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Previously on Spearwood Academy 
New York, New York 
Bullock reaches back for a hand. Dante takes his and then reaches back for someone, they continue this until they reach Amr and he places his hand on my leg. They begin to walk into the darkness, I follow. My heart pounds in my chest. I can’t help but remember Triton’s warning of how people have become lost in voids. I close my eyes as I enter the dense black. A rush of musky air forces me to open my eyes. We are no longer outside. With my night vision, I can see that we are in a crumbling, unused, underground subway. 
My dragon form has to duck in order to not hit the ceiling. “We made it,” says Bullock, with a sigh. 
“That was easy,” says Mirren. 
“Too easy,” says Dante, with a groan. I look to him as he falls over. 
The others rush to him, he holds his side. Dark blood pours from a deep gash, a piece of thick metal sticks out from it. 
“Shit!” says Horace, 
My control lessens with every second he gets weaker. Something inside me, tells me that I can help him before she takes over again. ‘Take one of my scales and put it over his wound.’ I don’t even know why I have said that. 
“What?” asks Amr. 
‘Hurry, it will heal him. I’m slipping with him, you need to do it before the scales change color.’ 
Amr feels for one of my larger scales in the dark and grips on. He pulls with all his might. Ripping it from my flesh. I let out a roar, the pain from losing it too great. My last hold on my mind gives way and I fall to the side, as my body turns back to human. I hope they will be able to bring me back again, I don’t want to live in her mind. 



Underground
 
My entire body aches, like I jumped off a cliff but didn’t die. The odor of stale waste and air wafts into my nose.  “Man, are you okay?” Horace asks. I force my eyes open. Where the hell am I? Why am I so cold? I look down, only to see I’m as naked as the day I was born. My arms come up to cover my chest. I turn my head to the others who are gathered around Dante. He sits with his back pressed against an old concrete wall, which could crumble at any moment. Behind me lays an old subway track, but it leads to a dead end. 
“Why am I naked?” I swallow hard as they turn to look at me. Blurry images of fighting giant creatures and of Dante taking me over with the use of the Voice flash in my mind, like I’m watching a movie through another person’s eyes. 
“Great, the other version is back,” Lusk says. 
I frown. Other version? Hot tears prick the corner of my eyes. Naked, in a place only the Sun god knows where, and he chooses now to pick on me? I turn my body away from them and sob. 
Dante takes in a sharp breath and swallows hard.  “I’m fine. It will just take a minute for this scale to take full effect. Someone give her their blazer.”
With a heavy sigh, Maverick stands and walks over to me. He drapes his green Spearwood blazer over my bare shoulders. I slip my arms into the long sleeves. Now covered, I stand up to face the guys. The hem of the blazer falls right above my knees. The guys are still around Dante. Pale does not look good on him; I don’t think I have ever seen him look this bad. What happened? I don’t remember anything happening that would have gotten me from the cabin place to here. I move closer to them. Dante’s shirt is missing. A large golden scale lays against his side. Gold? None of the guys have golden scales. Off to the side of the group, a jagged piece of metal lays, covered in dark red blood. 
I take a few steps away from them. Are they still crazy, like before? “What happened?”
Horace stands. “You honestly do not remember anything at all?” Behind his thin glasses, his green eyes narrow. 
“Not really. I think we may have fought something.” I shake my head as more images flash in front of my mind’s eye. These flashes can’t be right. If they are, I was in a full dragon form at some point. “That can’t be right. I don’t even know how to shift my wings yet, let alone my whole body.”
Dante sighs and readjusts himself, pushing his body against the wall to sit up straighter. His amber eyes appear dull compared to the vibrancy they normally hold. “Bullock, how are we going to get to the Sea Witch? We can’t move through the city unnoticed. Not with me like this and her being half clothed.” He gestures to me. I pull the blazer tighter around myself. I just want to go back to Spearwood and see Dad. How did we get here? None of them should know how to perform the magic necessary to move us somewhere else. 
“We won’t need to walk the actual streets. New York has hundreds of abandoned underground tunnels, some of which the historians don’t even know about. A lot of them are used for the Outcasts who wish to stay out of the eyes of Spearwood. She’s located in Chinatown near the border of the Lower East side. I’d say it’s about a day’s walk from here, unless we can find someone who smuggled a golf cart down here and has it still working.”
Dante nods. With a grunt, he uses the wall to stand up. He sways on his feet. Amr and Horace come to his sides, and he uses their bodies for support. One of Amr’s hands holds the golden scale into place. Where did that thing come from anyway?
“Are you sure you can do this? One of us can stay behind with you,” says Amr.
Dante shakes his head. “No, that’s not going to happen.”
Bullock stands and walks a few feet in front of us. “Well, for now, we just need to move forward. We won’t have any forks for a while.”
I move over to Paden and take his hand. I don’t like what’s happening, but I know he will never let anything bad happen to me. I’m safe with him. 



No Escape
 
The walls leak a wet substance, and old cable lines hang from them. I hold onto Paden's hand; he can see in the dark better than I can. I don't know how I am making anything out as it is; I'm usually as blind as a bat when it comes to seeing in the dark. I move my hand from his and wrap it around his arm, pressing myself against him. Was that a rat? "I want to go back to Spearwood," I beg.  
 
Dante takes more of his weight off Horace and Amr's shoulders; he must be gaining some of his strength back. His amber eyes glow in the dark. "I'm sorry, Avalon, but this is just how it’s going to be. We need to get you better and out of the clutches of Roseman."
 
I jut out my lip. "My dad does not have me in his clutches!" I snap. 
 
"That's just the thing. He's not your father, not even close. We've told you this, back in the cabin," says Amr. 
 
I shake my head. "Yeah and you also told me I was your twin. Like that would ever be true. We aren't anything alike."   
 
"Perhaps, the current you doesn't act like him, but the original Avalon does.  She shares the same tastes and hobbies," continues Paden. I stare at his face, barely able to make out the details of his profile in the dark. He stands a good head taller than me. 
 
"What are you talking about, love? I'm nothing like him." 
 
He tenses in my grasp, but continues to walk. 
 
"How do you know the original Avalon and I are similar?” Amr asks. 
 
I had surveillance done on all of you, when I heard Perlow would be placing her into your group. I had heard of Mathis through the Vox vine, so I didn’t need to look him up. The rest of you, I did. Amr, you share the same taste in fandoms and food. You both have an almost unreal love for anything dark chocolate. I find this fascinating, because you two did not grow up together. I guess some things truly do stem from nature and not nurture."
 
'Wow, he really did dig deep with his obsession of me,' my own voice says in the back of my head. I shake it. It's not really there. 
 
I frown. "I hate dark chocolate; it's too bitter."
 
Paden looks to me. "The current you hates dark chocolate." 
 
I pull away from him. He can't be the Paden I know and love. He wouldn't turn on me like this. I can't believe I'm following them around like an idiot, when I know they have all gone off the deep end.  "Stop saying that. I'm not another person!" I stomp my foot and stand my ground. 
 
The others stop. Lusk sighs as he moves to lean against the wall. He looks to Paden. "Can't you do something to control her? She’s your 'fiancée', after all."
 
"I have a feeling she isn't going to listen to me; unlike Mathis, I don't have the Voice fully mastered yet. I can control her for a few minutes at a time, but not for hours."
 
The hot tears fall down my cheeks. My childhood friends have turned into the enemy in a matter of minutes. 
 
"I can bring out the original Avalon again," Dante says . His hand presses against the golden scale on his side. 
 
"No, Dante, you can't. You don't have enough strength to keep her out. And though she could try to help and suppress this version, she isn’t strong enough to prolong it for the hours we would need in order to get to the Sea Witch,”Horace says . 
 
It’s like I’m not even here anymore. Hello, I’m standing right here. I sigh and walk away from them. If they won’t take me back to Spearwood, I will find some other way to get there. I’m sure Dad will come looking for me soon, if he’s not already. I’m almost certain I a saw a ladder a while back. 
 
“Where do you think you’re going?” Triton asks . 
Ire runs up my spine at the sound of his voice. I almost forgot that he was with us. “Back to Spearwood and away from you crazy people.” I don’t even glance back as I move on toward the alcove I saw the ladder in. 
Cool, stale air rushes around me, and my folded arms press even harder into my chest. I can’t move my upper body. An unseen force pulls me back toward the guys, and I land against someone’s chest. Their arms go around my waist and manipulate my body to turn around and face them. Bullock stands in front of me. Even in the dark, the smirk is evident on his face.  “You aren’t going anywhere, Miss Clementine.” He drags out the ‘Clementine’ just to piss me off. 
“My name is Avalon Roseman,” I growl. 
 
‘No, your name is Avalon Clementine!’ my voice yells in my head. 
 
“I’m not named after some dumb fruit!” I mumble. 
 
‘Avalon, you moron, means Island of Apples. It is also a derivative of the Welsh word Afal, which means apple. Obviously you’ve never cared to know what your name means. You’re named after two dumb fruits. Congratulations!’ counters my voice.
 
‘This can’t be happening. I’m not having a conversation with a voice inside my head.’ 
 
‘Yes you are. Dante helped me get some of my traction back. I may not be able to control my own body anymore, but I can annoy the shit out of the thing that is.’
 
“What’s wrong with her? She looks constipated,” Lusk says . 
 
My head snaps in his direction, and I send him a glare. I fight against the invisible binds, but nothing loosens. “What did you do to me?”
 
“I worked the air to bind you like a lasso. Lucky for me, you don’t know how to undo it.”
 
“I knew you were gifted with air magic, but you never did anything like this.”
 
“We don’t know each other, so don’t assume you know me at all. The Ancients cast a spell over me to lock my powers. I could only use them to a degree. Here, in the tunnels, their magic can’t reach me. I’m more powerful than you think.”
 
‘Wow, I had no idea. Glad I’m around to hear this.’
 
‘I did not hear that. I’m not crazy.’
 
‘You may not be crazy, but I’m still here.’
 
“We should get moving again. We still have several miles to go before we can rest for the day, and we still haven’t entered the territory of the outcasts who live down here. Are you good to move again, now that I have her under control?” Bullock Dante asks. 
 
I struggle with the binds again, but nothing sets me free. “I will not forgive you for this, Bullock!”
 
‘I will. At least someone has got your whiney ego under control.’ 
 
“Shut up!” I snap. I so did not mean to say that aloud. My cheeks heat up. I can tell that their heads are turned in my direction. 
 
“Who are you talking to?” Amr asks. 
 
I keep my mouth shut. ‘I’m not going to dignify them with a response. I’ll ignore all of them. The voice in my head included.’
 
‘Ha! I’m going to drive you mad. Perhaps I can cure myself without the help of this Sea Witch? I hope I don’t have to trade my soul in exchange for her help.’
 
We walk again. Bullock pulls me behind him like a slave through the desert.
 
‘It’s nowhere near that bad, Drama queen. I hope you like ride along music! 999 bottles of beer on the wall—’



The Outcasts of New York
 

‘500 bottles of beer on the wall! 500 bottles of beer! I can’t believe I’ve gotten this far down. I usually give up after the first 900. Take one down and pass it around.’
‘Please shut up.’
‘Not a chance. It’s weird, being in this state; gives me an abundance of energy.’ 
“We’re coming up on the Outcast territory. Let me do all the talking.”
None of the guys object to Bullock taking the lead, but I can’t help but wonder who died and made him leader.
‘Well, if you want to get technical, I did, sort of. I’m not dead, just suppressed. Roseman didn’t do a very thorough job. He created you, yes, but he left all these loose ends floating around, and he didn’t destroy me, so why did he get into my head in the first place? What was his motive? I don’t think it was to make me his puppet. He also let us get away from the school. All of it was too easy. That, or their defense system needs a new age upgrade.’
‘What loose ends?’
‘What’s your mother’s name? Where were you born?’
‘Come to think of it, I don’t know.’
‘Exactly.’
‘Do you know?’
‘Nope. Never met my mother, though I do know she’s also Amr’s mother. So, I suppose I will meet her one day. Have no idea where I was born.’
‘So he’s telling the truth?’ I shake my head. ‘No, I won’t fall for your manipulations.’
‘Can’t make you believe what you don’t want to, but I can make you feel like you’re going insane. 499 bottles of beer on the wall!’
‘Just stop. I already feel insane.’
 We stop walking, and I nearly run into Bullock’s back. I peer around his body to see that there are two men standing guard at an old, rusted, chain-link fence. Pistols rest in holsters hanging off their sides. 
“Derren?” asks the older man on the right. His hand hovers over his gun, while he watches the rest of us. 
“Hey, Parrish.”
He takes a step closer; I can make out his face now. His eye narrow, and wrinkles form in the corners. “I thought they kidnapped you? We all figured you had died by now. What are you doing here?”
“We escaped. We came here, because she has been brain washed and needs to see the Sea Witch in Chinatown to fix her. In order to do that undetected, we need to go through the tunnels, which means we need to pass through Paradise. 
“We don’t allow outsiders into this area. You know that.”
“They can be trusted. All of them are members of Vox, and I have her tied up until we can get her back to normal. If you don’t believe me, go get my father. He can see their brands for himself.” 
Parrish shakes his head and moves over to the fence. “No need for that. If you turn out to be lying or they are, we will kill you. Simple as that.” He opens the gate on the chain-link fence. “We’ll be watching. I advise you visit your father, before you pass through.
“Of course.” The assertiveness in his voice rings in my ears.  
‘He has always been kind of an ass, but seeing him like this makes me think differently about him.’
Bullock pulls me along; the others follow behind. The dim light of oil lanterns fills the tunnel beyond, casting eerie shadows on the walls. One lantern for every three feet.
At the end of the tunnel, it forks off into three more. Bullock takes the one on the right. Lanterns still line the walls, but between each one, large alcoves go deep into the earth. Men of different ages sit inside each one; minimal belongings scattered around them. 
The tunnel goes on for a while, sometimes deviating into smaller ones with more alcoves. We go all the way back to a dead end. The largest alcove stands here. Two oil lanterns illuminate it. A man with long black hair and a beard, sits cross legged on the floor, an old leather book in his hands. 
He holds up one finger to us. His eyes move over the page, and he turns it. With a sigh, he closes the book and lifts his head to peer at us. “Hello, Son. Good to see you didn’t die.” With a grunt, he stands, and his knees crack. “Who have you brought into Paradise?” 
“Members of the Vox and the female shifter. She needs to be cured by the Sea Witch. The Head Governor had her mind warped.”
The man motions for Bullock to move aside. He steps forward to look at me. “I never thought I would live to see the day that the female shifter stood in front of me.”
“You look like Baron Devow,” Dante says from straight behind me. 
The man gives a deep laugh before resting his eyes on Dante. “I haven’t heard that name in at least a decade. I was Baron Devow, in another life.”
“Why did you leave the Vox? They could have helped you stay away from a life like this.”
“There are things you obviously do not know about the Vox then, boy. Not everything uttered within the rules is sacred. Best to learn that now. Derren, take your group to the family station. You can stay there for a night’s rest. The young man will need rest in order for that scale’s powers to take full effect. Rest then leave.”
Bullock nods and turns to move through the group to lead us. “Derren.” He stops walking. “Keep fighting.”



Dream
 
Wide and circular, the family station reminds me of a small warehouse.
‘How would you know what a warehouse looks like if you have never been in one? At least, none of your imagined memories places you in one.’
‘I remember being in one with some old guy, when I was a little girl. I don’t know why I was there in the first place.’
‘That’s because that memory is one of mine. I was there with Edgar, my father.’
I shake my head. The voice is wrong. I’m not remembering someone else’s memories. Cots and makeshift bunk alcoves line the floors and walls. Oil lanterns hang from the ceiling and line the edge of the walls. Boys of all ages run around or sit in groups. A handful of women are scattered throughout the room—knitting or chatting. The men do much of the same, but there’s less of them than I thought there would be. This is an outcast refuge, after all. 
Some of the kids stop to stare at us, or more specifically me. Bullock leads us across the vast room to the very back where old cots and alcoves sit. 
My stomach rumbles, but I doubt we will be getting food anytime soon. This place doesn’t exactly scream ‘an abundance of food.’
“We can get food after we sleep. I don’t think Mathis has much more strength left in him.”
How does he know I’m hungry?
‘The entire room could hear our stomach.’
Bullock pulls me closer to him and slices downwards with his hand, following the center line on my torso. I can move again, but my arms remain bent. I try to move them, the elbows are locked into place. Bullock places his hands on them. A strange, kind of cool warmth moves through my arms, and they fall to my side. Relief.
Without warning, he picks me up by my sides and places me in one of the upper alcove bunks. The flat mattress has more cushion to it than I thought it would. 
 “Lie down,” he says. 
I do it without thinking. 
‘Not that I want us to escape, but that was dumb on your part. I’m sure he has some way of keeping us in here.’
Sure enough, Bullock’s hand moves across the opening of the alcove. “You’re sealed in now. You won’t be able to get down from there unless I let you out, so there’s no chance of you running while we are also asleep.”
I press my hand against the barrier, it’s solid; Dante moves to the bunk below me, and the others scatter throughout the room. “We are going to get you fixed, Fire. I promise.”
‘I know you will.’
 I roll over onto my side, my back turned towards the opening of the alcove. I’m not crazy, and I’m not broken. I close my eyes, my mind gives into my need for sleep.
~*~*~*~
I open my eyes. The outside surrounds me. The scent of apples rides on the air and large red apple trees stand all around. Where am I? I’ve never been to a place like this. 
“Well, it worked. I didn’t think it would.”
My head turns to look at a tree off to my left. I sit with my back pressed against the tree. It’s me, but not. My hair is the curly mess it usually is when I don’t tame it straight. I don’t have a hint of makeup on, and my clothes could have only been bought at a thrift store. I scrunch my nose up; I’ve never let myself look so horrid in my entire life. “I look so ugly,” I mutter. 
My other self lifts an eyebrow and stands. She walks toward me. “I’m the original you, the one you have been hearing in your head all day. Wasn’t sure if I would be able to enter your dreams, but it worked. I feel so Dr. Who right now; it’s awesome.”
“You like that show? It’s so dumb.” I fold my arms across my chest. 
The other me does the same. “I’d slap you, if I could.”
“Why is this happening to me?”
“Roseman has manipulated our mind and created you, giving you false memories and suppressing mine. He’s not your father, and he is not a good person either.” 
The scenery changes. We stand in a small, old house. Should’ve been condemned a long time ago, by the looks of it. An old, wrinkled man sits at the head of a small rectangular table. In one hand, he holds a deep red apple, and in the other, a small paring knife. A nine year old me sits in the chair next to him.
“This is your real father and one of your real memories.” The other me goes to stand behind the old man. She reaches out to put her hand on his shoulder, but it moves right through him. 
With precision, the old man starts to peel the apple. “You want ta put your thumb here and push down like this. Make sure tere is just the peel coming off. Don’t aim up, or you’ll cut your thumb. Just keep moving, and you’ll get it.”
He finishes peeling his apple, a long perfect peel sits in a coil in front of them. He places the skinned apple in a bowl of water and picks up a new one. He hands it to the child me along with the knife. I begin to learn how to peel the apple in one go. 
I can’t shake the feeling that I do know the man. That I was close to him, but is it really something that happened to me, or is he part of my imagination, like she is?
The old house fades, and the Orchard surrounds us again. “How do I know you’re not the one with the fake memories?”
A finger goes to her chin. “I guess there’s no way for you to truly know, is there? The Sea Witch will help with figuring out who gets to stay and who goes.”
“I don’t want to be forced to leave.”
She rubs her neck. “I don’t think we have much of a choice in the matter. The guys are determined to have me back.”
I swallow hard. I know she speaks the truth, and that’s why I’m terrified. 
“What I don’t understand is why my mind is so weak that I could let all of this,” she motions to the Orchard around us, “be pushed down. My soul is here. What made me, me is here. You have no real memories that make you, you.”
I search my mind trying to find one of my memories that could prove her wrong, but none come to mind. Does this mean I’m not real?
~*~*~*~
“Avalon, it’s time to get up,” Paden’s voice invades my head and my eyes open. My last thought still heavy in my mind.



Questioning Everything
I roll over just as Bullock removes the invisible barrier of air. I sit up and move to the edge of the alcove. Paden braces me, as I jump off. My hands linger on his broad chest, and I can’t help but wonder if all the memories I have with him are fake. He acts different with me, like my affection isn’t something he is used to. If I kissed him now, would he respond? I stand on my toes to test my theory, ready to see if he will bend down to meet me. 
“Here,” Dante says, shoving a plate of something between us, I take it. Some type of meat, bread and cheese greets me. It’s nothing like the food I’m accustomed to. My nose turns up, but my stomach grumbles.
Dante has a shirt thrown over his shoulder, having not put it on yet. The golden scale on his side has become one with his skin, almost like a large tattoo. 
“How am I supposed to eat this?” I ask, having not received a form of silverware. 
‘You have silverware. Ten of them. Use your fingers.’
“Use your fingers,” Horace says from a spot on the floor near us. 
‘Barbaric.’
‘Quit being such a drama queen and eat. Who knows when your next meal will be.’
I move to one of the walls and sit down. I sigh. I’ve never been reduced to such Neanderthal ways. Paden, Maverick and Dante come to sit with me. The tension between them is thicker than my hair when I haven’t had it treated. 
I pick at the meat; the slime of the grease makes my skin crawl. I shove it into my mouth, trying not to think about how fatty it must be. I move onto the orange cheese and almost dried bread. 
‘What is going to happen later? At the end of the day, will I still be the same person?’
‘That’s a very good question.’
“What’s going to happen later today?” I ask. 
Dante clears his throat. “We will find the Sea Witch and get you fixed.”
My heart races. I swallow hard. I know there’s nothing I can say to convince them not to go through with this. That I don’t want to disappear, but I know they want <i>their/ Avalon back. I don’t know what to believe, or who is right.
The others gather around, when I muster the courage to say what’s on my mind. 
“If I’m not the true Avalon you know, like some other version, what will happen to me when we go to see this Sea Witch?”
“I don’t know,” Horace says .
“Don’t you remember what else is different with her?” Triton asks.
“No,” says Amr.
“Her scales, they were grey.”
“And?” Maverick asks.
“I don’t think Roseman only changed her memories. I think he added <i>something/ to her.”
I wish he wouldn’t speak on my behalf, even if he may not have done what the Triton in my head did.
“Like what?” Dante asks.              
“I don’t know, but something. This version is fake, but also too human to just be memories. ”
“Triton has a point,” Paden says.  “Avalon, what is something you are sure of? Something that is undeniably true in your mind? Something you know you like or dislike with a passion?”
I could tell him that he is one of those things, but I cower and shrug. My normal confidence has disappeared. They don’t have the same memories as me, and I’m no longer the sane one here. 
“If we could get her to realize her memories are false, then we will know something else was added to her. Then we can figure out how to remove it.”
“What if you are all right, and I am someone else? Are you really going to kill me to get your precious Avalon back?” I look away; I don’t want to see the answer in their eyes. Paden places his hand on my knee. I lock eyes with him. Does he remember? Is he the Paden I’ve come to love?
Screw it. I lean forward and crash my lips against his, before he will have the chance to see what I’m doing. He tenses before relaxing. The hot electricity I’ve always felt while kissing him rushes through me. There’s no denying that. With slight hesitation, he kisses me back. I smile into the kiss. Yes, this feels right. 
‘You bitch! You stole my first kiss, and gave it to him of all people?’
‘Couldn’t have been with a better person. You can’t tell me you didn’t feel that.
“Well, shit, that was unexpected,” Lusk says. 
Paden pulls away from me, but it was just getting good. “I’m sorry, but I want the Avalon I fell in love with.”
A thousand arrows strike me through the heart at once. I swallow hard, trying to keep myself from crying, but nothing will hold back the hot tears. My resolve is broken with Paden’s final rejection. I know that I can’t continue to be this way. He won’t be happy, and I won’t be happy in this alternate reality. 
“I’ll go willingly.”
“Really?” Amr asks. 
“Good,” Lusk says . He’s definitely different from the Lusk I know. 
The others have finished eating. I long ago abandoned what’s left of my dry bread. I stand. “We should go then.”
Dante stands, runs a hand through his long ebony hair and sighs. “We have to wait for Bullock to get back. He went to go speak with his father, and he is the only one that knows how to get to the Sea Witch from here.”
I nod. Not knowing what else to say, I wipe the old tears off my cheeks. So much has happened in less than a day. Now, I’m facing the reality that I won’t be the same person by the end of it. Will I even realize the change, or will it all be forgotten like a strange dream? 
 ‘I don’t think I will forget any of this. I won’t let myself.’ 
‘Well, at least one of us will remember.’
“I’m sorry,” Paden says. He touches my shoulder. My heart aches. I move away from him; I don’t think I can bear it. 
“You can’t help who you fell in love with. I’m just not that girl.” I’m nothing like the version I met in my dream. Opposite ends of the spectrum. 
“Everything will be okay,” Horace says from my right. 
I nod again. For them it will be. 
‘This is pretty selfless of you. I didn’t think you would have it in you.’
‘I’m being selfish. I don’t want to live in a world where Paden wants another girl, even if it’s only a different version of me. I’d rather go back to the other side of the mirror.’ 
Little boys play around us with balls, while the preteens sit with their mother’s reading text books. No girls are anywhere in sight.
‘You think it’s odd too, huh? Even here, with the Outcasts, there aren’t any girls. Would the curse even affect them, when they have been removed from the families and stripped of their powers?’
‘I never thought about it until now. I guess Dad, I mean Roseman, didn’t give me any memories of why I was unique with being the only girl. He gave me a hint, but didn’t explain it.’
‘I saw when he was forcing the new memories in. I still don’t see what his motive is for doing this to me. Did he really think he could change the guys as well, without them figuring it out before hand?’
‘I don’t know.’
“Time to go,” Bullock says, as he walks into the station. He looks to Dante. “You feeling up for a long walk?”
Dante grins and touches where the scale melds with his skin. “I haven’t felt this great in years. All I needed was a good sleep.”
Bullock fidgets with his glasses and gives a nod. “Let’s leave now. We don’t want to over stay our welcome here.”
‘That’s new. I haven’t seen him this fidgety before.’
The other’s get to their feet and we begin to make our way out of the family station and back into the long, dimly lit tunnels. It’s going to be a long walk. 



The Witch’s Helper 
 
The lantern’s ended a while back, and we’ve been walking non-stop for at least two hours. My legs wouldn’t mind a break right about now. At least there’s a wall I can hold onto. 
‘I don’t understand why you can’t see in the dark. I can, and this is the same body. But our scale color is different too, so maybe that has something to do with it.’
‘They’re different in color?’
‘Yes. My scales are gold, but when you are in control, they are a dark grey.’
‘Gold? So that means the scale Dante has fused to his skin is yours?’
‘Yeah. I can’t believe that actually worked. Right before you took back over, he got hurt. I don’t know how I knew it would work. Gut instinct, I guess. When you go away, I will be back under the curse again. Roseman took my crystal, so now I will have to change at night. I have no idea how we will do that in New York. Not exactly a lot of places where a giant lizard can hide. Ever seen Godzilla?’
‘What does the curse do?’
‘It forces me to turn into my dragon form every night. It’s excruciating.’
‘If we are in in the same body, why don’t I have the same problem?’ 
‘That’s what I would like to know.’
We stop walking as we come to a dead end. Maybe we are taking a break, but why here of all places?
“Why did we stop?” Triton asks. 
Bullock presses his hand against the wall in front of him. “We’re here.”
“I was expecting something more, like a shop, or at the least the Sea Witch,” Maverick says. 
“This isn’t where she is. This is just the back entrance into her shop for people who don’t want to come in through the front. She runs a Chinese food restaurant as a cover.” 
He puts his other hand to the wall now. Like a mirage, a simple wooden door shimmers into place and becomes solid.  Opening the door, he reveals a red and gold room on the other side. The scent of herbs and food drift toward us. Bullock moves inside first. The guys have me go through second with them following in behind and circling me. 
Except for us, there’s no one else to greet us. The magical door closes behind us with a soft click, and a bell rings throughout the room. “Just a minute!” Footsteps sound just outside the door. “Fuckin’ kid! This was my last clean shirt for the week.” A girl who can’t be that much older than me, opens the door. Her hair an ombre of pinks and purples in two braids, and her eyes a deep green.  She wears a white, button down shirt—the sleeves pushed up, showing off her tattooed arms. The front of the shirt has some sort of fresh stain on it—and black slacks. 
“Derren!” She runs to him and gives him a hug around the neck. His arms go around her as he hugs her back. She pulls back from him and smiles. “I haven’t seen you in months. Thought you finally decided to run away. You promised to take me with you, when you figured out how to break my curse.” Her eyes fall on the boys and then me. She’s so plain. 
‘I think she’s really pretty. Her hair is cool and her ink is interesting. I have never seen designs like those.’ 
‘Of course you would like her; look at yourself. What are you going to do when I’m not around to make you pretty?’
‘I’m fine with the way I am.’
She touches her hair and straightens her shirt. “You brought guys with you. Really hot guys.” She sends him a glare, but a playful smile still traces her lips. “Thanks for the warning.” 
“This is an emergency, Vex. I need Angita’s help to fix my friend.”
‘Friend? That’s the first time I’ve heard him refer to me like that.’
Her eyes light up. “I’m sure you don’t need her. Which of these guys do I get to fix?” 
The boys step aside, revealing me to her. Her smile falls, and she snarls. She looks me up and down. “She looks fine to me.”
I cross my arms, and she mimics me. What crawled up her butt and died?
‘Seriously.’
“Her mind has been warped. We need Angita to fix her.”
Vex walks up to me. “Warped? Let me see for myself.” She takes hold of my chin; her hands are ice. I try to pull away. Her nails dig into my skin. “Don’t fight me girl. I’m older than your species. You don’t want me fucking more of your mind up, do you?”
I swallow hard and keep myself from moving. Her eyes stare into mine. She blinks, and in an instant both her eyes have turned entirely black. My vision goes tunneled. Images of my life and the other version of me swarm my mind’s eye. Blood rushes through my ears, like crashing ocean waves. Her hand releases me. I fall back, bound for the floor. Strong arms catch me. I stare into the blue-green eyes of Maverick. Flashes flood my mind. 
Sitting in an apple tree with the sunset on the horizon. Two others are sitting with me. ‘Don’t worry, Lon.  You won’t have to transform alone tonight. We have a surprise for you.’ My head turns to the voice; a younger Maverick sits to my right. 
‘What the Hell was that? Was that one of your fake memories?’ asks the inner Avalon. 
‘No. Yours?’
‘Hell no. It can’t be. I hate that guy.’
‘That’s not what I felt in that memory.’
Maverick’s grip on my arm tightens. “Are you okay?”
I pull away and nod. “Yeah, at least, I think I am.”
Vex turns to the rest of the boys. “How many times has she had her mind warped?”
“This is the first time,” Dante says .
Vex shakes her head. “No it’s not. She’s had it done to her at least three times. Bits of her soul’s personality are fragmented. The older embedded memories were done by a professional. The new ones are sloppy and half-assed done.” Her green eyes turn to me again. “That’s why you are hearing another part of yourself in your head. Wasn’t silenced well enough. I’d say the modification before last was done a year and a half ago. The memories aren’t very old. The first warp was done about a decade or more ago.”
‘What?’
I stagger back into a long red sofa. “What?”
“Someone doesn’t want you to remember something. Why? I haven’t got a clue.”  
“Girl, go run the restaurant. I will take over here.”
A tall Chinese woman stands at the door. Her beauty almost takes my breath away. Long ebony hair falls down to her waist. Scarlet lips stand out against her pale skin. Between her fingers, she holds a long black cigarette holder; the scent of clove fills the room. She wears a black pencil dress with a gold peacock embroidered on the lower half. 
Her perfect lips surround the tip of the cigarette holder, and she takes a long drag, all the while watching me with her black eyes. 
“Are you aware what my fix will do to you, girl?”
“No.”



Payment
“Everything that has been done to your mind will be undone. All versions of you, real and fake, will be mixed and twisted. It will take your mind months if not years to heal, and you will have to figure out for yourself what the truth is.” Her voice does not match her young body. 
“Why can’t you leave the real and take the fake?” Horace asks. 
Angita gives him bored eyes. “Do I look like a brain surgeon, boy? It is simple to embed false memories; it is impossible to remove them.” 
Lusk clears his throat. “So she’s going to be like this version for the rest of her life?” 
“No. I said she would me mixed with all versions of herself, reforming her soul and making it whole. It’s up to her when it comes to believing her memories and unfolding her true self. I’m simply sewing her back together.”
Paden steps forward. “But she will remember everything?” 
“Every last detail that her mind held onto before it was warped.”
‘Do you want this?’
‘Yes. That girl said I had my mind warped a decade ago. I need to know the truth, even if it takes me years to figure it out.’
‘I guess this means I won’t be gone for good. Think you can deal with that? You’ll finally have a fashion sense.’
‘You hope. I’m stubborn.’
‘So am I.’
I sit up straighter, overcoming my shock. “How much?”
Another drag off the cigarette. She takes some steps toward me. “You assume I want money. I don’t need money.”
I lift an eyebrow. “I don’t get the feeling you do things pro bono, so what do you want in return? My soul?”
A graveled laugh leaves her, and she tips her head back. After a moment, she stares at me hard. 
“I’m not Lucifer, girl. I’ve met that fallen angel, and I can assure you I don’t deal in souls. Too riddled with loopholes.”
“Then what do you want?”
“I want a scale—” 
“Take one of mine,” Dante says. Shifting his arm and pinching one of his scales between two fingers. 
Angita holds up her hand, freezing him from going any further. “Boy, if I wanted a male scale, I have plenty of resources. Your kind are prevalent.” Her attention comes back onto me. “I want one of hers. Rare, valuable.”
“Fine.” I shift my arm now. I ignore the pain that aches into my bones. My dark grey scales sit on top of my skin. 
Her lip flares. “No. I want your original form.” One of her long nailed fingers comes to press into my forehead. Electricity burns through my body. I bite my lip until it bleeds. My arm shakes, as the grey turns to metallic gold.  With her other hand, she rips one of the larger scales from my body. I let out a scream, before she lifts her finger from my head. 
I shift my arm back. One large black and purple bruise covers the whole of it. I wince and wipe the blood from my lip. 
She bites the scale with her back teeth and smiles. “Yes, this will do just fine for payment. I will return in one hour with the broth required to repair you. You will need at least two anchors to tie you to your old self, something or someone who knew you before your mind was warped.” She tosses the scale in the air and catches it, before leaving the room.
Where am I going to find something like that?



Anchors
A pregnant silence falls over the room, as all their eyes stare at me, as if I know of any anchor that knew of me before my mind was warped. 
‘Edgar is the only person I can think of, and he . . . he died.’
“I have no idea,” I say out loud.  
“Maybe one of us can do it; you said we’ve known you for six years. Maybe, that can cheat the system somehow?” Amr asks. 
I shake my head. “No, I don’t think it works like that. It would have to be someone or something that was in my possession before, Dad . . . I mean Roseman, did this to me.” I glance at Maverick. Were those memories real? I was young in them, really young. If they are real, then that means he knew me and so did someone else.
‘Paden? They are brothers after all. Why would I have not known Paden when I knew Maverick? Paden also knows a ton about me. Things that not even father knew. I never posted my real name or personal email to anything. He shouldn’t have been able to find anything, and yet, he knows my secret fantasies.’ 
‘That does make sense.’ I look to the brothers now. “When that girl was digging in my head, she uncovered something. I’ve only seen one memory, but it doesn’t belong to either me or the version of me that I can hear in my head. So that must mean it’s from before, and I don’t think I was four or five. Maybe seven. I was sitting in an apple tree, just at the beginning of a sunset. There were two others with me. Maverick and I’m assuming Paden.” I point to Maverick. “You told me that you two had a surprise for me that night and you called me Lon. No one has ever called me that. Is that memory real or fake?”
The brother’s look at each other, before their eyes move to gaze at the ground. There’s my answer. 
‘So my memories of Maverick being my tormenter weren’t real?’
“She wants to know if her memories of Maverick tormenting her are real?”
Paden shifts his feet. “No.”
‘I don’t understand.’
I swallow hard. “Why lie to her?”
Maverick’s unique blue eyes meet mine. “We were forbidden.” 
Triton folds his arms. “When did they warp her mind?”
“It was just before I went off for my first year at Spearwood, you were six months away from turning twelve.”
‘That means Maverick was around for a year after I was warped, when I thought he was Damien incarnate. So the memories of him always coming around were real?’
The door that the woman left through opens, and she comes in carrying a tray with a single silver chalice. “Have you decided on your anchors?” 
“Yes.”
She looks to Maverick and Paden. “Go sit with her then and place a hand on her shoulders.”
How did she know it was them that I chose?
They sit on either side of me. A warm hand touches each of my shoulders.  An odd sense of Déjà vu flows over me; it’s almost like that memory. 
She lowers the tray to me. “You must drink it all, or it will not work.” 
I take the chalice. Steam rolls off the almost clear broth; it doesn’t smell too bad. 
I press the rim to my lips and open my mouth. Bile, the second the liquid touches my tongue, is all I taste. My body fights me to spit it out, but I force it down. I need this to work. I need to know the truth. The last drop passes my lips, and I throw the chalice away from me. 
My muscles seize and convulsions start. Is this what a seizure feels like? Why am I still aware of my surroundings? My skull feels too small to house my brain. 
“She needs a third and earlier anchor, you two aren’t enough!” yells Angita. 
A door slams off in the distance. 
“What the hell!” Dante yells. 
“This will help her.” I know that voice. 
A wooden box comes into my line of sight. I feel like I should know it somehow. 
‘The locket.’
The person bends over, their eyes meet mine. One blue, one green. 
‘Kearn.’



Sewn Together Fragments
It takes every ounce of my strength to lift my shaking hand up and touch the glass shards that lay in the wooden box; the locket Edgar gave me—before I was sent to Spearwood—barely a month ago. It feels like it has been so much longer than that: closer to years. 
The shards glow with a faint yellow light. Image upon image flood my mind. Faces I don’t recognize spin, like a carousel. The glow grows brighter. Kearn places his hand on my and a warmth surges through my arm. The glass shards float up and out of the box like a mini tornado; they begin to swirl. All at once, they come together, fitting the picture of Edgar and me inside. 
He lets go of my hand and reaches into his pocket. He pulls something out and opens his hand. The silver screw that made everything fit together just right. The screw I thought I had lost on that very first day at Spearwood. It floats through the air and makes its way into its rightful place. 
My body quakes harder. The muscles in my thighs and back constrict so hard they could tear at any moment. The locket hovers before me: whole and new. Kearn places it around my neck.
Everything glows, almost to a blinding degree. My stomach lurches. I need to puke, now. I lean forward. The Sea Witch shoves a wastebasket under my face. I open my mouth and instantly the bile tasting broth comes back up; it burns more than when it went down.  
As soon as all of the broth and what little breakfast I had that morning leaves my stomach, my muscles relax. The images moving in front of my mind’s eye stop. A memory of a man, with sandy blond hair and hazel eyes, stands above me. I can’t be more than three or four. He crouches down to my level and places his hand on my shoulder. “Avalon, you will be staying with Grandpa Edgar from now on. He’ll keep you safe from the bad men, okay?” 
“Where are you going?” I turn my head to look at a woman standing near a door. Her hair is long and dark brown, and her eyes an almost grey. In her arms a little boy sleeps. 
“We are going to make sure the bad men can’t find you. Someday we will see each other again.” He leans forward and places a kiss on my forehead. 
“Amr, wake up, sweetheart.” 
“Don’t wake him, Igraine. He won’t remember any of this.”
The woman shakes her head. “No, they need to say goodbye regardless; they are twins. We can’t just rip them apart.” 
Amr opens his eyes and looks around. “Where are we, Mama?” 
She smiles at him, before placing him on the floor. He sways slightly on his feet. She crouches down to his level. “Amr, we are going to have to leave Avvi here for a while, so she can be safe. It’s time to say goodbye.”
Amr turns to me and smiles. Running to me, he gives a hug. “Bye, Avvi. I’ll miss you.”
“I’ll miss you too.” 
I don’t think I fully grasped what was going on. Or else I think I would have been crying from fear. 
Edgar steps up to our family-goodbye. “I need to modify your minds now. We don’t have much more time. I need to get the barrier up around this orchard.”
The memory stops there. I can’t remember what happened next. Hot tears flow freely down my cheeks. I don’t even remember starting to cry.  Those people were my parents. They were in my life; they didn’t abandon me . . . right from the beginning. 
I look to Amr. The recognition we felt when we first met at Spearwood, it wasn’t just some type of blood bond; somehow our old memories came through, even if we didn’t realize it at the time. I have an undeniable urge to hug him.  
I stand, and my legs wobble, still recovering from the effects of the broth. Paden, Maverick, and Kearn’s hands shoot out to steady me. My heart flutters, at the touch of Kearn’s hand. Apparently, I still have a liking for him, even though I know nothing about him, and I’m not even sure I can fully trust him . . . how did he know I would need the glass locket as a third anchor, and how to find us?
I brush all of them off. I can’t think about that right now. The fresh memory still swirls in my mind. The image of Amr hugging me plays over and over again.  I stumble over to Amr. He frowns and braces me by the shoulders, keeping me from falling into him. I look up into his eyes. They are darker than mine by just a shade. I give a slight smile. I remember him from the long ago past. More tears stain my cheeks. I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him into a hug.  
He hesitates for a moment before returning it. The flood gates open and a sob erupts from me. I have never cried like this while in my right mind . . . is this my right mind?  Between breaths, my lip quivers. 
“Shhh…” he says, patting me on the back. “Everything will be okay.” 
I tighten my hold on him. I just wish he knew what I know now. His mind was warped that night too; by Edgar of all people, who was the man I came to love as a father. Amr stiffens in my arms before he lets out a groan. He falls to his knees and grips his head. 
I fall to my knees with him. “What’s wrong?” I touch his shoulder. The same faint yellow glow that had happened when I was being put back together emits from him. 
“Are you twins?” asks Agnita.
“Yes,” I say. “What’s wrong with him?”
She smiles and takes a long drag from her clove cigarette. The holder clicks against her teeth. “Twins are tricky creatures. No matter the type, they always seem to have a kind of bond that can’t be replicated. What happens to one, will happen to the other, sooner or later. Obviously, his mind was warped at some point. Since you were repaired, he will be also.”
“He doesn’t have enough anchors!” I cry. 
She shakes her head. “Unlike you, he doesn’t need three. You are enough. I doubt his mind has been warped as many times as your has.”
Amr heaves. Puke spills out of his mouth and onto my pants. I rub his back. “It will be okay. The worst is over.”
He moves to sit up and grips my arm. Now, he looks into my eyes. “I remember,” he whispers.  He pulls me to him. “I remember that night at that house. Mom woke me up and told me I had to say goodbye. Then an old man took my memories of you.”
“Edgar, my father. He wasn’t all that he seemed.”



She’s Alive
“The sun will be setting in a few hours. I assume you will need a place to shift? Unless, of course, you have figured out a way to break the curse the females of your kind are under?” She cackles. “Not even I could break it. It’s the only curse I have never succeed in breaking. That Sibi is one powerful sorceress, to my dismay.”
Is?
I stand up. “The person who put the curse on my kind is still alive?” 
She shrugs. “Well, I’m twice her age and I’m still, as you young things say, kickin’ it. Can’t see why she would be dead now. Haven’t heard anything, anyway. Not that we liked each other’s company. I can’t stand the bitch, but I still think I would have heard something. Last time we spoke was around 1609. I had came here with the Crescent. I was a healer for the Dutch. My shop grew from there. I didn’t always sell Chinese food on the side. That came a whole lot later. I. . .” 
“Not that your life story isn’t thrilling, but can you just tell us how we can go about finding her?” Bullock asks. 
I glance at him. Not that he didn’t say what I was already thinking, but I didn’t expect him to be the one to actually say something. He’s changed. Ever since we went down in those tunnels, he has been different: more assertive. 
Agnita folds an arm across her chest and uses it to brace the arm with the nearly out cigarette in it. “Well, don’t you just make a woman go weak in knees,” she says with a roll of her eyes. “Still a stubborn brat as ever, I see.” 
She takes the stub of a cigarette off her holder and tosses it into the wastebasket. It sizzles
in my puke. She reaches into her cleavage and pulls out a black case with another of her black cigarettes and sticks it into the holder. She lights the end with her finger. She sure does like to take her time getting to the point. If it wasn’t for the fact that she has a shop in Chinatown, I would think that she was some type of recluse. 
“Only way that sorceress is found is if she wants you to find her. She hasn’t done anything for humankind or dragon shifters, since she cursed you around 5 A.D.  Guess love will do that. I’ve never been in love, so I wouldn’t know.”
“In love with who?” I ask. 
Agnita shrugs and waves her hand around. “Some woman. They were bisexual before it was cool.”
“Anna, in the legend her name was Anna,” says Kearn. He crosses his arms over his chest. 
“What are you doing here anyway?” Paden asks . He stands from the couch and moves to face the young man that should be in a butler uniform back at Spearwood. I’m wondering along the same lines. How did he know I was in need of his help? 
“I’m the eyes and ears of Spearwood. I know what goes on inside every corner of its walls. I know what he did to her, and I knew she would need more than these two to restore her.” His London voice speaks with such conviction, I can’t help but take a few steps toward him. 
“How did you know we would be here?” Triton asks . 
Kearn eyes him for a long moment. “Other than the sorceress Sibi, the Sea Witch Agnita is the only creature alive who can restore minds after they have been fragmented.”
I take another step toward him and place my hand on his shoulder. He looks down at me, and I smile. “Thank you for helping me and . . .” I grasp the glass locket. “. . . for helping me fix this.”
He turns to me now and bows at the waist. “It was my pleasure to help you, Miss. However, I did nothing to fix the necklace. You did that on your own.” He stands again, his bi-colored eyes looking into my own. I frown. He’s lying. I felt his magic in my hand, moving with my own. They may have been fake memories, but the Avalon I was only a little ago, remembers what it felt like to bond with Paden. What I felt with Kearn was a lot like that. Is he a shifter too, or something else?



Dinner
“Since you will be staying the night, I will have the girl fix you all some dinner. My own shop’s classics. People travel from miles around to have my food, and get my spells or potions on the side”
Agnita leaves the room, her clove smoke trailing behind her. 
“I need to get back to Spearwood. They haven’t figured out where you have gone, yet. I don’t think they know where the Sea Witch’s current station is. I have been holding them off for a while with false leads. I’m not sure why they let you go in the first place . . . considering they are looking for you now. I don’t know what they are planning. The only place I don’t have ears is Roseman’s office. I can give you guys a night. Long enough for Miss to shift in and out of her dragon form. After that, I can’t promise anything. I advise you move on to somewhere else before noon tomorrow.”
“How do we know we can trust you? That this isn’t some type of trap set by Roseman?” Triton asks. 
“You don’t know. I may not be a born member of the Vox, but I do want to keep Miss safe. I have the power to do that for a little while longer. Now you can heed my warning, or ignore it and get caught. It’s all up to you.” He bows to me again. Before he rises back up, he grabs my hand in a gentle grip. My heart does a flip, when his warm lips press into my skin. A visible shiver runs down my spine and I bite my lip. “Stay safe, Avalon,” he whispers. He releases his hold and steps back. He walks out of the room and through the door that leads to the underground of Outcasts. I resist the urge to stop or follow him, and watch him go. 
Paden walks over to me, “Avalon, how are you feeling?” I force my eyes away from the empty door way and look to him. He’s frowning. I can’t help but get the feeling it’s a rare occurrence with him. 
“I feel good now, as if I’ve just woken up from a night of rest. I don’t feel very different, like I thought I would. The uncovered memories aren’t all at my disposal yet. I guess I will have to wait for them to rise to the surface.”
He raises his pointer finger and turns his head to look over his shoulder at Maverick. He looks back, as if unsure of something. Paden cocks his head and Maverick steps forward. One stands on either side of me and raises their pointer fingers. Together, they make three ghost lines on each of my cheeks. I frown. The sensation brings forth a new memory. 
I’m in a large house. I lounge in a sofa-sized bean bag. This time I’m around ten. On either side of me lies one of the boys: Paden and Maverick. Their heads rest near my own at angled positions. A bowl of popcorn sits on my stomach, and we all grab from it at our leisure. 
On a wall-sized flat screen TV an anime plays out before us. Dubbed in English, with teeth-grinding voices. 
“Sauske!” cries the main character. Just as the fight scene was getting good, they leave it at a cliff hanger, like always. 
“Not there!” I cry in outrage, through a mouth full of popcorn. Now we are going to have to wait until next week for another 15 minute fight scene.  
Both boys roll onto their sides. “You’ve really gotten into this show,” Maverick says. 
“It’s your fault. You were the one who showed it to me. I can’t help that the fight scenes are epic. I can’t believe I have to wait an entire week to see if Naruto saves Sauske from himself. I want them together so bad!” 
Maverick tsks. “You’re gross. They aren’t gay. That kiss was an accident!”
“Hey, I can’t help what I like, butthole.” I shove him in the shoulder. He shoves me back with less force than I did him. His hands attack my sides with tickles, and I burst out laughing. 
“Uncle! Uncle!” I call. He eases back, and I finish laughing. When I open my eyes again, a box with the Naruto characters hovers in front of me, held up by Paden.  I see the words ‘Complete first series’ on the cover. I grab it from him and sit up. “No way, no way, no way! This is freaking awesome!”
“It’s the Japanese version with subtitles. They won’t be releasing the dubbed version on DVD for a while,” Paden says. 
I lie back down between them and pull out the case that has the episode number we would be on. There are only a few more cases that follow. We’re nearing the end, and then I will have to find the sequel. “I don’t care. I will still watch it, multiple times.”
“I think I know why you like this show so much,” Maverick says. “You are a lot like Naruto, just a tad less annoying.”
“You know, if you put marks right here,” Paden runs his finger over my cheeks, mimicking the markings that Naruto has, “she would look a lot like his Sexy Jutsu.” 
Maverick mimics the motion on my other cheek. It tickles. “By George you’re right!” 
From that point on, they always marked my cheeks like that. 
“Naruto?” I ask, unsure if that was real or not. It had to be, but I can never be sure. 
A smile passes over both their faces. I will take that as a yes.
“So you remember?” Maverick asks. 
I shrug. “A little bit. Not a lot. It’s all puddled together with what I believed about you before all this brain washing crap came into play.”
He bows his head and takes a step back. I grab the belt loop of his slacks. The motion came out of nowhere, but it was done on instinct, like I have done it a thousand times before. I stop him and pull him back. I let go. “I have no idea why I just did that,” I say, now taking a step back myself. 
“You used to do it all the time when we were kids. Usually right before you pinned him to the ground and gave him a wet Willie,” Paden says, a grin now on his face. 
Someone grabs my hand. I look back to see Dante standing there. I can’t read his face. “We should go see about that food now. I’m sure you need it after everything that has happened in the last 48 hours.” He pulls me away, before I can say anything. I stumble, as I hurry to keep up with him. What’s with him? I wanted to get more information from Paden and Maverick. I want more of my memories back. 
The scents coming from the kitchen make my stomach growl with need. A few people stare at us. It must be a weird sight . . .  a group of teenage boys and girl stumbling out of a back room, when none of them saw us come inside. I pull the blazer tighter around me. 
Lavish doesn’t even touch the décor  I wonder how famous this place is? It looks like it makes quite a bit, and almost every table has more than two people. Where are we going to sit?
After a moment, everyone goes back to how it was before we appeared. A young man walks up to us wearing a half black apron around his waist. He makes Paden, Maverick, and Dante look short, and they aren’t. His black hair stands on end, as if he rolled out of bed. His chin is broad and a playful smile plays on his lips. Chocolate brown eyes look down at me. 
“Hello and welcome to Miss Peacock’s! I’ve been told to take you all to one of our VIP tables. My name is Romulus and I will be one of your servers for the night. Follow me please.” He leads us to another area in the back of the place. Across the way from where we came out of. Through another door we go. It feels as if there are a hundred in this place. This room also has a similar color theme to the back room. Reds, blacks and gold make up everything. A long black table sits at the center of the room.
Romulus pulls out a chair at the other end, farthest from the door. He motions for me to sit. “Ladies here always take their seat first.” I give a small smile, before taking the offered chair. I look at the rest of the guys. They all look so stiff. 
“Relax,” I say to them. “The worst of tonight is over. I feel fine right now. Take your seats.”
Maverick and Paden take the seats directly to my left and right. A sense of ease fills me. Dante frowns as he takes the seat next to Maverick. Bullock takes the seat next to Dante and Amr takes the seat across from him. Triton takes the seat across from me and Horace finishes of the rectangle with the seat to Triton’s left. I can’t help but feel as if this represents their order, who’s in position of leader and who is not. 
Romulus’s hand goes to my shoulder and squeezes it. “Don’t worry, love; they’re uncomfortable because of me.”
The door opens and Vex comes in carrying a tray with two sets of jade tea pots and cups. “Yeah? Only because you’re a dog, literally. You hump anything with two legs. I’m sure they can sense it.”
“Literally?” I ask. She has to be using that word wrong. 
“Yup,” Romulus clarifies. He steps away from me and moves to where I can see him. Within seconds, he shifts into the form of a black wolf with the front left paw looking as if it has been dipped in white paint. He opens his mouth and sticks out his tongue, letting it hang to the side as he pants. His tail wags. His mannerisms are much more doggish, I guess. He pads forward and places his head on my lap. Hesitantly, I stroke his fur. It’s softer than I thought it would be. 
“I wouldn’t do that,” says Vex, as she sets down my cup and pours a light colored tea into it. Jasmine wafts from the steam. “It will make him think that you want to have sex with him. Like I said, he humps anything with two legs, and I sometimes wonder if he wouldn’t go for four if it was offered.”
He pulls away from me and shifts back. “I resent that comment. Don’t bash just because you’re jealous.”
She places the tea pot down, having served all of us some tea. “Please. I would take Remus over you any day, at least he has moral decency. 
“Of course, perfect Remus always gets your attention,” his tone bitter. He must really like this girl. “I created Rome, you know.”
She scoffs. “With his help, and then you made him fake his death, so you could take all the credit, and he was kind enough to do it for you.”
“Wait, you’re the actual Romulus from Roman Mythology?” I ask. 
“Of course, what parent today would name their child Romulus?” asks Vex. 
Romulus frowns. “This is about last night isn’t it?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’ll be back in a little while with your food. You’ll be receiving the best off the menu.”
Vex slams the door open and walks out. I wonder what he did to piss her off.
“I’m sorry. She’s acting like that because of me. I will return later with your food. Please, pull the rope over there if you need anything before then.” I look to the rope hanging down near Triton and Horace. I didn’t even notice it until now.  He leaves also. 
“Is it really possible for him to be thousands of years old?” I ask. 
All of them nod. “None of our kind our quite that old, but there are ones even older than Romulus. Vex is older than him by a thousand years at the least,” Bullock says. 
“How do they stay looking our age? Even the Ancients look old.”
“I can’t speak for Romulus, but I assume he is in the same boat. Vex is cursed. Agnita is a collector of sorts. She likes to have valuable and rare things. Vex is a mermaid. She used to be able to go between both the sea and land freely, but when Agnita joined the Colonists, Vex’s father sent her on land to retrieve her and bring her back to the sea. Vex battled with Agnita and lost. Ever since then she has been cursed. She can’t leave New York, or get in the sea until her contract with Agnita is up in another thousand years. Unless she can break the curse.”
“So that’s why she was excited to see you. She thought you had figured out how to break the curse and get her out of here.”
Bullock nods. “I have figured out how to break her curse, but I haven’t told her yet. She’s not going to like it.”
I sit foreword. “What will break it?”
“A kiss from someone born on land, her true love.”
I scoff. “True love’s kiss? Seriously?”
He nods again. “Agnita is known for writing that into all of her curses. Spearwood had a lot of books on her. Several of them have been broken with that. Perhaps she’s a hopeless romantic.”
“Could it break my curse?” Could true love really be the cure? It just doesn’t seem possible. 
“I don’t know. I don’t know anything about the gypsy queen that cursed the females of our kind. You are the first one to be born in centuries. I’m sure if there had been others before you, it would have been broken by now if that was the case.”
“Why aren’t there more females like me? If our kind is populated by 99.9% of men, how are new dragon shifters being born?”
Dante grins at me. “Well, Fire, when a man and a woman…”
I shake my head. “Don’t even try to go there.” I smile though. It’s the first joke he’s cracked in what feels like forever. “I’m serious though. What are your mothers like?”
“They’re human, if that’s what you’re asking,” Horace says. 
“I figured that.”
“It’s different for everyone. Some have mom’s that are full human, not an ounce of supernatural ability. Others are from other species: shape shifters, mermaids, demi-gods, fallen-angels… you get the point. There are also the ones that have their gender changed,” Triton says. 
A twinge of ire raises in me at the sound of his voice, but I force it back down. It must be left over from the other Avalon; even though we are now all one whole personality. “Are they different from normal transsexuals? How are they able to physically have children?”
“The magic of our world can do a lot of things. Including changing the gender of a person who truly wants it. They become the body they would have had, had they been born that gender, working insides and all. The magic can only be performed once and the person must want the change with every fiber of their being,” Paden says.
 I give him a soft smile. “So if they become female, why aren’t they cursed like me?”
“I don’t know. Doesn’t make much sense, does it? Maybe because they were born guys first and then became girls after they passed the age of adulthood?” questions Dante. 
The door to the room opens again, hitting the wall behind it. Vex comes in carrying a tray. “I don’t want to hear it, Rom.” 
Romulus follows in behind her, carrying his own tray. Behind him follows a guy that could be a carbon copy of him, but his hair lies flat against his head and curls at the ends. “Stop fighting in front of the VIP’s. You remember what Agnita threatened last night if you two continued to fight while in front of the customers.”
“Always the bloody voice of reason, aren’t you Remus?” snaps Romulus. 
Vex grabs a fold out stand for trays and sets it down. “Both of you shut up.” She begins to place some of the various dishes on the table: duck, pork, beef, and chicken. My stomach turns at the sight of it all. Vegetables, rice, and several kinds of soup join everything as well. The scent of it all gathers into my nose. A growl emits from my stomach. I place a hand on it. I don’t think I realized how hungry I was. 
Vex, Remus and Romulus gather near the door and turn toward us. They bow at the waist. “Please enjoy your meal, served to you at Miss Peacock’s.” They leave in a line. Whatever they were arguing about doesn’t start up again until they are on the other side of the door. 
The guys all look to me again. I touch my hair, feeling self-conscious for the first time since everything happened. I wonder how my hair looks right now. I never would have cared before, but now I do, just a bit. It’s strange, having new aspects of myself that are foreign. There are urges I’ve never had before. Like how I feel around Paden and Maverick. I can’t explain it, but I’m overjoyed to be with them. How close were we as children? Why were they around me back then?
“What,” I finally say, when none of them speak up. 
“You serve yourself first; it’s only right,” Horace says. 
I roll my eyes. “Seriously, don’t start this guys. I’m not that much different than I was before, and I’m not going to put up with the ladies first thing. Serve yourselves too, now, or I will kick all your butts. I have a feeling I could do it now.” 
Boxing and fighting with Edgar, as if he was training me, flash in my mind. Who was Edgar, really? Why were the true memories of the last year and a half removed from my mind?
Maverick lifts an eyebrow. “You remember your training then?” He picks up a plate of pork bits and places some on his own plate. He at least isn’t going to test me on whether I could kick his butt or not. Maverick may be the only one in the group that would pin me in a fight.
I shrug. “Bits of it, but I think I could pull it off with using muscle memory, and all that.”
“Interesting,” Paden says, readying his plate as well. It makes me wonder why he was acting at Spearwood. Was he expected to let the servant put the food on his plate for him? We both know his weird obsessive behavior was just an act, or at least it would have been a few years ago. Does he really like me like that? Was there truth behind his words all this time? He didn’t like me when I was acting like a prissy princess. What about now? When I’m more like my old self than ever before. 
I serve myself with some white rice and a mixture that looks like Buddha’s Delight: mixed vegetables and tofu. 
“Is that all you’re going to have?” Dante asks, when I rest my plate back down on the table. 
“There’s not much else I can eat. I don’t eat meat when I don’t have to.”
“You ate it this morning,” Triton says. 
“That’s because I didn’t know when I was going to eat again for one, and for two, the other version of me was fine with eating meat. I’m not.”
“Come to think of it, I have never seen you eat meat,” says Amr. “You left the chicken in your bowl when we ate at the Cabin that one time.”
“Why didn’t you say anything? We could have left it out,” Horace says 
I shrug. “I’m not the type of person to expect other people to cater to me. I’m the one that chose to be this way. I just tend to pick around meat if it’s served to me.”
“She’s been vegetarian for as long as I can remember,” Maverick says.
Dante pinches a piece of duck a little too hard with his chopsticks. “How far back is that?”
“We were sent to guard her when we were six and five,” Paden says. 
I try as hard as I can to remember that far back, but all I can recall is a feeling of crying. No flashback comes to the front of my mind. I wish I could use my memories on command, like a normal person. “I can’t remember.”
“Don’t worry, the memories will come back on their own with time. Edgar told us if you ever had the process reversed that it would take time, and that we couldn’t reveal shared personal memories until you remembered them.”
Edgar, in over a matter of hours, has gone from being a simple, old man, to being more complex than a quantum physics problem. “Who was he? I already know he didn’t find me by the barn when I was a newborn.”
Paden nudges around his food. I can’t help but to do the same thing. I was starving when they first brought it, but now all I can think about are all the questions I have and want answers to. I take a small bite of baby corn, one of my favorite things to eat with this dish. “He is one of the Vox as well. He used to say he never thought he would live to see the day that the female shifter walked this Earth, and it turned out he was chosen to raise her. ”
I swallow, Edgar’s death hitting me hard since I learned about it. A lump forms in my throat. “Was.”
Paden looks to me. “What?”
My fingers shake, making my chopsticks tremble. “He was a member the Vox. He died, around morning, the day before yesterday. It’s what started this whole mess with the brain warping.”
“How did he die? Do you know?” Maverick asks. He takes my chopsticks out of my right hand and grabs it in a comforting manner. 
“I talked to him a few hours before, when Amr and I found out we were twins and just before you two kidnapped me for lunch. He sounded sick. Like he had a cold, or something. I called him after I got back from lunch, and that’s when one of the Hands told me that he had passed away; that Spearwood people were there packing the whole place up. 
“That’s not possible. A common cold doesn’t kill our kind, not even pneumonia,” Bullock says. 
“What does that mean?”
Paden growls. “Edgar didn’t die of natural causes, he was murdered.”



The Next Plan
 
“Mur-murdered.” The word tastes rancid as it leaves my mouth. I never thought of that as a possibility. 
“I’m sorry,” Maverick’s grip on my hand grows tighter. I hold his hand back. 
Paden shakes his head. “We have to figure out why Roseman is doing all of this.”
“There’s the war that he’s been talking about with one of the Ancients,” Bullock says. 
Dante cocks his head. “War with whom?”
“I don’t know. They didn’t go into detail in front of me. All I know is there’s a war coming and Roseman is the leader of it. I think he wanted Avalon to only be taught Air magic, so he could control her better. The Ancient wants her to be taught everything she’s able to learn, so she’ll be a stronger warrior. In the end, I would’ve had to follow their orders over his.”
“I remember that,” Maverick mumbles. 
My need to know about Edgar’s apparent murder stills for a second, as I look at him. He let it slip that we were there when Bullock received punishment for being an Outcast. 
Bullock turns his body more toward us. “How would you remember that? As I recall, I was the only one there.”  So he doesn’t remember waking up while I was healing him? His brown eyes narrow at us. “You two were there. I thought it was all a dream.”
“Can someone please enlighten the rest of us that don't know what you're talking about?”
I look at Bullock. “I don't know what you're talking about.” I'm not sure why I want him to think that day, when I healed him, was a dream. 
He arches a light brown eyebrow. “You don't?” He stands. “I guarantee I have proof that you were.” I frown now. He takes off his blue blazer and white button up shirt, and turns his back to face the table, revealing his scar-riddled back. There's something new, however, at the top of his left shoulder—where the scars that I healed start—lies a perfectly shaped hand print, glowing a faint blue. “I think if you put your hand there it would be an exact match, don't you?” He faces me again and puts his shirt back on. I try not to let my eyes linger on his bare chest before it’s hidden from my view. 
“Fine, you caught me,” I say. 
Bullock sits back down in the chair and looks AT me, as if waiting for an explanation of my actions that day. I shrug. “I wasn't going to let you go with wounds like that. I know now that Dr. Quinn wouldn't have been allowed to heal you either since they were inflicted by an Ancient.”
“I could have taken care of it myself; I always have.”
I sigh. “Fine. Next time, I will let you suffer, you ungrateful bastard. Can we get back on the subject of Edgar?” The pull of the moon has eases into my muscles and bones. Great.  I push my plate away from me, having barely touched the food at all.
“You need to eat, Avalon,” Paden says. 
“I'm not hungry. I would eat if I was,” I snap. 
He looks away from me. I look down at my lap and rub my forehead. “I'm sorry. I'm just a bit off still, okay? I have a bunch of different emotions fighting for the lead right now, and knowing Edgar was killed isn't helping any of it. Not to mention nightfall is about less than an hour away, I can feel it.”
The others start to eat a bit more. At least they can get the food down. I'm afraid mine will come up when the curse forces me to change. 
 “Edgar, why does this have to happen every night?” I ask through thought. An old, pale-blue dragon sits across from me—not much bigger than my own form. 
“It's just how the curse works, Avvi. As far as I know, there's no way around it. You're the first female of our kind to make it as far as you have, and that's why we are protecting you from the reach of the families, until you are old enough to fight against them yourself.” He lies his head down on the ground. 
“We'll find a way to break you're curse somehow, Lon,” says the smaller-than-me silver dragon to my right. “I promise.”
“You okay?” Maverick asks, putting a hand on my shoulder.
“Yeah, just more memories. I don't want to talk about it right now. How do you think Edgar was killed?”
“You said he sounded sick when you talked on the phone with him the last time?” 
I nod at Paden. 
Mirren sits back in his chair. “There's only one thing that would make our kind have flu-like symptoms and kill us: ingesting the seeds of an Angel's Trumpet plant.”
“Today, I'm going to teach you three about a very poisonous plant to us. It's also poisonous to Norms as well, but in this day and age it is unlikely to kill them unless they can't get to a hospital,” Edgar says, his Scottish accent fainter than I ever remember hearing it. 
Paden and Maverick sit at the small round table with me; each with their own notebooks. 
He points to a colored chalk picture on the black board of a plant that points to the sky with long, narrow, purple petals that unfurl at the top. “It is called Datura, or Angel's Trumpet. It's a flower that blooms only at night. It is poisonous to all living things, but is especially to us.”
“Why?” I ask.
“Because it is a flower that awakens at night, in the rays of the moon, and we are creatures created by the Sun god. The moon has been against us since the beginning.”
The old way of thinking didn't make a ton of the sense to me, but I never liked the moon very much either, considering what it does to me. 
 
“When the seeds are ingested by a Norm they can cause delirium, violent behavior and amnesia among other things. Not a pleasant high, from what I understand. Norms can be killed with high doses if they don't have their stomach pumped with orally administered activated charcoal to help the stomach from absorbing the poison. If it's too late and they are already showing signs of Datura, then the drug physostigmine is an antidote.”
“How does it affect us though?” Maverick asks. 
“We get flu like symptoms: congested cough, sneezing, and the chills. We don't know why it affects us like this, but by the time the cough shows up, we have less than an hour or two to live. There’s no cure. It will kill you.”
I fold my arms. “He would've had to ingest the seeds in order or for that to kill him. How would the seeds have gotten into his system?”
Mirren shrugs. “That's easy. Put it in his food or drink, when he's not looking and then just sit back and wait the half hour it will take for his body to absorb it. Not that difficult.”
“How would that have happened though? As far as I know, he lived with a bunch of Norms as the hands on the Orchard.”
“Could have been someone else, someone he trusted, who came to visit,” Triton says.
I don’t know what I’ll do when I figure out who Roseman had kill Edgar. The anger rolling in my stomach tells me I could kill them, but the moral side of me says I could never do something like that. 
“I don’t think Roseman did his own dirty work. He had someone do it for him. We’ll have to find that person,” I say. 
The pull of the moon gets to the point where I can’t ignore it anymore. I push away from the table and stand. “We’re going to need that place Agnita was talking about. Night fall is only minutes away. I sigh. I want that necklace back. 



The Aqua Basement
 
“Agnita is busy with a client right now, but this is where she wants you to transform,” Vex says, as she leads us down a long flight of stone stairs. Cracks and crumbling affect some of them; I hope they don’t collapse. My skin burns. The cold rock brings some relief to the palms of my hands. We need to move faster though. 
We come to a thick wooden door. Vex pushes on it. Sliding it open and revealing a vast open room, with rough, stone pillars and cave like walls. It has to be the size of—at the very least—one football field. A faint blue glow shines over the room with dancing lights. Inside one of the long walls sits a massive aquarium. I can’t tell how far back it goes, if it even stops. A dolphin swims past going into a part of the wall where I can’t see anything. 
“That’s unique,” I mutter, as I look at it. More pain than usual courses through my muscles. Normally, it’s just the pain from the itch and burn; the sensations are different tonight, a lot different. 
“You don’t think she and I stay in our human forms all day, do you? It’s exhausting maintaining this two legged form.” I grab at my stomach as the muscles clench tightly. My knees shake, wanting to buckle. The burning courses across the underside of my skin. The itch hasn’t made its normal appearance. 
“Agnita wanted me to tell you that the process of sewing you back together may’ve changed how you transform, and not to be alarmed. I’m not sure how that’s possible. Unless the warping changed—” 
The rest of what she says falls on deaf ears. The blood rushing around in my head muffles her voice. My knees give out making me fall hard to the stone floor. My skin ripples. Something moves just under the surface like a beetle. The heat from before becomes cold, ice cold. My teeth chatter. I let out a shaky frosted breath.
My eyes go wide, that’s never happened before. I push Maverick’s blazer off of me, not wanting to ruin it. The cold sinks deeper into my bones, turning my muscles to stone. I fall forward onto my hands and knees.  
Like ice covering the top of a lake; the skin on the top of my hands fractures, sending millions of tiny cracks climbing my arms and spreading across my body. Will I break into hundreds of pieces?
My skins falls off me in tiny shards, clinking on the stone like broken pottery. My golden scales now sit on top, the tips a dark grey. My muscles shift, grow and pull me in all different directions. A scream erupts from me before it turns into a deep roar. My body pulses with the echo of pain. 
“Well, you give werewolves a run for their money. That would make Romulus feel less bad about being the father of them,” Vex says. She leans against the aquarium, her arms crossed over her chest. 
I stretch out my wings before bringing them in close to my body and moving into a curled positioned, giving everyone more space. My body takes up more than half the room. 
I avert my eyes from the boys, still not used to changing in front of them. It should probably feel normal by now, but it doesn’t. Shame tries to rear its ugly head. I push it down. There’s nothing to feel ashamed about. 
Vex pushes herself off the glass wall. “Well, I have to go help clean up shop before closing. I will be back down later.”
The heavy door closing behind her makes the silence heavier. 
“I wonder why your transformation changed,” Amr says. 
 ‘I can only assume it’s from having my mind put back together. It felt different. I can’t explain it,’ I send out in thought. 
“We need to figure out where we’re going to go from here. This is only a safe haven for the next few hours,” Paden says. 
Dante nods. “I agree. Anyone have any ideas?”
“I do, but I’m not sure any of you are going to like it,” Amr says. 
‘What is it?’  
“My, I mean our, parents should be a safe place to go. Over the years they’ve built up their shielding magic around our house. Spearwood is more visible than our house. We could go there.”
I could go see my biological parents. I now know they didn’t abandon me at birth, did they really abandon me at all? I have a feeling they put me into hiding with Edgar for my own safety. 
Bullock frowns and moves to sit on the floor near my hind left leg. “Would that really be the safest place? Wouldn’t Spearwood think to look there?”
Amr shakes his head. “Only when they want people to find them, can they be found. The only reason Spearwood found us to take me there was because they wanted me to go. I was confused at first about why they sent me, but now I know it’s because they wanted me to be there when Avalon showed up.” 
Dante sits near my head. “How do we find them?”
Amr pulls out a pendant necklace from underneath his shirt: a silver circle with an infinity symbol in the center. “This is connected to my home. All we have to do is open another Void, and it will take us to wherever they’re located.”
“It’s not like we have a lot of other options,” Triton says. 
“Then that’s what we’ll do,” Dante says. 
“Are you okay with that, Lon?” Maverick asks. 
 ‘I guess there’s not much else we can do.’



Awkward
Somehow, each of the guys ends up finding a place to sleep on me. I guess my scales are more comfortable than the stone floor. This will be awkward if I can’t get them to wake up before I change back. I turn my head to look at the aquarium. Vex lies in the sand, at the bottom, on her stomach. Her legs now one large fishtail. In place of her skin, purple and pink scales cover her body. Her large black eyes look at me from the other side of the glass. 
 ‘Never seen a mermaid before?’ her voice echoes in my head. 
No, I’ve haven’t seen much of this supernatural world.’
‘You’re Miss Popular with all those boys. Even Derren likes you. Do you want to know which one you’ll end up with? I can tell you your future.’
If I wasn’t in my dragon form, my eyes would be as wide as dinner plates. ‘I’m not going to end up with any of them. I’m just friends with them all.’
‘You go on believing that then. It’s not true though. One of them will fix you, and your love will be true.’
‘Fix me?’
‘It will be a long road before either of you figure out you’re in love. Since you’re so stubborn.’
‘You don’t know me.’
She just smiles, revealing a mouth full of razor sharp teeth. I’ve been inside your head, girl. I know all about you: your past, present and future. I’d advise you get those boys up now. The sunrise will be in a few moments. I doubt you want a group of guys lying on your naked body.’ Without another word she moves and swims up to the top of the aquarium, going beyond the rock where I can’t see.  
Guys,’ I say through thought. ‘Guys, get up now. I’ll be changing back soon and I don’t want you lying on me when it happens.’ Amr stirs and slides down off my front leg. 
“Sorry, Avvi,” he mumbles, rubbing his eyes. 
The rest of them continue to snore, not fazed at all by my voice inside their heads. They must be exhausted. It’s been a long few days, hell, weeks. 
Easing onto my feet, I stand, forcing some of them off me, just in time for the transformation to start. One of them remains on my back. I’m too tall to sit back on my haunches and make him fall off. This will be awkward. I’m not sure who it is, but they can sleep through anything. I can’t be that comfortable. I shift back faster than I want to. Their heavy body lies on top of me. Maybe they died? That’s the only thing that would explain him sleeping through all of this. I push up, but I can hardly move. They stir. Why aren’t the others helping him off of me? They snicker. 
The person moves enough for me to turn over and see who they are. My eyes meet with Bullock’s brown eyes. I’ve never really seen him without his glasses on. His eyes focus on my breasts and then look back into my eyes. I nearly forgot I was butt naked. His mouth falls open, as both our cheeks flush red. His eyes shift down to my breasts again. The palm of my hand goes across his face, snapping him out of his stupor. I cover myself with my other arm.
“Get off me before I kick you in the balls,” I growl.
He’s up in an instant. I roll over and grab one of the many blazers that got thrown into a pile last night. I put it on. This one isn’t as long as Maverick’s. It doesn’t even touch my knees. At least, my butt isn’t exposed. I need some real clothes. I rather not have a reunion with my parents while being practically naked. 



Goodbyes
 
I pull the blazer tighter around me as the wooden doors slide open. Vex comes in, back in her tattooed, human form. In her hands, she carries something that’s dark pink with black flip flop sitting on top. “Agnita says you need to go soon. I brought you this, figured you need some type of clothing other than a jacket. I would have gotten you something last night, but I had my orders to keep working and then you transformed.”
She hands me the bundle of pink. Really? It had to be pink? I figured she would’ve liked a darker palette of clothing. I unfold it, revealing a medium length sundress. Surprisingly, knowing it’s a dress doesn’t bother me as much as it would’ve prior to my brainwashing. “Thank you.”  
“You can change behind the door,” she says. 
Bullock walks over to her as I go toward the door. “There’s something I need to talk to you about before we go. It’s about your curse.”
I move behind the heavy door and can’t hear him tell her about what she needs to do to break the curse. I slip out of the blazer and throw on the dress; it falls to just below my knees: the cotton fabric soft and nice. 
I smooth it all out, making sure the hem isn’t caught anywhere. 
“Are you fucking serious!” she yells as I open the door again. 
“Yes. You need to find a born land dweller who’s your true love.” 
She scrunches up her nose. “No.”
“Sorry.”
Vex sighs and rubs her eyes. She then looks to Bullock. In an instant, she takes him by the shoulders and pulls him toward her. Her lips crash against his. His hands go into the air in a frozen motion. My jaw drops. I wasn’t expecting that at all. First he sees my breasts and then he gets kissed by a really pretty girl. He’s had one hell of a morning. He regains composure and takes her by the shoulders. Will he kiss her back? Gentler than I’ve ever seen him, he pushes her away from him, breaking the kiss.
“You and I both know we don’t love each other like that,” he says. 
She sighs and her shoulders fall. “I know. It was worth a shot though. I’ve lived without true love for over two hundred millennium, and now I have to go looking for it? How can I do that if I can’t even leave New York?” 
“I know you, Vex. You’re a fighter. You’ll find a way.”
She nods and then her eyes turn to me. “That looks nicer on you than it did me.” She walks over to me and holds out her hand. “It was nice meeting you, Avalon. Are you sure you don’t want that answer about your future?”
“I already gave you my answer to that. Thank you for the dress and shoes.” I take her hand. As soon as our flesh makes contact a picture of a massive, old, spider like tree appears in my mind. She lets go of my hand and smiles. 
“Just a sneak peek. You’ll be on track when you get there. Good luck.”
She leaves the room and I look to the others. I guess it’s time to go now. 
Maverick smiles at me. “That dress looks nice on you, Lon.” 
I give him a mock glare. He knows how much I hate the color pink. “It’s pink,” I growl. 
Both he and Paden bust a gut. 
“Shut up.”
“Ready to go?” Amr asks me.  
“As ready as I’ll ever be.”



Parents
 
We gather around one of the blank stone walls. Amr takes the pendant off and places it in his palm before pressing it against the wall. A dark entry way spreads out in all directions from his hand. He takes hold of my hand and I take Dante’s. All of us form the train, like before when we were escaping from Spearwood. 
He pulls me into the darkness. Within seconds, it falls away and reveals a den with modern black furniture, white carpet and glass tables.
“Amr, what are you—” A woman with long, brown hair walks into the room, wearing a navy blue pant suit, white blouse and silver necklace. Her grey eyes meet mine. She’s my mother. I recognize her from the memory. 
Her hand goes to her mouth. Tears come to her eyes. “Oh my God.” She takes two steps forward and stops. For the first time, she looks at the others who now crowd the den. “What’s going on? Elex!” 
A tall man rushes into the room, his golden hair streaked with white, wrinkles in the corner of each of his eyes. He’s aged a lot. I wonder how old he is. He looks at all of us together and then his eyes fall on Amr and me. Like her, he takes two steps forward. With a hesitant hand, he touches my shoulder.
“Avalon?” he questions, his voice deep. I nod. 
My mother lets out a cry and moves the distance between us to take me into her arms. I let go of Amr’s hand. I pat her on the back, not want to grip her back. My stomach quakes with nerves. Finally, she lets go of me and steps back to observe. “You’ve grown into a fine young woman.”
“How do you remember me?”
She smiles and touches my cheek. “Parents can never truly forget their children. We didn’t have our minds warped of you, just the location you were at and who you were with, until it came time for us to know again.”
“What about me? Why did you make me forget her?”
“You two were inseparable. There’s no way we could’ve put Avalon where we did and not done something to ease the loss you two would feel for each other. Your father and I got through it, because we could understand why we were doing it. You were four, so we decided to have Avalon’s mind modified to forget all of us, and yours to forget her.  



Temporary
 
“Not that we’re not happy to see you all, but why are you here? It’s dangerous to come here from Spearwood,” my mother says. 
Amr takes a step forward. “We didn’t come here from Spearwood. We ran from there three days ago.”
Elex frowns. “Why did you run?”
Amr touches my shoulder. “They warped her mind again and told her they were coming after us. We ran to New York to get her fixed. That’s when we learned she’s been warped more than once.”
Elex shakes his head. “That doesn’t make sense. Why would they have her mind warped?”
 Paden moves to stand next to me. “We don’t know. He didn’t do a good job; she was fighting with her true self the entire time. All of it was sloppy.”
Elex stares at him for a few seconds. “I almost didn’t recognize you.” He then looks to Maverick. I haven’t seen you two since you were six and five.”
So he chose to have them watch over me. Why did he send children? How could they have been capable of protecting me at five and six years old? 
Elex folds his arms. “Why did you come here?”
“We didn’t know where to go next. We have to stay ahead of Spearwood, so they can’t capture us again. We won’t be here long; we just need to figure out our next move.”
My mother puts her hand on my shoulder. “Of course, you’re welcome here anytime. Are any of you hungry?” 
“Igraine, we have things to talk about with them. We don’t have time to eat.”
She gives him a stern look. “We can eat and talk. They need some food in them. Now stop fighting me on the subject.” 
With her arm around me, she leads us out of the room and toward a massive kitchen. Like the den, it’s decorated in blacks and whites. A large white table sits off to the side of the kitchen, in front of a large patio window. “Sit at the kitchen table. I’ll fix something up fast.” 
I sit down. I can’t help but wonder if this is some type of dream. She moves around, opening and closing cabinets and the fridge, as if in some type of silent dance. This woman gave birth to me. All my life I wondered what it would be like to have a mother. What it would be like to have her make me breakfast, or take care of me if I got sick—which has never happened—it’s just the fantasy of having the perfect mother, like the ones on TV. 
Once she has everything she wants out on the counter, she waves her hands around. I frown. Is she doing magic? 
“She’s a sorceress,” Amr says. I look at him, forgetting he had taken a seat next to me. 
“Like the Sea Witch and the one that cursed our kind?” 
He nods. “But she doesn’t specialize in curses. She’s good, a healer.”
Within moments, platters of hot food float over to the table. Elex takes a seat at the head of the table. “So, let me see if I have this straight. Roseman warped Avalon’s mind, for the second time, but didn’t do it right. You escaped Spearwood in order to have her fixed in New York. Fixed by who?”
“Agnita, most likely, dear,” Igraine says. “She’s the only one other than Sibi who can repair minds and Sibi hasn’t been seen for thousands of years.”
I lean forward. “It’s also the third time my mind has been warped, not the second. That’s what her assistant said.”
“Second time? Why would your mind have been warped a second time?” Igraine asks. 
I look to Paden and Maverick, who sit across from me. “I would like to know the answer to that as well.”
“It was your choice to have it done. You knew if you went into Spearwood with the knowledge of a person raised in the families, they would know you were raised by a person from the Vox. You didn’t want them suspecting Edgar of anything. You knew at some point your memories would be returned to you,” says Paden. 
“How did I know that?” 
“You made Maverick and I swear under oath to take you to the Sea Witch during winter holiday. But then Roseman warped your mind with that new personality, and we couldn’t wait for winter holiday.”
“Why couldn’t I have just faked not knowing anything?”
Maverick takes his ponytail out and redoes it. “You wanted it to be real.”
“Then why have my memories returned during the winter holiday? Why not just leave me naïve for the rest of my school career?”
“Because you had plans to take the power back.”
My head starts to throb. I know what they’re saying is true. I can sense the memories just under the surface, but I can’t access them. What are they talking about?
Igraine takes a seat on the other side of me. “Eat, please. After, I want to heal you, Avalon. Make it so your mind can never be warped again, by anyone.”



Mole
 
I managed to eat a small plate of food. It was incredible, the best cheese and mushroom omelet I have ever tasted. But ever since getting sewn back together, I’ve gone back and forth between feelings of starvation, to not wanting the food set in front of me. Now, we follow Igraine down to the basement where she keeps all her things for magic. 
She turns to me once we’re down the stairs and takes my hand. “I’m so happy to see you. You have no idea how much I’ve dreamed of this day. I’ve cried for you every night. I never wanted to put you in hiding, but it was necessary to keep you safe until you could protect yourself and rise above them all.” 
“Why do I have to be protected? Who’s after me?” 
“People who think females shouldn’t be born into our world due to the curse. People who are old in their ways of thinking, scared of the unknown, or just want power.”
“How could I stand in the way of someone who wanted power?”
She smiles and touches her chest, because you have goodness in your heart and would not stand by while they try to rule the world. The worst of the threats is over now, locked away right after we put you into hiding.”
Pulling me over to a shelf, she has me stand still. “I have the potion I need already made.” She pulls a tiny, blue genie-like bottle off the shelf and uncorks it. She tips it and pours the liquid into her hand. “Now, this will hurt a little bit, but no one, no matter how strong they are, will ever be able to modify your mind again. Okay?” I nod, not even sure what she’s going to do. “Give me your right wrist.” I hold it out to her. She pours the liquid from her hand near the top of my wrist and mutters words I can’t make out under her breath. 
I hiss when the initial sting starts, but it’s nothing compared to my transformations. The warmth of her magic flows into my arm and through my veins. It’s calm, peaceful, like a small stream.  She pulls her hand back, revealing a metallic gold symbol; it reminds me of a triton or a bird’s foot, almost. I touch it. It’s smooth. “Like a tattoo.”
“It is a tattoo. It’s there for life.”
“Does it mean anything?”
“It’s a rune called Algiz. It means protection, among other things. No one will ever be able to touch your mind again.”
“Thank you.”
“No, thank you.”
I frown at her. Why is she thanking me?
“You turned exactly into the young woman I wished for you to be. I can see it in your eyes.”
“One of you is missing,” Elex says. 
We turn back to the group. What is he talking about? I look over to the group. At first glance, they look to all be here, but then something dings inside of me. Triton is missing. 
“Where’s Triton?” I ask. 
Everyone looks at each other, as if the others have more information than they do. I fall into Igraine as the basement begins to shake. Her eyes go wide. “Oh, no.”
Elex runs through a door at the back of the room. Igraine follows. Curiosity sinks in and the rest of us run after them. 
We follow them into an unfished dirt room. A young man stands at the center of the room, his hair long and white. Next to him stands Triton. The hair on my arms and neck stands in end.
Elex ignites fire in the palm of his hands. 
The man cocks his head. “Not excited to see me, Dad?”
Dad?
“How did you get out?”
“My good little servants helped me.” The man’s eyes fall on me. “Well, look at you, little sister. All grown up. How long has it been, eleven years?” I try to search my mind for memories of an older brother, none come to mind. 
“You walked right into my trap. It will be so easy to destroy all of you.”
To be continued 
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