retrieval. And I’m so sorry I can’t be there to welcome you back. To embrace you in my arms. To tell you I love at a time when you’re not lying in a pool of your own blood. That will surely be my greatest regret. I’m sorry I can’t be there. Now, I’m repeating myself. You do that to me. Just know that I chose this path all on my own. I knew the consequences and I walked towards it, regardless. It’s not your fault. It’s nobody’s fault. I did this willingly so that you could live a full life. I’ve already lived three lives. One as a human, one as a vampire, and one as your Guardian angel. I’ll always be grateful that they all led to you. And I’m going to try and keep this short and not . . . depressing, I guess.

I had a dream about the year 1930. I think it’s a lost memory of mine, but I can’t be sure. I hope to God that it is, because you were there, talking to me. Talking with me. It may mean nothing to you, or it may mean something. I don’t know. We kept a lot hidden from each other, didn’t we? I’ll always be sorry that I didn’t tell you how you made me feel as soon as I’d figured it out. But now you have a life worth living. Please live it to the fullest. I know you never fully accepted your role as The Protector, so it’s a good thing that chapter of your life is over. Now, you can live like I always knew you wanted. Return to Chicago, go to the United Kingdom, even Canada, if you must. Just be happy. If not for me, then for you. Find a reason to smile, a reason to laugh, a reason to remember what an unburdened life feels like.

I guess what I’m trying to say is that this is your life. Live it. Love it. Embrace it. You’ve more than earned it.



Love Always,

Nathaniel Ezekiel Barnett




Thanks for reading. Don’t forget to leave a review/rating! It helps the author.
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