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        With sharing the true light, there is always a cost.

      

        

      
        My new neighbor is an arrogant jerk.

        Oh, he's also an alien who claims we share a soul, and he wants me as far away from him as possible...

        Ura didn’t want to move, but her father didn’t give her a choice when he said he wanted an escape after the car accident that nearly killed them both. Trying to survive in a ghost town is never fun, but add in the neighbor from hell, well it’s becoming a nightmare.

        When two new strangers move into Maxx’s house, Ura finds out there is more than the true light to be frightened of.

        When light appears, so does darkness…
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        For those who manage to find a little light, even when it seems like there is only darkness.

        To the brave ones.
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      “Watch out!” I scream, knowing my warning is too late as a car flies out the other lane, speeding head first into the front of our car. Even as I hear my dad slam on the brakes, I know that nothing will stop the car from hitting ours. Everything feels in slow motion as the car smashes into us, the air bags pop open automatically as my body pushes against the tight seatbelt. A second later, my head slams into the glass window as the car rolls, making me scream out in pain. I turn my head, seeing my father’s worried blue eyes locked on mine, just before everything turns black for what seems like only a few moments, but I know it’s much longer than that. When I open my eyes, everything is so still, so painless for only a moment, and then I scream as I feel the crippling, mind-searing pain. I scream until my voice cracks and I can’t scream anymore. I shakily lift my head off the air bag as I cough, trying to figure out where the pain is coming from and wanting to find out if my dad is okay. I look down at the branch that has come through the smashed window screen and is lodged into my stomach on the left side. My mind tries to pretend it’s not happening as I look away, while the rest of me is screaming in pain and fear.

      “Help!” I try to scream, but it comes out as a dry cough. I try to blink out the blood that is dripping into my right eye, but it only stings. I turn slightly in my seat, the little movements hurting more than anything I’ve ever felt, and I see that the car is empty. My dad isn’t in the car anymore.

      “Dad! Dad!” I shout out. Or at least I think I do as things start to get hazy and I can’t hear my whispered sounding voice. I can’t lose him too, not after mum…

      “Hello?” I hear a distant voice shout through the haze. I look over and see a blurry figure open the driver door, sliding into the seat. I can’t make out his features, only that it is a guy.

      “I got you, Freckles,” the smooth, seductive voice says, trying to comfort me. Freckles? I can’t make my mouth move to reply to him, even as something deep inside me wants me to. I feel him place his hand on my head, over my cut, and instead of pain, I only feel warmth as blue light shines in my eyes. The light is all I feel and see as everything else fades away.
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      “There is a spider in my room, and I’m not touching it or unpacking until it’s gone,” I state, standing at the bottom of the stairs and glaring at my father who chuckles as he runs a hand through his brown-going-grey hair. Dad turns his light blue eyes on me, the amusement clearly shining through them. I glance around at the piles of boxes we are trying to move into the old house and notice that the counters in the kitchen have cobwebs on them. There are going to be more spiders.

      “What? The girl with pink hair and a nose piercing can’t handle a spider? I thought you were going through a whole rebellious, badass chick stage,” he replies, being a smartass like usual. Don’t parents grow out of that at some point when they get old?

      “I like pink, not hairy spiders in an old house. Please just get rid of it, dad,” I groan, and he laughs, messing my hair up with his giant hands as he passes me to go upstairs. I walk over to the mirror, smoothing down my dark pink hair, which doesn’t match my blue eyes and freckle-filled face. I had to tell dad I dyed it pink when he was in hospital because it naturally started growing out this color after the accident. The pink is darker at the top and lighter at the bottom as the sun has faded it. I also try to ignore the blue pattern on my head, which used to freak me out, but now it’s just a reminder that I might be a little crazy since the crash a year ago. It looks like a mixture of swirls made up of blue light, and it is exactly where I remember my head being cut in the accident. Only, no one can see the weird mark but me since I woke up from the accident. I lift my tank top to see the other mark, the rose shaped one on my hip, and run a hand over it as memories flash in my mind.

      I still vividly remember when I started asking about the glowing blue marks after the car crash…and well, the memories make me cringe. I came out of the accident with nothing but bruises, memories of being hurt far worse, and a glowing blue light that was warm and comforting. Neither my dad nor anyone else has believed me about it yet. They assumed I must have hit my head harder in the crash than they thought. It was months of tests while I waited for my father to get out of the hospital after he was flung from the car and somehow survived. The moment he got out of the hospital, he announced he had found this new job and that we were moving to a new house. An old, creaking house full of spiders in the middle of nowhere. Gross.

      “At least there won’t be a psychologist in this town for dad to send me to,” I mutter to myself, knowing that’s one benefit of the tiny ass town we have moved into. I walk to the front door, pull it open, and walk down the steps to look up at the new house. Someone once painted the bricks white, but they have faded and chipped over time, making the house seem creepier as it sits in the middle of lots of tall trees. The windows are made of wood, also chipped in places, and the roof doesn’t look in the best condition. This is a massive step down from our flat in London. It was in an old building, but the building was well looked after, not like this place. I shake my head and go to sit on the steps just outside my door.

      I stare out over the tiny road to the house on the other side of the street, which only contains these two. It is the mirror image of ours, with perfect white painted bricks, white plastic bay windows and steps leading up to the blue front door. There are two cars parked in front of the detached garage, both of them sport cars, and the sun shines off the red and blue paintwork. They must have cost a fortune. I keep searching around the only other house on the street, wondering why anyone would choose to live right outside a ghost town. I know the only reason my father chose this house is because of its cheap price; we can’t afford much after we lost the flat in London when my dad was ill in hospital. My dad would have chosen one of the expensive houses in the town if he could have. So why would people who can afford cars like that, live out here? My eyes flicker over the left window, just as the curtain moves a little to make a gap, and I see that someone is watching me. I lift my hand and wave, and the person lets the curtain go, walking away. Well, seems they aren’t friendly then.

      “The spider is all gone,” my father says, his footsteps couldn’t be missed as he walked across the creaking floor in the hallway to the front door and opened it. The creaking was so loud, I could hear him before he opened the door. “It is now free in the garden.”

      “No going in the garden for me then. The spider can claim that space as his own, and hopefully all his friends inside the house go to play with him,” I say, and my dad chuckles before he walks away. I stand up, stretching a little before going inside and closing the white door behind me.

      “I’m going to go into town to get some shopping and a pizza for dinner. Do you want to come?” Dad asks, sliding his wallet into his jeans and picking up his keys off the side.

      “I’m good, dad. I have to unpack and log into the school’s website to get my curriculum up for tomorrow,” I tell him. I left everything to the last minute, which is a bad habit of mine.

      “Alright. Anything you want from the shops?” he asks. “And you don’t need to ask for popcorn.” I grin up at him, thankful that he remembers my favorite snack. I’m happy to see my dad back to normal, not sitting in hospital and struggling to get better. This dad is like how it was before the crash.

      “Toffee or sweet, please,” I suggest, and he pats my shoulder before walking out of the door. I run up the stairs, not enjoying the massive creaking noise the dark wood boards make as I go. I pass by my dad’s room, the shared bathroom and go to my room right at the end of the hallway past a cupboard. I walk into my room, pausing to look around at the magnolia walls, dark wood floors and the big window. I love this room because the window has a window seat, which will be perfect to sit and draw in. I slide my cardigan off my shoulders and chuck it on my single bed that I need to do the sheets for. I walk to the boxes and start pulling them open, looking for only a few things. I pull out my sketch pad and a pencil from my pencil case, then walk to the window as I flip through the sketch pad for a new page. I sit down, not enjoying how cold the wood feels. I need to get some cushions or something for this seat. I might even have some packed away in the boxes.

      My hands start drawing before I even really think on it, and when I finally notice what I’m drawing, I stop, staring down at the eyes of a man I’ve never met, the man who haunts my dreams since the crash. I close the pad and put the pencil down, wrapping my arms around my knees as I watch out the window. I frown when I see a flash of blinding, bright green light from outside, and then after a few moments, someone knocks three times on the door as the light disappears. What the hell was that?
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      I run down the stairs to answer the door as the knocking continues, and as I get closer, I can hear two people arguing. I pull the door open, pausing at the sight of two unfamiliar teenagers smiling at me. They look about my age, both of them have dark blonde hair, and I would guess they are related somehow. Or it might be they both look like models with how attractive they are. The guy has spikey blond hair, an ear piercing and big friendly smile. The girl…well, she doesn’t look one bit impressed to be here, and her smile is clearly fake. I raise an eyebrow at them because now the smiling—and no talking—is getting creepy.

      “Hello, who are you?” I ask, crossing my arms and feeling a little defensive for some reason. The girl is still looking me over, scanning my every small movement, and I get the feeling like I’m a poor girl meeting the rich girl.

      “Hi! Sorry! We never get new people moving to this small town, let alone one our age. I’m still in shock that you’re here!” the guy says, practically jumping on the spot and offering me a hand to shake. “I’m Landon.” I slide my hand into his, shaking it as I introduce myself to the overly excited guy. I get a cold feeling when our hands touch, but I shake it off.

      “I’m Aura, but most people call me Ura,” I tell them and let go of Landon’s hand. “Only my dad calls me Aura actually.”

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you,” Landon says, looking at the girl who he has to elbow in the stomach before she says anything.

      “Iris. Nice to meet you as well,” she bites out and turns her head to glare at Landon. “We said hello like you wanted, but hell, I won’t ever be her friend. Can we go now?”

      “Iris, don’t be a bitch,” Landon says, shaking his head and flashing me an apologetic look.

      “I’m not. Maxx will lose his shit about—”

      “Look, I don’t want any drama or whatever this is,” I interrupt, totally confused about what is going on here. Iris sneers at me, her eyes briefly flashing up to my forehead before she looks at Landon.

      “I’m going back to my house, are you coming now you’ve met the newbie?” Iris asks him, like she expects him to do what she asks.

      “Nope, I’m staying,” Landon replies, putting his hands on his hips and glaring Iris down as she stares in disbelief before stalking off down the steps. We both watch as she walks to the other side of the road and gets into one of the shiny cars parked on the other house’s driveway.

      “I’m so sorry about her. I wanted to come over on my own, but Iris can be a little—”

      “Bossy? Bitchy?” I ask, and Landon chuckles.

      “Yep, she can be all those, but honestly she is alright underneath the bitch front she puts up,” he tells me, but I don’t quite believe it as I watch Iris drive the car out the driveway then stop to glare at me through the open window before speeding off.

      “Yeah, I don’t see us being friends anytime soon,” I say. Making an enemy on day one wasn’t the plan.

      “Neither do I, but I think we could be good friends. For one, pink is my favorite color,” he says, pointing at my hair, and I laugh. “For two, I don’t have any friends that aren’t family, and I’m in dire need of one to talk to.” I see the genuine look in his eyes, and I don’t pick up any way that he is flirting with me. He just seems to need a friend, and that is something we have in common. All my old friends soon disappeared after the accident, when they realized that I believed that something else had happened at the crash. I miss having friends around me that I can trust, and I know I have a year here before I go to university. A year with no friends in a ghost town does not sound appealing.

      “Do you want to come in?” I ask, and he nods, looking happy as I hold the door open while he walks in. I watch as Landon looks around, sliding his hands in his jean pockets as he stares.

      “This house is so similar to ours,” he states. I know he is being nice. I’m sure my house looks like an old version of their shiny, newly painted house. I don’t call him on it, as I know he is just being nice and it’s not his fault we have to live here.

      “Ours?” I ask as I shut the door behind Landon.

      “Oh yeah, I live across the street with my brother. We are only ten months apart, and he is nearly eighteen now. You two and Iris will be in the same year, I figure, whereas I still have two years of school left,” he says with a little groan. I wonder if it was his brother looking through the window earlier. I also wonder how much he looks like Landon.

      “Sorry, that sucks, how do you know my age by the way?” I ask as we enter the kitchen and I walk to the fridge.

      “It’s a small town. Everyone has been talking,” he explains as I open the fridge, searching for a drink to offer him. It makes a lot of sense.

      “We only have lemonade or orange juice as my dad is at the store,” I tell him.

      “Orange juice would be great,” Landon replies, and I pull out the bottle. I find us two glasses and pour our drinks, before handing Landon his as he seems to be lost in thought.

      “So, what brings you to this place? We are literally in the middle of nowhere in the Lake district,” Landon asks me. I expected this question considering he said that no one new moves in here. It was a little random that my dad found this job. He said they emailed him with an opening and offered him an increased salary to move here.

      “My dad got a job at the local garage. So here we are. We used to live in London, but my dad lost his job after the accident,” I say.

      “Accident?” he asks, looking worried, but there is something in his expression that makes me doubt his worry. I don’t know what it is, but his concern seems insincere.

      “A car crash, we were both in it, and we are both fine now. My dad was just in the hospital for a while, and there wasn’t a job for him when he got out,” I explain.

      “Ah, well I’m glad you’re okay and your dad found this job. This town isn’t bad, just remote. We moved here a year ago,” he tells me. So, they aren’t that old to the town either. No wonder he wants to make a friend, he is practically the new kid as well.

      “Do your parents work here?” I ask him.

      “Nope. Our dad died before I was born, and our mum travels a lot for her job. We see her once a month, give or take,” he says, then flashes me a fake smile to hide the clear sorrow in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry about your dad,” I tell him, and place my hand over his on the counter for a second before moving it. I don’t want to give him the wrong idea, but I want to comfort him. It’s strange how comfortable I feel around him when usually it takes me ages to trust someone. Maybe that is just how Landon is, comfortable to be around.

      “Can I ask about your mum?” Landon asks. “Only I’ve just seen your dad coming in and out the house with you.”

      “She left us,” I whisper, and clear my throat when Landon stares at me silently for a while.

      “I’m sorry too then,” he says and then flashes me a sad smile. “Look at us, two teenagers with a messed-up parent situation. I have a feeling we were meant to be friends.”

      “Seems possible,” I grin back at him, and feel for the first time that I might be okay here.

      “So, how is unpacking going? Are you looking forward to school and the awful uniforms we have to wear?” he asks, reminding me of the fact I still need to log into the school website to find out what I’m even doing tomorrow.

      “I haven’t actually looked at the uniform yet, my dad bought it and boxed it up. Is it bad?” I ask as Landon laughs.

      “Yeah, it’s not great, but then blue was never my colour,” he says, winking at me. I go to reply when there is a loud knock at the door.

      “One sec,” I tell Landon as I put my drink down. I notice how Landon looks worried as I run to the door, but I don’t have a clue what he would be worried about. I doubt it’s my lack of understanding about the school uniforms. I swing the door open and freeze as I stare at the guy stood right in front of me with his arms crossed. I gaze at his muscular, lightly tanned arms and follow them up to his tight black shirt. The guy clears his throat, making me look up at his chiseled jaw. His dark blue eyes are narrowed on me like I just killed his goldfish or something. I look up at his black hair, which has the classic ivy league cut that most guys have these days and usually can’t make them look good. Yet it really suits him, and my hands twitch to touch his super soft looking hair. What bothers me most is how familiar he looks…yet I’ve never met him. I stay rooted to the spot as I gape at the stranger, trying to shake whatever this feeling is that is taking over. I almost feel like I want to step closer to him, despite the fact he looks like he wants to kill me. The guy mutters something I can’t hear under his breath and looks around me.

      “Landon, get your ass out here. I told you to stay away from here,” the guy shouts, his voice tense and somehow deeply seductive. Why is it so familiar? I feel like I’ve heard his voice before, but I just can’t place it. I stare up at the stranger, trying to figure it out as he completely ignores me like I’m not here.

      “I know you did, Maxx. I chose to ignore you,” Landon states, coming to my side and swinging an arm around my shoulders. “I made a new friend.”

      “You’re Maxx? Landon’s brother? You two look nothing alike,” I blurt out. They literally couldn’t look any more different. My comment only seems to make Maxx angry as he looks down at me like I’m a bug he wants to squish under his foot.

      “Thanks for pointing out the obvious, Freckles,” he says and then pauses when he sees my shocked face. “Fuck,” he mutters under his breath. I stay frozen to the spot as a flashback fills my mind. A flashback of the crash and knowing straight away that the voice was Maxx’s. He called me Freckles back then too.

      “Everything okay, Ura?” Landon asks, but I can’t stop looking at Maxx in shock as my heart pounds so loudly I can’t hear anything else but it. Maxx only gives me a frustrated expression for a brief second, before he blanks his expression and looks away from me at Landon.

      “Home, now. We need to have a chat,” he states.

      “I remember you,” I say, stepping back and shaking my head. Maxx, for only a second, has a brief flash of fear cross over his face before he cools the expression into indifference.

      “We haven’t met before,” he answers sharply, practically growling at me.

      “You called me Freckles before…” I whisper, knowing that memory wasn’t made up. This is why he feels so familiar, why his seductive voice feels like I’ve heard it before.

      “Look, crazy girl, we haven’t met,” Maxx chuckles, rubbing his face as his eyes search over my body. “You aren’t that memorable, but I’m sure I would remember the pink hair.” I ignore the blatant insult, even if it does hurt a little.

      “I’m not crazy, but you are a dickhead. I remember you speaking to me when—”

      “Clearly you are crazy then. Look, if this is some kind of pick-up line, I’m sorry to let you down. You aren’t my type,” he says, chuckling as he turns and walks away from me, and I resist the urge to find something to throw at the dickhead. Landon pats my shoulder as he steps out of the house.

      “I’m sorry for Maxx, and for the record, I know you aren’t crazy,” he tells me and seems like he wants to say more, but Maxx shouts his name once again. “See you at school tomorrow, Ura.” I watch as Landon runs down the steps after Maxx who storms across the street. I know I heard Maxx’s voice in the crash and how he called me Freckles. I couldn’t have just made that up in my head. Right? So, why would he deny being there? How much of a coincidence could it be that we happen to move right across the street from him now? Or I guess I could take the clearer route and just believe that I’m obviously going crazy. I close the front door and rest my back against it, knowing that I have no idea what to trust anymore.
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      “Dear god, this is worse than I thought,” I mutter, looking at myself in the mirror as I pull on the blue checkered skirt, which is high to my waist and ends just below my thighs. I tuck in the white shirt, leaving a few buttons at the top undone before pulling my knee-high black socks on. I slide on my black ballet shoes and pull my freshly washed hair up into a ponytail, but because it’s so long, it falls to my mid back anyway. My pink hair doesn’t remotely go with the blue uniform, and I look like a character from a comic book. I look out the window at the pouring rain as I grab my blue blazer with the school crest on, wishing it wasn’t raining on the first day, but knowing it’s England and it always rains.

      I break down some of the empty boxes that I unpacked last night and leave them resting against the closed wardrobe, seeing I only have two boxes left to unpack now. My bookcase, now filled with my favorite paperbacks, sits next to my bed with its blue star sheets neatly pulled up. The sheets don’t match my pale cream curtains, so that’s something to buy if I save up. I guess I should look for a job in town, something I could do after school and bring in some extra money. I check my blue school rucksack to make sure I’ve got everything I need before running out the room and down the stairs. I blink in surprise that all the boxes are unpacked, and the living room looks like home with everything set up. My blue cuddle blanket is resting over the couch, and there are white cushions on the sofa too. The TV is set up on the cabinet, doors open so I can see all our favorite DVDs in there. Dad has even had time to put a mirror up on the wall and lay down a rug. It’s funny how personal touches can make even a creepy, old house like this feel like home. I drop my bag by the front door before walking into the kitchen. Dad has been at work in here too. The counters are now cobweb free—thank god—and everything is clean with a nice shine to it.

      “Morning. Did you sleep well?” Dad asks as I sit down at the kitchen table opposite him and start buttering the toast he has made for me. I haven’t seen dad in his usual garage work uniform in a long time, and I smile to myself that this is a sign things are going in the right direction for us.

      “Not exactly, the house makes a lot of weird noises,” I say, grumbling a little because I am tired. If it wasn’t the house keeping me awake, it was the scary dreams of blue lights and someone whispering my name. But I’m not mad enough to tell dad that. I haven’t slept well since the crash, not with the memories I relive in my dreams.

      “You will get used to it. New houses are always like that,” he says, waving a hand as I eat my toast.

      “I’m sure I will, or buy some earplugs,” I say, and he chuckles.

      “Are you nervous for school?” Dad asks me as I pour myself some water from the jug on the table. I drink some before answering him, just so I have time to think it over.

      “Kinda?” I hedge and pause. “Half of me is nervous because it’s a new school and they likely have all made friends already. The other half of me isn’t that bothered as it’s only one year there and I go off to university.”

      “A very mature way to think about it,” dad says and smiles at me.

      “I’m really just hoping they have a swimming pool in town and maybe a swimming team at school,” I say because I love to swim, and by the happy glint in my dad’s eyes, he is thrilled I am going to go back to swimming. I used to win awards, train and swim all the time before the crash, but then everything was just frozen as I waited for my dad to get better and dealt with the therapists that told me everything I remembered from the crash wasn’t real. I would like to get back into things I loved to do, get back to being me again. I can’t let the past haunt me forever. Yesterday made me realize that it’s likely I made up the things I remember from the crash, and Maxx is just a stranger. It wouldn’t make any sense for him to lie to me about that, and it makes more sense that this is all in my head. This move is a fresh start, a new chance for us, and I have to move on from the past. I mean, I can’t make the glowing swirls disappear, but I can ignore them.

      “I know this is a struggle for you…moving here and dealing with everything that has happened in the past. First with your mum leaving, then the crash…well, this is not the teenage years I wanted for you,” he suddenly says, putting his drink down and looking across the table at me. “I want you to have a normal year, no drama or problems. I want you to have fun, relax, make friends and generally do what teenagers do.”

      “It’s not your fault about everything that happened, and I will be okay, dad. This town is a new start,” I say firmly.

      “It’s my job to protect you, and I want this to be a fresh start. Okay?” he asks, and I nod, which seems to relax him enough to end the conversation. We quickly clean up the plates before locking up the house and running out in the rain to the car. Dad starts the car and pulls out the drive, and I notice that the car in Maxx’s and Landon’s drive is still there. I wonder how they get to school, or if they are just planning on being late on the first day.

      “There is a local bus that collects you there,” Dad says, pointing at a bus stop at the end of our road. “After today, you will need to catch the bus. The garage wants me in at six, and we need the extra hours.”

      “Got it. I don’t mind the bus,” I say. “I will find the times out online later.” Dad nods at my response and drives us down the long road that leads through the center of town. The town isn’t big, with maybe ten shops and restaurants and a cinema. The school is on the other side of town to us, just on the outskirts really. Dad drives into the busy car park where students are quickly running from their cars to the entrance to get out of the pouring rain. I look up at the grey stone school building, with ten windows on each of the two levels, old style fixtures, and trees surrounding the sides, blocking my view of any further buildings. There is a sidewalk of grey stone steps that leads to an archway entrance and big brown wooden doors, held open as students run in.

      “Good luck!” dad says as I undo my seat belt and meet his worried eyes. “I don’t know what time I will be back tonight, I will get off on my break to pick you up from school.”

      “But then when will you eat?” I ask.

      “That doesn’t matter,” he huffs in response.

      “Right, I can get the bus home. If I get lost, that is what Google Maps are for,” I say, patting my bag where my phone and my purse are. Dad had given me cash and a debit card with emergency cash on it in case something goes wrong.

      “Are you sure? It’s your first day,” he says. “I feel like I should pick you up.”

      “Yes, I’m sure. I’m seventeen, not a baby. I can catch a bus,” I remind him, and he chuckles.

      “Alright, alright. But I want a text when you get home, so I know you’re back safely,” he tells me.

      “Sure,” I say, rolling my eyes at him before getting out of the car. I run up the steps, trying to make sure I don’t slip as it feels like something I would do. I slow down when I get inside the arch, wiping some of the rain off my face. Damn, I need an umbrella, which is in one of the boxes somewhere.

      “Ura!” I hear my name shouted behind me, and I turn just as Landon comes running over out of the rain. Landon has a blue blazer on, a white shirt tucked into black trousers. The uniform actually suits him. He runs a hand through his wet hair, which has lost all the spikes now it’s damp. I smooth down my own hair while I think about it. I know it’s pointless as the rain will make my hair frizzy no matter what I do.

      “Hey! It’s nice weather today, isn’t it?” I lamely joke, but Landon laughs anyway as he wipes rain off his face.

      “Yeah, we tried to wait for it to pass, but we get bad storms, so there wasn’t much chance of that,” Landon explains, and I notice his use of ‘we’ just as I see Maxx walking up the steps. He isn’t running like everyone else, in fact he doesn’t even seem to care that the rain is pouring down on him. Maxx has a leather jacket on, a white shirt that dips to show off the top of his chest and black trousers. The outfit only makes him look more damn sexy, and I wonder where his blazer is. I notice three other girls all staring at Maxx, and I follow their gaze to see the way the water drips down his face and how his wet shirt sticks to his impressive chest as it goes see-through due to the rain. I completely get why any girl would stare. When I meet Maxx’s eyes, he narrows them, and I can practically see the annoyance in the way his body goes tense when he sees Landon next to me.

      “Don’t say you’re another girl that drools over my brother,” Landon states with a groan, snapping me out of it and making me feel silly for staring. I have to close my mouth from the fact I was gaping.

      “Sorry, your brother freaks me out a little,” I say.

      “Sure, that’s it,” Landon laughs and links his arm in mine, leading me down the corridor. “You need to be a better liar than that if you want anyone to believe you.” I ignore his statement as I stare at the dark wooden corridors with dozens of white wood doors littered down them. In the middle of the corridor, there are three glass cabinets showcasing awards, photos of students and trophies, but there isn’t much else to look at. We get to the end of the corridor which opens up into the dining hall with archway doors to a courtyard just outside. I try to remember looking at the map last night and where everything is, but it doesn’t look like the map at all.

      “I have science first, which way is that?” I ask Landon.

      “I’ll show you around today, don’t even worry about it. This school is a maze, but once you get used to your rooms, it will be easier,” he tells me, filling me with relief.

      “What about your classes?” I ask.

      “I will explain that I’m showing you around,” he grins. “Don’t worry.” I smile back at Landon as he leads me to the right and down another corridor which has four girls stood together, watching Landon and me. They look almost fearful, and it confuses me. As we walk past them, I briefly catch one of their fearful whispers.

      “Another one of them is here, and who knows who will go missing next!”
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      “Aura Scott, right?” a middle-aged woman asks after I walk into the classroom, pushing the creaky door shut behind me. Does this whole town creak with old age? How do people get used to it? I turn to face the woman who pushes her glasses up from where they have fallen down her nose and raises a bushy black eyebrow at me. She has fuzzy black hair that is pulled up into a messy bun, dark skin that matches her brown pencil skirt. She has a crinkled white shirt tucked into the skirt, and it has the school logo embroidered on it.

      “Yes, that’s me,” I answer, glancing around at the seven other students in the room who are all staring like I have a glowing neon sign around my neck that says ‘new girl’.

      “I am Miss Glone, come with me,” the teacher says with a little yawn, nodding her head towards the aisle between the desks. I quickly walk over and follow her until she gets four desks down, placing a text book and a few pieces of paperwork on the desk. “This is your desk for the year. I need you to fill out these forms, so I can get a good idea of where you are and what we need to catch you up on.”

      “Thank you,” I say, pulling the chair out and briefly noticing how everyone in the room is whispering and sneaking stares at me as I take my bag off. I slide my bag under the table before sitting down.

      “I read that you have been out of school for a while, but I am confident we can get you up to speed. If not, we have tutors I can find to help,” she says and walks back to the front of the class. I start reading the first paper in front of me just as the door opens, and I look up, watching as Maxx walks into the room. He pushes the door shut, and the room goes eerily silent. I glance away from him to see Miss Glone is sitting at her desk, tapping a tablet, and the other students are watching Maxx like he is inches away from attacking them or they are inches away from jumping on him. Desire or fear, that’s what Maxx seems to inspire. I look back at Maxx as he walks down the aisle, briefly pausing when he sees me.

      “Hey,” I say, which only seems to make him more annoyed as he sits down at the desk next to mine. “Whatever,” I mutter to myself and go back to reading the paperwork. I pull my chair back and get my bag, opening it to pull out my pencil case. I leave the blue, star-covered pencil case on the side as I kick my bag back and spot Maxx staring at me. When I follow his gaze, I notice that he is actually looking at the pencil case like it is a great mystery. The hot neighbor is weird.

      “Morning class. Today we have a new student, Aura Scott. Please, can everyone say hello and make sure she feels welcome?” Miss Glone asks and the students all mutter hellos, except for Maxx. “Please continue on with your case study with your partners. If you need advice or help, I will be here.” The class quickly gets to moving around next to their study partners, and I notice that Maxx doesn’t have one. He only pulls a text book out and starts reading. I quickly fill in all the paperwork I have been given, which is a pretty basic test, and I take it up to the teacher.

      “Thank you, Miss Scott. Please start reading the textbook while I go over this and see what we should do,” Miss Glone instructs. I make my way back to my desk and sit down, noticing a little white folded note on top of my textbook. I open it up, reading the scribble inside:

      
        
        “Go back to wherever you came from before someone gets hurt.”

      

      

      

      I jump when the nasty note is ripped out of my hands, and I look up to see Maxx crumpling it into a ball. He rapidly throws it at the back of the guy’s head who is sat right in front of me. I lean back when Maxx places his hands on my desk as the guy rubs his head and turns around.

      “Stay the fuck away from her, you got it? I don’t like these jokes, and trust me you don’t want me playing games with you,” Maxx demands. The poor guy looks ready to pee himself as he nods rapidly with bright red cheeks and turns around. Maxx smoothly moves away, and I go to place my hand on his arm to stop him going so I can thank him, but he jumps away from me like my hand would burn him or something. When I glance up at him, he looks so angry that I’m not sure whether I should speak or not.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to—” I stop, not really understanding why he reacted so badly to me trying to touch him, and clear my throat. “Well, I wanted to say thanks.”

      “It was nothing,” Maxx states nonchalantly, sliding back into his seat and carrying on with his work. Yep, he is weird. I keep reading the textbook, skipping most of it because it’s all too basic and I learnt this already. I occasionally look around and notice how none of the students are even looking my way anymore. Miss Glone gets up off her desk chair and walks over to me, stopping next to my desk and placing my papers down.

      “Miss Scott, I am very impressed with your answers. I don’t think there has been a student who got the entire test correct since Mr. Faraway over here,” she says, and Maxx looks up at the sound of his name.

      “She got the entire paper, right?” Maxx asks, making me sound like I’m a piece of dirt, and I pray the burning tears in my eyes don’t fall.

      “She? My name is Aura,” I snap.

      “I know,” he responds, a smug look on his face as I glare at him.

      “Miss Scott did indeed get the entire paper correct, and not only that, she added notes on easier ways to correct the problems,” Miss Glone answers, flashing me a pleased look.

      “Good for her,” Maxx says, though his voice is laced with so much sarcasm that I can’t believe a word of it, nor would anyone else.

      “Well this is just brilliant for you, Miss Scott. Mr. Faraway hasn’t got a partner for the case study because he needed someone that can keep up with him. Now I believe he has found that someone,” Miss Glone states, and Maxx groans loudly.

      “I don’t want to work with her,” he growls out.

      “You do not have a choice Mr. Faraway, and I believe Miss Scott could not only keep up with you, but challenge you as well,” she says, and starts to walk away, but pauses to look back. “I am being clear that you will fail the entire year if you do not make an effort to work with Miss Scott.”

      “Got it,” Maxx all but growls out and leans back in his seat just as the school bell rings. I gather up my things and go to ask Maxx for some insight into the case study, but he is walking out the room, and he slams the door shut behind him. This is not the best start to the day.

      I make sure I have all my things before pushing my chair in and noticing that Maxx has left a piece of paper on the table. I pick it up, quickly reading the equations and problems written all over it and knowing I need to give him this. It’s a lot of work, and pretty good by the looks of it. I put it into my bag before leaving the room and going out into the busy corridor. I spot Landon just as he runs down the corridor towards me.

      “So, how was your first class?” he asks.

      “Not bad. I mean other than having been made partners with your brother on a case study,” I admit.

      “Ah, shit,” Landon mutters, and throws an arm around my shoulder. “Don’t worry. Maxx is all growl with no bite.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know about that,” I say with a little laugh.

      “You’ll see. Anyways, what class is next?” he asks.

      “Gym for two hours, then lunch. I only have art left in the afternoon,” I say.

      “Ah, well gym is this way. They split the gym into all girls and all boys classes on different days. So, there will be no Maxx,” he says, grinning at me.

      “Small bonus then,” I say, feeling somewhat relieved and disappointed at the same time. I bet Maxx working out is a pretty awesome sight.

      “But that means Iris and her sister are in the class. I’m going to apologise in advance for any shit they pull,” he says, patting my shoulder.

      “Right, well that’s worse,” I say, knowing that I’d rather avoid her if possible.

      “Yeah, I can’t disagree with you on that. Just avoid anything she throws at you,” he says, offering worrying advice before tugging me down another corridor. I keep an eye on the other students and notice they all give Landon a fearful look. Why is everyone scared of the brothers?
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      I walk into the busy changing rooms, full of girls getting ready, and I don’t miss how they are all staring at me as I walk in, or how quiet it has gone since I walked in here. I make myself stay calm and find an empty locker with a bench opposite it. I open the locker, place my bag inside it, and pull out my gym shorts and a cami top to wear. I hate gym, always have done. I would much prefer to swim for the entire lesson, but I know that isn’t an option. I glance around, seeing how the girls are still whispering and looking over at me as I slide my shoes off.

      “Why are you here?” an irritated voice snaps from behind me, and I recognize it as Iris before I even spin around to face her. Iris is already changed into her gym clothes, and she looks perfect. So annoyingly perfect. Her gym clothes—if you can even call them that—are so tiny that it is like she is wearing nothing, showing off her toned body. I try not to feel jealous and threatened, but it’s hard not to compare yourself to other girls. Especially model-type girls who are looking at you like you are crap under their shoes.

      “Really? I can’t deal with the crap that’s about to come out of your mouth. So why don’t you tell me what your problem with me is, and we can go on our way,” I say, crossing my arms.

      “She doesn’t have a single clue, does she?” another girl says, walking over and stopping by Iris’s side. It’s clear this is her sister, they look very alike with their long dark blonde hair and green eyes. This girl is a little shorter, with narrower eyes and curlier hair. Both of them standing next to each other make me feel like an ugly duckling with damn pink hair. I miss my blonde hair.

      “Nope, Abby,” Iris says, making the ‘p’ pop out more and dragging the one word out.

      “Poor thing. We should leave her, she isn’t a threat to you and Maxx,” Abby replies, sighing deeply and winking at me when her sister isn’t looking.

      “Ah, I see. You are dating Maxx?” I ask, ignoring the sharp pain I feel when she nods.

      “We are promised,” she states, crossing her arms as defensively as her statement comes out.

      “What does that mean? Like arranged marriage?” I ask, shocked. I didn’t even know that was a thing in England anymore.

      “It doesn’t matter, someone like you would never understand. Come on, sis, we can find another spot to get changed. Somewhere she isn’t,” Iris says, sticking her chin out and somehow managing to make me feel small.

      “Bye then! And I’m no threat by the way,” I shout a little too loudly as all the girls turn to stare at us. Iris stops and spins around to face me, her sister walking ahead, chuckling under her breath. Iris’s eyes lock on mine, and she mouths two sentences.

      “You better not be a threat to me. Stay away from Maxx.”

      I ignore her threatening and downright creepy statement, watching her walk away until she is out of sight, and then focus on getting dressed for gym while I ignore the whispers. After putting my trainers on, I walk out of the changing rooms and come out right behind some girls also going into the massive gym. There is a man stood in the middle—the teacher I assume—clapping his hands. We all run towards him and make a circle, and somehow, I’m in my own space with no one standing next to me. One girl nearly trips over herself to move away from me. So odd. Iris and Abby are sitting on the benches at the side, making no effort to walk over to us, and the teacher doesn’t even seem to notice them. I bet he is used to them doing whatever they want. I look back to the teacher, who is wearing a white sports kit and a baseball cap on backwards. He looks super young to be a teacher though with his brown hair, smooth face and big grin as he looks around the group.

      “Right, welcome back, everyone!” he says, and everyone mumbles ‘hello coach’ as he spots me. “Ah, the new student. Miss Scott?”

      “Yep,” I say, feeling awkward as hell.

      “Well, you call me coach,” he says and claps his hands as he runs his eyes around the crowd. “I believe ten laps around the gym will warm us up, and then we can have a friendly game of dodgers to welcome Miss Scott to the school.”

      “Yes, coach,” everyone mutters, and there are a few groans as the group splits up and starts running. I stay near the back as I follow the main part of the crowd around the gym. I jump, nearly tripping over my own feet when someone bumps into me. I look over just as Iris runs past me, deliberately bumping my arm as she goes. Bitch. I watch Iris look back, smirk at me, and keep running, her head held high. Then I look over at the benches where Abby is talking to the coach, her hand resting on his arm. So that’s how she gets out of running then. I shake my head and keep jogging, ignoring the world as I try not to run out of breath. By the time the ten laps are over, I’m sweating buckets, and I rest my hands on my knees as I catch my breath back.

      “Right, time for a game! I want no hits anywhere above the neck,” the coach shouts, standing on the benches. “That means you, Doris,” the coach says as I straighten up. I follow his gaze to a girl with massive arms and a mean scowl on her face that is directed at the coach. Gotta avoid that girl then. Some of the students start pulling out benches and no doubt setting the room up. Considering I don’t have a clue how to play this game or where anything is, I just step away from them and awkwardly stand watching so I know how to help next time.

      “Miss Scott, may I have a word while they set up?” the coach asks from a little distance away, nodding his head over to a quieter part of the gym by the doors.

      “Sure,” I say, crossing my arms and following him over. He pulls a letter out of the back of his pocket and hands it to me. I quickly scan the letter, which is from my old swim coach, before handing it back to him.

      “Your old coach suggests you were the best swimmer they ever had and that it would be a shame if you didn’t continue it here,” he explains, basically summarizing what the letter says.

      “I have applied for the swimming lessons online,” I explain. “It said there is a waiting list and the class is currently full.”

      “Well, after reading this, I went ahead and got you signed up. We have a swim meet in two months against the other schools, and we have never won one before,” he tells me.

      “We won a lot of them at my old school,” I say, and he laughs. I might as well try my best to get on the team.

      “I like your spirit. Now the lessons are every Tuesday and Thursday with Coach Dale. She is a brilliant swim coach and also teaches art,” he explains.

      “I can’t wait. Thank you,” I reply.

      “No problem. It’s not always easy being the new kid. My parents moved me when I was eleven, and it was difficult to fit in. Now if you help the students win in the swim meet, well that might make you some new friends,” he says and walks away back to the students. Maybe this school and new town aren’t all bad.
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      “What the fuck happened to your arm?” Maxx demands as I walk out the nurse’s office and see him leaning next to the wall. I nearly jump at his harsh tone and turn to face him with a confused look. Maxx looks stressed, his hair is messy like his hands have run through it a dozen times and his hands are in fists at his sides. I don’t get his anger, or why he would be here at all.

      “Why are you here?” I ask, folding my arms as Maxx scans my body. The door to the nurse’s office slams shut behind me, the noise making Maxx snap out of whatever he was thinking.

      “I was walking past and heard what happened. I wouldn’t want Landon’s new girlfriend to be alone when she is hurt,” he says, but it sounds like lies to me. I raise an eyebrow at him, and he keeps his poker face in place as I wait for him to actually explain the truth. When I realize that he is just going to be stubborn, I look away.

      “Landon is my friend, which you are not,” I snap back, and shake my head. “I’m off to lunch.” I turn around and start walking away, surprised when Maxx catches up to my side.

      “The lunch hall is this way,” Maxx states when we get to the end of the corridor, and I walk to the right path where he is pointing.

      “Thanks,” I mutter and stop, pulling my bag around to my front and getting out the paperwork that Maxx left in science. I hand him it, and he frowns at me until he reads the paper and looks relieved.

      “Thanks, where did you find it?” he asks, and when he is this close to me, all I can smell is his scent which reminds me of sandalwood.

      “On your desk after science class, I thought you might need it,” I say, and he hands it back to me.

      “You take it and read it over. Next week we will start the case study. We have the whole year, so there is no rush,” he says, and I accept it, putting it back in my bag. I flash him a thankful smile. I know he doesn’t like me and doesn’t want to work with me on this case study, but I need to pass this year to get into the university I want.

      “Thanks. I want to study science at university, so we need to do well on this case. I hope you can keep up,” I say, and he smirks.

      “Don’t worry, human science is a walk in the park,” he says, and I almost ask why he would call it ‘human science’, but seeing as we are actually getting along right now, I decide to leave it. I already know he is weird. I start walking again, and I see him looking down at my arm like he can see the bruises through my sleeves.

      “It doesn’t hurt much,” I tell him, and he meets my eyes for a second, and I can’t look away from the swirls of light and dark blues that make up his iris. It’s not just his body that is perfect. I clear my throat and look away when I know I have been staring for too long. Guys like this must have plenty of girls staring at them all the time.

      “So, what did happen today?” Maxx asks, and I’m surprised by his almost gentle tone. I flash him a slightly confused look but decide to answer anyway.

      “Iris threw a dodgeball at me. I ducked to avoid it, but it clipped my shoulder, and I fell over. Nothing serious, but it hurt, and it will bruise,” I explain, and he nods, running his hand through his hair.

      “Iris forgets how strong she is at times,” he mutters. “I will tell her to be careful around you.”

      “Strong? The ball felt like a brick,” I say, and we both chuckle. “Though it was just a game, and I doubt she meant it.”

      “You’re not a good liar, Freckles,” Maxx tells me.

      “I don’t usually lie,” I say, and his eyes run over my face as we both pause in the corridor just outside the busy lunch hall. Maxx parts his lips to say something, but he never gets the chance.

      “Maxx?” I hear a sweet voice shout, and we both turn to see Iris running over, with Abby and Landon not far behind her. I don’t miss the angry and defensive look Iris gives me before wrapping her arms around Maxx, and I look away.

      “What are you doing with her?” Iris asks as she breaks away from the embrace but stays very close as I look back. I suddenly feel a wave of anger, annoyance and something else that I don’t know what it is.

      “Her has a name!” I shout, “It’s fucking rude not to use it.” Iris turns to look at me as Maxx laughs. If looks could kill, I would be a pile of ash right now. I cross my arms and hold my ground as Iris stares me down. Despite how much my arm hurts, I’m not backing down and letting her bully me. I frown when Landon and Abby get to us, and Abby tugs at her sister’s arm while whispering something to her. Maxx stops laughing as he looks between Iris and me, and it kind of hurts when I see that he is annoyed with me.

      “I want you dead, and you are pushing your luck. Things like you shouldn’t be allowed to exist,” Iris growls out.

      “What the hell is wrong with you? Did you forget your crazy pills today?” I ask, because not only am I confused by her statement, I’m a little fearful of how serious she looks. I step back when her whole body starts to lightly glow a green color, with green swirls appearing all over her skin, and when I blink, it’s gone. My heart beats fast as I take a step back.

      “Let’s go, Iris,” Maxx growls, grabbing her arm and turning her away. “Now.”

      “Stay away if you know what is good for you,” Abby warns before following after Maxx and Iris, leaving Landon behind. We are silent as they leave out the courtyard doors, and I don’t know what to say about that for a while. Did she just glow green? Or am I seeing things?

      “Are you going to explain any of that?” I ask Landon, who scuffles his feet and gives me a guilty look.

      “No…but can we go and get lunch?” he replies, trying to change the subject, but I can’t forget what I just saw. Her swirls that appeared almost look like mine on my forehead and arms. Maybe they know what they are and why only I can see them?

      “What is going on? I swear Iris just glowed—” I start off, but Landon steps closer, shaking his head.

      “I can’t tell you anything, only Maxx can…and if you ask too many questions, then we can’t be friends,” he says. “I really think we could be good friends, and I don’t have many of those. I promise you’re safe with me, but everyone has secrets.”

      “I have a million questions,” I say and sigh. “But I think we could be good friends, and I have a feeling I might need one in this crazy school.”

      “Ask Maxx those questions…just not when Iris is around,” he says, grinning and stepping closer. He pulls me into a hug and lets me go before nodding his head in the direction Maxx and the others went.

      “Are they dating?” I ask.

      “No…but in Iris’s mind, they will one day, and Maxx doesn’t exactly dissuade her from the idea,” he explains.

      “What guy is going to stop a bombshell blonde from hitting on him?” I say with a laugh. Though I have to admit I’m happy they aren’t dating. I don’t know why it makes me happy, but it does.

      “It’s complicated,” Landon says. “Now let’s get some lunch.”
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      I finish throwing my pencil case and things back into my bag before putting it on my back and leaving the art room. The art class was pretty laid back, just a painting of a bowl of fruit and some sketches of figures to start the year off. I walk down the corridor and find my way outside where students are getting into their cars and thankfully it has stopped raining. I walk through the parking lot and down the road to the bus stop where there is a man with his hood up, hiding his face, and two other students sitting on the bench waiting. I walk over and sit in the only empty space, right in between them. I shiver when I feel a wave of coldness spread over me, even though it’s not a cold day. It’s actually pretty warm, and I have a blazer on anyway. I slowly realize the cold feeling is coming more from my left side, and I turn my head to see the hooded man watching me. I jump back, but the man doesn’t move. I can’t see most of his face other than his shaved chin, and bright grey looking eyes, which is a little creepy as he continues to stare at me. I’m sure they are contacts or something.

      “Ura!” I hear my name shouted, and I look away from the man to see Landon getting out the car and waving me over. I get up, looking back to find the man who is no longer there. I search around and see him nowhere. How could he just disappear? I wrap my arms around myself as I jog over to Landon and try to forget the creepy, disappearing man.

      “Want a lift?” Landon asks, and I look in the car to see Maxx is driving, but the back seats are empty.

      “I don’t know…the bus will be here soon,” I mumble. After earlier, I don’t think me being around Maxx is the best idea. I have a feeling Iris would lose what little sanity she has left if she sees me as any more of a threat.

      “Pfft, what’s the point in you catching the bus when we are going that way?” Landon asks, and I shake my head, knowing he isn’t going to let this go. I open the backdoor, sliding my bag off and getting in. I close the door and then do my seatbelt up as Landon does the same.

      “Thanks, Maxx,” I say, meeting his gaze in the rear view mirror.

      “Don’t mention it, Freckles,” he replies and drives off before I can respond to his nickname for me, which only reminds me of the accident and the glowing marks. I’m having trouble not believing this is all related somehow, but I just can’t figure out the ‘how’. I’m also having trouble understanding Maxx’s hot and cold routine. One minute, the guy seems to hate me, and the next, he is checking on me when he heard I was hurt and being nice. Overall, this is one confusing day, and I think I need a lie down.

      “We are having a party on Saturday, if you want to come over,” Landon says. “The students are a little more relaxed when there is booze and music.”

      “Parties aren’t really my thing,” I reply. I would prefer to have my headphones in, sat on the sofa and reading a book. Which my dad says is odd for my age, but nothing beats a good book…and a bag of popcorn.

      “Well, the offer is there,” Landon says, grinning at me. “You never know, you might have fun.”

      “She said she doesn’t want to go. Freckles hardly seems like the crazy party girl type,” Maxx states, and somehow his statement feels like a carefully hidden insult.

      “I didn’t say I didn’t want to go,” I correct him, and his blue eyes meet mine through the mirror.

      “You shouldn’t come, you won’t fit in or make friends. So, what’s the point?” he says, and Landon whacks his arm. The asshole is back, and whatever nice attitude he had is clearly gone.

      “You’re such an ass,” I bite out and look away from him. How does this guy manage to annoy me so much in such a short time? I briefly catch Landon’s gaze in the mirror and wonder why he is smiling, but I know it’s not the time to ask. The rest of the ride is silent, and Maxx pulls the car into his driveway. I grab my bag and quickly get out the car.

      “Thanks for the lift,” I tell Landon.

      “We will drive you home from now on,” Maxx states.

      “No thanks. I think I’d rather walk than sit in a car with an asshole like you,” I say and turn around before he can reply. I jump when Maxx is suddenly somehow in front of me, but I have no clue how he got there so quick.

      “You will let me drive you home. The bus isn’t exactly safe,” he growls out.

      “Seriously? No. We aren’t friends, and you are a dick to me. You don’t get to tell me what to do,” I growl out and walk around him.

      “Ura, he doesn’t mean—”

      “Sorry, Landon, but your brother needs to know I’m not his to boss around,” I say, and Maxx crosses his arms, not looking impressed. “Also, if you are still pretending you’re normal…normal people don’t move that fast or appear out of nowhere.” I roll my eyes at his shocked, unamused face and walk back to my house. I know there is something up with my neighbors, but I just haven’t figured out what yet.
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      “Hey, how was school?” Dad asks as he comes into the house and rests a bag down on the floor after closing the door. I turn my Kindle off and smile over at him. His work uniform is covered in oil patches, and he looks exhausted. I hate that he has to work every day from morning until night, just so we can afford to live.

      “Good,” I lie, because there is no way I’m explaining all the weirdness of today. My dad would freak and most likely find me another therapist somehow. I get up and follow dad into the kitchen, opening the microwave and handing him the plate of lasagna I made.

      “Thanks, but you didn’t have to cook,” he says, and I shrug. Dad isn’t—and has never been—a good cook. That was always mum. When she left, I learnt how to cook because living on take-out food or whatever burnt or undercooked food dad attempted to make got old really quickly. “I brought us home some cakes from the shop in town,” dad explains and puts the white box on top of the kitchen counter. I get the bowl of salad out of the fridge and leave it next to him as he sits down on the stool and starts to eat before opening the box. There are five cakes, all smothered in icing with little decorations on top of them. They are super cute and look yummy.

      “Was the bus okay?” dad asks as I pick up the pink iced cake and move to sit on the stool next to him to eat it.

      “I didn’t get the bus in the end, the neighbors offered me a lift home,” I explain, and dad seems to think over it for a while as he eats.

      “The boys from across the street?” he asks. “The ones that seem to have no parents around?”

      “Yep, Landon and Maxx. Landon showed me around today and made sure I didn’t get lost. Landon said his mum works out of town but comes back once a month,” I say. “They are nice and friendly, you don’t need to worry.”

      “I’m not worried. I’m happy to see you socializing, even if I wish it was with girls instead of teenage boys,” he grumbles and sighs. “Well, you should take over two of the cakes as a thank you.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I mutter.

      “They are clearly helping you settle in, and you should thank them,” he states, and I know from his tone alone he isn’t going to let this one drop. I finish off my cupcake before answering him.

      “Fine,” I mutter, sliding off my chair and chucking the cupcake wrapper in the bin. I get a plate out of the cupboard and pick out the two blue frosted cupcakes for the guys. “Be right back then.”

      “Be nice,” dad warns me. “We need this move to work out, and arguing with the neighbors won’t help it.”

      “It’s not me being nice you have to worry about,” I mutter, but one look at my dad’s exhausted face, and I sigh. “You have nothing to worry about. Landon is my friend already, and I’m sure Maxx will like the cake.”

      “Alright. Also, you will tell me if you plan to date one of these guys, right? I want to meet him if you do. I know your mother isn’t around, and I need to make sure you understand everything—”

      “If this is the sex talk, please don’t. The internet is here these days, and I’m seventeen, not thirteen,” I say, my eyes widening in fake horror, making him laugh.

      “Well, you know to be safe then?” he blurts out, practically choking on the words.

      “I’m going,” I mutter, practically running out the door and hearing my dad’s laugh right behind me. I have a feeling he did that just to make me leave and take the damn cakes over. I walk across the street and up the steps to the guys’ house, balancing the plate with cupcakes in my one hand as I press the doorbell. A few moments later, the door swings open and Landon grins down at me.

      “Ura! What’s up?” Landon asks and spots the cupcakes before I can say anything. “You have food, get in here, girl.” I laugh as Landon steps aside and lets me into their house. The hallway is like mine, only newly painted a cream color. I can see the modern black-countered kitchen on the right, and the door to the lounge is shut closed.

      “My dad wanted to thank you for giving me a lift home, and for looking after me today,” I say, feeling awkward.

      “Well, that’s cool of him, and food is always welcome. Especially the little bakery cakes,” he says and picks up a cupcake. “These cupcakes should be illegal with how addictive they are.”

      “What is she doing here?” Maxx’s cold voice snaps from the top of the stairs, and I look up to see him walking down, his arms crossed over his bare, sweaty chest. He must have been working out, and I have to force my mouth to close before I start drooling.

      “Ura bought us cakes from her dad,” Landon says, and Maxx narrows his eyes at the cupcake as he walks straight up to me. He leans down, so we are so very close, and a warm feeling flies across my body.

      “You are not welcome here, and I do not like you. Get out,” he says, his voice cold and lacking any emotion. Before I’ve even thought about it, I have picked up the cupcake and slammed it into his good-looking face. I’m in shock I did it for only a second, but something about Maxx just annoys me, and I know he deserved it.

      “Let’s make something clear, I don’t like you either, but I like Landon, so I will be coming over when I want to,” I say and turn around, pulling the door open as I look back at Maxx’s frosting-covered, angry face. “Enjoy the cupcake, asshole.” The said cupcake slams on to the floor as Landon laughs loudly, and I walk out their house to go home.

      Maxx Faraway is never telling me what to do.
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      “What are you doing here?” Maxx demands, making me jump as I step out of the swimming bath changing rooms. I swear he likes to hide behind doors and make me jump. The asshole. I nearly choke on air when I take in his tight swim shorts, how they showcase way too much of him and how it all looks way too good. I run my eyes up his flat stomach, the six pack which is nearly perfect and then up to his rock-hard looking chest. I have to physically shake myself out of it when I hear Maxx’s chuckle, and I meet his eyes, seeing how me drooling over him is clearly amusing. I ignore the asshole and walk over to the eight people standing with the coach in their swimsuits. I tug at my tight pink costume that has gaps in the side that show off my ribs.

      “Freckles, it’s rude to ignore me,” Maxx states, catching up to my side and still sounding amused. “Though for a stalker, you kinda suck at it.”

      “Did the cupcake I threw at you not get the message across of how much I’m not your fan?” I dryly ask as we get closer to the group. “Let alone stalking you.”

      “You like me, I know it, but I’m curious why you are in my swim meet? There is a waiting list to get in,” Maxx tells me just as we get to the group, and they part out of the way, most of the guys scanning me curiously.

      “Everyone, I would like you to meet your new team member, Aura Scott!” the female coach says. She looks like she stepped straight out of Baywatch, with her bleached blonde hair, tight red swimming costume and flawless body. The group all mumbles hellos, well, except for Maxx who is staring at me as I try to ignore him.

      “Hello, everyone,” I say back, feeling awkward.

      “Aura has won three trophies for her class and countless swim meets. We have needed a new member for a while, and I know Aura is the best choice,” she tells people, and I feel my cheeks burning red as they stare.

      “Impressive,” Maxx whispers, making the one word seem seductive somehow. My cheeks burn even redder. “You’re cute with red cheeks.”

      “Ah, Maxx, why don’t you start off our usual five lap warm ups?” the coach says, and Maxx smirks at my scowl as he walks to the end of the pool. I watch as he lifts his muscular arms above his head, and I can’t take my eyes off him as he jumps into the water. I hear the click of the coach’s timer as he swims quickly back and forth down the pool until he gets back from his fifth lap. The coach clicks the timer off and jots the time down on a notepad.

      “Aura, you can go next. We race like this for a warm up every time, and the winner with the fastest time gets to leave without cleaning the equipment,” she explains to me as Maxx pulls himself out of the pool. Somehow, he looks even more attractive dripping wet. I walk past Maxx who wipes his wet fringe away from his eyes and sets them on me.

      “Good luck, Freckles. I haven’t been beaten before,” he says, his overly confident voice pissing me off. I roll my eyes at him and step to the edge of the pool, raising my hands up in the air and making myself forget Maxx so I can relax. I jump and dive into the pool, closing my eyes as the warm water slams against me. I quickly swim though the water, using the breast stroke to go as fast as I can and turning my head with each stroke to take a breath. I get to the other end of the pool and swim down, flipping over and using my feet to propel me off the wall to go back. I do this until I get to five times and swim as fast as I can back to the end. I gasp, breathless as I pull myself out of the pool, and the group claps.

      “Impressive, Aura. I can see your old coach wasn’t wrong about you,” the coach comments, and I smile at her. I move to stand near Maxx as the coach calls another student to swim, and I awkwardly mess with my swimming cap to make sure it hasn’t come loose. Chlorine and hair are never a good mix.

      “How long have you been swimming?” Maxx suddenly asks me.

      “About four years,” I reply.

      “What made you start? You seem like you’ve been swimming for your entire life,” he asks, and I don’t know why I tell him the truthful, personal answer that escapes my lips almost automatically.

      “The day my mother walked out the house and didn’t come back, I was at my first swimming lesson. When I came home, and my dad told me, well, I ran back to the pool and kept swimming. I like to swim because it gives me time to process my thoughts and feelings,” I say, glancing up at him to see him staring at me strangely.

      “I use swimming for a similar reason. When you’re in the water, everything seems so simple and peaceful, doesn’t it?” he muses.

      “Yes,” I answer, surprised to see us agreeing on something.

      “Did your mother ever come back?” he asks quietly.

      “No,” I answer.

      “Then like that movie about the fish, you better just keep swimming, Freckles,” he says, and I laugh, not expecting him to have said that, and he laughs with me which is even more surprising. He has one of those deep, dark, sexy chuckles that sends shivers through you. I have zero experience with boys, but I know there is no one that looks or has a sexy laugh like him in London.

      “My name is Aura, or Ura if you like me. Not Freckles. Why do you even call me that anyway?” I ask, and he steps a little closer, and I half expect him to touch me, but he doesn’t as he whispers.

      “The thing I noticed first about you is your cute freckles. They suit you.”

      “Was that a compliment?” I ask in shock, and something in my words makes him straighten up, like he snapped out of a trance, and storm away from me as I frown at his tensed up back. What did I say?
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      “You beat Maxx’s best time at swimming?” Landon asks me, swinging an arm around my shoulder as we walk down the corridor to the parking lot. The bus to school this morning wasn’t too bad, and the day went more quickly than I thought it would. Well, a lot quicker than the first day anyway. I pause when I spot Maxx and Iris standing by the lockers, facing each other. Iris has her whole body pressed up against Maxx’s as he leans on the locker, and he laughs loudly as he moves some hair off her shoulder. I shake off the empty, cold feeling that takes over me and force myself to keep walking, even if I feel like being sick.

      “My brother’s an idiot, you know that?” Landon says, trying to comfort me.

      “Why? We don’t even know each other, so why do I care if he is dating Iris or not?” I reply, because it’s true. I don’t have any reason to be jealous or upset. Even if that is exactly how I am feeling.

      “You care, so let’s not lie to each other, and they aren’t dating. Iris would be kissing him now if they were. They used to date, and trust me, I got used to the gross sight of them all over each other,” he says, and the jealously I feel seems to burn in my throat at the thought.

      “How long did they date for?” I ask, making myself not look their way as we pass by them.

      “Two months, a year ago,” he answers just as Iris shouts over.

      “Maxx is staying at mine tonight, so you can take the newbie home in the car.” I glance over at them at her words and see that Maxx is watching us as Iris smirks at me. He doesn’t look happy at her statement, and I hate that some weird part of me is overwhelmingly jealous.

      “Maxx already told me about your mum needing help setting up some Ikea furniture, and she asked him to sleep on the couch as it will take all night. Good luck, bro,” Landon says, and I unclench my fists as relief floods me. Landon turns me away, walking us out of the school and into the car park before he says anything.

      “Don’t let Iris wind you up. She is just jealous that you get a reaction out of my brother when she has been trying to for the last year with no results,” Landon tells me.

      “What happened a year ago?” I ask as Landon unlocks the car.

      “Nothing,” he says far too quickly and basically runs to the door of his car and gets in. I shake my head at him and get in the passenger side, doing my seatbelt up as I slide my bag between my legs. I watch him as he puts his seatbelt on and starts the car, and I see how worried he looks. How upset he looks, and I know I did that to him. I sigh as I realize that I can’t expect Landon to tell me his brothers secrets. I want Landon as my friend, despite whatever weird things are going on in his family. I know they have secrets, but it’s not like I’ve told them about my year in and out of therapy because of the car crash. It’s not like I’m brave enough to tell them about the glowing blue marks on my body. I stare at my reflection in the window, as Landon drives us out of school, and see the very blue glowing mark on my forehead staring back at me. The blue reflects against my dark pink hair, and it reminds me how I wish I could go back to being normal. I don’t even remember myself as the blonde girl who enjoyed swimming, had friends and a relatively normal life.

      “Fine, you don’t have to tell me. I will figure Maxx out on my own,” I whisper to Landon, who stops at the light and flashes me a relieved look.

      “Thank you. I know we are weird, but I can tell you now that I will always be a good friend to you,” Landon replies.

      “A good, weird friend. I would like that. I’m not exactly normal myself, I mean I have pink hair, a nose piercing and argue with your brother a lot,” I say.

      “The pink suits you, so does the nose piercing,” he replies, winking at me. It’s not flirty, because that isn’t what is between Landon and me. I know he is only my friend, and even compliments seem tamer than if Maxx said them to me. Maxx makes my heart pound when he walks in the damn room, and it annoys me that I don’t know how to stop it from happening.

      “Honestly? The nose piercing was a random, crazy decision I made when I walked past a piercing place that was having a sale,” I admit.

      “Isn’t being a teenager all about being random and crazy?” Landon replies. “I never do anything like that though. I’m too boring.”

      “I don’t think you’re boring at all,” I tell him, and he shakes his head at me.

      “I need to go to the store to get some food, but I’ve had a craving for cupcakes since you brought over that one. Wanna come with me?” he asks and quickly adds, “Or I can drop you home first. It’s your choice.”

      “I’d love to come with you. Those cupcakes were awesome,” I answer, and Landon turns right down a road that leads away from our houses.

      “Awesome,” he replies.

      “Can I ask you something?” I ask.

      “Sure,” Landon says, shrugging.

      “What is your favorite movie?” I ask and watch how he seems relieved. “I thought we could go back to mine after this and rent it.”

      “My favorite movie changes regularly, but currently it is The Hunger Games and no need to rent it, I have it on DVD. We can watch it back at mine if you want,” he says.

      “I’d love to,” I reply.

      “Now, what is your favorite movie?” he asks.

      “Hmm,” I say, thinking about it. “I really love an old movie called My Best Friend’s Girl.”

      “I’ve never watched it, but Maxx loves all those old rom com movies. I bet he has it hidden in his secret stash of movies,” Landon says, and I smile.

      “I wouldn’t have put Maxx down as a rom com fan,” I admit.

      “You don’t know him well enough yet,” Landon tells me and winks as he pulls the car up in front of the superstore.

      “That’s because I’ve only just met you guys,” I joke, and Landon bumps my shoulder as he pulls the keys out.

      “And you love me so much already. By next week we will be watching movies in our pajamas and eating ice cream together with one spoon,” he jokes, and I laugh as I undo my seatbelt, before getting out of the car. I grab my bag and slide it over my shoulder before shutting the door, and Landon locks the car with his key fob.

      “It’s weird that I haven’t actually been into the town yet,” I say as I walk to Landon’s side, and he grabs a trolley that someone left out, pushing it in front of us.

      “There isn’t much to see, and the people are just nosy anyway,” Landon says.

      “I heard some girls talking about someone going missing,” I reply, and Landon tenses up a little.

      “Abby was dating a guy, and he didn’t go missing, he just left town when they broke up. The girls at school think Abby did something to make him disappear, but she didn’t. Abby was, and still is, heartbroken from it,” he tells me.

      “I’m sorry for her. She seems strong and…well, as bitchy as Iris,” I mutter.

      “A defense mechanism,” Landon says, shrugging his shoulders. “I’ve never had the chance to love someone, let alone lose them. So, I can’t understand how she feels.” I pick up a bag of popcorn that is on sale in the first aisle as I muse over his words. When I think about it more, I feel nothing but sorry for Abby.

      “Get me one too, I have a feeling you won’t share that bag with me,” Landon says.

      “You’re right,” I grin, pulling another bag off and putting it in the trolley. I link my arm with Landon's as we continue to shop, and I see a man standing at the end of the aisle. There are people walking around him, continuing shopping, but he is just stood with his legs parted, his hands in his hoodie that is pulled up so I can’t see his face. A cold shiver snakes up my body, and I just know it is coming from him. It’s like the cold feeling you get when you’re scared of something, but this is worse because no matter what I do, I can’t shake it.

      “That guy is strange,” I whisper to Landon, and he follows my gaze. Landon’s whole body goes tense as he stops, and the man turns around, disappearing out of the aisle.

      “Landon?” I ask, nudging his shoulder, and feeling a little scared about the fear on his face when he looks down at me.

      “It’s nothing,” he says, faking a smile. “Come on, Ura. I forgot, the cupcakes are this way.” He turns us around, pulling me down the aisle away from where the guy was, pretending like nothing happened at all.
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      “Are they having a party?” Dad asks, moving the curtain in the lounge to look across the street after he finishes his dinner in the kitchen.

      “Yep,” I answer, even though I’m sure it was a rhetorical question as the loud music, dozens of cars and shouting teenagers says it all. I haven’t left the sofa much today, and Landon has been weird with me since that shopping trip when we saw that random guy. School went pretty slow this week, mainly because I hardly saw Maxx, Landon or the others as they didn’t come in. Landon messaged to say they had family things to do and that he would see me at the party tonight. I just feel weird about going.

      “Why are you here then?” he asks, picking the remote up and pausing the TV. “When I was your age—”

      “You would be drinking and partying. I know. I just don’t feel like it,” I cut him off to say.

      “I won’t push you into going, but I think it would be good for you. If you don’t like it there, you just leave and walk across the street to come home,” he says, making it sound easy.

      “Aren’t parents meant to stop their teenagers from going to parties?” I ask as Dad walks to the stairs and pauses at the end to smile back at me. I almost ask what the flash of sadness that crosses his face is, but I know it’s about mum. He still loves her, he always did apparently. Our old house used to be full of photos of mum and dad at university together and then, later on, their wedding. Dad is lost without her here, and he never talks about mum to me. I will never be able to forget his heartbroken face when he told me mum had left us. She left him a note. A single note to say goodbye to her husband and daughter.

      “Ura, you are a smart kid, and I trust you. The fact you didn’t even ask to go to the party, which most teenagers would have done or snuck out, tells me I can trust you to make the right decisions,” he tells me.

      “I did eat all the leftover cheesecake you left in the fridge, so I’m not that well-behaved,” I mutter, and he only laughs as he runs up the stairs. I unpause the TV, watching the boring show and hearing the music in the background as I try to forget about the party. I find myself turning to stare at the window every few seconds rather than the TV as I keep going over my dad’s advice. Landon would love it if I went over, and if Maxx is a dickhead, I can just leave. I go over and over the decision for ten minutes before I finally turn the TV off and run up the stairs to my room.

      I pull my wardrobe open, searching for something decent to wear. I pick up my short denim shorts and a black, glittery crop top that shows off my flat stomach. All that swimming should be shown off, or at least that’s what I told myself when I bought this outfit over a year ago. I pull the clothes on and let my hair down, shaking out the waves from the tight plait it was in. I put a little makeup on before standing in front of the mirror and looking myself over. The tight black top bunches on my shoulders and gets tighter around my ribs. The denim shorts come up quite high but show off my long legs that need a tan. I run my fingers over the blue glowing swirls on my stomach; in the middle of them is a flower that resembles a rose. Part of me wants to see if Iris can see the marks after that glowing incident, but the other part of me doesn’t want to see her at all. I run my fingers through my hair, wanting to make sure it isn’t too frizzy before telling myself that I need to get moving. I walk out the door as my dad comes out the bathroom and he nods.

      “Not a fan of the clothes, but have a good night,” he grumbles and goes to mess my hair up with his giant hand, but I step out the way.

      “Too slow, old man,” I tease.

      “Too cheeky for your own good, Ura. Remember this old man feeds you and picks up your dirty clothes off the bathroom floor,” he grumbles.

      “Love you too, dad,” I grin at him and turn, running down the stairs. I slide on my black, flat shoes before leaving the house and walking across the street. I squeeze between two closely parked cars to come out the other side and see the mass of students outside the house. Most are drinking, illegally I bet, and others are smoking as they chat with their friends. I scan the crowd and don’t see anyone I recognize. I walk up the steps to the front door, which is wide open, and I walk into the busy hallway.

      “Look what the cat dragged in,” Abby says, walking over to me and stopping at my side. “If you’re going to stay around and cause trouble, we might as well get you a drink.”

      “Who said I was going to cause trouble?” I reply.

      “Dressed like that…trust me, when Maxx sees you, and Iris sees his reaction, it will cause trouble,” Abby says and hooks her arm in mine, leading me into the kitchen.

      “Not being funny, but I was under the impression you don’t like me,” I tell her as she pushes a guy out the way to get to a counter and picks up a bottle of vodka.

      “Iris doesn’t like you because she is jealous. I’ve told her it’s a hopeless cause with Maxx and her, but she won’t listen to me. I don’t know you, but seeing as you’re going to be around, I want to change that,” she says.

      “I’m not sure if I trust you,” I tell her.

      “I wouldn’t trust me, if I were you. I get it,” Abby grins and hands me a cup. I sniff the strong vodka and orange juice as Abby downs her drink. “But you are going to break my sister’s heart, and then she will finally move on. In the long run, you are good for her. Also, Landon needs a friend who doesn’t fancy him,” she tells me, somewhat making sense even if she is wrong about me, Maxx and Iris.

      “When you aren’t being a mean bitch, you’re kinda alright,” I say, and we both laugh. I sip my drink as I look around the room full of teenagers, most drunk and dancing, others just chatting with their friends. They all look relaxed, and slightly older than me. I don’t recognize any of them from around school.

      “Maxx is in the garden, filling the pool up last time I checked,” Abby finally says to me, flashing me a wink before walking off through the crowd. That girl is confusing. I keep sipping my drink for a little bit before deciding that I want to go outside and find Landon. He will be near Maxx. It’s not that I want to see Maxx. I slide through the people in the kitchen, making my way to the backdoor and leaving my drink on the side. The burn of the few sips I had is still tingling in my throat as I open the door and step outside. The back of the house has a deck with steps leading down to a lawn where someone has a massive pool set up and fairy lights hung all around the trees, lighting up the garden. I feel nervous as I look around the garden and lock eyes with Maxx, who is holding a hose pipe and filling the pool up. He isn’t wearing a shirt and has water dripping down his chest, stopping at his dark blue shorts that hang dangerously low on his hips. His eyes drift up and down my body, before locking on mine again. Before I can get to the bottom of his expression, a cold hand clamps onto my arm, and I turn to see Landon smiling down at me just before he pulls me into a hug.

      “Ura! You came!” Landon shouts, letting me out of the hug and glancing down at my outfit. I watch Landon’s reaction, and notice how it is so much different from Maxx’s. He just looks impressed. I glance at Landon’s blue tank top, black shorts and then around at most of the people out here, seeing they are all in swimming wear.

      “Maybe I should go back in the house, as I can’t swim like this,” I say.

      “Nope, you can’t, but you look amazing, and you’re staying out here,” Landon says, putting his arm around my shoulder and walking us across the decking towards the garden.

      “Alright,” I chuckle, knowing I don’t really have a choice. “You seem a lot happier now,” I state and Landon nods.

      “Maxx sorted out the issue, or he is about to anyway,” he explains as we get to the bottom of the steps, and I briefly glance at Maxx who is openly glaring at me for some reason. “I’m sorry I’ve been quiet this week with the family stuff, but I would love it if we could plan that movie night we talked about?”

      “I’d love that too, but I’m choosing the movie,” I say and grin up at him just as a guy comes over to us.

      “Aura, right? I’ve seen you around school but never got a chance to say hello to the new, beautiful girl,” the guy says, holding out a hand for me to shake. I go to slide my hand into his when freezing cold water sprays all over my stomach, my chest and my hair before stopping. There is dead silence as I blink the water out of my eyes and look over at Maxx, who is holding the hose and not looking one bit sorry. I knock Landon’s arm away from my shoulders, ignoring the guy, and storm over to Maxx, standing right in front of him as he holds the hose in the water.

      “You looked like you needed cooling down,” he says with a big smile, his eyes drifting over me and then to something just behind me. The fact he doesn’t even claim it was an accident or that he is sorry just makes me more mad.

      "Try that again...I dare you," I growl at Maxx, holding my hands on my hips, glaring up at him even as water drips down my face into my eyes. I must look like a crazy person with my makeup running, my hair wet and my clothes sticking to me.

      "What? This?" he smirks before turning the hose towards me and spraying me with freezing cold water. Again. That's it. I'm going to kill my freakin' neighbor. I don’t even think as I grab the hose out of his hand, and he doesn’t let go as I turn it towards him. He only laughs as the water soaks him too and then pulls it away from me, throwing it on the ground. I look down at his hand on my shoulder and gasp as a strange tugging feeling makes me want to move closer to him. Maxx stares down at me in shock, and then pain etches across his features and his eyes seem like they glow blue. When the feeling gets stronger, he quickly stumbles away from me.

      “What was that?” I ask, feeling breathless.

      “Nothing,” he snaps.

      “Liar,” I reply, and he sighs.

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. I thought…” he drifts off as Iris runs over to his side and wraps her arms around his chest.

      “What happened, baby?” she asks, resting her head on his chest, but he keeps his eyes locked on me, and I don’t look away even as Landon wraps a towel around my shoulders.

      “Why don’t we go back to yours?” Landon asks.

      “That would be a good idea. Leave,” Maxx says, his voice cold and back to the asshole I have grown to know. As I turn to walk away, I thank Maxx in a way, that the tears escaping my eyes are hidden in the water. If I don’t stay away from Maxx, he is going to destroy me.
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      “Dad, have you seen my blue swim cap?” I shout as I open the last box in my room and chuck all the things out of it onto the floor. I wanted to get to school a little early today because the coach told me the swimming baths are open early on Thursdays, so I could come in then. I also have a free period first, so I could get an hour of swimming in. Unfortunately, my old swim cap got caught in the washing machine because I accidentally put it in and it got ripped, so I need my spare one. I kinda wish I had unpacked all these boxes now. I glance at my party clothes, washed and folded on my dressing table, and hate how they remind me of what happened. Landon brought me back home and tried to make things better by watching TV with me and telling me silly jokes to make me smile. It didn’t work though, and I haven’t been able to shake the look in Maxx’s eyes as I walked away. Or the empty feeling I have felt since.

      “No, but I have to go as I overslept and I’m going to be late,” he shouts angrily, and I sigh. I should have woken him up or something.

      “Have a good day!” he yells, and I hear him running down the stairs a few moments later.

      “Don’t worry, bye!” I shout back and keep pulling out books, more clothes, and stuff I didn’t even know I had.

      “Bingo!” I say, finding my blue swim cap at the bottom and pulling it out. I pack my cap and swimsuit into my school bag before walking to the full-length mirror to check I look alright for a bus trip. I plait the front of my fringe, clipping it at the back of my head and pulling the plait out a little. I put on a little makeup and stand back, straightening my uniform and deciding I look okay. I sit down on the window seat, picking up my note pad and pencil, staring down at the drawing I did last night before bed. It’s a drawing of Iris, a glow coming off her, and I have filled in where I saw the swirls on her face. I don’t know why I drew her, maybe it’s because I got tired of drawing Maxx and Landon all the time.

      I look out the window as the sun rises over the top of the guys’ house, the orange and yellow tones bouncing off the white bricks. It’s a magnificent view. I put my drawing pad down to look more closely out the window as a massive black Jeep pulls up in front of their house. I rub my arms, feeling cold as I watch four men get out of the Jeep. Two of them look younger, whereas the other two are massive bulky men that you would assume are bodyguards. They oddly all have white hair, I notice. The front door opens, and Maxx stands with his arms crossed, legs parted, and he looks ready to attack as he screams tension. My eyes widen as Maxx starts glowing a blue light, a bright blue that spreads across his whole body, leaving swirls on his skin. Swirls and marks that look the same color as mine. My heart beats fast, fast enough I can almost hear it as I stare at Maxx and know he had to have given me these marks. It doesn’t make sense otherwise. What is he? He can’t be human, that’s for sure. The four guys all start to glow white, but as I look closer it almost seems grey instead. What the hell are those guys? One of the white-haired guys turns to look up toward my house, like he could hear my thoughts, and I quickly jump away from the window. I stand still in the room, breathing heavily and trying to calm down. Maybe dad was right to send me to therapy. I mean I just saw my hot, arrogant neighbor glowing like a Christmas tree.

      “Fuck…maybe the therapist is right and I’m crazy,” I mutter to myself as I pace by my bed, because if I’m going crazy I might as well talk to myself.

      “You aren’t crazy…and we need you to come next door,” Landon says, his voice gentle, but it still makes me jump out of my skin. I stare fearfully as Landon steps into the room. He seems calm and relaxed. The very opposite to how I am currently feeling. He awkwardly rubs the back of his neck as he waits for me to say something.

      “How did you get in here?” I demand, taking a step back, my breathing heavy in the quiet room.

      “The front door was open, I walked in,” he says, shrugging his shoulders. “There is so much you want to know. Like why you have those blue marks on you? Why you survived that accident? Who you are?” he starts off, speaking slowly and placing his hands on his hips.

      “And you have those answers?” I ask.

      “Nope. You aren’t mine, or my type, as I kinda prefer guys if you didn’t notice. Maxx can give you those answers,” he tells me, and I frown at him. Why come over here if he wasn’t going to explain his glowing brother?

      “Why should I trust either of you?” I ask in reply.

      “Don’t trust us, just come with me because we need you. Maxx needs you,” he says, like it should mean something to me that Maxx needs me. I try to ignore the instinct to run out the room and across the street to help him. I don’t even know why he affects me like he does. Maxx clearly has a thing going with Iris, and he was a total dick towards me at the party.

      “If you haven’t noticed, I don’t like your brother,” I make myself reply after Landon clears his throat.

      “You are both stubborn and happen to be drawn to each other because of, well, a reason. It happens,” he shrugs and turns away. “I’m going to help Maxx, and I will wait downstairs for five minutes. If you don’t come down, we will disappear, and you can have a normal life.”

      “And if I come downstairs?” I quietly ask.

      “You will find out what really makes your soul come alive. What a part of you already knows, but the rest of you fights,” he cryptically tells me, smiling sadly before turning and walking out of my room. I stare at the door for only a minute before sliding my shoes on and running down the stairs. I want the answers and to help Landon. This has nothing to with Maxx.

      “Good choice,” Landon says with a grin when he spots me at the bottom of the stairs, and he opens the door. I walk through the front door, and he places his hand on my shoulder to stop me. “Whatever you are about to hear, try not to scream and run. That reaction gets boring after the tenth time.” Somehow, I don’t think Landon is joking, and that is scary enough. What is the secret?
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      Landon walks into his house first, and I follow him in, shutting the door behind me and catching a glimpse of the two bodyguard-type men sitting in the Jeep outside. Landon walks into the living room through the now opened door, and I take a deep breath before following him in. Maxx is leaning against the door, and he doesn’t look my way as I walk to Landon’s side and face the two men sitting on the cream sofa that matches the light cream walls and beige carpet. I run my eyes over Maxx, how his arms are crossed tightly, how his whole demeanor is screaming tension. When Maxx still doesn’t look my way, I look back to the new people in the room. They must be twins, with matching white hair, tanned skin and dark grey eyes. Everything feels odd, and cold, about them, from their designer clothing and expensive watches on their wrists, to how they sit upright like they have sticks up their asses. Their eyes run over me, and I feel like I’m getting the same examination as I gave them.

      “This is your mate?” the one on the left asks incredulously, leaning closer as he looks me up and down.

      “Yes,” Maxx answers tensely, and I flash him a confused look, which of course he ignores. I hope he doesn’t mean mate in the sense of a soulmate, but I’m sure he just means mate like a friend. Which I don’t even know if Maxx and I can be classed as friends.

      “I can confirm she is one of ours. A half…though I didn’t know it was possible for a light to have a half-dark mate,” the man muses.

      “Dark? Light? Half? What the hell are you going on about?” I rapidly ask, placing my hands on my hips. “And while you’re at it, why don’t you explain how you all look like glowsticks sometimes?”

      “You haven’t told her?” the twin on the right asks, chuckling low, and tilts his head to the side as he stares at me. I notice the scar across his right cheek, and how he has a slightly different nose and chin to his brother.

      “We are aliens, aliens that are made of light…and some are made of darkness,” Maxx says, and I do the only logical thing that I can think of. I burst into laughter. I keep laughing until Maxx starts glowing again, and then I do the next logical thing. I freak out and go to run out the door. Maxx catches me around the waist just before the door, and I gasp as his arm brushes mine. I stare up at Maxx, feeling how warm he is as he is pressed against me, how his skin is flawless this close and how his blue eyes are more powerful than I ever thought they could be. An intense, pleasurable heat sweeps across my body, and I close my eyes, wanting more of it and having no idea why I can’t seem to think straight. I’m suddenly pulled away from Maxx and the feeling, as a cold one replaces it. I gasp and open my eyes to see one of the twins has me in his arms, glowing a bright grey color which actually makes his eyes seem black as I look up at him. He smirks down at me as the coldness intensifies and makes me uncomfortable.

      “Let her go,” I hear Maxx demand, his voice a little breathless yet you can’t miss the downright possessive tone in it.

      “That’s no way to thank me,” the man holding me jokes.

      “I understand now. That must be difficult,” the other twin says. I stand up shakily and push myself out of his twin’s grip. Maxx looks ready to kill him, standing only a little distance away from us, and his hands are glowing a bright blue. What the hell just happened? The twin walks back to his seat on the sofa, like nothing happened at all, and Maxx seems to relax a little, still staying close to me.

      “You understand nothing, Cameron. Now you know why I want this agreement, are you in?” Maxx asks as Landon comes closer to my other side and gently tugs on my arm to try and walk me away.

      “We have some terms…but an alliance would keep us all safe. We want to live in this town, hidden, as much as you clearly do,” Cameron smoothly replies and nods at his brother who hasn’t taken his eyes off me since the conversation started. I turn, knocking Landon’s hand away and glaring at the guy.

      “What terms?” I ask. “What the hell was that a moment ago?” No one answers me, but the other twin’s lips turn up in a smirk while Maxx just gives me a look that suggests I shut up. Part of me knows I should be scared…I’m in a room full of aliens. Real life aliens. But it doesn’t stop me from wanting to find something to throw at Maxx for being a dick.

      “We will train your mate in exchange for my brother and sister moving into your house until we find something suitable in town. I have to deal with the followers we have. We also want a promise from Landon to our sister. Her mate is dead, and she needs protecting,” Cameron states, and Landon seems to choke on thin air at his words.

      “What is a promise?” I ask, glancing at Landon who nods once at Maxx, looking glum about it. I remember Iris saying Maxx and she are promised, like an arranged marriage or something. Maybe it’s something the aliens do around here, but it makes me feel uneasy at the thought or reminder of how Maxx is linked to Iris.

      “You really need to get her up to speed,” the other twin laughs at my question.

      “Don’t tell me what to do, Austin,” Maxx warns the other twin, who is still staring. “We wanted to make sure of what she is before explaining all this to her.”

      “Do we have a deal or what? We don’t have time to waste if this is going to turn into a fight,” Cameron effortlessly asks.

      “You have a deal,” Maxx says and walks over to Cameron who stands off the sofa. I watch as Maxx’s hand starts to glow blue as he offers it to Cameron. Cameron’s own hand glows the grey color as he slides it into Maxx’s hand, and light bursts out from their hands, so bright that I have to turn away with my eyes slammed shut. When the light is gone, I turn back to see Maxx stepping back, looking tired. Cameron doesn’t look much better as he walks to the door, Austin following closely behind him.

      “We will be back tonight,” Austin says, and just before he walks out the door, he winks at me, a big grin on his lips. “I look forward to training you, Ura.”

      “I never told you her name,” Maxx bites out.

      “I know,” Austin smirks, offering no explanation before he walks out of the room, the door slamming shut behind him.
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      “Where the fuck do you think you are going?” Maxx asks Landon who opens the closed door and glares over his shoulder at him. Maxx and Landon seem to have forgotten I’m here as they stare at each other, clearly exchanging some kind of conversation that I don’t understand. I’m still trying to process all the new information, and not having a clue how to deal with it. I actually don’t understand most of it, and that scares me. I feel like I’ve dropped into another world since I walked in here.

      “Out. You need to explain everything to Ura because this is ridiculous now. I need to get ready to make a promise I don’t want to keep,” Landon snaps, sounding beyond stressed as he rubs his hands over his face.

      “Land, we will figure it out,” Maxx says quietly, but it doesn’t sound like he believes himself. “You know being promised means nothing more than protection if you don’t want it to be more.”

      “No, we won’t figure it out, but one of us has a chance to be happy here. Don’t mess it up, brother,” Landon says and flashes me a kind, sad smile before walking out. The door shutting seems to echo in the room as I awkwardly look back to Maxx, who runs his hand through his hair as he watches me.

      “Landon said you needed me, and I came, despite how much of a dick you are…now explain to me what the hell is going on here because you owe me,” I tell him firmly. Nothing he could tell me would make me more shocked than the fact they are aliens. I knew something was up with them, but this wasn’t what I was expecting.

      “I don’t owe you. I could have made the deal without you. Landon was interfering as usual,” Maxx replies, his asshole self coming back in full force.

      “Are you going to explain this to me or not?” I ask with a sigh. “Or I’m going to leave, and I won’t be coming back.”

      “Sit down,” Maxx demands, and his tone, the way he expects me to do what he asks, annoys me enough to hold my ground, so I cross my arms.

      “No, why don’t you sit down?” I reply.

      “Do you have to argue with everything I ask you to do?” he asks, crossing his arms like mine and looking close to picking me up and throwing me on the sofa. I ignore the fact that the idea of him doing that is actually kind of hot.

      “Well, you have never tried asking me something nicely before...so what do you expect?” I reply with a little smirk that makes his lips tilt up a bit.

      “Fine,” he grumbles. “Will you please sit your pretty ass on the sofa?”

      “See, that wasn’t too hard to do,” I mutter, and he narrows his eyes on me as I walk around the sofa and sit on the end. Maxx sits on the sofa opposite me, with a small coffee table in the middle of them. Maxx spreads his legs and rests his hands on his knees before sighing.

      “This is a long story, one I don’t have a clue how to really explain to someone like you, Freckles,” he says.

      “I’ll try to keep up,” I dryly reply, waiting for him to start.

      “Okay, so I told you that we are aliens, well that’s only what humans would call us. We are actually a race from another planet, and I can’t tell you our name because you would not be able to understand it or the language, so it’s pointless. We speak through light, only you can’t do that, I don’t think. Our planet was made of true light, like I am as well,” he says rather quickly, and he doesn’t give me much time to process it all.

      “Another planet?” I ask, because I don’t even know what to ask about what the true light is or talking through light.

      “A lost, very advanced planet…it was destroyed over a hundred years ago after a war broke out, and my race ended up destroying not only our enemy’s world, but our own as well, by accident. The planets were meant to share the true light, but in the end, that is not what happened,” he states, a flash of blue light shimmers across his skin.

      “Wait, how old are you then?” I ask.

      “Eighteen, Freckles,” he chuckles. “But I will live a lot longer than humans do.”

      “So…you weren’t born on this other planet?” I enquire.

      “No, my mother was, and she escaped here with my father after the war. I was born, and not long after, my father was killed here,” he says, and I can see it’s a struggle to tell that.

      “By who?” I whisper.

      “It wasn’t only the light that escaped to the nearest habitable planet, the dark that we fought did as well,” he tells me.

      “Like Austin and Cameron?” I ask, and he looks surprised that I picked up on who they are.

      “Yes, and like many others,” he states. “There are far more dark than light on Earth. We are outnumbered by your kind.”

      “You think I am one of them? Is that why they think they are going to train me?” I ask, waiting for him to say it’s a mistake, and that I’m nothing like them.

      “You are half of them. Light and dark both come from the true light, the same power source, but our ancestors have always fought each other. I do not know why your mother didn’t tell you your history, but it is true that you are a half-alien,” he tells me.

      “My mums an alien? I’m half alien?” I ask and then laugh until I have to stop, and there is dead silence in the room as Maxx waits for me to process all this. I think back to the last time I saw my mother, my normal mum, in the kitchen. Her long, very light blonde hair was kept up in a bun, her usual suit was all perfectly ironed as she drank her coffee before going to work. Everything about my mum was normal until the day she walked out.

      “You’re lying. You have to be,” I say, going with denial as a response.

      “Believe what you want, but those guys only made a deal with me because of Landon and you,” Maxx says, shrugging his shoulders before leaning back on the sofa, and stretching his long arms across the back cushions.

      “Why Landon? Why would they want a light promised to a dark?” I ask, figuring some of the crazy out and trying to leave the subject of who I am, and who my mother might be, behind.

      “Landon is not my biological brother. My mother adopted him, and he is dark, like you. That’s why he was so insistent on being your friend; he has never met one of his own people before, so even a half was a shock for him. Landon doesn’t use his powers, so he couldn’t be sure of who you are,” he states, shocking me a little bit. I know Landon and Maxx look nothing alike, so it shouldn’t be a shock to learn that, but it is.

      “Why did you make a deal with them?” I ask.

      “For you, for peace and to keep everyone safe. They moved into town last week—and made it clear they were staying. Those dark are running from the same people we are, therefore it makes sense to work together rather than make a big fight that could expose us all,” he says, like it is simple and not scary to think of them all fighting each other.

      “I don’t get why you would do anything for me…you hate me,” I state, being selfish and focusing on the only part of that sentence that really hit home.

      “You’re part of my soul, whether I like it or not, and that makes you my responsibility to protect,” he replies, his tone suggesting that he really didn’t want to tell me that.

      “I’m your soulmate? Are you joking?” I humorlessly laugh, which only seems to make him mad.

      “Yes, and trust me, I’m not happy about it,” he growls out. I think back to when Maxx admitted I was his mate to Cameron, and know he isn’t lying. This alien asshole is my soulmate…what did I ever do to the world to deserve this?

      “Thanks,” I reply and exhale a long breath. “Right, well, explain the marks on my forehead and stomach? The ones that look like yours. Explain why I woke up from a car crash that should have killed me with nothing more than bruises, blue marks and hair that grows out pink?”

      “Another day, I have things to do,” Maxx suddenly says, getting up, and I quickly jump up to stop him walking out.

      “You can’t just tell me you’re my soulmate and an alien from another planet, then walk away,” I shout as he keeps walking away. “I have a lot more questions.”

      “Ask Landon and forget the crash, Freckles. I need to go,” he says with a slight chuckle at the glare I give him, and I step back as all of Maxx glows a bright blue light—and then he disappears. I stand speechless, staring at the empty room before sitting back down on the sofa and placing my head in my hands. Aliens that disappear…how do you deal with that?
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      “Why did I get a phone call to say you’re not in school today, Ura?” dad asks after I answer the phone and pause in my walk down the street to the bus stop.

      “I’m just running late to school. I missed the bus,” I lie, hating that I have to lie to him at all. I keep walking as I hear dad sigh down the phone.

      “Alright, at least you are going in. I will call them and let them know,” dad replies.

      “Sorry, dad,” I mutter.

      “Skipping school is a normal teenage thing to do, don’t worry about it,” he says, making me smile. “I have to go, have a good day.” I close the call after saying bye and slide my phone into my bag I picked up from the house. I turn when I hear the loud rustle of the bus engine and hold my hand out to stop it before it gets to the bus stop. The tires squeak as the blue bus pulls up next to me, and I wait for the doors to open. I jump on the bus when they do and pay the driver before making my way down the aisle as the bus starts up again. The bus is completely empty, in a creepy silent way, and I sit myself down at the back, resting my feet on the back of the seat in front of me. The bus suddenly stops again, and I look down the aisle, wondering who would be getting on at the end of my road when there are no other houses near ours. Austin walks onto the bus, grinning at me as he hands a note to the driver and tells him to keep the change. I straighten my back, feeling that cold wave creep over me as Austin gets closer. Austin sits right next to me, and I press myself as close to the window as possible as the bus starts moving again.

      “What do you want?” I ask, not trusting Austin at all.

      “To talk away from your light up boy,” he says, clearly meaning Maxx. “It is near impossible to get you alone.”

      “He isn’t my anything,” I snap. “And I’m alone all the time.” He only smirks, leaning back in his seat.

      “Good to know you aren’t his…yet,” Austin replies, and I give him a questioning look as he rests back in the seat.

      “Again, what do you want?” I ask, wanting to get to the bottom line. I freeze when Austin suddenly places his finger on the top of my hand, it glows a bright grey color. A cold feeling overwhelms me, making me feel like I’ve stepped into a freezer, and I can’t move. The light suddenly has a pink glow around it, and I’m frozen as I stare at our hands.

      “I wanted to see what color you glow. I should have guessed pink, with the hair, but I had to be sure,” Austin says and then moves his hand away, allowing me to finally feel like I can breathe. “Humans dye their hair all the time.”

      “What did you do to me?” I breathlessly ask.

      “Oh, my power overwhelmed you, and until you know how to defend yourself, it always will,” he says, like it is nothing.

      “Don’t touch me again,” I warn him, and he chuckles, trying to face me and leaning into my space.

      “Don’t tell me what to do, little halfling. You need me on your side, or I might just tell the wrong people about you and your light up boy,” he states. “Or drain those pretty light up sisters he protects.”

      “Fuck you,” I spit out.

      “That would be a good way of keeping me on your side, but I think a date first would be better,” he says. “I have something I want to show you, and we need to leave town to do so.”

      “You are blackmailing me for a date?” I ask.

      “Yes. This town is boring, and you’re the only remotely interesting girl here,” he shrugs. “Plus, you are a half, and there are certain things I can’t do with humans because they couldn’t handle it,” he winks, and I flash him a look of disgust.

      “You’re insane,” I spit out.

      “Most people call it charming,” he says, sounding a little annoyed at my lack of interest in his offer. “I will pick you up on Saturday at eight, and don’t even think of standing me up. I don’t care about peace as much as my brother and the light up boy.”

      The bus stops to let people on in town, and Austin stands up, smoothing his white shirt down before walking off the bus. My heart pounds in my chest until the bus doors close, and I finally feel a little safe. I don’t doubt for a second Austin will ruin everything, threaten everyone if I don’t do as he asks. I sit silently as the bus pulls up at school, and I quickly get off, wrapping my arms around myself as the cold wind blows towards me. I run up the school steps, trying to get out of the bad weather as fast as I can. I get inside the school and see Maxx stood in the middle of the corridor. He storms up to me as I stop just in the archway. For some reason, all the fear and doubts I was feeling disappear when he is near me and are replaced by a safe feeling.

      “What did he want?” Maxx asks, and I know he means Austin.

      “How did you know?” I question, raising an eyebrow but Maxx seems focused on my hand like he knows what Austin did.

      “I keep an eye on you in case of trouble, and Austin has been following you since you came here. I knew from how he looked at you there might be trouble,” he admits, but it’s more of a statement with no apology about him following me. I suppose, in a weird way, it is sweet that he wants to keep me safe. In other ways, it freaks me out that I need to be kept safe in the first place.

      “That’s creepy of him, and weirdly sweet of you,” I answer, and he finally pulls his blue eyes away from my hand to meet my eyes.

      “I’m not sweet,” he snaps, his lips pulled in a thin line.

      “Sure, you’re not,” I laugh.

      “Freckles, what did Austin want?” Maxx asks.

      “He blackmailed me into a date on Saturday,” I answer, and Maxx honestly looks shocked.

      “He did fucking what?” he snaps.

      “What I just said…” I say, drifting off when Maxx starts glowing brightly. I should be scared, I should run, but instead I end up moving towards him. I step closer, placing my hand on his jacket-covered shoulder, and his eyes burn down at me.

      “Calm down. I doubt you want the whole school knowing what you are, Maxx,” I soothe him, not having a clue why I feel like I should.

      “He can’t have you,” Maxx states, the glowing calming down into a light shimmer around his skin instead. Maxx lifts his hand, picking up a strand of my hair and twirling it around his finger before letting it fall. “Austin is not someone you can date.”

      “What do you mean by ‘can’,” I ask, moving my hand away and stepping back.

      “I don’t like him,” he points out, like that explains everything.

      “Who I date has nothing to do with you, Maxx. You made it clear you don’t like me, and you have Iris,” I snap, and he all but growls at me.

      “I don’t like you, but I won’t let you date that asshole. He doesn’t deserve you, and there is nothing like that between Iris and me,” he tells me. “I protect her, I always will, but I don’t have feelings for her.”

      “Whatever, Maxx. You don’t own me, we aren’t even friends, and you don’t get an opinion on who I date,” I tell him, ignoring his angry glare as I walk away. I also ignore the fact that I don’t even want to go on this date with Austin, but between Austin’s blackmail and Maxx’s demands, I don’t have a real choice.
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      “You really don’t get the whole staying away from my Maxx thing, do you?” Iris asks, smacking her tray down next to me on the lunch table. I glance up at her, seeing her perfect blonde hair is falling over her shoulders and her makeup is done to perfection. I tug at my pink hair, knowing I must look like crap with my tired eyes and lack of any makeup on. Abby slides into the seat opposite me, also looking great but in a more natural way. She smiles at me before opening her can of pop and pretending like there is no one else in the world as she plays on her phone. I put my sandwich down and face Iris, shrugging my shoulders at her question.

      “He isn’t your Maxx, and he isn’t mine either,” I say. “I don’t want to argue with you over someone that is a total dickhead to me most of the time.” Abby bursts out in laughter while Iris doesn’t look one bit amused as she taps her fake nails on the table and muses over my words. I finish eating my food and drink my Coke before seeing if she is still looking at me, which she is. I quickly glance around the lunchroom and see how all the students are watching us, whispering between each other and no doubt taking bets that we are going to fight or something. I’m not crazy enough to even think a fight with Iris would go well, and I’m not fighting over Maxx damn Faraway.

      “Maxx likes you…I know it,” she bites out. “Are you seriously telling me you don’t like him?”

      “If I do or not, it isn’t your business,” I retort, because there is no way I am admitting anything to her. Especially not something like that.

      “Remember, he is promised to me. I will always be there and never go away from his life. If you want to be with Maxx, you will have to fight me for the rest of your life to have him. So maybe you should just disappear and let him get over it,” she says, and I shake my head, looking away from her and going back to my food. I can’t deal with the bitch after everything I learnt today. I’m starting to think moving to this damn town was a terrible idea.

      “Maxx said you know everything now,” Abby says into the awkward silence. I don’t know if her comment makes it more awkward or not, but I know I can’t just ignore her. At the end of the day, she is just here for her sister.

      “That you guys are glowing aliens?” I ask and answer myself before she can. “Yep.”

      “You will glow too,” Abby replies, grinning. I haven’t even thought about the fact I could have power, or I could possibly do that disappearing thing that Maxx does.

      “I don’t know if I want to glow, it would make me crap at hide and seek,” I say, lightening the mood, and we both laugh. Iris starts picking at her food while playing on her phone, and I’m surprised at how comfortable it is to be sitting like this with them.

      “You two are annoying,” Iris eventually says, but I spot a little smile on her lips. I quickly finish eating my crisps, so my plate is empty before getting up. I slide my tray to the end of the table, where the staff collect them before pushing my seat back in.

      “What class do you have?” Abby asks me as she gets up and does the same as me.

      “I don’t have class as art was cancelled. I’m going to get the bus which will be here in ten minutes. I thought I might as well get lunch while I wait,” I explain, annoyed that I even bothered coming into school today with my main lesson cancelled. All of today has just been a disaster.

      “If art was cancelled, that means my class was as well, want a lift home?” Abby asks, looking thrilled. I forgot that she was in my class for a second. The only reason I know the teacher isn’t here is because I had to sign in late and the receptionist told me.

      “And how am I meant to get home after class?” Iris asks, sounding beyond pissed off.

      “Flash? Walk? Get the bus? I don’t know, figure it out, sis,” Abby says, and I kind of enjoy the non-amused look on Iris’s face before she storms off out of the lunch hall.

      “Well, do you want a lift or not?” Abby asks when I look back at her. “It would piss Iris off if I gave you a lift home.”

      “I want a lift,” I reply with a beaming smile, and quickly grab my bag before jogging to catch up with Abby. We run through the light rain to get to her red car, and quickly get inside. It is always raining here.

      “Iris likes you, you know,” Abby randomly points out as we both pull our seatbelts on, and I flash her a look that suggests she is crazy.

      “No, she doesn’t. Iris has threatened to kill me and looks at me every day like she is waiting for the chance. Now I know what you guys are, I know she was being more serious than I thought,” I say, ignoring how scared that actually makes me to think about it like that. I doubt I would be able to fight her if she can do the disappearing thing like Maxx. I might just have to stick around Maxx and Landon so she can’t get to me.

      “Iris didn’t mean that. She couldn’t kill a fly, and she doesn’t know how to fight. Iris is a healer,” Abby states, waving off my concerns. “And I know my sister well enough to understand her. She likes you, she just won’t admit it, and she is scared of you taking Maxx from her.”

      “Maxx isn’t hers,” I say in frustration, and it comes out way too possessively even to my ears.

      “I know, he is yours. Iris has known that a long time, she just can’t admit it,” Abby tells me and starts the car, driving us out of school. I don’t correct her because it seems pointless when it sounds like Abby’s mind is made up. I couldn’t think of Maxx as mine at all, even if we are soulmates.

      “Then why doesn’t she move on? Find someone else?” I ask.

      “After what happened with me and a human…she wouldn’t risk it. I got my heart broken because I thought a human would want to be with me despite what I am,” she admits to me, her hands tightening on the wheel and a light green glow spreading over her skin.

      “I heard what happened,” I reply, feeling sorry for her. I couldn’t imagine being in love with someone and them not only rejecting you but running away. It must have been horrible. I wonder if I can ever have a normal relationship now with Maxx always hanging over my shoulder and the possibility I might not be just human.

      “Humans are not designed to be with us, and I made a mistake thinking I could break all the rules I had been told my entire life by my mother,” she says, her voice full of emotion, and most of it sounds like pure pain. She clears her throat and looks over at me for a second before watching the road again. “Iris can’t date a human, her soulmate is dead, and Maxx is the only straight guy of her kind we know. That is why she is so desperate to hold onto any chance of them being together again. Maxx only dated her the first time because he felt guilty and wanted to see if there could be anything between them. But there wasn’t.”

      “It makes more sense when you put it like that,” I mutter, understanding Iris a lot more now. I can’t say I feel sorry for her, but I don’t hate her as much suddenly.

      “One day, someone will walk into my sister’s life and change her view on everything, and she will know it was worth waiting for,” Abby states. “But I doubt it will be for a long time, so you will have to put up with her until then.”

      “You will find someone…maybe not a human next time,” I say, and she smiles sadly at me.

      “I doubt it. I will always love him, even if he hates me enough to run away,” she tells me. “Some things you won’t be able to just get over.” There is an awkward silence in the car as Abby drives us down the road.

      “Who says I will be around for long anyway?” I eventually say to get rid of the sadness and tension in the car.

      “I do,” Abby says, and grins at me like we didn’t discuss anything bad. “Aura Scott is staying for good, and surprisingly, I think she fits in well.”
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      “Thanks for the lift!” I shout at Abby, and she waves her hand out the window as she speeds off down the road and out of sight. I pull my bag higher on my shoulder as I walk to the house and get my keys out of my blazer pocket. I unlock the front door, going inside and closing it behind me with a sigh. I’m glad to be home after today. Even if home is this creepy old house. I drop my bag on the floor and slide my shoes off before deciding to go upstairs and get changed into something comfier than the horrible uniform. I run up the stairs and see that my bedroom door is open, which is strange because I locked it this morning. I assume my dad must have needed something, but after today, I can’t help but feel a little worried. I carefully open the door and jump at the sight of Maxx lying on my bed, looking through my sketchbook like he lives here.

      “What the effing fuck are you doing in my room, Maxx?” I demand, trying to calm down my beating heart. Maxx lazily looks up at me, lifting the sketchpad to show me an old drawing of him I did.

      “This is awesome, you make me look good, Freckles,” he says, not apologizing for being in my room and going through my things as he lies on my bed. I cross my arms and glare at him, waiting for a better response than that.

      “I came over to say sorry for earlier,” he eventually says, sitting up on my bed and pointing at my window seat. “I even went to the shops and got you those cupcakes you like to throw at me.”

      “Are you suggesting I throw one at you now to make myself feel better?” I ask, and he laughs as he runs a hand through his soft looking hair.

      “I thought you could eat them instead…” he suggests, and I sigh, walking in my room and pulling my blazer off, hanging it on the back of the door. Maxx isn’t a danger to me, even if he is weird. Part of me just knows that.

      “How did you get in here?” I ask, walking to my window seat and picking up a cupcake. I push the box to the side and sit on the seat.

      “The disappearing thing is useful for getting in places you don’t want to be seen,” he says, leaning back on my bed and watching me dip a finger into the icing, licking it off my finger. He clears his throat and closes my sketchpad, not looking my way.

      “Why were you looking at my drawings?” I ask him.

      “They were just there, and I got bored waiting for you to come home,” he admits. “Don’t worry, I didn’t look through any of your other stuff. Though I did notice the pink teddy bear I’m sitting next to,” he says, holding up my teddy before throwing it at me as I try not to be embarrassed that he now knows I sleep with my childhood teddy still. Way to be cool, Aura. I catch it and put it on the floor, hiding it from his sight.

      “And you claim I am the stalker?” I muse, and he sniggers.

      “Says the girl that has dozens of drawings of me in her room?” he asks, and my cheeks light up.

      “If this is your way of saying sorry for being a dickhead earlier, you suck at apologies,” I say, putting the cupcake wrapper down on top of the box after I finish eating it.

      “The cupcakes are to say sorry,” he says, shrugging. “You’re right, I’m not good at words and shit.”

      “Can I have my sketchbook back?” I ask, and he nods, handing it to me as he stands up. Maxx stretches as I put the sketchbook down, and my eyes get drawn to his stomach that I catch a glimpse of.

      “I can take my shirt off if you like,” Maxx suggests, and I glare at him.

      “No thanks,” I sarcastically reply.

      “Where did you learn to draw like that?” Maxx asks me as he leans against my wardrobe, and I wonder why he hasn’t left yet.

      “Practice. My dad said I got it from my grandmother as she used to draw like me,” I tell him.

      “Well, you shocked me. They look like a professional drew them,” he admits. “You can swim, do science, draw and you’re stunning. Is there anything you’re not good at?”

      “I-I suck at math,” I stammer, a little speechless that he just gave me a compliment.

      “Well, it’s good to know you aren’t completely perfect,” he says, and I tuck a bit of my hair behind my ear at his words. “Can we—”

      “Aura! You home?” Dad shouts, and I hear the door shutting a few seconds later and then the sound of Dad walking up the stairs. I stare wide-eyed at Maxx who winks at me before he glows brightly and disappears. Dad opens the door a second later, and I smile at him, feeling slightly relieved.

      “Did you just take a picture or something, there was this big flash,” Dad asks, searching around my room.

      “Oh, it’s the light. I think it might be broken or a dodgy wire,” I say, thinking on the spot.

      “Well, if it keeps doing it, let me know and I will fix it this weekend,” he says, looking at the light and then back to me. “I saw your bag downstairs and wondered if you were home or forgot it. Why did you leave school early?”

      “My art teacher wasn’t in,” I reply. “Why have you left work early?”

      “It’s my lunch. Do you want pasta for dinner tonight?” he asks.

      “I can make it if you want…” I suggest because the last time dad made pasta, he burned it so much that it stuck to the bottom of the saucepan.

      “No, I bought frozen meals, so it’s not too hard to cook it tonight,” he replies, and I sigh in relief.

      “Sounds perfect then,” I reply, and he walks out the room, shutting my door as he goes to get his lunch. I sit down on the window seat and pick up my sketchbook, scrolling through it to get to an empty page. I pause when I find a drawing that I haven’t done. It is of me, sitting on the steps just outside my house, looking up at something. I read the quick note scribbled at the bottom and I can’t help but smile.

      
        
        “Aura Scott, stalking me from her house from day one -Maxx.”
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      “So, the guy has to date his best friend’s girl, and make her hate him? So why is he dating this random girl now?” Landon asks, and I pause the movie for the third time in the first ten minutes to answer him. I go to reply as Maxx strolls into their living room, pauses a little when he sees me on the floor with Landon, the sofa cushions resting behind us against the coffee table as we are leaning on them. Maxx has on jeans and a tight black shirt, and he puts a baseball cap on top of the sofa that he must have been wearing.

      “How many times has he made you pause it?” Maxx asks with clear amusement.

      “Three in ten minutes,” I answer, and Maxx laughs, surprising me by sitting on the floor, with Landon in between us.

      “Stop asking questions, Land. This film is amazing,” Maxx says, surprising me once again as he reaches a hand into my popcorn and takes a handful before chucking one in his mouth. After his mood about the date earlier today, and everything that happened this morning, and the thing in my room, I didn’t expect him to be so relaxed now. I don’t even know why I am so comfortable being over here. I should be sitting in a corner, rocking myself to sleep instead of eating popcorn and watching movies. I still can’t believe what they said about my mum, and about me. I also know that Maxx and Landon are hiding more things from me. I’ve come to the conclusion that I need to figure out a way to get Maxx to talk to me about the crash. I remember a male voice calling me Freckles, and there is only one alien that does that. My light up, apparent soulmate.

      “One thing first,” Landon interrupts me before I can press play. “When are the guests coming over?” I don’t miss how Landon says ‘guests’ like a dirty word. I don’t know what to say about Landon being promised to their sister, but I need to wait for him to talk to me. I can’t push him into talking to me. I do want to learn more about what it means to be promised. I want to learn more about everything.

      “Sometime tonight. They had their sister in hiding about twenty miles away, so they have to get her first,” Maxx explains.

      “I’m sorry, Ura, I haven’t made the guest rooms up yet. You carry on watching the movie, and I will come back down soon,” Landon tells us and quickly gets up, practically running from the room as Maxx reaches for him to no avail. There’s an awkward silence after Landon shuts the lounge door, leaving Maxx and me in the dimly lit room.

      “I have a feeling my brother set this up,” Maxx says, and I smirk.

      “Oh no, you have to spend time with the person you hate the most,” I retort.

      “I don’t hate you, just mildly dislike you,” he jokes. “I think the soul shit is the only reason we can put up with each other.”

      “How charming,” I roll my eyes at him, and he chuckles lightly as I press play and put the remote down. I look over as Maxx slides into where Landon was sat, our bodies inches away from each other, and reaches a hand into my bowl of popcorn to steal some. I decide to let him because I have lots. But I keep an eye out in case he steals too much.

      “I didn’t have you down as liking a movie like this,” I whisper quietly after a while.

      “My mum loves these movies and had them on all the time as I grew up. Landon always hated them, but not me,” he explains.

      “My mum loved these movies too. Every week, she would bring a new one home on DVD, and we had a movie night for just us two,” I admit to him.

      “You miss her a lot, huh?” he asks, and I turn to face him, our faces inches apart.

      “Yes,” I whisper, watching how his eyes run over my face and stop on my lips. I don’t think as I lean closer and press my lips to his for a brief second, tasting the popcorn on his lips and feeling how soft they are. There is a moment of shock from us both, just before the familiar warm feeling starts to pull me to him. It takes everything in me not to close my eyes and just fall into it, until Maxx gently pushes me away and stands up.

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that,” I mutter, putting the popcorn down and standing up.

      “We can’t be together. Not ever, don’t you get that?” he asks in frustration.

      “No, I don’t because you don’t explain anything to me!” I shout back at him. “You act possessive around me, you are hot and cold with me all the time. You confuse me and tell me we are soulmates. What do you want me to do? If you don’t like me, you need to tell me, rather than messing around!”

      “You drain me of my light. Of the true light that keeps me alive. Every time you touch me, you drain me because of that darkness that is half of you. That’s what our kinds do to each other. We drain each other until the strongest wins, but in this case, I don’t want to hurt you, and you can’t control it,” he admits, shocking me into stepping back and freezing in silence.

      “What happens if I drain all of you?” I whisper.

      “Honestly? I would die, and the power would overwhelm your human side, and you would die. We might be soulmates, but the fucked-up universe has made sure we can never be together,” Maxx tells me and turns to walk out the room as I stand in shock. He pauses at the door, looking back at me. “We can’t ever be together, despite what we both want or feel.” With that he walks out, and I feel empty, cold and more lost than I’ve ever been.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “Ura!” Landon calls behind me, and I rush quicker down the corridor to get to my science class. “Aura Scott!” he shouts again, and this time he catches up to me and jumps in front of me, blocking my way. I have no idea how he managed to get this close so quickly. I did a good job of avoiding him all day. I even ate lunch outside, so he wouldn’t see me in the lunch hall.

      “Landon, I’m going to be late for class,” I say, as he crosses his arms and makes it clear he isn’t going to move as he glares down at me. I try to step to the side, but he mimics my action and when I try it again, he does the same. I sigh and finally look up at him, seeing how unimpressed he is.

      “Okay, what happened with you and Maxx?” he asks. “I’m not letting you run off until you tell me.”

      “Nothing,” I say, looking away from his knowing gaze which seems to have read my lie before I even said it. I tug on my bag strap, looking for a way to escape this and finding none.

      “We both know you can’t lie, Ura,” Landon says. “And both you and Maxx have been ignoring my messages and me since yesterday. I’ve literally looked for you all day, and now I’m annoyed.” I rub my forehead, knowing I need to talk to someone about it anyway, and I don’t want to upset Landon. He is truly my only friend. I haven’t been able to focus or shake this empty feeling since yesterday. I don’t think I slept for more than three hours last night because of the nightmares of blood all over the school corridors and a blue light disappearing no matter how much I chased it.

      “I kissed him, he rejected me. I’m embarrassed, okay? I also learnt that I steal his light, literally, and it kills me that I hurt him. What else do you want to know?” I ask, and Landon’s face drops.

      “Shit,” Landon says, placing a comforting hand on my shoulder. “If it helps, I met the girl I’m now promised to, and she is super nice. I don’t know how to tell her I will never like her that way.” I flash Landon a sad smile and step closer, wrapping my arms around him and he hugs me back. We are both messed up in the relationship department it seems. I pull away and look around, seeing that the teacher is late because she isn’t here, and all the students have already gone in.

      “Can we skip class and go eat ice cream at my house?” I ask, and he smirks, holding an elbow out for me. I know my dad will be mad at me, but I can’t deal with another lesson where I can hardly stay awake. Maxx isn’t in school today anyway, so we can’t work on the case study.

      “Sounds like the best plan I’ve heard in a while,” Landon says, and I hook my arm in his as we walk down the corridor. We don’t talk as we quickly make our way to his car, and we get in, both of us not wanting to get caught leaving by anyone. Once we are driving back, I remember seeing another car parked on the guys’ driveway. Austin and his sister must be living there now, and it makes me not want to go over at all. Thank god we are going back to mine, and I bet that Landon feels the same way. I don’t know how to ask him about being promised when he is clearly struggling with the promise he has made.

      “How are your new guests fitting in?” I say, not really wanting to bring it up but knowing I need too.

      “Austin is a dickhead that likes to wind Maxx up, and Aliana is a nice girl,” he says, “but I think she likes me, and it makes things super awkward.”

      “I think you might just have to sit down with her and explain how you feel,” I say gently.

      “I don’t want to upset her when she has only just gotten here,” he admits. “It’s not her fault I don’t fancy girls.”

      “I get that,” I reply. “You can’t help what you want.” My statement seems to bring about a long silence in the car that neither of us knows how to deal with. I’m sure Landon knows I am talking about his brother, as much as I know what he wants out of his life.

      “Now explain what happened with Maxx in more detail,” Landon says, just as we get onto our road. I’m thankful for the break in the awkward silence, but not so much about the subject. I guess I can’t avoid it forever.

      “I kissed him because I’m an idiot, what else is there to say?” I mutter, looking away out the window. “I don’t even remember why I kissed him, only that it happened before I could think it through.”

      “You’re not an idiot, Ura. Even the strongest person I know would have trouble resisting their soulmate,” he says firmly, and he sounds so confident that it relaxes me. “Our mum used to tell us it is like fighting a part of yourself if you resist the pull. That the true light always links those who are meant to be together.”

      “How are we meant to be together when I literally kill him, and if he lets me, I will die too. How can the true light—whatever that is—want that for us?”

      “I don’t have all the answers, and I don’t know enough about the true light to give them to you. I wish mum was here, she would know what to say, how to explain this better than I do,” Landon admits.

      “Landon…when does your mum come back?” I ask as he pulls the car into the driveway and pulls out the keys. He leans his head back, and sighs slowly before looking at me with pain-filled eyes.

      “She won’t be coming back, Ura. Our mum is gone,” he tells me, his voice a whisper which sounds louder than it should in the quiet car. I know from the pain in his eyes that something bad happened.

      “When did she die?” I whisper back.

      “She isn’t dead, but I am sure she wishes she were,” he mutters, and I stare wide-eyed at him. Why would he think his mum wishes she were dead? It doesn’t make any sense.

      “Why would she wish that Landon?” I ask, feeling frightened.

      “Did Maxx not tell you about the crash? About this?” Landon asks, and reaches over, pressing a finger to my forehead where my mark is. Him touching the mark, telling me he can see it, is so amazing when I’ve been told there is nothing there for so long.

      “No, he disappeared when I brought it up,” I admit.

      “I will get him to tell you, you need to know to understand what happened to our mum. You need to know to understand why Maxx pushes you away,” he says, lowering his hand. I assumed Maxx pushes me away because I drain him, but there must be more from what Landon is saying. I just don’t know what.

      “Landon…is my mum really an alien?” I ask.

      “Yes,” he says, and just hearing him say it seems to make me believe it more. Since Maxx told me, I keep searching through all my memories of my mum to see if there was ever anything out of the ordinary. If there were any signs my mum is who they say she is. Yet I don’t remember anything odd or weird about mum. No signs she was an alien at all. It makes me wonder how much she lied about, how many secrets there were that I don’t know about. I also wonder why she would leave me alone.

      “My mum was so normal. I can’t see her as an alien that hid so much. I never saw her as anything other than my mum that cooked all the time, stitched up my favorite dress when it got ripped. She was my kind mum that put plasters on my cuts when I used to fall over all the time as a kid,” I tell him. “The idea that she lied and left me without telling me who I am as well…it’s hard to cope with.”

      “Your mum was good at hiding who she is…I have to do the same,” he tells me. “Sometimes it is safer to lie and hide than to be the hero of the situation.”

      “Maxx told me that you are kinda like me, well, my non-human side, and that you don’t use your powers,” I say, and he nods. “Why don’t you use your powers?”

      “Right, well, I don’t know a thing about my biological parents, only that my mother asked my mum to look after me when I was a baby,” he sighs, jiggling his keys in his hands. “But mum, the clan and Maxx are all light. They didn’t know how to train me, and they got worried I would drain them by accident, so they taught me how to block my powers as that’s all they knew. Eventually it got to the point that I can’t use them anymore, and I don’t want to now because I could hurt the people I care about.”

      “Landon,” I say his name because I can’t think of any words. I rest my head on his shoulder as it pours down with rain outside. “You have family like you now, you have me. Even if I’m only a half.”

      “You’re our clan, no matter what you are,” he informs me, saying it like it is something I should understand when I don’t.

      “What is a clan?” I ask.

      “Family to our kind. We die, we protect, and we share the true light. That is what a clan does,” he says. “Light or dark, we all have our clans. Mum used to say that the clans on the planets used to be filled with thousands of people and creatures bonded to them.”

      “When did the world get so complicated?” I ask.

      “It was always complicated, you just didn’t know it yet,” he tells me, and he is dead right there. I’ve just been clueless until we moved here. I look up at the house and wonder for a second if dad might know what mum is. What I am. I shake those thoughts when I know my dad wouldn’t keep everything from me. Not the important things anyway. We sit silently, listening to the pouring rain for a while and just letting it keep us calm. I’ve always liked just sitting watching the rain and how it can be soothing.

      “I have a date with Austin tomorrow,” I whisper, wanting to tell him and get it off my chest. Landon practically jumps in shock as I lift my head off him and look up to see him staring at me in shock.

      “Austin? The psychopath?” he asks. “Really? Why the hell would you say yes to a date with him?”

      “He blackmailed me into it. Austin said he would drain Iris and Abby, and then tell the wrong people about everyone,” I explain, and I don’t even want to know who the wrong people are. I shiver when I think back to the way Austin could freeze me with one touch.

      “Does Maxx know?”  Landon asks, looking furious.

      “Yep. He went mad, and then seemed to forget about it,” I say. Part of me hoped Maxx would fix it somehow, and I wouldn’t have to go on the date. It doesn’t seem like that is going to happen now.

      “Maxx hasn’t forgotten, I promise you that,” he says. “It will be okay. Austin wouldn’t risk harming you and is likely only doing it to piss Maxx off.”

      “I don’t want to go, but I feel protective of everyone already,” I admit.

      “We don’t form friendships like humans do. When you come into a clan, the need to protect the members of the clan becomes a part of you,” he says. “Half of you isn’t human, and that half will feel the effects of being around us. Of being around your own kind.”

      “That makes a lot of sense. I wondered why I would ever want to protect Iris,” I say, wanting to lighten up the mood, and he thankfully laughs.

      “I don’t want to get out the car, do you?” he asks, and I look at the pouring rain outside.

      “Nope,” I reply and rest my head back on his shoulder as we wait for the storm to pass.
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      “Aura! Someone is here to see you!” Dad shouts up the stairs, and I frown, looking at my phone and seeing that it is only six. Austin isn’t meant to be here until eight. Why the hell would he come this early? I haven’t even had a chance to explain I’m going out on a date to dad yet. I thought I’d at least have an hour to get dad on board.

      “I’ll be right down!” I shout back, and quickly finish curling my hair. I don’t even know why I’m bothering to dress up when I don’t want to go on this date anyway. Part of me wants to be dressed up for the extra confidence it will give me to get through this date. I finish the last curl and quickly pull on my blue dress, which has little stars all over it. When I stare at myself in the mirror, I find it hard to see the half of me which is meant to be different from human. I just look like an average girl who happens to have strangely glowing marks and pink hair. I shake my head at myself and slide my blue, slightly heeled shoes on before grabbing my bag and putting my phone inside. I take a deep breath and remind myself that Austin wouldn’t hurt me without knowing Maxx would kill him for it. At least I hope he would avenge me. I close my door and frown when I hear my dad laughing from the top of the stairs. I didn’t know Austin was funny, and how has he got my dad laughing?

      I walk down the stairs and follow the noise into the kitchen, and I stop dead in my tracks when I see Maxx stood next to my dad with a bunch of roses on the counter next to him. Maxx turns, like he knows I’m here even though I’ve been stood silently watching for a few moments, and his eyes widen a little as he runs his eyes over my dress and hair. I do the same to him, seeing his leather jacket, tight black top and jeans that fit him like a glove. Maxx has brushed his black hair to the side, making it look softer than usual, and it makes his blue eyes stand out more. I really like it. My dad clears his throat, getting my attention away from Maxx.

      “Hey, dad,” I say to him briefly and look back to the guy that isn’t meant to be here. “Hey, Maxx?” I question, and he grins, picking up the flowers and walking over to me.

      “I bought you these,” he says as I accept them off him, our fingers briefly brushing, sending shivers of warmth through me. It only serves to remind me of the embarrassing kiss and the fact I basically kill him every time we are together. I stroke my fingers over the top of the pink roses.

      “Thanks, I love roses, how did you know?” I ask. Even my perfume is a rose scent. It reminds me of the rose flowers my mum used to grow in our flat.

      “You always smell of roses, I guess I noticed at some point. I assumed you would like the actual flowers, Freckles,” he tells me, confusing me with the sweet gesture. This boy is way too hot and cold with me. I have to remember he pushed me away.

      “Maxx told me he is taking you out on a date tonight,” dad says, interrupting, and I glance over to see him watching us with crossed arms. “Why didn’t you say you had a date?”

      “I did say I was going out, dad,” I groan. I want to say I didn’t have a clue I had a date with Maxx apparently.

      “Not on a date with the neighbor, you didn’t,” he remarks, and I roll my eyes at him as I walk over to the sink. I put the flowers on the side, getting a tall glass and filling it with water. I put the roses in the glass, so they will be okay until I get home later.

      “I will look after her, Ross,” Maxx says, and I turn sharply around, surprised that my dad told Maxx his first name. Dad looks over at me and nods once, and I know somehow Maxx has gotten my dad to like him after one damn conversation while I was upstairs. How is that possible? The guy is an asshole.

      “I have a feeling you will, or I will find a way to make you regret hurting my little girl. I want her home by eleven,” he tells Maxx, patting his shoulder as he walks past and stops next to the kitchen door. “Have a good night, Aura.” I wait for the sound of the lounge door shutting before I wave my hands in the air and give Maxx a look that suggests he explain why he is here.

      “Come on, we have a date to get to and it’s a bit of a drive away,” he says, and I frown at him. That is not explaining anything.

      “You want to take me on a date? Seriously?” I mutter.

      “Nope, but I want to get you out the house before Austin turns up. That asshole is not blackmailing you for a date,” he growls out.

      “He said he would—” I start off but get interrupted.

      “I know. Austin forgets his sister is weak and as vulnerable as our clan would be if he acts on any of his threats,” he says. “He is just pushing his luck by blackmailing you.”

      “You think it’s all words?” I ask, feeling somewhat relieved.

      “I know it is. Austin and his clan could have come here and tried to attack if they had nothing to fear. They know they can’t beat us, that’s why we have an agreement. They know I would kill them all in a blink of an eye if they touched anyone in my clan,” he states calmly, and the deadly silence after his statement just hangs in the air. “Now let’s get going.” He opens the door and waves a hand for me to walk out like he didn’t just suggest murdering a load of people. I sigh, knowing there isn’t much I can say to that, and I don’t want to go on a date with Austin, so I can’t just stay home. When I have gone over all my options for tonight and figured out that I’m stuck with the guy that rejected me, I give up and walk past him. I go to the front door and open it to walk out, hearing Maxx following behind me. He has parked his car just behind my dad’s, and he clicks it unlocked as I get to it. I open the passenger door and get inside, putting my handbag on the floor as Maxx gets in.

      “Where are we going then?” I ask. I assume he is going to take me somewhere local to hide out for a few hours before coming back. I just hope it’s not Iris’s house or somewhere possibly worse than that to hide.

      “To the local mountain. They have a restaurant inside the mountain, and my friend is going to let me take you on a walk through the beautiful caves after we eat,” he tells me, and I frown as I turn to look at him. He only smirks back at me as he does his seatbelt up.

      “You are actually taking me on a date? I really didn’t expect that,” I say, knowing that a date between us isn’t the best idea. I can’t help that sometimes I like the idiot, and other times, I want to throw him under a bus or something. I don’t even know if throwing him under a bus would hurt him at all, being that he can just disappear and reappear. I sigh, knowing that I am never going to figure out Maxx Faraway.

      “Maybe I don’t like being predictable,” he says and starts the car, driving off without another word. This is definitely not predictable.
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      “This place is incredible, and so well-hidden. You wouldn’t know it was here unless you were told,” I mumble as we drive up a hidden path off a main road. The road twists and turns before going through a tunnel, and when you come out, this amazing view is waiting for you. I look up at the cave entrance which is lit up with lanterns, two star lights hanging down at the sides, and it lights the entire area up. There is a big sign hanging down that says, “Light Within”, which I assume is the restaurant name. There are two people parking their cars, and Maxx parks us just behind them. I watch the couples get out, the way they hold each other close as they walk to the restaurant. For some reason, seeing actual couples on dates here makes me nervous to be here with Maxx. I glance over at him, and he is watching me with an expression I cannot read. I look away and try to think of something else as Maxx pulls the key out the ignition, and the interior lights come on. We have been driving about an hour to get here and sinking further into the middle of nowhere. We did finally pass through a village not long ago, which by the way Maxx drove through it with no sat-nav on, tells me he knows the place well. I am still confused why he is taking me on a date when he made it clear we will never be together. I go to say something when Maxx finally speaks, replying to my earlier comment like no time has passed since.

      “I think that’s why the locals love it so much, it doesn’t get overpacked with people because only locals know it exists,” he says. “I only know of it because a friend from my old school works here.”

      “I can see why they would want to keep this place quiet,” I say, unclicking my seatbelt. “It’s a natural beauty.” I look over at Maxx who is staring at me with a look of understanding and again something I can’t read before he snaps out of it and climbs out of the car. I get out after shaking my head, and grab my bag, sliding its strap over my shoulder as Maxx locks the car and comes to my side. I’m surprised when Maxx stands really close as we walk to the restaurant, close enough that our arms brush every few seconds. I try not to focus on how close Maxx is as we walk through the entrance into the massive restaurant. The main part is a long path, carved out of stone, with a host stand at the front and a bar at the bottom with the kitchens right behind them. Then the sides of the path are the table booths, which are inside little carved out mini caves. There are three levels of the mini caves, and when we get closer, I can see different colored crystals stuck to the top of each one, with lights mixed in between which reflect off the crystals.

      “Maxx, my man, good to see you after such a long time!” A young guy with red hair, a cheeky expression and a waiter’s outfit on walks over to us. Maxx and the guy do the typical guy hug, patting each other’s back.

      “Louie, this is Freckles,” Maxx introduces us, still not saying my real name to my annoyance. I doubt he is ever going to call me it at this point. It will just be Freckles forever.

      “Freckles? Odd name there. Though it is lovely to meet you,” Louie says and holds out a hand for me to shake.

      “My real name is Aura. Only dickhead over here likes to call me Freckles,” I say, sliding my hand into his as he laughs.

      “I see you have Maxx all figured out already. I’m glad I don’t have to warn a pretty girl like you what Maxx is like,” Louie says with a big grin, letting go of my hand as Maxx whacks his arm playfully.

      “Alright, alright, stop flirting with my date. I’m hungry,” Maxx says, interrupting, but he is still smiling, so the asshole side of him isn’t back yet. I don’t hold out all hope that it won’t come back at some point. Louie winks at me before picking up some menus from the side and nodding his head down the pathway. We walk five down before he stops, sliding the menus on the booth table. I sit on the left side while Maxx gets comfy on the other, his leg pressed against mine, completely distracting me from anything else.

      “Can I get you any drinks?” Louie asks, looking between us.

      “A beer for me, my friend,” Maxx says. “Freckles?”

      “A diet Coke, please,” I say, and Louie writes it down before grinning at us.

      “Have a good night. The waitress will be back to get your food order when you’re ready,” he says and winks at me before walking off. There is an awkward silence between us as I pick the menu up and start searching for something I want to eat.

      "The chicken is the best here, they do this sautéed one that is my favorite," Maxx tells me, reaching over and pointing at the listing on my menu. I quickly read that there are five different types of sautéed chicken with different sauces, and it is the house special.

      "Alright then, I will try what you are having," I say, closing the menu and placing it over Maxx's closed one.

      "Are you excited for the swimming race next week?" Maxx asks, reminding me of the friendly swimming match the coach has planned. We don’t have any meets for two months, but she thinks racing against each other will be good for team spirit or something. I don’t know how anything could be worse than it is now. The team, and the rest of the school, avoids me like the plague. Landon tried explaining how humans can sense our kind in their own way, and that is why they don’t trust me. He thinks because I am spending more time around them than humans, it is making me feel less human. I don’t know what I believe anymore, but I have given up on trying to be friends with the people around school.

      "I'm excited to beat you," I say, grinning as he laughs.

      "You can't beat me, but you're more than welcome to try," he replies.

      "Pfft, you should be scared. I will whip your ass," I retort.

      "I’m not into whipping, but if that is your kinda thing..." he teases me, and my cheeks turn pink as he laughs. The waitress thankfully comes over, sliding our drinks onto the table, and takes our order and our menus before she leaves.

      "How many guys have you dated, Freckles?" Maxx asks, just as I’m sipping on my drink, and I try not to choke on it as I look up at him with wide eyes.

      "Why would I tell you that?" I ask.

      "You asked Iris about her and me, and then asked my brother about our past. Why can't I know yours?" he asks, and I wonder how he knows that. I know Iris likely told him about me asking, but I doubt Landon did.

      "Are you saying you have only ever dated Iris?" I enquire back to avoid answering his question.

      "Dated, yes. There have been a few girls for only a night or two," he says, shrugging, and I ignore the burning jealousy his words cause. "So…what is your answer?"

      “I dated one guy, but it didn’t work out,” I tell him truthfully. We were both fifteen, and relationships don’t usually last long at that age. It got to the point where we were more friends that sometimes made out than an actual couple.

      “How long were you together?” Maxx asks, and he seems somewhat relieved by my statement.

      “Six months…why do you care?” I quickly reply.

      “I’m interested in learning about you, about your life,” he says. “You are part of my clan after all.”

      “So that’s the only reason for this date, because you feel responsible for me?” I ask.

      “I’ve already told you it can’t be more than that,” he answers. “But I do want to be your friend at least.” Even though his words make sense, I can’t help feeling like he is lying to me. Or it might just be me wanting something more.

      “Friends I can do,” I say, smiling tightly. “But no more soaking me with water and being a dick,” I warn him, and he smirks.

      “I can’t promise anything, but I will make an effort to be nice,” he tells me, but I can’t see that happening, so I don’t believe him.

      “Maxx Faraway being nice to me…I never thought I’d see that day anytime soon,” I say, and we both laugh. The waitress interrupts, clearing her throat to get our attention. I move my drink as she slides our food on to the table. We both eat in a comfortable silence, briefly commenting on how nice the chicken is, and I’m glad Maxx suggested I try it. Maxx asks for the bill from the waitress not long after, and Louie comes over as the waitress clears our plates away after she waves a hand to him.

      “Here you go,” Maxx offers his debit card to Louie, who looks at him like he is crazy.

      “I told you, there is no way you are paying for your meals,” Louie says. “My parents have told you that you always eat free here for saving my life.” I look between Louie and Maxx, who lowers his hand with the card. How did he save Louie’s life?

      “You sure?” Maxx asks. “I would rather pay, I didn’t do much.”

      “I’m sure, I won’t let you pay, so forget it,” Louie says and reaches into his pocket, pulling out a key.

      “I’ve left the lights on in the caves,” he says, passing Maxx the key. “Make sure you lock up when you’re done and leave the key at the bar.”

      “Thanks, man,” Maxx replies, looking grateful.

      “Have a good night,” Louie says and grins at us both as he walks away. Maxx slides out his seat and waits for me as I pick my bag up.

      “Come on then. You won’t want to miss this,” Maxx says, nodding his head down the pathway. I slide out my seat and walk close to Maxx’s side. I glance over at him, wondering whether being friends is going to be easier or harder than before. I’m thinking being Maxx’s friend might end up ruining me.
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      I stay just behind Maxx as we walk down a corridor next to the bar until we reach a big door at the end of it. There is a red rope just in front of the door, which Maxx ducks under and I do the same to follow him. I stop at Maxx’s side as he slides the key into the lock, which is newer than the pretty old wooden door.

      “How did you save Louie’s life?” I ask, not being able to shake the need to know. Louie looked and sounded so thankful to Maxx, so it must have been something.

      “Louie is one of those humans who think they can do anything they want, without thinking through the dangers of it,” he comments.

      “A lot of people are like that,” I reply.

      “Very true, and they usually end up dead. Louie and I went on a school trip, camping in the woods up these mountains. There were these girls that wanted to go on a midnight walk, and Louie fell into a river, trying to show off that he could balance on rocks,” he tells me.

      “Did you jump in?” I ask, a little shocked. Jumping in a river in the middle of the night to save someone couldn’t have been an easy decision to make.

      “Yes…he is lucky I am a good swimmer and managed to pull him out. Louie and his family think I am some kind of saint for it, but it is what anyone would have done in my position,” he tells me, shrugging it off like it was nothing.

      “No, they wouldn’t have. Not everyone is brave enough to do the right thing,” I tell him.

      “I guess I like to think the best of people, even when I’m usually proven wrong,” he admits, and I don’t answer him because I tend to do the same thing.

      “So, what is so special about these caves?” I ask, placing my hand on the wooden door that Maxx keeps wriggling the key to unlock.

      “The caves are where my mum said the first of our kind came to Earth. She took me here once or twice when I was a kid,” he tells me. “There isn’t enough of the originals left now to remember this cave, or that’s what my mum told me, so it is safe to come to.” I look around, knowing that this is a place half of my ancestors came from.

      “Thank you for showing me this then,” I tell him as he pulls the door open, and holds it for me to walk in. There are floor cat lights all down the sides of a tunnel, so you can see all the way down to the end where it looks like it opens up into a big cave. Maxx lets the door close behind us and we walk down the tunnel to the end. The cave is huge, a massive room with smooth walls and an enormous gap at the top so you can see the stars. The cave is much darker than the tunnel as the cat lights are on the edges and there aren’t as many. Maxx walks right into the middle, and I follow him over, stopping at his side and giving him a questioning look as he looks around.

      “I feel bad that you don’t know much about half of who you are,” he says, his voice low and softly spoken. “I think it’s time someone was honest with you.”

      “How can this cave help that?” I question, crossing my arms, and he smirks.

      “This cave is our kinds biggest history book,” he tells me and pulls his jacket off, dropping it on the floor. When he pulls his shirt off, I give him a totally confused look as I try not to stare at his remarkable chest.

      “Do you not like wearing shirts or something?” I question, my voice echoing around the cave.

      “There is no patience whatsoever with you, is there?” he asks and spreads his arms out. I go to say something when Maxx starts to glow brightly. I watch as swirls appear all over his neck, down his arms, and his eyes glow a purple color. The swirls travel all over his chest, and I can’t take my eyes off him as I examine each one of them. They look so similar to mine, but his are bigger, especially on his right arm. The swirls are large in places, and smaller in others. It is like someone has painted them on his skin. On the right side of his face, there are more lines that go into swirls at the ends, and his whole body has this light blue glow to it. Before, when I thought Maxx was different, handsome and unlike anyone I had seen before, I had thought I was shocked. But this Maxx, what he truly looks like, is astounding.

      “Look up, Freckles,” Maxx suggests, his voice gravelly and deep. I do as he asks and gasp as my arms drop to my side in shock. The entire cave is covered with writing on the walls, drawings of people and planets, and all of it glows different colors. The view is breathtaking, and I don’t know where to look first.

      “What is this?” I ask, my voice a hushed whisper.

      “When my mum and the other survivors landed here, they built a home in this mountain and farmed the lands around it. This cave soon became a library of sorts, a way for them to mark down their history so it wasn’t lost, and their descendants could come back one day to find it,” he explains. I walk away from him a little to look at the wall with the most drawings on it, purely because I can’t read the writing around here. I bet Maxx can though. I feel Maxx move with me, stopping at my side. I can feel the heat blasting off him, warming up my skin and relaxing me.

      “That’s when the planets were destroyed?” I ask, pointing up at the drawing at the top of the cave that is bigger than the others. It is of two massive planets, one a pink color and the other is blue. They are both split into little pieces, like this is just before they exploded. There are light bursts all around them that look like stars, but they are so many different colors instead of just white.

      “Yes, the pink planet was the dark and the blue was the light,” he tells me. “This was when everything was destroyed. Our home was destroyed.” I follow the drawings to dozens of little circle objects flying away from the planets.

      “The escape ships?” I question, and I look over to see him nod at me, before returning his attention to the drawings. I look back and follow the drawings to a planet which is clearly Earth. The ships are surrounding it, and then the next drawing is of dozens of people in a cave. All of them are drawn different colors and only one of them is blue. None of the people in the cave are pink or white or grey. I know that means my ancestors didn’t land here, they couldn’t have.

      “Is the blue one your mother or father?” I ask.

      “The blue figure is my mother, and the purple one next to her is my father. I only got his light with my eyes when I’m using my powers,” Maxx answers, and I look back at him. His whole body goes tense when I turn to stand in front of him and reach a hand out. Maxx doesn’t stop me as I place a finger on top of one of the swirls. The warm feeling overwhelms me, and I pull my hand back.

      “Sorry, I can feel the pull…I just don’t know how to stop it,” I whisper.

      “Austin might be able to teach you,” Maxx says, his voice going cold as he steps back. “Being around your own people is better for you.”

      “What if I don’t want to just be around my own people?” I ask, feeling my heart beating faster in my chest.

      “Then you will get us both killed. I won’t let that happen, I can’t see you nearly dead again, Freckles,” he says firmly, crossing his arms against his chest. “I can’t do that to us.”

      “What do you mean nearly?” I ask, and he turns away from me, walking off, but I run ahead, stopping right in front of him and holding out my hands. “Please tell me. I know you were at the car accident. Tell me what happened. If you care about me at all, you need to tell me.”

      “Freckles…” he says, shaking his head.

      “Don’t Freckles me! I need to know! I thought I was crazy for a year, and I still think I am in a way…I need this answer from you,” I say, trying to hold in how much I need him to tell me the truth. “Please,” I whisper, and that final plea seems to do something to him as he stops glowing and nods once in defeat.

      “When soulmates are in danger, our souls call to each other. Even though we had never met, I felt you just over a year ago for the first time when you were dying,” he explains, and my mouth feels dry as I try to take in what he is telling me.

      “The car crash…” I whisper.

      “Yes. I didn’t think about it, I just flashed to where I felt you and found the car,” he admits. “I didn’t expect to find you like you were.”

      “I was inside, and my dad was flung out of the window,” I say quietly.

      “I didn’t see your dad, only you. I ran to the car and opened it. You looked terrible, you looked close to death, and I knew I had to save you, even when I sensed you weren’t one of the light,” he says. “When I sensed that saving you could kill me.”

      “The branch…” I drift off, my hand covering the place on my stomach. Maxx steps closer, lifting his hand to my forehead, and traces the mark, never once touching my skin but I feel like he is anyway. All I can do is breath in his sandalwood scent, trying to stay calm as I finally get the answers I have been looking for.

      “It went straight through your stomach, and your head was hit badly. I placed my hands on the injuries and pushed light into you, to heal you. It nearly killed me because you drained me with every moment I touched you,” he admits. “I healed your head first, and it took more to heal your stomach after I pulled the branch out.”

      “I don’t know how to thank you…you saved me,” I say in awe, and he lowers his hand, briefly pausing with his fingers next to my lips like he wants to touch them before dropping his hand.

      “You don’t have to thank me…I just couldn’t let you die,” he explains.

      “The marks? The pink hair?” I ask softly.

      “The marks were left by me healing you. I don’t know why it did that, I’ve never healed a dark before. I healed Abby once, and it didn’t do that,” he says, and I don’t for a second suspect he isn’t telling me the truth. “The pink hair is because healing you unlocked your own powers. That would have happened if you met any light and drained them.”

      “You saved me…why would you not want to tell me that?” I ask.

      “Saving you…it cost me something,” he admits. “I was angry at you for so long, I still am. I just didn’t want to bring up the past.”

      “What did I cost you?” I ask, my voice cracking a bit and not hiding my emotions as well as I wanted them to.

      “My mum. She followed my flash and came to the crash,” he says, his eyes burning with anger as he remembers. “I stumbled out the car, and she helped me flash back to our house, but a flash so far away was picked up on by our enemies.”

      “Landon said she isn’t dead,” I whisper, the only thing I can think to say.

      “Landon hopes she isn’t, but I know there is a good chance they have drained all of her by now. They attacked us and took my mother while I was warning the clan. I passed out before I could help my mother, and two others of our clan were taken. Iris and Abby flashed us all away and saved us,” he tells me. “I was the next clan leader after my mother, and I should have protected her. Instead, I put everyone in danger because of you.”

      I step back at his words, shaking my head.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      “That’s why I’m angry. I saved you and you cost me everything, and you still haunt my every move,” he breathes out.

      “That’s not my fault. None of it is,” I snap back, tired of him blaming me. “I am sorry your mum is gone, but it is not my fault you came after me and saved me. It is not my fault you think I haunt you!” I shout the end part.

      “Freckles…”

      “Ura! My name is Ura!” I shout, stepping closer to him, and his eyes burn with anger as he looks down at me. “You blame me for your mum, and you won’t even fight to be with your soulmate. I won’t stand here making you feel better, pretending to be your friend so you feel better. I am not yours, I didn’t choose any of this, and I won’t be blamed for just existing.”

      “It’s not like that—” he says, and I shake my head.

      “It is!” I snap. “No wonder you don’t want me. You pretend I’m the cause of all your problems rather than trying to fix them.”

      “You have no idea what I want, Freckles!”

      “Well, show me then!” I retort, and I gasp as his hands go to my hips, pulling me to him, and he slams his lips on mine as I hold onto his shoulders, in shock, as I kiss him back. Maxx kisses me harshly until I can’t think of anything but him and these toe-curling kisses that I know I will never forget. The warm feeling spreads over me, and he suddenly lets me go. I stare breathless as he walks away from me, running his hands through his hair.

      “You’re what I want, but it doesn’t mean we can be together,” he tells me, not looking at me once.

      “You will never fight for me, will you?” I whisper, and his silence says it all as it feels like my heart is breaking.

      “Sounds like you need an escape from your light up boy,” Austin’s dark voice says from right behind me seconds before he wraps his arms around my waist. The last thing I see is Maxx running towards me, his eyes burning with anger, his body glowing so brightly before everything goes black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “They were arguing, and he upset her! She needed an escape, so I helped her out!” I hear Austin shout, sounding defensive and a tad bit worried.

      “You’re a fucking idiot! You can’t flash her out of anywhere, you could have killed her!” Landon shouts as I blink my eyes open, seeing that I’m on Landon’s and Maxx’s sofa in the living room which is spinning. I have to shake my head a few times to realize that it’s not the room spinning but my vision.

      “Well, she has to do it once at some time. I am meant to be training her after all,” Austin replies, followed by Landon huffing about idiots. Austin is stood right in front of me, and Landon’s eyes fill with relief when he sees me staring up at him. Austin follows his gaze and turns around, grinning like he won an award or something. I hold a hand to my head when it feels like I have something banging against my head. Oh god, what happened?

      “See, told you she could handle it,” Austin says proudly as Landon pushes him out of the way. I struggle to sit up as the world spins.

      “You okay, Ura?” Landon asks, but all I can do is gently nod as the room continues to spin and makes me feel sick. I close my eyes, rubbing my head with my hands.

      “Maxx is going to beat the shit out of you if he finds you,” Landon warns him. “I would get the hell out of here before he gets home.”

      “Too late to run now,” Maxx’s cold, angry voice comes from a distance, and I turn my head slightly to see him standing in the door. Well, I see four of him as everything is still spinning, but I’m sure one of them is Maxx.

      “I was only stealing my date back,” Austin defensively says. “She was meant to spend the night with me.”

      “Tell me how you found her. You shouldn’t have been able to,” Maxx demands, walking into the room and right up to Austin, who holds his ground.

      “A lucky guess,” he grins.

      “Do you want me to beat the truth out of you? I’m close to doing it for fun anyway,” Maxx replies.

      “Fine. I put a tracker on your car,” Austin admits. “Nothing crazy.” I jump when Maxx suddenly slams his fist into Austin’s face, nearly knocking him over, and Austin starts to glow.

      “If you pull that shit with Freckles again, I will kill you. You understand me?” Maxx asks, and Austin looks down at me with a sinister grin before looking at Maxx.

      “Got it,” he spits out, wiping away the blood dripping from his lip. Austin stalks out the room, pulling the door open and looking back at us once.

      “Aura, we will train tomorrow at twelve. Be ready for a big change,” he says, his words sounding like they mean more than what he is saying.

      “Not alone you won’t. I want training as well, so I will be there at all times,” Landon says, shocking me as I watch Austin’s whole face tighten in annoyance before he nods.

      “You are not being left alone with Freckles after this shit, so I will be there too,” Maxx warns, and I notice how Austin looks furious before he walks out.

      “Are you okay?” Maxx asks, kneeling down next to Landon.

      “Why do you care? Shouldn’t you just walk away already?” I ask and regret it a little when I can only see pain in his eyes from my words.

      “I didn’t walk away, give me a chance to explain,” Maxx asks, but most of me doesn’t want to. I know he is only going to hurt me in the long run. I look around him as a creak on the floor alerts me to someone else in the room, and a beautiful blonde-haired girl is stood near the door with a glass of water in her hands. She looks about our age, with waist-length blonde hair that is all curly, and an old-fashioned flower dress on her. The girl is actually really short, but that might be because the guys in here are all tall.

      “Hi! I’m sorry about my brother. I brought you a glass of water if you want it. I know after my first flash I needed one,” the girl says, and Landon waves her over. She blushes at him as she runs in, and I know she must be Austin’s sister, Aliana. I see the way she looks at Landon and feel so sorry for her. Nothing good is going to come out of her loving him.

      “Thanks, Ali,” Landon says, taking the water and giving it to me. I drink it slowly at first, and then I end up drinking it all quickly when I realize how much I needed that.

      “Thank you, I’m Aura,” I manage to whisper even when my voice sounds like it is made of gravel, and she smiles at me as Landon takes the empty glass back, putting it on the side.

      “I’m sorry my brother did that without asking,” Ali mutters, looking worried and very nervous.

      “He could have killed her, Aliana. Sorry isn’t going to cut it this time,” Landon protectively snaps and her whole face drops, before she shakily nods and runs out the room. “Shit.”

      “Go after her. It isn’t her fault, and I need to get home anyway,” I tell him, and he hugs me briefly before standing up as Maxx sits on the sofa next to me and I straighten up.

      “Look after her,” Landon warns Maxx.

      “You don’t need to ask. I will always look after her,” Maxx replies, and I look at him as he stares up at Landon. Landon eventually walks out the room as Maxx looks down at me. “Are you really okay?”

      “I feel like I am hungover and have been screaming for hours. What happened?” I just about manage to say, hoping he can understand my cracked voice.

      “The way we move so quickly, it is called flashing. We move through light or darkness, and it is always hard the first time you do it. But you are half human, and that could have killed you. It would kill a human,” he explains. “The risk was insane.”

      “Then Austin is an asshole,” I mutter, wanting to slam something into his face.

      “If he killed you over something so simple…I don’t even know what I would have done,” Maxx admits, and I go to place my hand on his shoulder, but I change my mind. Maxx seems to understand, his eyes staying on my hand as I put it back on my lap. If I can’t control the pull when I’m fine, I’m not going to be able when I feel like this. When Maxx lifts his eyes to mine, I don’t know how to read his expression. We went from arguing, to us kissing, and then him blaming me for everything that happened, to whatever this is because he was scared he lost me. Where do we go from here? I almost don’t want to pretend we are just friends anymore, and yet I know we can’t be anything more. He will never fight for me, and I deserve someone that would without a second thought.

      “I hate how messed up this is…why would anyone be soulmates if they can only kill each other?” I ask, not really wanting an answer but he gives me one anyway.

      “I don’t know, Freckles, and I so damn wish I did,” he admits. “We are going to end up destroying each other at this rate. I want to stay away from you, I want to push you away and blame you for everything…then the moment I think I lost you, I couldn’t cope with the thought of you not in my life,” he tells me, making my heart pound and my dry lips part. I can’t even think of a life without having Maxx driving me insane. It has become a daily part of life.

      “Maybe we should just try harder to stay away from each other,” I suggest.

      “That’s not happening, Freckles. We can’t be together, but I was serious about being friends because I need to protect you,” he says, clearing up what he is talking about. He still only wants to be friends. I have to get over this crush…and I don’t know how to do that with Maxx right next to me all the time and kissing me the way he just did. I don’t know who he is trying to convince that we are just friends, me or himself. I yawn, still feeling sick, and decide it isn’t a problem I want to deal with tonight. I glance at the paused TV, and spot that it is nearly half ten.

      “I need to go home before it gets to eleven and my dad hates you for life for not bringing me back,” I say, making Maxx laugh even with the tension in the room. I try to stand up, but a dizzy spell makes me sway, and I hold my hand to my head. Maxx slides an arm around my waist, holding me up in case I fall.

      “You shouldn’t hold me,” I warn, though my voice comes out gentle.

      “I know,” he whispers. The warm feeling flutters through my body as Maxx stares down at me, his gaze worried, and then everything spins as I fall back into the peaceful darkness.
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        “You must find the true light. You must listen to my voice, Aura, last of my line,” a woman’s voice whispers to me, the sentence repeating itself over and over as I feel like I’m floating in thin air. I open my eyes, looking up at the star-filled sky that is all around me. The stars are lots of different colors, but mainly pinks and blues, swirled together. I can’t stop staring as I sit up, seeing that I’m not lying on anything, just floating in the middle of the stars. I finally look behind me, where I heard the voice, and see a woman floating like me. Only, the woman’s whole body is glowing such a bright pink that I can’t make out any of her features, only the general shape of her body and the way her long hair moves like there is a breeze when there isn’t one.

        “Hello?” I whisper, somehow feeling a little nervous and relaxed at the same time. I look down at myself, seeing that I am glowing pink also, much like her only mine is not as bright.

        “The true light calls you both, you must answer,” the woman says.

        “What is the true light?” I ask, remembering Maxx briefly mentioning it, but he didn’t explain what it is.

        “It calls you,” she says, her voice getting louder and louder. “It calls you. It calls you…calls you…”

      

      

      

      The buzzing of an alarm wakes me up, and I nuzzle back into the sheets, reaching around for the alarm I don’t recognize as I think of the strange dream. I guess it’s a step up from the nightmares of blood and a light going out. When it hits my brain that I don’t recognize the alarm, I sit up sharply and stare at the unfamiliar room. I jump when I see Maxx sleeping on a black sofa on the other side of the room, and I push the dark blue sheets off me, sitting on the side of the double bed. I look at the bedside table, spotting the flashing alarm on top of it. I turn the alarm off by pressing the button on top, and it thankfully goes silent. I glance at the little light coming through the grey curtain-covered window and then back to the alarm clock, seeing that it is just five in the morning. Who the hell sets their alarm for this early?

      I look down at the bed, which is made of dark wood, with a huge ass headboard that nearly touches the ceiling. I look around, seeing that there is a wardrobe, three grey boxes and keys on top of a dark wooden dresser. That is all I can see in here as it is pretty impersonal for a bedroom. I quickly come to the conclusion that this is Maxx’s room considering he is sleeping in it. I think back to last night, remembering myself passing out in the lounge. I slide out of the bed, spotting my shoes next to the bedside unit, and slide them on quietly. I walk past Maxx to the door and stop right next to him, watching his deep breathing as he sleeps peacefully. I don’t know what makes me do it, but I reach over and pull the blanket up, tucking him in before drifting my fingers over his cheek. When he smiles in his sleep, I smile back and move away, knowing I need to sneak back into my house before my dad notices. I hope he went to sleep without me, or I am screwed. I carefully pull the door open and close it behind me, before walking down the stairs.

      “Sneaking out?” Landon says, making me jump and turn towards where he is stood in the kitchen with his arms crossed. I glance at his joggers and loose shirt, remembering how Landon likes to go running every Sunday morning with Abby. He invited me once, and I made it clear how much of a bad idea that was.

      “I have to get back before Dad notices,” I say, and he chuckles.

      “Good luck. I bet you will be grounded quicker than you can blink.”

      “Most likely, see you later,” I say, smiling at him before walking to the door. I unlock the front door and close it behind me, stepping out into the cold morning. I wrap my arms around myself as I walk across the lawn to my house, seeing no lights on, so that’s a good sign that my dad went to sleep.

      “Aura,” I hear my name whispered ever so quietly just as I get across the road, and I turn around, not believing the voice I thought I just heard. My mum stands right behind me in the middle of the road, not moving an inch as she stares at me with tears streaming down her cheeks.

      “Mum?” I question, feeling frozen to the spot as I stare at her. My mum has a yellow sundress on, torn in places and covered in spots of blood. Her hair is matted down and covered in dirt.

      “Run…” mum says as I step closer, and I shake my head. Why would I run?

      “What?” I ask. “How are you here? I missed you! I have so many questions…” I drift off as she shakes her head at me and holds up a shaky hand.

      “R-run!” she croaks out and starts screaming, falling to the ground and holding her stomach as a yellow light blasts from all over her skin. I go to run to her when four bright white lights appear right behind her, before they begin to take the shape of people. When I see the desperate look in my mum’s eyes as I look back down at her, I know I am in danger. I turn and start running straight into the forest, hoping I can lose the aliens in there. I hit the tree line just as something slams into my back, and I cry out in pain as I go flying head first into a tree, smacking against it and falling to the ground. I scream in pain as I roll over, feeling like my back is burning up and see Austin running over to me.

      “Austin…help me,” I whisper as the pain continues to burn my back, and he grins, tilting his head to the side as he looks down at me. I know from the look alone that he has betrayed us all. His promise wasn’t fake after all.

      “Why would I do that?” he asks, chuckling to himself. “I need you to scream more, we need your light up boy to come for you.” Austin leans down, placing his hand on my arm, and incredible pain radiates from the touch, paralyzing me so I can do nothing but scream and scream. When he lets go, I gasp and cry as I look back at the house where I can see Maxx fighting dozens of darks to get to me. He is nothing but a blue blur, and I have no idea if he can even get to me with all of them fighting him. There must be dozens of them. I start to panic when I realize they could kill him, but the pain on my back paralyzes me so that I can’t move an inch as it burns. I glare up at Austin, who only seems amused by me.

      “Aura!” I hear Abby shout, and I look to my side to see her running over to us, her car parked at the side of the road right behind her. Abby came to help, but she needs to run. This is a trap. She lights up a light green color as she runs, swirls appearing all over her body and she lifts her hand, shooting green light at Austin. It hits his shoulder, but it doesn’t even move him an inch, and he simply nods at something.

      “Behind you!” I scream, but it’s too late as a man steps out from behind a tree and grabs Abby by her neck, lifting her in the air. The man is one of the bodyguards I saw outside Maxx’s house when Austin was there with his brother. Abby fights, wriggles to get free before screaming in pain as the man does something to her that makes his eyes glow white.  I try to crawl to her, trying desperately to help, but Austin steps in front of me, stopping me from crawling anywhere. The bodyguard walks over, holding Abby in the air next to Austin who smiles at her.

      “A treat before we take our sweet Aura home,” Austin says, his voice filled with lust, and it disgusts me. Abby’s fearful eyes meet mine, just as Austin places his hand on her chest.  I know I will never be able to forget that look before Abby’s eyes close, and her mouth opens in shock. All the green light fades from her body slowly, floating into Austin who glows a bright white color as he absorbs it. When the green disappears, Austin removes his hand, and Abby’s dead body falls to the ground as the bodyguard lets her go.

      “Abby!” I scream and cry out, looking at her lifeless body. In shock, I don’t notice Austin coming over to me again until he grabs my chin and makes me look at him. Austin looks so happy, so alive, and all I want to do is kill him. The cold feeling from his touch flies over me, surrounding me until I feel like I can’t think straight.

      “I will teach you how to do that. How to control your dark soul,” he whispers. “You will love it, crave it and beg me for it,” he seductively whispers, but it only fills me with disgust and a need to get vengeance for Abby.

      “Why do this?” I whisper.

      “See, your family and I go back many, many years. Your mother came to my father, asking for protection for her and you. This tiny baby she had no idea how to protect from life and a prophecy,” he explains, still tightly holding my face, and everything starts to go blurry around the edges.

      “You lie,” I cough out.

      “No, I don’t. Your mother promised you to me in exchange for protection. Your mother was meant to bring you to my father’s clan when you turned sixteen, but she didn’t,” he growls out, tightening his grip so it feels like he could break my jaw with how tight he is holding me.

      “She left us,” I cough.

      “Your mother hid you and ran away. No one could find you until that car crash, and then we found more than we were expecting,” he says, turning my head to the side to make me look at Maxx as he fights his way to me.

      “Maxx?” I whisper.

      “Once we knew the light was your soulmate, we realized that watching you for a while might work out better. We need to figure out the prophecy and stop it. I got bored of that when I realized Maxx was never going to let me near you. I don’t have time to waste when I can’t even get you alone for one date,” he tells me. “I tried to take you last night, but you pulled me back here. I didn’t even know you could use those powers of yours.”

      “You’re crazy,” I spit out. “And Maxx will kill you if I don’t get to you first.”

      “No, he will do anything we tell him to because he wants to protect you. There has never been a reason for any light to help us, to do as we want, until you. Maxx wouldn’t help us for his own mum, but you are a completely different story,” Austin grins. “Who knew my promised would be the key to winning the war and destroying the prophecy at the same time?”

      “I won’t let you use me to hurt him,” I whisper, struggling to stay awake now.

      “You won’t have a choice, Aura. Or I will kill your mother and father.”
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      “Do you think she believed it all?” I ask, smoothing down my white coat and feeling much better now I am out of that dirty sundress and my hair is washed. I hate playing the victim and being anywhere near Aura again.

      “You played the mummy card perfectly,” Austin replies, looking at the screen next to me. I stare at my daughter on her bed in her new prison. Her unfortunate soulmate is knocked out in the prison room next to her, and I’m sure they will both wake up soon.

      “I am her mother after all, and we need her to do what you will ask,” I say, happy that I can finally help my clan after all these years of being locked away. Aura’s stupid human father locked me away when he overheard I was going to take Aura to her promised and stop the prophecy. I don’t know how Ross figured out how to contact the light and make a deal with them. Unluckily for him, I am free now, and he has paid the price for locking me away.

      “Your plan is brilliant,” Austin’s father says, coming into the room and stopping at my side.

      “We all must suffer for the prophecy to fail. They are the keys, we only have to wait for them to destroy each other and the true light with them,” I say, though it is not suffering at all to watch Aura die. It didn’t hurt at all when I killed her father, but I can’t admit that to them as they might get suspicious about my lack of interest. They can’t know who Aura really is.

      “Then Earth will be ours,” Austin says, grinning widely and turning back to watch the screen as Aura screams out in pain from the burns on her back. Her screams wake Maxx up, and he sits up sharply, looking around at his new home. The smart boy spots the camera straight away and gets off the bed and walks right up to the screen.

      “I will kill you all,” he slowly states, before the screen goes fuzzy as he breaks the camera.

      “Shame he has to die…I bet he would be fun to drain,” Austin’s father comments, and I smile up at him. Austin’s father is our commander, and I do not know his name, no one does. Only that he is a truly frightening commander to have.

      “We can’t, the true light must be destroyed. Remember?” I ask, and he looks down at me with his completely white and empty eyes.

      “I remember well what the true light has taken from me,” he comments. “I was there when it destroyed the planet I called home, and I will die before I let the true light return.”
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        If your soul is born into darkness, can light save you? 

      

        

      
        While trying to get used to the new world Aura has found herself thrown into, protecting those she cares about seems impossible. With the threat of losing her mother, Aura has no choice but to do as she is told and hope that Maxx will help her.

      

        

      
        The clans are at war, and it is said only the True Light can stop it before it destroys another planet...and nothing will be left. 

        The prophecy is awakening...and only one connected soul can stop it.
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      “The truth,” he tells me, taking a step forward, and I have to follow. I try not to trip on the dress and the high heels Aliana told me I needed to wear. Austin will be lucky if I don’t fall flat on the floor instead of actually standing at his side. I know I only have to pretend for a bit longer and pray my plan works. I’ve spent hours, no days, going over the plan. It will be the only time Austin is off guard, and there will be no way to stop me.

      “Oh?” I ask, actually surprised by that.

      “See, I’ve always known exactly who you are Aura Scott. It’s only you that has never known the truth. It is rather sad that you haven’t figured it out or taken time to learn our history. The answer is right in front of your face,” he says.

      “If this is about me being the true light, I get it, and I don’t want to speak about it with you anymore,” I say, shaking my head. Whatever this power is, I know I need to be with Maxx to access it. I’m not telling the psychopath next to me that though. Not until I’ve had a chance to see if my plan can work.

      “No, it is not about that. It is about secrets. I will tell you everything you need to know as long as you mate with my son without hassle or force,” he says. “I do not want to argue with you and make a scene in front of all the clans.”

      “What secrets could you possibly know that would make it worth mating with Austin without ‘hassle’?” I counter as we get to the double doors.

      “Secrets like who your mother really is and where to find her,” he tells me and knocks on the door like he didn’t just tell me something important.

      “My mum is the crazy woman you look after, and of course I know where she is,” I reply. If this is his way of blackmailing me, he sucks at it.

      “No, she isn’t. Your life is a lie, and I can relate to that. I wish for you to know the truth, only when you are part of my family, that is,” he says as the doors swing open. I stare at him for a second, running it over and over in my mind. Could my mum not really be my mother? How would that make any sense?

      When I finally pull my gaze away, I see the hundreds of people in the room on either side of an aisle. The room is a dome, covered in pink roses and pink decorations. Candles light up either side of the aisle, where at the end is an arch with a star in the middle of it. There are symbols all over the arch that light up, and roses swirl around them. It’s beautiful, but it only makes me feel like running in the other direction. I close my sweaty hands into fists and breathe in deep as I try to ignore all the people staring at me. Whispering under their breath.

      Right at the end are Austin in a suit and a man hidden in a white cloak with the hood up so I can’t see his face at all. The man holds an ancient looking book in his hands which, as I stare, seems to glow purple ever so slightly. To the side are Landon and Aliana, holding hands, and the person that shocks me the most is standing on the other side. My mum. She is dressed in a tight white dress, her hair is perfectly pulled back into a tight bun, and when she meets my eyes, she smiles.

      “She was never crazy…was she?” I ask Okeken, my voice cracking, and he laughs.

      “No. I hoped her playing a game with you would make you trust us more. But Andrea is my partner and co-leader of this clan,” he says, and a tear falls down my cheek before I can hide my shock and pain. My mum left me on purpose, and dad must have hidden me from her and not just this clan.

      “This is a big game to you, isn’t it?” I ask as wedding music starts playing loudly, and all the air seems to be sucked out of my body and replaced with pure fear.

      “A game I will win, Aura. I have lost too much to lose. Now smile, it is your mating ceremony after all.”
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      “Aura. You need to call for him. The light will come to you and save your life. Aura…call for him,” a woman begs me as I open my eyes, seeing nothing but pink and blue stars spread across the night sky above me. They are so beautiful, so magical that I forget the voice that woke me up for a moment as I stare. The last dream was just pink stars, so what has changed? I spread my hands out on the very soft cloud I’m floating in. It should be impossible for the cloud to hold my weight, but hey, here we are again in a dream where I suppose anything is possible.

      I search around until I can see the pink outline of a woman again, her hair flows all around her, and I just stare for a moment at how beautiful she is. Even as a shadow, she is stunning and very familiar to me somehow. I try to sit up, but I can’t as a rush of pain spreads all up my back, burning intensely like someone is holding an iron to my back. The shadow woman tilts her head as I try to focus on her instead of the pain. It doesn’t work exactly, but thankfully she keeps talking which distracts me slightly from it.

      “Call him to you, Aura.” Her statement is clear, firm, and I want to do exactly as she asks, but I shake my head instead.

      “Call who exactly?” I mutter back, wondering what the hell is going on.

      “Maxx. Only he can save you. Only you can save him. Call your soulmate to your dreams.” I frown at the woman figure, wondering how she knows Maxx but knowing I want him here anyway. Even if he is an asshole, I always want him here. Just as I go to whisper his name, everything blurs, and the cloud under me just seems to disappear. I suddenly start falling until I have to close my eyes to let the darkness take me.

      

      I wake up with a scream which I cover with my hand and hold in the tears that try to spill out. They fall anyway as I think about everything that I last remember. I look past the burning pain in my back and feel that someone has left me on a rough mattress on my stomach. I blink my crusty and now tear-filled eyes open to see a white wall in front of me, and when I look to the side, the room is all white with a small shower and toilet pressed against the other wall. One wall has a full length mirror on the wall, showing me how bad I look. My pink hair is messy, my skin pale, and my back is a mixture of black and red burnt skin. I stare at my own eyes in my reflection for a long time, not having a clue how to process any of this.

      Every memory of what happened before races through my mind as I’m forced to lie still from the pain. Austin killing Abby. Austin hurting me like this. Maxx trying to fight to save me. My mother coming back from god knows where and glowing freakin’ yellow. The more I think about the events of the last few weeks, the more it just freaks me out, and I start feeling like I can’t breathe through my tears. I’ve learnt my mother is an alien, and I have an alien soulmate who I kill by touching. My best friend is also an alien, and I have no clue where he is now. I can only hope Landon escaped before Austin and his new friends captured me.

      I also hope my father ran or doesn’t attempt to look for me now, though I doubt he will find me in here anyways. Even thinking of anything happening to my father makes me want to cry more and never get up. The pain makes me not want to move, and the past doesn’t help. I try to think about what my dad would say if he were here. He would tell me to get up. To fight for myself and my friends.

      “You have to get up, Aura Scott,” I tell myself, knowing that I can’t just let the incredible pain make me lie here when I have no idea what is going on with the people I love. I close my eyes before attempting to sit up. I grit my teeth as every slight movement is so painful that I feel dizzy, and I know I need to get this over with quickly before I pass out. I let out a scream as I push that final bit and get myself sitting up, feeling the burnt bits of my top sticking to my back, which can’t be good. There are going to be so many scars from this, if I even recover from it at all. I’m sure the only reason I haven’t died from an infection or anything else yet is because of my half alien side. I look down at my dirt covered hands on my messy dress. At least the front half of the burnt dress is covering me up, looking more like a top now. Though my shoes are missing, oddly, I do have jeans on under the dress, which I don’t remember wearing yesterday. Freaky.

      “Freckles?” I hear Maxx shout from the wall behind me, and I instinctively turn to look at the wall, crying out from the pain it causes my back. “Freckles, talk to me. Are you hurt? What is going on in there?”

      “I’m okay,” I shout back, though my voice betrays me by cracking and sounding anything but okay.

      “I know you’re not. I can hear it in your voice even if I didn’t hear the screams before,” Maxx counters, and I sigh, knowing there is no point lying to him now.

      “My back is burnt. I can’t see how bad it really is, but it doesn’t feel good. I only saw the sides from the mirror. I will try and get up to see more in a bit. You know, when the room stops spinning,” I reply, shaking off the dizziness as much as I can. My dry lips remind me how much I’m desperate for a glass of water, but there is no way I will make it over to the sink. Not yet anyway.

      “What happened?” Maxx practically growls, though somehow his protectiveness makes me feel a tiny bit better. It’s good to know that he is here, even if I can’t see him. Maxx might be a dickhead at times, but he is a good guy under it all, and there is this thing between us. We are soulmates, and I know he thinks he has to protect me because of that. I think back to the kiss between Maxx and me, and the heartbreaking moment where he told me we couldn’t be together because of the whole draining problem. Though if I learnt how to control my powers, we could be together. Or that might just be wishful thinking on my part.

      “Austin the asshole,” I reply, shivering from the memory of being thrown in the air and Austin’s hand on my arm, making me cry out from the incredible pain he caused.

      “I’m going to kill him. I was trying to get to you, I knew he slammed a ball of dark light into your back and sent you flying, but I couldn’t see you after that,” he admits to me. “I fought them as long as I could, but then they shot me with these darts. I couldn’t fight that.”

      “Then you don’t know about Abby…” I sadly reply, my voice cracking as I vividly remember how she died. The look in her eyes, the pain and shock. The sight of her lying on the ground, so still, so empty.

      “What happened to Abby?” Maxx asks quietly, the question is so clearly tense and painful for him to ask me. I don’t want to tell him because I know how guilty he will feel. Maxx explained everything to me about clans, how he is the clan leader and responsible for the lives of his clan members. Abby’s death will hurt him and make him feel like he has failed, which in my eyes, he has not in any sense.

      “Austin drained her in front of me. Abby tried to save me, but she was overpowered. It was horrible, and I couldn’t save her. I’m so sorry. I just couldn’t save her,” I say, mumbling the end of my words as I burst into tears. Maxx is silent for a long time as I cry, and I hate that I can’t see his reaction to know what to say. I hate that even if we were in the same room, I couldn’t hug him to make him feel better anyway.

      “Death is second nature to us…it’s best you learn it now, Freckles. If you think humans are brutal with their wars and murders, they have nothing on our kind. Abby died a hero’s death, and I know she wouldn’t have wanted to die any other way,” he replies firmly, acting strong, though his voice cracks several times as he speaks, and I want nothing more than to hold him, tell him everything will be okay. Even if we aren’t exactly friends. But we aren’t enemies either. At this point in time, Maxx is all I have, and I am all he has too. Even if I have a burnt back and can’t actually be near him without killing him. I sharply turn towards the only door in the room, hearing a key unlocking, and the white door slowly swings open.

      “Aura Scott. It is lovely to finally meet you.”
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      “Who are you?” I snap, staring at the army major looking man stood in the door way. He has white hair cut short, white eyes and his skin is so pale it is glowing white too. I’m sure he wears the all-white clothing on purpose to make himself look even creepier. The man has his hands folded behind his back, and you can’t mistake his expression for anything other than pure interest in me for a reason I can’t quite figure out. There is a strange feeling about him that I can’t identify, but it doesn’t make me feel safe, it makes me want to run away from the man as fast as I can. I know he is a dark; a strange sense in my mind just tells me that he is and that he is powerful, at that. He goes to say something when Maxx bangs the wall from the other side and shouts over.

      “I don’t know who is in there with Aura, but if you touch her, I will find a way to end you,” he warns, his voice downright scary even to me. The man only smiles at me, before looking at the wall with distaste in his expression. I have a feeling he doesn’t like Maxx. I don’t like that this stranger must know more about us because of the way he wasn’t shocked by Maxx’s outburst. It’s like he knew Maxx would be protective. It makes me want to know what else this man has found out. I have no doubt Austin has been whispering tales.

      “No need for the dramatics, Maxx. I am a friend of Aura’s and her mother’s,” he replies. “I see that you are hurt due to my son’s harsh treatment. I am sorry for his behaviour, and he will be corrected,” he states, holding his head high. There is no real apology in his voice, and I’m not stupid enough to believe he even cares at all about what his son did to me. No, this is a game to a man like him, and I need to figure out how to play it before someone I love gets hurt.

      “Do you think saying sorry and that you know my mother makes us friends?” I ask him, tilting my head to the side.

      “No, but we will be friends, Aura. We fight for the same thing, and as a show of good will, I will let Maxx spend the night in here with you. I’m sure he will heal your wounds,” he says, smiling which turns into a frown when I don’t smile back or respond in any kind of way.

      “Where is my mother?” I ask after a long pause.

      “Your mother tried to escape, but she is now back in our custody. I’m afraid she isn’t well, but we do look after her so she doesn’t hurt anyone or herself again. When you are better, I will take you to her and explain everything you have missed growing up,” he replies, making my mum sound like she is a patient of his. I highly doubt this man is a doctor, and I won’t believe a word he says about my mum.

      “Or you could let us all go if you are as nice as the good guy you are pretending to be,” I reply.

      “I’m not nice, Miss Aura Scott. I only wish to see you with your own people and not the light traitors who cost us our planet as well as their own. We are not the bad guys in this, Aura,” he replies, and his statement is so cold, so empty of any emotion that no one could believe he was the good guy. Seriously, I mean, I’m sat here, injured due to his son, and he hasn’t offered to personally help in any kind of way. That’s not what a good guy does in my books.

      “It doesn’t look that way to me,” I reply simply.

      “I know that this whole situation does not look like I am helping you, and the ones you have come to care about were helping you, but they were not. I once believed the people of the light where good, pure and selfless. That is not true. I have learnt my lesson, and you will learn yours as well when the time comes,” he states before stepping back, letting someone else close the door shut.

      I wait silently as the door is locked before looking back at the wall, flinching from the pain I’d pretended was gone for a moment. I part my lips to say something, anything, when there is a beeping noise that makes me go quiet instead and worry about what the hell that noise was. The wall next to my bed slides forward and rotates to the side in one slow movement. Maxx quickly walks in, his eyes widening in what I can only assume is horror as he sees my back before he looks up at me. Maxx looks a mess, a hot one, but it is clear he hasn’t showered or cleaned up since the fight. His blue eyes stare at mine for a moment, both of us feeling a little clueless what to say to each other now we are face to face.

      “I have to give it to you, Freckles, you are one strong person to sit up and talk when you must be in a lot of pain,” he says, his stare going back and forth from my eyes to the burns. I chuckle a little, regretting it when the movement hurts my back, and I have to bite my lip to stop myself crying out. Maxx is next to me in a moment, sitting on the bed with his hand inches away from reaching out for me like he desperately wants to comfort me, but we both know he can’t touch me without making this whole situation worse. I shake my head, meeting his blue eyes once again and feeling myself getting lost in the swirling blue and black colours inside of them.

      “Don’t, okay? Don’t heal me like I know you want to,” I warn him, running my eyes over his messy hair and stressed out features. He is covered in dust and dirt from the fight, I assume, and it only makes him look more attractive. “They want you to heal me. That’s why they brought you in here, and I won’t let them use you like that.”

      “They won’t use me for anything, but I’m not going to let you suffer for their games, Freckles. You need me,” he says gently. “I need you to be okay so I can get us both out of here and back to our clan.”

      “Our?” I whisper.

      “Yeah, Freckles. Ours,” he replies, and I’m so shocked by his sweet nature, which is so opposite of the asshole behaviour I’m used to from Maxx, that I don’t see him place his glowing blue hand on the middle of my back. I expect there to be pain from the touch, I brace myself for it on instinct, but instead, there is nothing but warmth and a soothing light just before I start to feel something else: the need to drain him, as I am getting used to calling it in my mind now. I gasp when I see my hands glowing as pink as my hair, and I only look away when I see how brightly Maxx is glowing blue. His hair and eyes are the brightest glowing of all of him, which I have never noticed before. Maxx leans over, placing his hand on my cheek as I feel him heal me, and I know I am draining him because of how tired he is suddenly looking.

      “Stop now, I can’t,” I beg him, knowing that I am feeling better, and I don’t want to hurt Maxx.

      “A little more. Sleep, Freckles. I will be here when you wake up.” Even though I don’t want to do as he asks, I can’t fight it. My eyes close before I can think of anything other than Maxx’s touch.
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      “Hey, Freckles, you need to wake up,” Maxx’s voice gently coaxes me from my sleep, and I blink my eyes open to see my head is resting on his topless, very firm and warm chest. The rest of me is lying next to his side, pressed closely to him. I glance at my hand, which is resting over where his heart is, and I can hear the fast beating under my palm as well as how hot his skin is. It’s like cuddling a hot water bottle, though this is Maxx, and we can’t touch, not like this. I should be draining him, but no part of me wants to do that. I just want to stay where I am, which is comfy, and pretend this is all normal.

      “Why am I not hurting you?” I whisper, completely confused, and Maxx looks just as confused as I do, as he stares at my hand and reaches over, tracing his fingers from the top of my fingers, up my arm, and finally to my shoulder where he brushes some of my pink hair over it. Maxx looks at me in utter shock as he runs his hand through my hair, running his thumb over my jaw and making me shiver from the contact. Maxx looks over my head, and when he meets my eyes again, he has some kind of understanding in his eyes that I don’t.

      I glance to my right to see we are lying on clouds like when I have my dreams alone, and the sky is full of bright pink and blue stars, but this time they are swirling around each other. The sight is stunning and breathtaking in its beauty. I can only stare for a long time, just wondering why the stars are moving now. Why the pink and blue stars circle each other, looking like they are long lost lovers who have finally found each other.

      “You can dream gaze?” Maxx asks, sounding shocked and in awe, his deep and husky voice snapping me into the remembrance that this is really Maxx, and I’m cuddling him like we are a couple or something. I prop myself up on my elbow, looking down at Maxx’s shirt that I am wearing in this strange place and wondering how I got that on. I still have my jeans on, which are just as muddy as the shirt, but they will do.

      “What is dream gazing?” I question first, and Maxx goes to answer when someone else does instead.

      “The way the true light can be together alone until they bond.” I glance over at the pink haze of a woman who is always in my dreams as she speaks. Next to her side is a blue shadow of a man, who is a little taller than the woman in height. They are stood, well floating, extremely close to one another. Close enough that the glow they give off mixes with each other to make a purple colour.

      “True light?” I question, glancing at Maxx to see him staring, so I know he must see them as well.

      “We are the true light as much as you are,” the man says this time. That doesn’t exactly help answer anything. “We will leave you alone for now.” Neither Maxx nor I get to reply as they fade away into blue and pink dust, swirling around each other as they float away.

      “Maxx, do you want to explain anything? I’m confused,” I ask, hoping that he will have more answers than I can come up with.

      “I don’t know what the shadow peeps are going on about, but I’ve always called this dream gazing. I’ve been able to do it since a child, and the blue shadow man has always been there. I’ve never seen the pink shadow woman or pink stars in the sky, for that matter. How long have you been able to do this?” he asks me, surprising me by picking up my hand and holding it close. I stare for way too long at our joined hands, just as Maxx does too. We can touch here. There is no deadly price for our stolen moments. Maxx realises it around the same time I do, and his eyes widen in shock.

      “I-I’ve only had two of these dreams. The first one was when I was sleeping in your bed,” I explain trying to distract him a little, and he thinks on it for a moment, picking up on my need not to talk about the fact we can be close here.

      “It must have been when Austin took you. He has push started your abilities that your human side has kept hidden,” Maxx replies.

      “That makes a lot of sense. This could be a really good thing. I know they will separate us soon, but at least we can come here in our dreams and talk about what is going on,” I reply.

      “You’re right. I can check to make sure you’re safe even if I can’t follow you right now,” he tells me.

      “What do you think they want with me? Austin said something about me being promised to him before. My mother was outside my house, and she looked sick, so what the man said might be true. They have her, and I just don’t understand any of it,” I start rambling and Maxx pulls me down into his arms, resting my head in the crook of his neck, and my arms tighten around his back. Even though I know it’s not real, it’s just a dream we share, it feels like everything is meant to be this way.

      “Whatever is going on, I will be here for you. Freckles, you are strong enough to deal with this,” he smoothly replies, and if there is any doubt he doesn’t believe in what he is saying, I can’t hear it. “I don’t know what they want with you, but whatever you do, don’t trust them.”

      “I don’t trust them. The way that man spoke of Austin hurting me, it was so fake. He didn’t care, he just wanted me to believe he does,” I explain, thinking back to the creepy white-haired dude. “Anyways, I thought you didn’t like me, so you don’t have to make me feel better.”

      “I’m a good liar and good at being a dick instead of facing up to my feelings. I’m sorry for a lot of shit I did, Freckles. Even if I only get these dreams where I can hold you, be near you, then it’s enough for me.”

      I lift my head at his words, staring at him for a moment as I believe every single word he said. Though I’m pretty sure most guys aren’t good at admitting their feelings. It’s like a design fault by god or something.

      “We can’t live in dreams forever. One day, we have to admit that we will destroy each other outside of here,” I whisper.

      “I beg to differ. If I have my way, we will have these dreams forever.” His words are so sweet and honest that I feel my cheeks burn as I lay my head back down on his shoulder. Neither of us speaks for a long time, we just lie here, holding each other and pretending like the world isn’t going to shit. Like we don’t have responsibilities or family that need us. I yawn as I suddenly feel tired and everything turns hazy.

      “I keep falling asleep,” I whisper.

      “Healing does make us both tired,” he explains to me.

      “Thank you for fixing my back. Do I have a new blue swirly mark?” I ask.

      “Swirly mark? Is that what you call my artwork?” he asks back, laughing, which sends shivers through me that he no doubt can feel as we are so close.

      “What’s your name for them then?” I ask.

      “Works of perfection, of course,” he smoothly replies, and I chuckle into his neck, loving how even in dreams, I smell Maxx’s sandalwood scent and feel the warmth coming from his body.

      “Ah, I should have guessed.”

      “There is a tree ‘swirly mark’ all up your back,” he tells me, his hand resting on my back over my shirt. “What Austin did was dangerous, he could have killed you.”

      “I think part of him wanted to. He said some weird stuff about teaching me how to use my dark soul, and he didn’t like that I wasn’t interested in what he was saying,” I reply, leaving out how I was so horrified by Abby’s death that nothing was processing anyway. I still remember her lying there, so still. So scared.

      “Whatever happens, remember you may have a dark soul, but that does not make you evil. Landon is dark and still the nicest person in the damn world,” he replies, lifting my head with his hand so his eyes meet mine as we both sit up. He looks at me like he can see straight into my soul and capture my heart while he is there. I feel like there is nothing between us when he holds me like this, when he looks at me the way he does. “I know you, Aura Scott, and nothing anyone could do would change how pure, smart and amazing you are. We will fight our way out of this, and I promise you will have a good life. We just need to survive this, Freckles.”

      “Sometimes you’re really charming, you know that?” I whisper, feeling myself drifting off to sleep once again.

      “Only for you.”
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      I stretch out as I wake up and open my eyes, seeing Maxx sitting with his back on the door, his head bowed as he sleeps with his shirt missing. I run my eyes over his tanned chest, feeling like a right stalker when I struggle to pull my gaze from his firm muscular chest and arms to look around. I suddenly remember my back and sit up quickly, reaching a hand behind my back and feeling it’s healed. I look down at Maxx’s shirt I’ve gotten on, and the half burnt one is on the floor. I glance at myself in the mirror, noticing how I don’t look as pale, but I’m still a little messy, and my jeans are dirty with mud.

      “Maxx?” I whisper his name as I slide off the bed, my shoes missing and my feet touching the cold white-tiled floor. Maxx looks up as I get to him, stretching his arms above his head before standing up.  Maxx’s face looks pale, but I know he wouldn’t want me to comment on it.

      “How is your back?” he asks me, tilting his head to the side. I turn around and move my hair around to my left shoulder, holding it there.

      “Will you look?” I ask him.

      “Yeah,” he says after clearing his throat, and I sense him step closer without hearing his footsteps. He carefully lifts the back of his shirt off me, and there is silence for a moment that feels like it stretches out for an eternity. “You look good. I mean the swirly marks do,” he replies, being overly sarcastic about the swirly marks.

      “Whatever, Mr. Charming,” I say as he lets go of my shirt, and I turn around to face him.

      “We should keep quiet about the swirly marks. It’s best no one knows how much of a geek you are,” he says, smirking, and his eyes drift over my shoulder. I follow his gaze, seeing a blinking red light in the corner of my room, and I get what he means. He doesn’t want them to know about the dreams.

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t want anyone thinking I’m a geek or something,” I reply, and he just laughs, which is way too sexy for his own good.

      Maxx suddenly moves in front of me, and only a second later, I hear the key turning in the door before it swings open. I briefly wonder how he heard that when I didn’t, but the sight of a man pointing a gun at Maxx distracts me completely. Maxx roars and falls to his knees in front of me, holding his stomach. I reach for him just as he tries to get back up, but another dart is shot into his neck. I fall to his side just as he passes out, his head smacking against the floor as I couldn’t catch him. I feel helpless to do anything as three men come into the room, holding guns, and drag Maxx back into where he came from earlier. I wish I knew how to use those bloody powers I have, but at least Maxx isn’t hurt or dead. He will wake I’m sure.

      The secret door to Max’s room slides back into place as the men with guns walk out of my door, leaving it open. I stare at the open door for a long time before concluding that I need to walk out there to find out any answers. Maxx can’t help me right now, so I need to be the strong one for us both. I need to find out answers—like where Landon is or even Iris—to stop Maxx and me worrying. I keep my head high as I walk out of the room and into the long corridor outside with dozens of white doors on the one side and dim wall lights on the other.

      “My promised, how are you feeling?” Austin’s cocky voice taunts behind me, and I twirl, seeing him leaning against the wall between two wall lights. They reflect a warm glow onto his face, making him seem creepier as I look away from his leering grin to meet his cold eyes. Austin is all dressed up with a white, wrinkle free shirt on and black trousers which he has his hands tucked into the pockets of in a casual pose. His hair is gelled perfectly to the side, and there isn’t a mark on him. In fact, he is glowing slightly, and the more I stare at him, I realise the glow has a green tint to it from the light he drained from Abby.

      “I am not your promised. The only promise I will make to you is to stab you the first chance I get, you complete asshole,” I shout, curling my hands into fists and feeling so desperately the urge to punch him. Though I know it would be pointless. My back is a clear example of how powerful he is compared to me, and I don’t stand a chance at the moment. Though I’m not giving up.

      “Why stab me? That is such a human response. You are so much more powerful than a mere human,” he replies smoothly, shaking his head like he is disappointed in my answer. I’m sure if I revealed I was thinking more along the lines of stabbing his crown jewels, he wouldn’t be so quick to dismiss my threat.

      “What do you want?” I ask, cutting straight to the point and not wanting to play these games any longer with him. Every second I’m around him, my skin itches, and I want to get back to see if Maxx is okay. I want to get away from Austin. This lunatic is dangerous as hell.

      “Come with me. It’s about time we started our training. I did promise your soulmate I would train you,” he says, chuckling to himself like it’s a funny joke when it is not. “Though I doubt light up boy will be happy about our time together now.”

      “I don’t want you to train me, and I won’t do anything you want. You might as well let me go,” I snap, crossing my arms and glaring at him.

      “I’m not giving you a choice, Aura. If you don’t train with me, then I will repeat what I did to you before to teach you a lesson, and it will be more painful. I won’t let your light up boy heal you either,” he says coldly, his whole face dropping into one of annoyance. “You are no use to us if you cannot use those powers of yours. If you are no use to us, then neither is he. We will kill you both.”

      “Fine.” I growl out, knowing I don’t have a choice here when he threatens Maxx. He is in charge…for now. I can deal with the idea of him hurting me again but not Maxx or anyone else, and Austin knows it. I can see it in his evil gaze. I will train how to use my powers so I can use them against him somehow; that is the only plan I have left. Austin smirks before turning around and walking down the corridor without a word. I jog a little to catch up with him, but I keep a footstep behind him at all times, just in case. I don’t trust this asshole as far as I can throw him.

      The corridor has double doors at the end, and Austin places his hand against a scanner on the wall, which beeps and the doors open. I follow him through them into a small room with metal stairs which we walk up. I count three floors before we get to the top of them and to another pair of doors with the same kind of lock on them. Escaping this place isn’t going to be easy. Once Austin opens these doors, he leads us into a corridor, and this time, it has floor to ceiling windows, showcasing snow-covered mountains. It looks like we are on the top of one too. The view is stunning, and I suddenly realise I have no idea where we are. I don’t recognise anything outside that window.

      “Where are we?” I ask Austin, who has stopped to look at me staring out the window, his arms crossed tightly.

      “Russia. It is the securest facility on Earth now, and we prepare for the war here,” he replies before carrying on walking, never stopping his giant strides as I jog again to catch up with him.

      “What war?” I ask.

      “The one you and Maxx are going to be central to winning,” he replies, looking over his shoulder with a smirk that I just want to smack off his face. “First though, we need to make sure you can be useful at all, or we will get rid of you so our enemies cannot use you either.” Austin stops and presses a button on the wall by a door. It beeps loudly before the door opens, and Austin waves a hand for me to pass him. I keep my eyes on him as I slowly walk past and stop dead in my tracks when I see who is in the room on their knees.

      “Landon?”
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      I shake my head out of my shock before running into the room, falling to my knees in front of Landon, and wrapping my arms around him. He hugs me back, pulling away to search my face as I flinch at the cuts on his face that are healing slowly, by the looks of it, but there is dried blood all over him. Landon looks scared for a moment as he meets my eyes, but he quickly puts on a brave face when he sees who is stood behind me.

      “Are you okay?” Landon asks me, though it should be me asking him that with the cuts and ripped clothing I can see on him.

      “Yeah, I am. Maxx was with me, and he is alive,” I explain to him, seeing the relief on his face for a moment before it turns to pure anger as he looks over my shoulder once more.

      “You killed Abby. You bastard!” Landon growls as he stands at the same time I do, and I move to his side, turning to look at Austin who leans on the door frame. I don’t know how Landon knows, but the emotion in his voice is hard to bear. I wish I could have saved her somehow.

      Landon stands up and offers me a hand so I can do the same. It’s only then I notice the limp of his right leg and that most the blood looks like it was coming from there.

      “Yeah, what of it?” Austin carelessly replies, and I grab Landon’s arm as he goes to step closer before he does something that very well could get him killed in here.

      “I want to kill him more than anything too, but not now. Not in this moment,” I whisper to Landon who doesn’t reply, but he does stand still. “Trust me, this is not what Abby would want. She wouldn’t want you to die.”

      “Why did you bring me here?” I ask Austin who just grins.

      “The best way for a dark to learn their powers and get stronger is to drain a light. Both of you need to learn, and neither one of you is leaving this room until you do it,” he explains.

      “I’m not draining anyone. I don’t use my powers,” Landon replies.

      “Oh, you will. My sister has taken a shine to you, Landon, and your family is a good bloodline. I won’t have a powerless dark at my sister’s side,” Austin says, grinning.

      “I don’t—” Landon goes to reply, and I nudge his side, shaking my head. I suspect the only reason Landon is still alive is because of Aliana, Austin’s sister, and if Landon tells him he likes guys instead of Aliana, it won’t go down well. I can’t lose him, so if he has to play this game for a bit, so be it.

      “We don’t even know how to use our powers, and I know it kills someone. I won’t do that to anyone,” I spit out.

      “You will,” is all Austin says before he closes the door, and there is silence in the room as I stay close to Landon's side, neither one of us wanting to say a word. It’s only a few moments later when the door opens once again, and a woman is pushed into the room, falling to her knees. Both Landon and I rush to her, pushing her onto her back to see her stare up at us, completely dazed. She is a light, I can just tell now like a second sense or something. The woman must be in her late thirties, at least, with brown hair that is slowly going grey. She is wearing a torn black dress and a blank expression. I glance at her arms, seeing lots of tiny needle marks, and I point at them to show Landon.

      “Whatever they gave her seems to have her out of it for a little while,” Landon comments, stepping back. I move some of her hair out of her face and try clicking my fingers in front of her eyes, but she just stares.

      “They want us to kill her,” I whisper, standing up and looking over at Landon.

      “I’ve learnt how to not use my powers around lights for years. It’s not me I’m worrying about,” Landon whispers, making me swallow the knot of fear in the back of my throat.

      “Maxx said Austin activated my powers somehow. I don’t know how to use them anyway,” I counter, desperately trying to make myself believe I can get out of this somehow.

      “It’s an instinct,” Austin’s voice comes into the room, sounding like he is talking through a loudspeaker somehow.

      “I know where you can shove that instinct. I am not killing anyone!” I shout into the room, and there is just the sound of Austin’s laughing before Landon screams. I turn in horror as Landon falls to the floor, holding the back of his head. I rush to him, trying to get him to look at me, but he is in too much pain to focus.

      “What is wrong?” I question as Austin finally stops laughing, and I go around Landon when he doesn’t answer, seeing a glowing red dot on the back of his neck.

      “That glowing dot is an implant. Every minute you don’t drain the light, the implant increases Landon’s pain. At the moment, I am feeling nice and have it on an easy setting. Go to the woman now, or I will increase it until he dies an extremely painful death,” Austin tells me, ordering me to do something, or Landon will pay for it.

      “I-I can’t! I don’t know how!” I shout, getting frustrated.

      “Aura, don’t do it! Just let me die,” Landon begs and cries out, wriggling in pain on the floor as I shake my head, tears streaming down my cheeks onto the floor as I stare down at him. There is no way I will let him die, I know that and so does Landon as he meets my eyes.

      “Don’t make me do this! Please, Austin. Please stop this. I will do anything,” I beg, moving my eyes from Landon to the woman on the floor. I take in every part of her face from the little dents near her nose to the wrinkles on her forehead. This is a real person, and if I kill her, what does that make me?

      “Aura, you know how to make the pain stop for Landon. It’s simple. Drain the light,” he replies, the amusement clear in his voice. Landon lets out another cry that is so painful to hear that it breaks my heart. I feel my feet walking to the woman, hearing Landon’s cries to me, begging me to stop, but I block it all out to ask a question that feels like it costs me my soul.

      “How do I drain her?”

      “Place your hand on her chest, right in the middle, and pull with your mind. She won’t resist you,” Austin replies smoothly, sounding impressed while I feel nothing but sick and dead inside. I fall to my knees at the woman’s side and meet her eyes, though it’s like she can’t see me anyway.

      “What is her name? Tell me that at least?” I ask quietly.

      “Aura! Don’t do this!” Landon screams, and I look over to see him attempting to crawl to me before Austin must turn the pain up, and he collapses on his back, letting out a howling scream.

      “I don’t know her name. It isn’t important. Just get on with it!” Austin snaps. I cry as I place my hand on the middle of the woman’s chest and glance at her dazed eyes once more.

      “I am forever sorry for this.” The words don’t seem like enough as I close my eyes and try to pull like Austin said. Nothing happens for a moment before I feel the pull, the same one I have when I’m near Maxx…but this time I don’t resist it. The light blasts into me from her, feeling like a cold drink of water on a hot summer’s day. It’s addictive and makes you feel like you are the best thing in the world, despite the horror in my mind. All I can feel is revulsion and sickness about what I am doing. I keep my mind on Landon and Maxx. On my father and even my mother. I try to think of anything to keep myself from falling to pieces. I know the moment I’ve killed her as the light stops and my hand feels nothing but cold skin under it. I open my eyes to see the woman’s head rolled to the side, and my hand glowing pink like the rest of me.

      “Good work. See, training wasn’t too difficult was it? We will do this every day for a while until I feel you are strong enough to fight,” Austin says as I weep into my hands, knowing I want nothing more than to die in this moment. I feel Landon wrapping his arms around me, holding me close, but nothing anyone can do will stop the guilt rising in my throat. I killed someone. “Guards will take you back to your room, Aura. Landon, it is your time to train now. Except I will make it easy for you. If you don’t drain the light I bring in next, I will kill Maxx.”
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      I walk back into my room, standing still for a moment until I can do nothing but run to the toilet, throwing up until my throat feels raw. I burst into tears on the floor, wrapping my arms tightly around my knees as I curl up into a ball, feeling nothing but wanting to die like the woman I just stole a life from. I don’t know how long I rock back and forth, imagining the woman’s cold, lifeless skin under my hand. Remembering how she is dead, gone, and it is all my fault.

      “Freckles?” Maxx’s voice comes through the haze of my tears, and I look up, staring at the white wall on the other side of my bed. The white, clean room only makes me feel more disgusting. Dirtier. I killed someone. I break into tears again, feeling like I will never recover from what happened. I feel like Austin has broken me, and there is no one that can put me back together. “Talk to me.” Maxx’s plea is soft, kind and full of warmth in what feels like a cold state of shock I am stuck in. I don’t move for a little while, not knowing if I can even make myself get up, until I find the strength as I remember Maxx is on the other side of this room. I stand up and flush the toilet before washing my face with some water and avoiding my reflection altogether before climbing onto my bed. I pull the wrinkled sheet around my legs, trying to get warm.

      “I’m here,” I finally say, hoping he is still listening out for me. Some part of me makes me hold my breath for a long time, waiting to hear his voice in the silence.

      “What happened?” he asks me.

      “I saw Landon. He is okay,” I reply, leaving out anything else because I just can’t bear to say it to him. I can’t stand to hear him judge me or worse—pity me.

      “Good. That’s good, but what else happened?” he asks, and I freeze with my hand on the wall, feeling a slight pull from the other side of the wall where Maxx must be pressed close for me to able to feel him like this.

      “Nothing,” I whisper, the one word lie is not even sounding believable to my own ears.

      “What did they make you do?” he asks me firmly, sounding angry. I sigh, shaking my head.

      “I can’t tell you. I don’t want to tell you and say it out loud,” I admit to him. “At the moment, it feels like a nasty memory of someone who wasn’t me.”

      “I can guess what they have done. What you don’t want to tell me. It doesn’t take a genius to figure it out,” he replies to me, and I just stay silent. “Let me tell you a story.”

      “A story won’t make everything better,” I reply, my voice catching in my throat, and more hot feeling tears stream down my cheeks.

      “No, but this one might help you. It helped me once,” he explains to me.

      “Whose story is it?” I ask, slightly interested. A distraction will help me forget.

      “My mother’s,” he replies quietly, but I still hear him, thanks to the thin walls. “When my mum crashed here many years ago, she went on a crusade to destroy darks for what she thought was the right thing to do. They helped destroy her planet, her home, and dozens of people she loved. Mum was powerful, unusually so, and this helped her drain hundreds of them. Over time, she created a small army of lights to fight, while others went into hiding. She told me she didn’t even remember what the darks looked like after a while, she forgot the emotion of killing actual people. Even if they did deserve their deaths.”

      “I hope I forget,” I reply. “Forgetting sounds less painful and guilt-ridden than right now.”

      “Mum said, on bad days, she can never forget the look in their eyes. It was always the eyes, and when I killed to protect my clan, I knew she was right. Something about the people you kill does stick with you,” he goes silent for a while. “One day, my mum and her clan were finishing off a group of dark. She went into a van where there was a couple who were not fighting. They were scared and lost. A man stood in front of a pregnant dark woman, and the first words he said to my mum changed everything.”

      “What did he say?” I ask.

      “He begged my mum to kill him and leave his mate alone. That he would do anything my mum wanted, even die without a fight to make sure his mate survived,” he replies. “Mum never saw such love and devotion in a couple. It showed that they were anything but heartless.”

      “Did she kill them?” I ask.

      “No. They were Landon’s parents. They became very close friends until they died with my mum trying to protect them,” he explains.

      “I don’t see why you told me this story, as nice as it is,” I muse after a while. “Though it was a good distraction.”

      “Don’t you see? Even if they make you kill thousands, you still have morals, and it doesn’t change the core of who you are. My mum wasn’t heartless, she wasn’t cruel. That moment with Landon’s parents showcased that. My mum killed because she had to make sure our clan would live,” he explains. “You have to kill to make sure you survive.”

      “I wish I was heartless because maybe then I could forget the look in that woman’s eyes as I drained her,” I say, my voice catching at the end, and I burst into tears once again.

      “Freckles, you won’t forget, but you can fight to live and remember that woman forever. You didn’t choose to kill her, you were forced. It isn’t your fault, and somewhere deep down, you know that,” he says, being firm, and it’s just what I need in this moment. If he was feeling sorry for me or comforting, it wouldn’t stop the tears.

      “I do know that,” I reply quietly.

      “Then listen to me and stop crying. This isn’t just a human world, and that will not be the last person they make you kill. I need you to be strong so they keep you alive for now,” he tells me.

      “Do you think they will kill me if I don’t get strong?” I ask.

      “If you cry all day, don’t use your powers, and overall fall to pieces, they will kill you. I can’t let that happen. Hate me for being the bad guy, hate them for what they have made you do, but do not fall when I am trapped in here and can’t catch you. I need the stubborn, pain in the ass girl who lives across the street and never lets anyone, even me, get her down,” he demands, and I chuckle. I’m far from the girl who was messed up by a car accident and confused. I miss being worried about swimming correctly and math class. I miss crushing on the boy who lived across the road from me, even though he was mean. If I want that life back, Maxx is right—I cannot fall to pieces.

      “Maxx, can we go to sleep?” I ask quietly. “I like my dreams.” What I want to say is that I want to be close to Maxx. I want to be able to see him.

      “Me too. They are all I have to hold onto at the moment and what I spend every hour thinking of,” he replies, making me smile somewhat as I lie down on the bed. I keep my hand on the wall, imagining he is doing the same thing as I drift off to sleep.
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      A loud beeping noise wakes me up from my long sleep where, unfortunately, I didn’t dream of anything. I wonder why that was? The disappointment of not having those moments and the sick feeling from yesterday about what happened are not great to wake up to. Neither is the fact the room is freezing, and my eyes feel drier than the desert. I hear movement in Maxx’s room, and I quickly scoot nearer the wall, keeping the thin sheet around me.

      “Maxx…did you have a good sleep?” I ask, knowing I can’t ask him why we didn’t get to see each other.

      “No, but then again, I don’t dream every night,” he replies, sounding pissed off and trying to explain to me that the power must not work every time we go to sleep, just sometimes. There is a scraping noise that makes me sit up, staring at the wall when I hear Maxx’s bed springs squeak as he must get up.

      “What was that noise?” I ask, just as I hear the lock being turned for my room, and the door opens, followed by a guard who walks in. I scoot further back on the bed as the guard places an array of food on the end of my bed and then walks away, closing the door behind him. I crawl to the end of the bed as the door is locked and see a bowl of red soup, two pieces of bread that look stale, and a bottle of water. When I place my hand on the soup bowl, it’s freezing to touch. Great.

      “Did you get soup that is cold too?” I ask Maxx, who grumbles for a reply which I take as yes. “Do you think it is safe to eat?”

      “Yeah. I doubt it’s worth them poisoning us when they clearly need you for something and me to make sure you do as you’re told. My soup and the other stuff were pushed through a gap in the door, whereas I heard yours open, which makes me think they are growing to trust you,” Maxx replies, sounding so angry, and it annoys me that there isn’t anything I can do. I make the mistake of glancing at myself in the mirror, seeing the light pink glow all over my skin, and I look super healthy. My hair has an almost unnatural looking glow to it, seeming much brighter than it has ever been. Every feature on my face seems more defined, from my freckles to the colour of my eyes.

      “I look different,” I mutter.

      “I bet. Less human and darker,” Maxx comments. “It’s what happens.”

      “I don’t like it,” I reply, staring at myself but not really recognising my own reflection anymore. The more I look, the more it really sinks in that I am not all human, and this side of me is coming out to play. Well, more like being dragged by its hair by Austin and his psycho friends.

      “I know. We will get out of here, Freckles. I promise I will save you, and you will never have to do that again,” he vows, but I don’t have a clue how he plans to keep that promise. The only one that stands a chance of getting us out of here is me, and that is not a good chance. I pull my eyes away from my reflection to pull the tray closer to me, the rumble of my stomach telling me I need to eat. Hidden underneath the tray are some clothes and a bottle of something that looks like shampoo.

      “Did you get white clothes?” I ask Maxx.

      “Nope. Clearly, they don’t care what I’m wearing,” he replies, and that worries me. If they aren’t giving him clothes, then that means they are not letting him out of his room. Maxx and I don’t talk any longer as I force myself to eat some of the soup and the stale-tasting bread before drinking all of the water.

      I pick up the bottle and smell it, finding out it is shampoo like I suspected. When I glance back around the room, I see the towels folded on the floor in the corner that I missed before and glance back up at the camera. I am not taking my clothes off when I wash my hair, that’s for sure. I pick up the new clothes, seeing a white vest top and joggers, with flat black shoes at the bottom of the pile. I have to shake them out a little as they are so vacuum packed that they are flat.

      “I’m going to wash my hair and get changed. It doesn’t seem like there is anything else to do,” I explain to Maxx, who must be eating, by the sounds of it.

      “Break the camera first. I broke mine,” he tells me, sounding protective.

      “Good idea,” I reply, looking at the camera which I doubt I could reach.

      “Use your powers to do it. Trust me, it will be a lot easier,” he replies.

      “How do I use them?” I ask.

      “Close your eyes and feel the light, or dark light in your case, going to your hand. It should feel like it’s burning for a moment before the power releases. Dark light will shine out of your hand hot enough to burn the camera in moments,” he tells me.

      “Couldn’t you use your powers to escape?” I ask.

      “Trust me, if you saw my toasted room you would know how much I have tried to do just that. There is something in the walls that blocks my power. It’s likely why they aren’t coming into this room, because they know I could escape if given a chance,” he tells me.

      “Seems like it’s down to me then to get us out,” I mutter.

      “I always have a backup plan, Freckles. We will escape,” he says as I get off the bed and walk up to the camera. I look into it for a little while, knowing full well that someone will be pissed at me for breaking it. I hold my hand up in the air, right in front of the camera and do exactly what Maxx said, feeling my hand burn hot for a second. I open my eyes to see pink light burning away the camera into ash, and it keeps burning until the wall fades away to reveal a blue metal right behind it which doesn’t burn.

      “Did it work?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I reply, staring at the metal and having the urge to touch it, but I know it will burn me. At least I can shower in peace now. I walk back to my bed and pull Maxx’s shirt off, leaving it by my pillow before getting out of my jeans and underwear. I grab the shampoo and turn on the shower, loving how it is actually warm and seems to wash away the guilt and how disgusting I feel, a little bit. The shampoo doesn’t smell of anything but soap, but it does the job, and I scrub all the dirt off my body with it before grabbing a towel. I dry my hair off and run my fingers through it, trying to make it look at least a little okay before pulling on the joggers and vest top. Even though I feel clean, it doesn’t erase how guilty I still feel. I sit back on the bed, twirling the empty bottle of water around for a while, hearing Maxx walking around his room. Just as I lie back on the bed to try and nap, the sound of my door unlocking makes me sit up sharply. A guard opens the door, wearing all black clothing, and I think he is human as I don’t sense anything strange about him. The guard doesn’t look at me, but he does speak, holding a weapon that is similar to a gun in his one hand, and a bag in the other.

      “Your daily outside activity is now. Wear these.” He throws a pair of black boots and a thick, old looking coat at me out his bag before stepping back, clipping the bag onto his back.

      “Be careful, Freckles,” Maxx warns as I pull the boots on, which are a little too big but not enough to make me trip, before putting the massive coat on that smells like old people who live with lots of cats.

      “I will,” I reply to Maxx before walking out the room and hoping that I get to see Landon to make sure he is okay.
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      The guard walks just in front of me down the corridor and to the stairway after unlocking the door, holding his hand on the scanner. Instead of going up the stairs, we go down a level instead. At the bottom of the stairs is another door which the guard opens and holds for me to walk through. I step outside into the clearing inside a rocky cave with a massive gap at the top which lets the snow in.

      The door slams shut behind me, but I don’t take my eyes off the dozens of people in the cave clearing, walking around and talking to each other. Most don’t notice me at first, but I sense they are all lights, and the few that do notice turn to stare at me. When a few of them look at me with pure hate and start walking over to me, I step back until my back hits the closed door. Each of them glows a light colour, the colours mixing together into a blur of lights. They all have old cloaks on, pale skin and they are thin. I doubt the darks are looking after them.

      For some reason, I want to run away from them without trying to defend myself, and I glance down at my hands, seeing them burning a bright pink as my body clearly wants to fight. Landon suddenly slides right in front of me, holding his hands out to his sides to protect me I assume. I take a deep breath of relief that Landon is okay, feeling my hands cool down. I stare at Landon’s back for a while, wondering what is different about him when I realise he has a white glow to his skin that tells me he must have used his powers like I was forced to. The thought just makes me feel sick.

      “This is Aura Scott. She is not one of them! Her mate is Maxx.” The moment Landon says Maxx’s name, the lights just stop and nod their heads almost in sync with each other. Just saying Maxx’s name has such an effect on them, and it makes me curious how they even know of Maxx.

      “We will pass the message around,” the one on the right says, a woman who isn’t much older than I am, with dark brown hair, a serious expression, and ripped clothes showing through her tatty, black, fluffy coat. She looks less thin and, well, sick than the rest of them. Her eyes run over me briefly, finally meeting my own, and to my surprise, she bows her head in a respectful manner. The people turn and walk away, leaving me staring at Landon’s back until he turns around to face me.

      It’s clear Landon hasn’t been sleeping, the dark circles under his eyes and how stressed he looks tell me that much. His hair is messy, matching the patchy grey coat he has on over white clothes underneath. Landon smiles at me though, like nothing has changed when everything has.

      “If anyone gives you trouble, tell them who you are to Maxx,” Landon says, smiling tensely as he walks to me, and I move off from the door to get to him. Landon hugs me tightly, whispering closely in my ear, “Are you alright?”

      “Not really, but we have to be stronger than them,” I whisper back before stepping away as I hear footsteps near us. Maxx is right. If there is any chance of us getting out of here, I can’t fall apart. My father taught me better than that anyway. I glance over to see Iris in a fluffy, torn coat walking through the snow to us, her head down so I can’t see her eyes until she looks up when she gets to Landon’s side. Iris looks like a shell of the beautiful girl I knew. Her once straight, perfect hair is cut short into a messy bob that stops under her ears. Iris looks like she hasn’t stopped crying in days, and her pale eyes are so broken as she looks at me.

      “I’m so, so sorry Iris. I will never forget that Abby tried to save me,” I tell her honestly. If I could change anything about my past so far, it would be to try and save Abby.

      “Just don’t die now, and enjoy your life. Don’t let her die for nothing, and promise me something,” she says, lifting her face higher so I can see her tear-stained cheeks and distraught expression more. I used to be jealous of how perfect Iris was and jealous that Maxx is promised to her. Now, it doesn’t seem that way anymore. Life has a way of making jealousy and silly emotions drift away, leaving only the painful ones. The ones you wish weren’t there because they feel like they could rip you apart.

      “Anything,” I simply reply, more emotion coming out with that one word than I wanted.

      “When you get a chance, kill Austin for what he did. Make sure it is painful,” she demands, holding her hands in fists. “Only you can get close enough. Abby deserves revenge.”

      “You can’t ask her that,” Landon interrupts.

      “I promise,” I reply before Landon can say anything, keeping my firm gaze on hers so she knows how serious I am.  Austin will die, and I won’t stop until it is done. For Abby, for the woman he made me kill, and for everything he has done so far. Iris stares at me for a second in understanding before turning and walking away, with Landon and I watching her go for a long time in silence.

      “The Iris I used to know is long gone now. She is like a shadow of herself,” Landon comments, and I silently agree. The fact Iris didn’t ask about Maxx or even want to know about him says everything I need to know. This Iris is lost in her grief for her sister. I watch as Iris stops by two older women, the one puts her arm around Iris and holds her close whereas the other one looks over at us before walking our way.

      “Who is that woman? She feels familiar,” I admit, looking at her black hair in a messy bun, the high cheekbones and her blue eyes. The woman keeps her eyes locked on mine as she walks over, pulling her faded black coat closer around herself as she walks.

      “Can’t you guess?” Landon chuckles just before the woman gets to us and stops right in front of me. She places her hands on my shoulders, before pulling me into a tight hug. I almost want to push her away, but I feel relaxed around her. Clearly Landon thinks she is safe as he doesn’t move to stop her either.

      “Keep my boy alive, won’t you? He is stubborn and arrogant like his father who believed he could save the world without paying a price for it. Our job as their mates is to tell them when to stop and when to attack,” she whispers to me, her words are nothing short of a plea sounding like a demand.

      “You’re Maxx’s mum?” I question as she pulls back, removing her hands from my shoulders and smiles at Landon. The more I stare at her, the more I see how much they look very similar. Maxx and his mother have the same eyes, the same hair colour and even tone of their skin.

      “Of course, my human name is Linda though. Who else would I be?” she asks, smiling at me like I should know that.

      “Maxx will be happy to hear you are okay,” I say, knowing at least I have some good news to take back to him today.

      “Is my boy alright?” she asks.

      “Yep, but they don’t let him out his room, so he is getting annoyed,” I explain. Annoyed is an understatement. Maxx is getting angry, I can hear it in his voice, and I don’t know how long it is going to be before he snaps.

      “Of course they don’t let him out. Our lovely hosts know he would murder them all in a blink if he got out that room,” she says. “My son is more powerful than anyone here. Even you.”

      “I wouldn’t fight him, so that’s not an issue,” I reply, thinking back to when Maxx tried to fight his way to me outside his house and how many darks were needed to stop him. I think they only managed to stop him because he was desperate to get to me and because of those drugs they use to knock you out.

      “I know. Landon has told me all about you guys and how you are as stubborn as Maxx. I look forward to seeing you together in the future,” she replies. “Sharing the true light has a price…though I do not worry about you both.”

      “True light?”

      “It is not my place to tell you anything that I am not sure of. I was too young when my planet was lost because of the true light,” she explains to me. “The rumours of what the true light is are just that, rumours.”

      “I’ve heard it a few times…I just don’t know what it is,” I reply, feeling very curious.

      “Time will tell all secrets of the true light. If it is what I suspect, we must get you and my Maxx out of here,” she replies, her eyes going to Landon, and he nods. I know I am missing out on some information here.

      “Maxx is sure he can get us out,” I tell them.

      “I bet,” Linda muses, the corner of her lips tilting up, but from her simple reply, I feel she won’t be telling me anything more right now. A cold breeze pushes my coat in the air, and I pull it around me, trying to keep some warmth, though the boots I have on must have holes as my feet are slowly getting wet and cold.

      “How many people are in here?” I question, looking around at all the people walking around in groups, flashing glances my way every so often. Most look curious, some look fearful, whereas others are just staring like they are listening in to the conversation.

      “This is one of three groups. So…a lot,” Landon answers me.

      “Why would they risk letting you all out?” I muse, looking around. Surely it is dangerous to let them hang out in groups.

      “There is something in this mountain that makes sure we are weak and almost like humans. Yet I think it makes you two more powerful. I’ve seen something like it before,” Linda answers and looks straight up. I follow her gaze to see blue metal in the rocks above, shining against the light. The same stuff that I found in the wall of my room. Why would they put it in my room though if it is to make lights less powerful?

      “That’s why you can’t just flash out of here?” I ask. I knew there had to be a reason they all just didn’t leave and why Maxx can’t.

      “Yes. Though if you could learn how to flash, you could get Landon out and leave,” she suddenly replies, and I stare at her with wide eyes. Not that I have a single clue how to flash, but if I could learn it, I could get out of here.

      “I could get Maxx out instead, and then we could both come back,” I muse, looking at Landon for his reaction. He nods, rubbing his unshaven chin as he thinks it over. Linda, though, shakes her head.

      “A light can’t flash through the dark light. Just like you couldn’t flash with Maxx,” she explains to me. Well, there goes that idea.

      “Then it doesn’t matter, I’m not leaving without Maxx,” I say, crossing my arms in frustration, well aware how that makes me selfish because it could be Landon’s only way of escaping. I know if I couldn’t get Maxx out, I’d just come straight back.

      “Told you, very stubborn just like someone else,” Landon chuckles, not seeming pissed off in the slightest but more amused as he laughs with Linda. A loud buzzing noise interrupts us, and I turn to see a door opening behind us. The white-haired man steps out with four guards and walks straight up to me, stopping extremely close which makes me uncomfortable.

      “Be careful,” Linda warns me, and I glance behind to see her dragging a very worried looking Landon away.

      “It’s time for us to have our chat.” I don’t get to say a word or goodbye to Landon and Linda before he places his hand on my arm, and he makes us flash away.
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      We reappear in a room that looks like a study with tall bookcases lining the walls, stuffed to the rim with books and files on some shelves. The warmth of the room instantly hits me, making me feel like I’ve just stepped into a fire after being stuck in ice. There is a thick red rug under my feet and a massive wooden desk in the middle of the room with a computer on it, three chairs on one side and a big leather chair on the other. I’m surprised how I am not even the slightest bit bothered by the jump like I thought I would be. Or like I was last time Austin did it. The man lets go of my arm and walks over to the big leather chair, sitting down like he owns the room. I cross my arms and stand still, waiting to see what he wants exactly.

      “My name is Okeken. I know I did not tell you that last time we spoke,” he starts off, his words slow, and I have no doubt everything he says to me is practised to make me trust him. Something I will never do, but I know there is no point messing around by informing him of that.

      “What do you want?” I demand.

      “For you to see who you are meant to be. What you truly are to the people of the dark,” he replies, again sounding like every word is practised and a lie.

      “And what do you think that is?” I ask, playing along with his game as I look away to the rest of the room. There is one door with no scanner in sight, and other than that, it looks like a library with the number of books in here. All of them look old, well used, and they are gathering dust. Okeken almost looks like he fits into this room.

      “Our leader,” he replies, shocking me. That was not what I expected him to say.

      “What?” I reply, almost chuckling in surprise.

      “I want to tell you a story I was told as a child on our home planet. Will you sit and at least hear me out?” he asks, stretching a hand out in the direction of one of the chairs on the other side of the desk.

      “Do I have a choice?” I ask, curious. This man is claiming I am meant to be their leader, yet it doesn’t feel like I am leading any part of this conversation. I’m curious as to whether he is asking or demanding I sit down when it’s clear I don’t want to listen to his stories.

      “No. Now sit down, Aura Scott, and listen for once in your goddamn life before I call my son in here and let him make you listen,” he demands, his voice showing how pissed off he is with me. I only smile back at him, annoying him further, though I bite my tongue and sit down, knowing he will call his son in. I don’t want a fight with Austin, not yet anyway. I need to learn more about these people—and their weaknesses—if I want to escape.

      “As humans have their fairy tales, we have our own myths. It was said the true light once created the planets and our people. The true light was two people, given incredible power, and they were the leaders of each race. They passed away eventually, but on the day they died, they both told a prophecy which spoke of a new true light being born,” he says, linking his hands together and resting them on his stomach as he leans back in his chair, looking up at the ceiling.

      “Prophecy?” I ask.

      “The prophecy goes like this:

      

      
        
        Two planets will break in war and hate. For sharing the true light has a fate.

        When there is light, darkness is found. The true light must be restored, or all will fall before there can be a choice…”

      

      

      

      “The true light has to be restored or everything will fall? I don’t understand why you are telling me an old fairy tale,” I ask him.

      “You are the true light, Aura,” he replies simply. “You must find your power and how to control it, or all will be destroyed. Your fate is to find your power and lead our people into a peace like no other.”

      “I am not this true light,” I say, shaking my head, “whatever the hell it is anyway.”

      “Yes, you are, and Maxx wants you to share it with him. If you share the true light, there will be a price. I don’t want you to die for his selfish need to save his own clan and people that are evil,” he replies, looking disgusted as he speaks Maxx’s name.

      “I am part of his clan,” I reply, shaking my head.

      “No, you are a dark, and a dark does not live in a light clan,” he responds, his expression changing from disgusting to sympathy for me so quickly that it makes my head spin.

      “Landon is a dark and part of Maxx’s clan. Explain that one!” I say, knowing that he has missed something in his lies there.

      “Maxx allowed Landon into his clan as long as Landon pretended to be human and never used his powers. Maxx will never allow a dark into his clan who actually uses and embraces their powers,” he replies. “Landon is part of our clan now and promised to my daughter. He will become what he is truly meant to be, just like you will now that you are away from the lights.”

      “You can’t possibly know that,” I say, shaking my head. Of course, this man is Austin’s father.

      “But I do. You are the prophecy, and Maxx is the one who will make the prophecy fail. The true light will fall if you follow him instead of your own people,” he replies. “I made a deal with your mother many years ago when you were simply a child. I saw the power within you and knew you had to come to your own people to find your power. I hoped promising you and Austin would be a way of making sure you were safe. Though the past is the past now, and I hope you can learn to trust me.”

      “You expect me to trust you? I trust Maxx, so this whole conversation is pointless,” I snap, feeling angrier than I should. I know it’s because he knows more about my parents and my past than I do.

      “Let me take you to your mother. Maybe then you will trust me,” he suggests after a long sigh.

      “How is showing me my mother going to make me trust you?” I question as Okeken gets up off his chair and walks to one of the two doors in the room, holding it open for me. I get up off my chair and walk out of the room into a small corridor. Okeken closes the door and walks around me, down the corridor. There is nothing I can do but follow him down the white halls and similarly coloured tile floors until he stops suddenly. I follow his gaze to the wall which fades into a two-way window which shows me a room. On the bed is my mother, rocking back and forth with her arms around her knees, her hair messy, and there are claw marks down her arms. Suddenly, a blast of yellow light slams out of her, pushing everything near her away and causing it to set on fire. Water falls from the ceiling, putting out the fire before clicking off, and my mum doesn’t even seem to notice it as she continues rocking.

      “Your mother is struggling with control since she used too much power once. It is a common condition in our kind, and without help, they usually cause their own deaths by accident,” he says as I watch my mother stand up, walking around the room with a very confused expression.

      “How long has this been happening to her?” I ask.

      “Roughly five years ago, we found her in this state and took her in. We have tried to help her as well as search for you, but your father worked for the light clans. They made sure you were hidden well,” he replies, seeming frustrated as he watches my mother.

      “My dad did what?” I ask, shocked. There is no way my dad knew about all of this and what mum really was. Let alone that he worked for the light clans. My dad watches sports every Sunday and has always read the newspaper the moment it came through the door. He is a normal dad, and it hurts that he might have been hiding a world from me that I belong to. It’s bad enough my mum never told me and then disappeared. Dad, well I didn’t think he kept big secrets from me. Especially after mum left and then the car crash. We became super close, and a thing like, “Oh your mum was an alien, so you are half one,” should have come up in conversations at some point.

      “The light clans hired your father to work for them, like they did many other humans. They would travel and find dark clans by moving from town to town, unnoticed. His job was to call in when he found a suspected dark, but I believe he fell in love with your mother when he found her. Then you were born, and they both ran. Your mother came to me, we made a deal, and then everything was fine until this happened,” he waves a hand at my mum.

      “So…my father hid me? All this time, he knew what my mum was, and he was lying to me?” I ask, knowing he can’t give me the answers I want from my dad, but it all escapes my lips either way.

      “I assume so, though I do not understand his reason for hiding you. Let alone his reason for moving you so close to a light clan he must have known existed there,” he tells me. Every memory of my dad wanting me to be friends with the neighbours comes to mind. He pushed me into everything from going to a party to taking thank you cupcakes over. Damn, I miss those cupcakes.

      “Maybe it was just a coincidence?” I suggest.

      “No, Aura. It was not,” he replies coldly, and I nod, looking away. I know it can’t be a coincidence that my dad chose to move to a town in the middle of nowhere, though he kept me well hidden for years until the car accident. So, he didn’t have a choice where to move me. Okeken smiles at me before he pulls his eyes away from me to my mum. “Would you like to have some time to speak to her before you go back to your room?”

      “Yes.” The automatic reply comes from my lips, but my hands shake with nerves at the thought of being close to my mum after all this time. After all the secrets hidden by lies I’ve found out. The woman in that room is nothing like I remember my mum being. I don’t know what I will say to her, and with how confused she looks, I doubt she will remember me anyway. I remember back to seeing her outside my house, and how she told me to run.

      “Why was my mum outside my house? Did she escape?” I ask Okeken, who crosses his arms in a defensive manner.

      “Yes, she did escape after killing her guards. The mountain limits our powers, whereas it bans the light ones altogether. You have to be powerful and in full control to flash here. Your mother jumped out of a window to escape, using the fact the outside of the mountain is just like anywhere else. Did she tell you anything?” he explains to me.

      “She told me to run,” I inform him, expecting to see some kind of surprise, but he nods his head like he expected as much.

      “She likely meant from your father. Sometimes your mother talks of him, and she does fear Ross,” he tells me, shocking me that he knows my dad’s name.

      “Maybe she wanted me to run from you,” I suggest instead, needing that to be the truth at this point.

      “Why would she promise you to my son if that were the case?” he counters. “She brought you to me. That would never have happened if she didn’t trust me.”

      “Time can change someone’s opinion. She finally realised who you are,” I reply, and he sighs.

      “I do hope that is the case with you, Aura. I am not the evil one in this war.” With that, he knocks on the door, and I have to put his words behind me as I get ready to see my mother.
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      I walk into the room slowly, fully aware of the warnings the guards gave me about not getting too close to my mum in case she attacks. The door shuts behind me just as I lock eyes with my mother stood in the centre of the room right next to the bed. She is wearing a white outfit similar to mine, but hers looks burnt in places and messy. The room is covered in burn marks, scratches on the wall, and every bit of furniture looks close to breaking from the damage.

      “Mum?” I call out to her, crossing my arms and waiting for a response that doesn’t come.

      “Mum, it’s me. Aura.” The moment she hears my name, she turns and looks at me, tilting her head to the side. It’s a creepy motion, and I feel nothing but threatened when I look at my mum who used to be comforting to me. I want her to hug me, ask about my pink hair and nose piercing. I want her to tell me she misses how we watched movies together and how I used to be terrible at making her cups of coffee.

      “Aura?” she asks, her face dropping from cruelty to love in a moment’s notice, though for some reason it just doesn’t feel the same. She quickly walks towards me with her arms open wide, but before I’ve really thought about it, I’ve taken a step back. She pauses mid step, lowering her arms.

      “You’re not in control right now. The mum I knew would never forgive herself if she hurt me, so it’s not a good idea that you come any closer,” I find myself saying, warning her.

      “You’re right. There are moments I don’t have control,” she replies, roughly rubbing her arms as she keeps eye contact with me, “but I wouldn’t hurt you.”

      “Where did you go? You just left me. You left us,” I calmly ask her, proving that she did hurt me once.

      “I didn’t leave!” she screams, and I step back again, her eyes following my every movement.

      “But you did leave. Why?” I ask.

      “Your father made me. He made me leave you both,” she cries out, rubbing at her face and not looking me in the eye once.

      “Dad wouldn’t do that, he was in love with you,” I reply.

      “But he loved you more,” she spits out. I shake my head, stepping back until my back hits the door. Mum practically runs at me, and I hold my hands out, watching as they both glow brightly. She pauses, staring at my hands for a long time and not moving. The pink glow radiates off her face, making her seem crueller.

      “That’s what parents do. They love their children. It doesn’t mean he stopped loving you. Is that why you left us? Do you not love me, mum?” I question, sounding like a five-year-old begging her mum not to leave, but at this point, I don’t care how vulnerable I sound. I hardly recognise the woman in front of me that is meant to be my mother. It hurts to even think that.

      “Of course I love you,” she replies, staring at my hands as she speaks, and my heart cracks as I watch her. I’ve gotten better at telling when people are lying, considering so many people just lie to me all of the time now. I know she isn’t telling me the truth, and I honestly don’t know what to make of her. Every part of me is on edge, wanting to run away from her.

      “You are lying. You don’t mean that,” I snap, and my hands glow brighter as she suddenly starts laughing. Deep, almost howling laughs that make my skin crawl.

      “Smart little Aura. Did you know I had a sister? The very man who locks me up here was her mate,” she tells me. “My sister was a bitch, and you act just like her. Someone who thinks they know better. Thinks they know everything.”

      “Does that mean Austin, Aliana and Cameron are my cousins?” I question, trying to ignore that my mum just called me a bitch.

      “Yes,” she replies, laughing.

      “And you promised me to Austin? That is disgusting!” I yell.

      “Austin and Cameron are not my sister’s children by blood. She adopted them when she mated to their father,” she explains. “Therefore, you two being cousins is purely a title.”

      “They say you’re crazy, but you speak fine to me right now,” I muse. “I think you’re just mad and have become cruel. You always were, and dad hid your behaviour from me.”

      “I’ve been locked in here for years, so yes, I might be a little crazy, and my powers betray me at times,” she replies. “Though, smart little daughter of mine, what did you come here to really ask me?”

      “Why did you tell me to run? Who did you want me to run from?” I ask.

      “Your father. He is not a good man, and he only wanted to keep you from your powers,” she tells me, but the twitch of her right eye makes me think she is lying. I’m not sure I believe a single word that comes out of her lips. I make the mistake of lowering my hands to my side, and she suddenly blasts a sphere of yellow light straight into my stomach. I slam against the door, gasping for air as my head bangs against the wall, and I fall to my knees. I look up at my mum with blurry vision as I hear the door opening behind me and the sound of shouting.

      “Don’t come and see me again. You are just like him. And just like her!” The burning question of who “her” is stays in my mind as I fall back into someone’s waiting arms.
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      A pain in the side of my head makes me wake up, sharply sitting up in the cloud I’m in as I slowly realise I’m in a dream. I ignore everything to look around for Maxx, seeing him stood facing away from me, staring at the swirling stars. He has no shirt on again, this time letting me see all the swirling blue marks on his shoulders and back. The moment I stand up, Maxx turns, his eyes widening as he sees me. I don’t think he expected to see me here, for some reason. I run to him, and he catches me, holding me close to his chest as I wrap my arms around his shoulders. From the moment he holds me, every part of me relaxes, and I breathe in his scent.

      “How are you here?” Maxx mutters, pulling me away and sliding his hands onto my cheeks as I look up at him. I think back to my mum and everything that happened. She must have knocked me out.

      “My mum threw a ball of yellow dark light at me, and I banged my head on a wall,” I say, and he frowns, sliding his hands into my hair like he can tell where my head hurts. I almost close my eyes as his hands drift down my neck to my shoulders.

      “Your mum? She is here?” he asks me.

      “Yep, and she is crazy. The last thing she said to me is that I remind her of him, which I assume is my dad, and some girl I have no clue who she means,” I reply.

      “I’m sorry, Freckles,” he gently says, moving closer and kissing my forehead. The moment his lips touch my head, a soothing feeling sweeps over me, relaxing me. Maxx moves back only an inch, and this time lowers his head as he stares at me. I don’t know if he is going to kiss me, but all of the sudden, it makes me nervous.

      “I met Linda and saw Iris and Landon today as well,” I nervously blurt out to Maxx, who grins.

      “Mum’s here?” he asks, and I nod. “Is she okay?”

      “As okay as you can get in here,” I reply.

      “Good. That’s really good news, Freckles,” he says, breathing a sigh of relief.

      “Why do you look happy about your mum being in a place like this? One you are trapped in?” I ask. I really thought he would be upset about his mum being here.

      “I told you, I am escaping soon with everyone. I have a plan,” he replies. “Soon we will be free, and all this will be over.”

      “Want to share that plan with me? I’m scared, and I hate not knowing what is going on,” I admit.

      “No,” he replies simply.

      “No?” I question.

      “I trust you, completely, but not where we are. Some very powerful darks can steal your memories, your deepest secrets as they drain you. I can fight them off, trust me, they have tried, but I don’t know if you can,” he tells me. “It’s our only chance of escape, and we have to take it.”

      “Have they hurt you?” I ask, feeling sick at the thought.

      “Nothing I can’t handle,” he replies, waving off my concern. I place my hand on his cheek, hoping he is as healthy in real life as he looks here. The longer I stare into his swirling blue eyes, the more I start to wonder about everything Okeken said. We have a lot to talk about and answers I need to know.

      “Maxx…what is the true light?” I ask, and he frowns, stepping away from me. Which has the added effect of feeling like part of myself just walked away. Maxx turns around and looks at the stars as I stop at his side, waiting for him to say a word.

      “The true light is a power. The power to save life, destroy life in the blink of an eye, and literally control the very energy around you,” he explains to me. “True light was said to be the power that destroyed the planets.”

      “Austin’s dad thinks I’m the true light,” I tell him, watching how his body tenses up.

      “He is right, almost. We are the true light, both of us. That’s what the shadow of a man in my dreams has told me since I started coming here, but I don’t know if it is true. I don’t know how we access that power when, in real life, we just drain each other,” he tells me.

      “He told me that you would steal the true light from me. That you would never let a dark light into your clan,” I tell Maxx.

      “What do you believe, Freckles?” he asks me, sharply turning to face me. I stay quiet as he places his hands on my face, moving closer so our bodies are pressed against each other. I move that tiny bit closer, so our lips meet, and Maxx’s hand slides to the back of my neck, pulling me further into the gentle kiss. The kiss goes from gentle brushes of our lips to a fevered, passionate kiss that makes me forget everything but how Maxx feels. I move my hands into Maxx’s soft hair as Maxx deepens the kiss further. I gasp when Maxx pulls away, placing his hands on my hips and asking once again, “What do you believe?” The world fades before I can even tell him my answer. That I always will trust Maxx.

      

      I blink my eyes open, feeling a sharp ache on the side of my head which my hand flies to, flinching as it hurts to touch it. My hair is sticky, no doubt from blood, and the room is blurry as I keep blinking my eyes to make it focus.

      “I wouldn’t touch it, because that will hurt. I can get you more ice while we wait for you to heal, if you’re in pain,” a kind voice drifts to me, and I sit up, looking over at Austin’s sister, Aliana, sitting on a chair on the other side of the room. She puts the book she was reading down and nervously smiles at me. Her long hair is up in a ponytail, and her eyes, much like Austin’s, watch me like I’m about to attack her. She is still wearing a very old-fashioned dress much like when I saw her last time, though this one is knee length and covered in bees instead of flowers. The pattern just adds to the nausea I am already feeling right now. My coat is hanging on a chair near the bed, and my white clothes have dots of blood down them from my head no doubt. The burn marks on my stomach just cause me emotional pain that my mum attacked me like that.

      “Bucket?” I barely get to ask before I’m heaving, holding a hand over my mouth. The next thing I see is a bucket under my face before I throw up, feeling Aliana holding my hair away from my face. She rubs my back while soothingly humming for a while. It does help, even if I don’t know Aliana that well.

      “I’ve read up on humans, and apparently being sick after a head injury is a sign of concussion. The treatment for concussion is to be watched for twenty-four hours and rest. Though I think with your mixed blood you should recover sooner than that,” Aliana rambles on as I lift my head, and she hands me a towel. I wipe my face as she takes the bucket off me and disappears through a door in the room.

      I hear the sound of running water as I look around the bedroom we are in. It’s cute and full of teddy bears. There are dozens of them, all different colours and shapes. I’m not sure if they are cute or creepy as they all stare at me. I’m going with creepy for now. I move the baby pink sheets off me to stand up, only the room spins.

      “Wait! You shouldn’t get up for now. Take things slow, Aura!” she warns.

      I sit back down as Aliana runs over to me, carefully balancing a glass of water in her hands. She has a point. I do need to sit for a bit.

      “Thanks, but where are we?” I ask, accepting the water which really helps me feel better as I drink some. Aliana nervously sits next to me, pushing a strand of hair behind her ear that escaped her ponytail before rubbing her hands together.

      “Dad thought you staying in my rooms might make you trust us more. So, from now on, you’re in here with me,” she tells me, which I could have guessed by this point. From what my mum said, Aliana is my cousin and Okeken my uncle. I guess he wants the whole family together, and me to believe every lie that slips out of his lips. Luckily, I wasn’t born yesterday and don’t trust him for shit. I’m not sure I can trust Aliana, but what little I know of her so far suggests she isn’t as crazy as the rest of her family. She just seems quiet, lost, and way too innocent.

      “No. I want to go back to my old rooms next to Maxx,” I say, shaking my head which doesn’t make me feel any better as it makes the room spin. It takes me a moment of holding my head before I can get the room back into focus. Damn, my mum hit me hard. Aliana flashes me a sympathetic gaze when I finally look her way, but she doesn’t say a word.

      “Do you want a cup of tea? I’ve read that British people love tea,” she asks. “I don’t know if that is true anymore. The books I have are pretty old, but when I stayed at Landon’s, he made me a lot of cups of tea all day. It seems like a thing.”

      “No! Well yes, I do want one, because who doesn’t want a cup of tea when you feel like crap, but really, I just want to get out of here,” I tell her, and she sighs, shaking her head.

      “The reason my dad put you in here with me is that the doors are locked all the time. I’m not allowed to walk around the mountain without guards. Sometimes, I don’t see anyone but the guard that brings me food every morning. My dad wants me safe and ,well, now you too,” she tells me, squishing any hope that I can escape here on my own.

      “Then why did he put me in here with you? I could kill you,” I inquire. If he cares so much about his daughter’s safety, he shouldn’t put a stranger he kidnapped in with her. A quick glance around the room shows me there are no clear cameras, and it wouldn’t matter anyways, I could attack her before they could stop me.

      “I doubt you will hurt me because my dad is clearly sure you won’t. Landon and everyone you care about would be dead in seconds if you did,” she says, her voice catching on Landon’s name. She must really care for him, and I can’t help feeling sorry for her that Landon won’t ever care for her in the same way. She is a pretty girl though, so hopefully she can just move on over time. But for now, I need to get us out of here, and I can’t be worrying about her. Cousin or not, she is Austin’s half-sister.

      “You love Landon, right?” I ask her.

      “No,” she replies, her cheeks lighting up brightly, suggesting otherwise. “We are just promised to each other. I know he doesn’t feel that way about me. I’m not stupid, but I do care about Landon anyway. I don’t want him to die.”

      “Landon is my best friend, and if you helped me escape—”

      “I’m weak and no use to you, so don’t try that. That’s another reason my dad happily put you in here with me. I can only just make my hands light up, but not hot enough to burn something. So don’t go expecting me to be of any use to you,” she warns. I sigh, rubbing my head with my spare hand and looking around the room. I’m trapped here for now, and I know my dreams with Maxx are still safe at least.

      “Please say there is somewhere else I can sleep without all the teddy bears?” I ask instead.

      “Yep. This is one of two spare rooms. The other two don’t have teddies in them. Austin just put you in here, and I couldn’t carry you out,” she says, standing up as I shiver in disgust that Austin was holding me. Aliana places a hand on a teddy just above my head. “I don’t like the teddies either. Each one is a sorry from my dad for locking me in here and forgetting about me. As you can see, I’ve been in this prison for a long time.”

      “Why don’t you get rid of them all?” I ask. “I would have destroyed them all by now.”

      “Because sometimes I like to look at them all in here and remember not to always love my dad. It’s a good way to remember that the war has always meant more than anyone else to my family,” she says, moving her hand away and crossing her arms. Seems Aliana is not team crazy pants all that much. I should give her the benefit of the doubt for now.

      “That’s sad,” I mutter, knowing there isn’t much I could say to comfort her. I always had my dad around, I don’t know how she is feeling.

      “Yep, but life is generally sad. It just makes the happy times…well, better,” she says, with a slight shrug and straightens up, smiling. “Come on, will you let me show you around if you are feeling better?” She walks to the door and holds it open, waiting for my decision. Aliana is just a lonely girl trapped by war and her father’s need to win. She is my cousin, so perhaps getting to know her might be the only good thing that is going to come out of this hellhole.
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      “This is the living room. That is the door to the bathroom, and the three doors next to it are the bedrooms. Yours is the one in the middle and mine is next door,” Aliana goes on, showing me around and speaking so quickly that I struggle to catch everything she is saying. “I will make your bed, and you need to tell me what foods you like so I can request it from the guard in the morning. My favourite is tomato soup, though I doubt yours is the same.” I think she is just nervous or unsocialised, from what she has told me, and doesn’t know when to stop talking. It’s almost cute, but I could imagine it gets annoying after a little while, though I’ve never been a talker.

      I pull my eyes from Aliana to the row of doors next to the one we came out from and back to the massive room we are stood in. It’s a mix of a kitchen, dining room, study and living room in one. The kitchen is modern, with a table and chairs next to it on the far side of the room. There are sofas right in front of us, and behind that is a study with bookcases and a desk. No laptop or computer in sight though. In fact, there is no television either or anything like it. Everything looks used but kept very clean and tidy. It’s like there is a place for everything and nothing ever moves. Poor Aliana.

      “Do you have a phone? Television? Wi-Fi?” I ask her, and she shakes her head, holding her arm with her one hand.

      “Dad thinks things like that would fill my head with human rubbish and distract me from my studies of the history of our people,” she says, leaning against the back of the sofa.

      “Damn. That’s really sad,” I admit. I really feel sorry for her now. Looks like I’m not the only one that needs to escape from this place.

      “I never missed it because I didn’t know what it was like to have those things. You know? Though Landon did show me some movies when I was living there. I miss the television now,” she says, and to my surprise, I smile at her.

      “Then what do you do for fun here?” I ask her. “Please don’t say you do yoga or exercise.”

      “No, that’s not fun. Do humans actually exercise for fun?” she asks, and I nod, making her laugh. “Oh, there is this!” she excitedly says suddenly, walking over to the wall on the other side. There is a row of switches and Aliana presses the top one. I watch as the wall slowly slides to the left, revealing a balcony overlooking the breathtakingly beautiful mountains. I keep still as I feel the cold breeze blow against my skin. I walk straight outside, shivering as I look down at the mountain below us and wondering why it isn’t actually freezing. The floor actually feels warm, and there is a warm breeze coming from somewhere.

      “It’s got outdoor heating, so I can sit out here for hours with a coat on, of course,” Aliana explains to me without me even having to ask. The mountains are foggy with thick clouds hanging above that make the mountains look like they disappear into them. We are pretty high up, and looking down only makes me feel sick from the height. If I weren’t scared of falling, I would consider rock climbing to escape this hell hole.

      “Don’t they worry you would go so stir crazy in here that you might jump?” I jokingly ask her. When I glance to my left, seeing Aliana staring at me like I’ve just figured out a secret of hers, I know she has thought about it. At least once. Her life must be terrible in here to even think of that way of getting out.

      “My sister would never be that stupid,” Austin’s cold voice comes from right behind me, making us both jump in shock. I turn, seeing him stood in the doorway in black clothes, his arms crossed and a furious expression on his face as he stares at me.

      “Hey, brother,” Aliana gently greets him, and after a little while, he pulls his gaze from me to Aliana and smiles.

      “Don’t become friends with this one, Ali. She is insane because she is in love with a light that would kill her in a heartbeat if he had a chance,” Austin informs her. I bite my lip and try hard not to say anything. It isn’t worth the argument with the psychopath. I know Maxx wouldn’t hurt me on purpose. He could have dozens of times in the past, and he never did. It wouldn’t make any sense for him to kill me now. I don’t know exactly when it happened, but I know I trust Maxx with all of me. Even my soul at this point. I never believed in soulmates or fairy tales as a kid, let alone aliens. Now I know it is all real, and that means there is a chance “happily ever after” exists. I’m going to fight for that small chance.

      “I can judge Aura myself. Thanks, brother,” Aliana replies, her distaste for her brother’s authority clear in her tone.

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. I told dad she can’t be trusted, but he didn’t listen as usual,” Austin mutters.

      “Whatever, Austin. What do you want?” she asks, crossing her arms with a glare on her face.

      “It is training time for the lovely Aura. She needs to drain a light to heal that bump of hers,” he tells us. “She is still so very half human, more than what she should be.”

      “I don’t think—”

      “Keep your head in your books, sis, and don’t get involved,” Austin cuts Aliana off, and she angrily looks away, meeting my eyes with a clear apology for only a moment. “Now let’s go, Aura. Don’t make me hurt Landon to get you to do as you are told.” Austin holds a hand out for me, and I feel like accepting it is the last thing I want to do.

      “Fine.” I only give him a one word answer before sliding my hand into his, and he makes us disappear straight away. We reappear in the same room we were in the last time he made me drain someone, though this time Landon isn’t here. The room is empty in fact. I quickly pull my hand away and step back, watching Austin like a dangerous creature about to attack. And being honest with myself, I can’t trust him not to.

      "Do you want to know what is on the menu today?" he asks, laughing at my horror and disgust.

      "Not really, but being the sick weirdo you are, I know you are going to tell me," I snap, and he steps towards me, lowering his arms to his side. Austin reminds me of a lion, in a way. He is handsome, but his looks only serve to trick you into becoming his prey. Under the illusion of his appearance, there is nothing but death waiting to take you.

      "Tut-tut, Aura. Don't be so rude," Austin says, smiling at me like a cat as he steps closer once again. "I've been speaking to my father. Do you want to know what about?"

      "No," I reply. I don’t want to know a single thing about Austin and his father, but again I know he will tell me.

      "I'm going to pretend you said yes and tell you anyway. I know you will be happy," he says, still smiling and stepping closer again. "I want to go through with the mating, and my father has agreed. I think it would be good for us both. We have been promised to each other for so many years."

      "You can shove that idea right up your arse. I am not mating to you because my mum promised! I never promised anything!" I shout at him in frustration. "You only want me because of the true light."

      "True, though you are so beautiful, Aura,” he purrs, and I shiver in disgust as I step back. “A simple person like you could never use the power of the true light properly, and you need me to help guide you," he says, grinning widely.

      "This 'simple' person is going to kill you. Slowly," I warn him, my power lighting my hands up, and he laughs loudly.

      "Oh, little one, you have no clue how to really use your power, and you could never actually hurt me. All you are going to do is get yourself killed," he says, laughing as I shake my head and hold my hands up.

      "I might not be strong enough to kill you yet, but one day, Austin. I will never forget, and one day, I will be the one that finishes your pathetic life," I emotionlessly say, dropping my hands and watching his face go red in anger. Austin walks straight up to me and slaps me hard across the face, sending me flying to the floor as I taste blood in my mouth. I wipe it away with the back of my hand as I look up at him.

      "Try it, you stupid little half. You will mate with me, you will do what I tell you. Now I’m going to get your next victim to kill. The mood I’m in, I might pay Landon a visit and show him how much you have pissed me off," he threatens. Though I know it isn’t just a threat. He would beat the crap out of Landon to upset me.

      "Don't," I ask and lower my voice. “Please.” Austin smiles like he has won, which in this moment, it feels like he has.

      "Then shut up and do as your told," he warns and walks to the door, opening it and leaving me on the floor, wiping the blood from my cheek. I spend the next few minutes getting ready for whoever he brings through the door, who I know I will have to kill.
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      “Maxx, stop! You win! I was lying about not being ticklish!” I chuckle, pushing Maxx’s hands away from my waist as he tickles me on the cloud. He chuckles, rolling onto his back next to me as I turn my head to look at him. His black hair covers his eyes a little, much in need of a little hair cut, but somehow, I think I like it this way. It makes him less scary, softer. I reach over pushing the soft strands away with the tips of my fingers.

      “Tell me something random. Something not many people know about Aura Scott,” Maxx asks, staring at me like I’m the centre of the universe or something. The way he looks at me in these last few days, well they make me forget how bad it is when I am awake.

      “Will you tell me something in return?” I counter. If he wants me to share secrets, I want one back at least. Only seems fair.

      “Yes, Freckles,” he says, reaching over and taking my hand, linking our fingers as I think of something to tell Maxx. I’m quiet for a while, not sure what to tell him until something suddenly comes into my mind.

      “When I was a kid, I asked my dad where babies came from. He went bright red and told me you bought them on Ebay. I literally believed that until I was twelve…” I confess, and he laughs, just like I thought he would. I was more embarrassed when sex education class at school told me the truth, and I haven’t a clue what they were talking about. It was a shocking learning experience, to say the least.

      “That is a good one. Okay, my turn…” he drifts off, staring into my eyes for a moment, but it is clear his mind is thinking of something to tell me.

      “When I first met you, I didn’t want to leave. Even though I had healed you and you were okay, the police were on their way…I could barely drag myself away. When you came to the village, being away from you actually began to hurt. I acted out, got jealous of you talking to any guy and overall acted like an idiot, but it was because of how damn enchanting you are. People had warned me what it was like to meet the other half of your soul, but nothing could have prepared me for meeting you,” he tells me, making me feel like I can’t breathe. Sometimes he could be a right asshole, and he certainly has been in the past, but I understand his reasoning for being one. He thought us being together would only put me in danger and get me killed. Now that we are both powerless, there is no point either of us trying to push each other away for safety. We are better together.

      “I’m not enchanting, Maxx,” I find myself blurting out. He shakes his head, rolling himself over me in one smooth motion, both his hands resting at either side of my head. Maxx’s hard body presses into mine, feeling like he belongs close to me like this. His hair hangs around his face, making him seem like a dark angel who has stolen my heart. He smirks like he can read my mind, before leaning down, looking like he is going to kiss my lips but instead he moves his lips to just under my ear. He gently kisses slowly down from my ear to my jaw, to my neck. Each kiss perfect. Each kiss making me feel like I’m hot enough to explode from the building pleasure of his kisses.

      “You are enchanting, Freckles. All I want to do is kiss you and hear how you breathe in when I kiss an area you like,” he says, before kissing a spot by my jaw I apparently now like as I suck in a breath before I’ve noticed I’ve done it. I chuckle before shoving Maxx’s shoulders, and he lets me push him to the ground, and I slide over him. From the slightly amused grin on his lips, I know he is liking the playfulness. I lean down and press my lips against his neck, feeling his hands tighten on my hips, and he exhales a long breathe.

      “You are such a tease, Aura,” he warns me in a husky voice.

      “Oh, am I? I was just learning from you,” I reply innocently, trying not to laugh as I continue to kiss his neck, and he slides his hand to the back of my neck, lightly making me meet his gaze. Maxx doesn’t say a word before he harshly kisses me, the kiss feeling like he is trying to make sure I never forget the feeling of his lips against mine. I roll my hips against him, feeling how tense and hard he is under me. I’ve never been in this position before, and suddenly I realise that Maxx must know more than I do. I pull back, placing my hands on Maxx’s chest.

      “We should stop. I-I don’t know how to do this,” I admit, biting my lips.

      “Our first time won’t be in a dream, Freckles. It will be when you are ready, and I know you are not yet. Just tell me when, if ever,” Maxx tells me, placing his hand on my cheek, and I lean into his hand. I only get to nod at his sweet statement before the cloud and stars fade away into a darkness where I’m only aware of Maxx’s hands holding me tightly.

      

      I groan as I wake up on the sofa in the lounge, remembering that I didn’t make it to a room last night once Austin brought me back. I could only cry on the sofa, wishing that I hadn’t killed someone. I swallow the sick feeling that crawls up my throat as I remember the look in the man’s face as I drained him yesterday and Austin’s promise of a new person for me to kill today.

      “Morning!” Aliana happily greets me, and I sit up, seeing her in the kitchen. She has a yellow dress on, a white cardigan and her long blonde hair flows around her shoulders. The sweet smell of pancakes drifts over to me as I spot the table is all set up with fruits, syrup and a pot of tea. “I made breakfast. I was just going to wake you up actually.”

      “You didn’t have to cook for me, but I will admit that smells amazing,” I mutter, standing up and stretching before walking over to the table. I look over as Aliana slides another pancake off the pan onto the massive pile on a plate at the side, before bringing it over to the table. She sets it down in the middle of the table and sits down. I judge from the poured orange juice and plate set out in the seat opposite her that’s where she wants me to sit. I sit down and sip the juice as Aliana gets two pancakes and some strawberries before pouring syrup.

      “I know it’s weird, you trapped here with me, but I am not a threat to you. I just want to help you have somewhere safe to escape to when you leave,” she tells me, nodding her head at the pancakes after her speech. “Plus, I’ve spent years practising how to cook and pancakes are my favourite. Please try one at least.” I watch her a moment as she goes back to cutting up her food before nodding. I get one pancake and some blueberries before cutting them up and eating some. They practically melt in my mouth.

      “Damn, you can cook,” I mutter, wide eyed.

      “You get bored in a place like this, and cooking is one thing I like to do,” she admits. “Is there anything you really like to eat? I could make some.”

      “Cupcakes?” I say automatically, but the memories of Landon and Maxx, and then my dad follow. The more I think about any of them, the more I start to panic. My powers are just getting stronger, and now my skin glows pink without a second thought. I hope it is going to help me escape somehow. “Landon loves cupcakes. You should make them for him.”

      “I’m sorry,” she whispers, picking up on my inner thoughts. “Life isn’t fair.”
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      I lie staring at the white ceiling of my room as I wake up from my long sleep and my time with Maxx. The weeks have blurred into months, and only my dreams help me escape from the reality of my life in this place. I only see four people now: Okeken, Austin, Aliana and Maxx. The first two, I hate more than anything. Okeken comes here every three days for dinner that Aliana makes. The meal is always uncomfortable with Okeken going on and on about my training and how proud he is of me. Aliana just sits in silence as he pretends she isn’t there. Austin doesn’t speak to me as he takes me to training, but I feel his eyes on me all of the time, waiting for me to crack. Waiting for something. The second two are something else. Aliana has slowly become a good friend, and she sees Landon every other day and makes sure he is okay for me. Well, for her as well, I think. Landon is keeping up the lie that he is interested in Aliana as well, and Aliana loves him, but she won't admit that. Maxx is another matter altogether. He looks sick. He looks thin. I don't know what they are doing to him in the real world, but it is not good, and I know I need to get him out of here soon. These dreams have become a tease, each one reminding me that we are trapped, and it’s only a dream.

      "Morning!" Aliana says as she opens the door, bringing in a cup of tea in her hands like she does every morning. To be honest, we were instant friends the moment she did this the first morning I stayed here. "Wow, you are glowing brighter every day." Though her statement isn’t meant to hurt me, it feels like it rips a giant hole into my heart. A deep place inside of me where I hide the memories of the people I’ve been forced to drain. All thirty of them now. Every person Austin has brought into that room that haunts me were knocked out, thin and weak.

      "Yeah," I mutter, accepting the cup of tea and enjoying the warmth from it. "Thanks for this once again. I can always make my own, you know?"

      "It’s no problem,” she waves me off like she does every time I bring it up. “I have to talk to you about something actually." Her statement is nervous, and she shuffles her feet a few times as she waits for my answer.

      "What is it?" I ask, sipping on my tea and letting it wake me up.

      "Austin didn’t want me to tell you. He wants it to be a big surprise," she says, rubbing her arms now as she gets more nervous. “I don’t think it should be kept from you, because you should know before it happens.”

      "Out with it, Ali," I say, sighing.

      "Well, my father has invited the five dark clans to the mountain tomorrow. Austin is going to mate to you in front of them before father announces that you two are the new leaders. That you are the true light who will fight the light clans," she tells me, and my hands grip the cup in my hands so tight that the heat feels like it is burning my hands.

      "I'm not doing that," I bite out.

      "You don’t have a choice. They will kill Landon, Maxx, Iris and all the lights here. Dad thinks you have to be mated to access the true light power. They have at least realised getting you to drain people isn’t working," she says, reaching out and putting her hand on my arm as I stare at the wall, speechless. My hands loosen from the cup as hot tears fall down my cheeks.

      "I can't mate with him. I know there is only one person I should be with," I whisper. I’ve known it somewhere deep down inside of me from the first moment I met Maxx. The stolen kisses with Maxx every night in my dreams and the time we have spent talking to each other have just made us closer. He is still an asshole. But he is mine now. He has always been mine, I think. I don't know if he feels the same way as I do or if I am a distraction from everything, but for now, I like to pretend that we have a chance in the real world without destroying each other.

      "I know that. I'm so sorry, Aura. I really am," she says and stands up, walking out the room and shutting the door behind her. The moment the door closes, I burst into tears, though I don't move, just letting the tears fall down my cheeks as I stare at the wall. Eventually, I do make myself drink my tea and stand up.

      I walk to the mirror in the room, looking at myself for a long time and taking in everything. I don’t look human anymore. Not in any sense. My pink hair is bright, wavy and glossy even though I went to sleep on it wet last night after the shower. Most humans would wake up with frizzy hair that makes them resemble a gremlin, but not me, not anymore. I miss the human faults I had. The only part of myself I like to look at in the mirror is my swirly marks that glow so bright on my forehead, stomach and the little bits I’ve seen on my back. They remind me of Maxx. Of home.

      I finally pull my gaze away and open the wardrobe, finding black leggings and a white jumper, pulling them on. I walk out my bedroom and head to the bathroom, brushing my teeth before using the toilet. As I open the door to the bathroom, I hear a very unwelcomed voice talking loudly. I walk out to see Austin sitting on the dining room table, his feet on the chair, and a very pink, massive dress lays on the back of the chair.

      "Morning, my soon-to-be mate. How are you?" he asks. Aliana flashes me a nervous look before walking into the kitchen and pretending to be busy cleaning. After a few moments, the door opens, and three guards stand waiting. Aliana waves goodbye to us before leaving with them, the sound of the door shutting making me nervous. I don’t like being alone with Austin. Ever.

      "So…you know Aliana told me?" I ask, needing to distract him from just staring at me.

      "My sister doesn’t keep secrets from me," he winks. “And I overheard your conversation.”

      "Where has she gone?" I question.

      "Dad has taken her to a dress fitting, though you cannot be trusted to leave, so I brought your dress here instead," he explains, winking at me again. “I’d love to see you try it on.”

      "In your dreams, Austin. The pink thing is a dress?"

      "Yes," he says, ignoring my disgusted tone as he jumps off the table and picks up the dress. He holds it up, showing me how it’s a princess dress with an open back design, and low cut at the front.

      "Just because my hair is pink doesn't mean it's my favourite colour," I tell him. The dress is extremely over the top, covered in sparkling jewels and glitter. It’s really not nice and tacky.

      "But it is your family power. It's a shame your mum doesn't have it, she is yellow instead, which is odd," he muses, rubbing his chin.

      "Why is it odd?" I ask.

      "Family lines usually carry the same colour power," he informs me and walks over. He hands me the dress which I take off him and then smile at him.

      “Let me look at it in the light at least. I can’t really see past the glitter in here,” I mutter, which makes Austin look happy. Idiot. I turn around and walk to the open balcony before quickly throwing it over the edge.

      "You stupid half!" Austin growls as I watch the dress blow away in the wind. I just laugh.

      "Now, if you would just jump off this balcony, all my problems would be solved," I cheerfully say to Austin. A girl can hope, right?

      "Oh, sweet Aura, did I ever tell you how not funny you are?" he says, winking at me before disappearing. I turn back to the view of the mountains, watching them in silence for a while and letting their beauty distract me from the dark world I have found myself inside of. I eventually leave the balcony to go and sit on the sofa, picking up a book off the coffee table that is some old romance. I lie on the sofa and read it, getting lost in the words and wishing that, somehow, there will be a happy ending for me. At this rate, happy endings don't seem real.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          Aura

        

      

    

    
      I blink my eyes open, staring up at the swirling stars which seem to shine brighter tonight than they ever have done before in my dreams. It's only a moment before Maxx is stood over me, holding out a hand to help me up off the cloud I am lying in. I slide my hand into his, letting him pull me up, and he pulls me until I am pressed against his chest as he is smiling down at me. I frown at his pale skin, sunken cheeks and how his hair looks dry instead of glossy like usual.

      "What are they doing to you?" I whisper, my voice catching.

      "Nothing you need to worry about," he tells me, though I can tell he is lying.

      "I worry about you. That isn’t going to change anytime soon. Just tell me what they are doing. I’ve told you about the training…is it the same?" I ask him, and he only shakes his head for an answer.

      "Tell me what is going on. Tell me anything. I just want to hear your voice, Freckles. Your voice makes me feel better, reminds me to keep fighting," he whispers ever so seductively, his voice a deep plea.

      "Maxx..." I go to tell him about the mating. To tell him how it’s the last thing I want to do, but instead I kiss him, distracting him and me from the real world. We can exist in the now, in these moments. We don't need to worry about anything else.

      "We are happy to see the true light together. You remind me so of us when we first met," the shadow woman says, interrupting our kiss. Maxx pulls away at the same time I do. We both look over to see the shadow woman stood with the blue shadow man, both of them holding hands and floating in the stars. They still just look like shapes, floating shapes of people with no features other than the shadow of their hair.

      "Long time, no see. Do you want to tell us what this place is and who you are?" Maxx asks, placing his arm around my waist and holding me close to him.

      "We are the original true light. You are our descendants who are destined to be together," the woman says, her voice feeling so full of warmth and love. From the little we know of the true light, it’s strange to hear them say that’s what they were. Even stranger that they are related to us somehow.

      "Both of you, together, are the true light?" I ask, needing to be sure.

      "Yes. Just like you two. If only you take the leap of trust and love," she says, giggling this time, and I don’t get the joke.

      "We are in danger in the real world. I can't get to Maxx," I tell her.

      "Of course you can, silly Aura. The true light can never be separated. They are one with each other," she says, laughing.

      "Who are you?" Maxx asks, but stares down at me at the same time I look up at him.

      "Our names are not spoken of anymore, and we are blamed for many things. Like causing a war that destroyed our planets so long ago," the woman whispers, there is so much emotion in her voice. So much pain.

      "You started the war?" Maxx asks, holding me tighter to him.

      "No, but our parents did because of us. A long time ago, I was a light, and my love was a dark. We met by accident, but we soon figured out we were soulmates. Even though we couldn’t touch, we could not stay away from each other," the man shadow speaks, telling us their story.

      "Back on our planets, we were the royals. I was soon to be queen of all darks," the woman tells us.

      "And I, king of the lights. Our love for each other was forbidden, so we ran away together. We bonded," the man states. “Something I will never regret, no matter the deaths that followed.”

      "How did you bond? How is that possible?” Maxx asks.

      "Trust," the woman says, the word echoing around us.

      "But you didn’t kill each other?" I ask.

      "No, though we were prepared to pay the price rather than be apart," the woman replies.

      "I don't understand the how in that. Every time I touch Aura in real life, she drains me, and I have to fight the urge to do the same to her," Maxx tells them.

      "There is a leap to be taken. I know you can figure it out. Aura must go, she has a wedding to attend," the woman says, her voice lacking any emotion, and I wonder how the hell she knows that.

      "Wedding?" Maxx asks, and I step away from him, not even wanting to tell him the truth, but I don’t exactly have a choice now.

      "Austin is making me mate to him. Today," I say, my words seeming to travel around us in the deadly silence that follows.

      "Don't do it," he growls, making it sound like I have a choice in this. I don’t have a choice.

      "Do you think it is that easy, Maxx?" I snap, turning to face him as he stares back at me, pure anger and pain in his eyes. "If I don't, Landon, Iris, your mum...and you die. Everyone I love dies, and I can't live with that. I will do anything to avoid that."

      "Wait, you love me, Freckles?" he questions, stepping right up to me.

      "How do you feel about me? Is this just dreams to you?" I ask back.

      "These are dreams I never want to wake up from," he answers, avoiding the first question like I suspected he would.

      "Maxx, that doesn't answer the first question," I whisper as he places his forehead against mine and links his hands in mine.

      "You know the answer. I don't want to tell you it for the first time in a dream, and I don’t want to hear you tell me it yet either. We will see each other soon. I promise. Stay strong," Maxx's words feel like an echo as my eyes stay closed, and I float away into the stars below with nothing but fear of waking.

      

      I roll over as I wake up and smell a strange scent in the room that wasn’t there when I went to sleep. It smells like Austin. I sharply sit up to see the pink dress on the end of my bed. The one I threw over the balcony yesterday. There is a note on the top of the dress, and I pick it up with slightly shaky hands.

      

      
        
        My sweet Aura. Luckily, the dressmaker made a spare. Behave today, or I will start killing them. Starting with Landon and ending with Maxx. Austin.

      

      

      

      I scream as I rip the note up and throw the bits all over, frustrated that he came into my room and that I can do nothing but listen to his threats. Aliana slams the door open and runs into my room, pausing when she sees there is nothing but me sat in a pile of ripped up paper. Aliana is still in her white pyjamas, and I’ve just woken her up. When I glance at the clock on the side, I see it’s only six a.m. anyway.

      “Are you okay?” she asks, folding her arms.

      “Austin came in here last night and left me a note with that goddamn dress!” I exclaim, and Aliana flinches ever so slightly, but I catch it.

      “I’m sorry he scared you. I don’t think he understands how frightening he can be at times,” she says and comes over, picking up the dress. “At least you will look stunning in this today.”

      “Stunning as my heart breaks into millions of little pieces,” I mutter, and she hangs the dress on my wardrobe handle.

      “If I could help you escape, I would. I don’t think you deserve this, and Austin does not deserve you as a mate,” she tells me, and I somewhat believe her sincerity.

      “Did you know we are cousins?” I ask, wondering.

      “No, I didn’t…are we really?” she asks, her face lighting up in happiness.

      “Yeah, my mum said her sister was mated to your father. She said Austin isn’t my biological cousin, but you are,” I tell her, trying not to think of mum too much. I’ve not seen her since she attacked me, and I don’t want to see her anyway.

      “I don’t know much about my mother. Only that she died when I was a baby. I never even knew I had an aunt,” Aliana tells me.

      “If things were different, I could see us being good friends for a long time,” I say gently.

      “We still can be,” she replies.

      “No, we won’t because the first moment I get, I’m going to kill Austin and then escape,” I tell her, expecting to see revulsion or fear on her face, but instead, there is no expression. She just looks at the door for a moment before looking back at me.

      “If you get a chance to escape, don’t hold back. Run at it and have a normal life,” she says and shakes her head after, plastering a fake smile onto her face. “Let’s get ready. It’s going to take us a while to make either of us look so beautiful that no one notices how miserable we are today.” I almost smile at that. I don’t care how much makeup or how nice Aliana can make me look, today I plan to make sure Austin’s death is the only thing talked about in the dark clans for years.
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      “Aura, you look wonderful,” Aliana comments, watching me stare at myself in the mirror. I have to give it to Aliana, she has done an amazing job of making me look pretty. My hair is half up in a plait, the rest falling down my back in perfect curls. The makeup she has put on me hides my freckles and makes my skin seem flawless. Like a damn doll. The pink dress fits me like a glove; the back of the dress is open, and the front pushes my boobs up in the most revealing way possible without them falling out. The rest of the dress falls to the floor, and Aliana clips a cloak around my shoulders. A white metal clip holds it together at my throat.

      I glance back at Aliana who looks more stunning than anyone in a tight green dress that has cold shoulder cut and falls to the floor like mine. “You can do this.” That’s all the encouragement Aliana can manage to tell me before she walks out of the room, leaving the door open for me to follow. I lift my hands into the air in front of me and, without having to think much on it, they light up with a burning pink light. The light is so pure…and so deadly. I just have to hope my plan to kill Austin will work. I have to hope I am stronger than he is. If I am part of the true light, then surely some deep part of me must be powerful enough to stop him. To kill him.

      “I hope you aren’t planning on burning me. I didn’t think going down in pink flames was the way I’d die,” Landon’s kind, joking voice says behind me, and I turn, dropping my hands and the light as I run at Landon. He hugs me close when I get to him, and I could almost cry at seeing him okay. Alive. I pull away from Landon to really look at him in his black suit and white tie. His hair is styled nicely, and he is glowing white ever so slightly still. Though when I meet his eyes, there is untold pain and regret in them. Something I know too well.

      “I missed you,” I admit.

      “Me too. I’m glad to see you alright, even in that god awful pink dress,” he says, picking at the itchy lace near my neck.

      “If I ever get mated for real, I want to wear anything but pink,” I tell him, and we both laugh for a second until I hear voices in the other room. I look over Landon’s shoulder to see Okeken stood with Aliana, talking quietly. His eyes meet mine like he knows I was watching him, and he waves a hand for me to come to him.

      “Don’t worry. We have a plan,” Landon whispers so quietly that I almost miss it before he turns around and walks over to Okeken and Aliana, with me following a few steps behind. Landon wraps an arm around Aliana when he gets close and kisses her forehead. Very good acting.

      “What a lovely day it is for a mating ceremony. I do hope Landon’s and my dear daughter’s is next,” Okeken exclaims, clapping his hands once before dropping them as Landon and Aliana mumble quick agreements.

      “I’m sure that would be a lovely mating,” I bite out, and Okeken ignores my tone, offering me his arm. It’s only then I take in the white, crisp suit Okeken has on and how flawless it is. I almost want to find some mud to throw at him to ruin the perfect look.

      “Let me walk you to the ceremony. I wish to speak to you alone for a little while before you join our family,” he suggests, though I know a demand when I hear one. After looking at Landon once for comfort and strength, I take a deep breath before linking arms with Okeken, and he makes us disappear. We reappear in an empty corridor, one lined with fairy lights and pink roses. There are even pink petals on the floor that lead up to the double white doors at the end where I can hear people talking.

      “What did you want to speak to me about?” I ask, wanting to get this part over with. I know it’s just going to be about the true light and more crap to try and convince me Maxx is evil, and they are the good guys in this.

      “The truth,” he tells me, taking a step forward, and I have to follow. I try not to trip on the dress and the high heels Aliana told me I needed to wear. Austin will be lucky if I don’t fall flat on the floor instead of actually standing at his side. I know I only have to pretend for a bit longer and pray my plan works. I’ve spent hours, no days, going over the plan. It will be the only time Austin is off guard, and there will be no way to stop me.

      “Oh?” I ask, actually surprised by that.

      “See, I’ve always known exactly who you are Aura Scott. It’s only you that has never known the truth. It is rather sad that you haven’t figured it out or taken time to learn our history. The answer is right in front of your face,” he says.

      “If this is about me being the true light, I get it, and I don’t want to speak about it with you anymore,” I say, shaking my head. Whatever this power is, I know I need to be with Maxx to access it. I’m not telling the psychopath next to me that though. Not until I’ve had a chance to see if my plan can work.

      “No, it is not about that. It is about secrets. I will tell you everything you need to know as long as you mate with my son without hassle or force,” he says. “I do not want to argue with you and make a scene in front of all the clans.”

      “What secrets could you possibly know that would make it worth mating with Austin without ‘hassle’?” I counter as we get to the double doors.

      “Secrets like who your mother really is and where to find her,” he tells me and knocks on the door like he didn’t just tell me something important.

      “My mum is the crazy woman you look after, and of course I know where she is,” I reply. If this is his way of blackmailing me, he sucks at it.

      “No, she isn’t. Your life is a lie, and I can relate to that. I wish for you to know the truth, only when you are part of my family, that is,” he says as the doors swing open. I stare at him for a second, running it over and over in my mind. Could my mum not really be my mother? How would that make any sense?

      When I finally pull my gaze away, I see the hundreds of people in the room on either side of an aisle. The room is a dome, covered in pink roses and pink decorations. Candles light up either side of the aisle, where at the end is an arch with a star in the middle of it. There are symbols all over the arch that light up, and roses swirl around them. It’s beautiful, but it only makes me feel like running in the other direction. I close my sweaty hands into fists and breathe in deep as I try to ignore all the people staring at me. Whispering under their breath.

      Right at the end are Austin in a suit and a man hidden in a white cloak with the hood up so I can’t see his face at all. The man holds an ancient looking book in his hands which, as I stare, seems to glow purple ever so slightly. To the side are Landon and Aliana, holding hands, and the person that shocks me the most is standing on the other side. My mum. She is dressed in a tight white dress, her hair is perfectly pulled back into a tight bun, and when she meets my eyes, she smiles.

      “She was never crazy…was she?” I ask Okeken, my voice cracking, and he laughs.

      “No. I hoped her playing a game with you would make you trust us more. But Andrea is my partner and co-leader of this clan,” he says, and a tear falls down my cheek before I can hide my shock and pain. My mum left me on purpose, and dad must have hidden me from her and not just this clan.

      “This is a big game to you, isn’t it?” I ask as wedding music starts playing loudly, and all the air seems to be sucked out of my body and replaced with pure fear.

      “A game I will win, Aura. I have lost too much to lose. Now smile, it is your mating ceremony after all.”
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      Every tiny step down the aisle feels almost painful from the way everyone stares at me and the pressure of my plan bearing down on me. This has to work because a life as Austin’s mate is not one I plan to live long as. Happy, elegant music plays as I walk and meet Landon’s gaze. He looks confident and not worried like I am feeling. He doesn’t know of my plan, so I wonder why he seems so relaxed. Aliana smiles tightly at me, but I can see in her gaze that she wishes she could help me escape here.

      I glance briefly around at the people in the room, feeling that they are all darks. It’s strange to be in a room full of my own kind and feel like an outsider. They are blonde or white-haired adults, with the odd bit of colour throughout the crowd. Most are older, and I don’t see any children which I know would make me feel a little better to see hanging around. These groups of men and women are frightening, especially how they stare at me like they expect something of me. Knowing what Okeken thinks of me being the true light and their leader, there is no doubt they really do expect a lot.

      I release a shaky breath when we get to the end of the aisle, even if we do stop just before Austin, who reaches for my arm and holds on tightly to my wrist. I have to resist the urge to hit him with something and fight my way out of here. I doubt I’d get three steps before one of them got me. I meet Austin’s gleaming eyes as he lifts my hand and kisses the back.

      “You look beautiful, my little Aura,” Austin says, and I force myself to smile at him as he lowers my hand but doesn’t let go of his grip on my wrist. There is a deathly silence as I don’t say a word while I unhook my arm from Okeken.

      “Congratulations, Aura Scott. We welcome you gladly into our family, and I cannot wait to see where the future leads us all,” Okeken formally greets me and bows his head. His words send the audience into hushed whispers, and I have to make myself keep eye contact with Okeken rather than looking at the people. I nod back, keeping up the pretence as he moves to stand next to my mum who happily kisses him. It’s gross to see her like that, betraying my dad. He loved her so much, and I must have been blind to miss this side of my mum, it seems. Well, maybe my mum. It’s all so confusing.

      “This way,” Austin says, pulling me in front of the man in a hood and never letting go of my arm in his tight grip. It’s like he expects me to try and run away. Only a fool would do that, knowing they couldn’t escape. The man opens the book in front of him, which is glowing purple now I’m close enough to see it clearer. Inside, the pages just look clear for a moment before they start to show white writing which I can’t understand.

      “Before stars. Before light. Before our very planets existed, we were all one. Time has let us grow into the light we are today. This book is from old times, long before our people knew what they were. They understood love. They wished for a way to bond, to ensure their magic and love were eternal. Thus, the mating bond and ceremony were created,” the man under the hood proclaims. His words are slow, almost blocked out by the sound of my fast beating heart. “Dark light, we ask you to bless this ceremony. To bless the love of those who wish to join—”

      Just as the man in the hood gets to the middle of his speech, the ground shakes hard enough to send us all falling to the floor, and several people scream. I roll across the ground and cover my head, hearing the sound of glass smashing and massive explosions. The explosions finally stop, leaving my ears ringing as I open my eyes and sit up.

      “What is going on?!” Okeken roars from somewhere behind me as I meet Landon’s eyes. He winks and crawls to me, trying to reach for me, but I shake my head. I instead turn to find Austin in the chaos of running people and the room falling to pieces. I finally spot Austin as he stands up off the ground, and I pull myself up, running for him. He smiles when I get to him and grab his hand.

      “See, you do love me. You would have run if you didn’t,” Austin cockily grins, and I ignore Landon’s shouts for me as I picture Maxx in my mind and feel myself fading away. I scream in pain as every part of my body hurts as I disappear with Austin and collapse into a room, ending the pain. I’ve spent days—weeks—with Maxx, going over how to flash, without him realising I was only ever going to figure out a way to make sure I take Austin straight to him rather than just leave. The room is shaky as I brace myself, not as badly as the wedding room but enough to make the light in here flicker, and it’s difficult to stand still. I gasp as Austin wraps his hands around my throat, slamming me to the floor and kneeling next to me as he holds me down. Now he finally realises I am not in love with him. That I don’t have any feelings other than hate.

      “Why the fuck did you flash us without my permission, my little mate? When did you learn to do that? Are you the reason for whatever is going on out there?” Austin growls, squeezing my neck tighter, and I only smile as a shadow steps behind Austin, placing his large hands around his neck.

      “No. That would be me, and you need to let go of my mate before I snap your neck,” Maxx demands. Austin lets go of my neck, finger by finger, before putting his hands in the air, staying on his knees. I crawl away, rubbing my sore neck as I sigh in relief. It worked. I came to Maxx, and now he can end Austin’s poor excuse for a life.

      “Now shut up and don’t move, or we will see who is stronger when I drain you,” Maxx warns Austin, who nods once in agreement with bulging eyes. Maxx slowly moves his eyes from Austin to me, and I finally take in all the changes to Maxx. His skin is pale, covered in cuts and bruises. He is thinner than before, and his hair is messy, but it doesn’t take away from how handsome he is anyway. In the corner of my eye, I see the burn marks covering every inch of the room and how massive parts are nothing but the metal. There is nothing in the room other than a mattress and a toilet. Maxx doesn’t even have a shirt, and he has the same jeans on from the first time I saw him in this place months ago.

      “You bastard! What have you and your sick father been doing to Maxx?” I demand, getting up off the floor and slapping Austin hard across the face. He growls, but Maxx only squeezes his neck tighter when he tries to get to me.

      “I’m alright, Freckles. It’s over now,” Maxx gently tells me before we hear a massive bang in the distance. A second later, it feels like the room is falling, and we all float into the air with the fall. I scream, reaching for Maxx as he reaches for me, but before we can touch, the room crashes, and I hit the rocky ground with a severe smack.
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      Coughing heavily, I roll onto my side in the rubble and dust around me before pushing myself up to look around at the place we have fallen into. Using my hand to shield my eyes from the dust still falling, I glance up to see a massive hole in the prison I was kept in above. It looks like a bomb or something strong exploded into the side of the room, collapsing the floor into this empty room. The room still has walls just about, but the floor is smashed into bits of metal, stone and rocks below us. I’m worried about the fact it could fall through any moment now. Loud bangs and screams fill the air around me as I search for the only person that matters in all this chaos. Aura.

      Seeing her appear in my room was better than any dream, even if she was dressed up for a wedding and holding my enemy’s hand in hers. The determination she must have had to flash Austin to me is insane. And gives me another reason why she is perfect for me. Aura is my soulmate, and no matter what, I will find a way to make sure we have a future. I love her.

      I lift myself to my feet, ignoring my aching bones and the dizziness I feel from lack of food for weeks, even longer. They tried torturing me, then tried starving me with only water from the toilet to drink. Nothing worked, and my dreams with Aura gave me the strength to carry on. Now she needs me.

      I avoid a massive gap in the floor and step over it, pushing dust away with my hands until I spot a flash of pink to my right. I climb over a large bit of wall, and I find my Aura lying on some rocks, a cut on her forehead, letting blood drip down her cheek. I quickly crawl to her side and place my hand on the cut, letting my power heal her and ignoring the pain as she drains my light. I growl and pull my hand away when the room gets blurry. I can’t pass out. I need to get her out of here…but how? I can’t even carry her. I stare at Aura for a long time, following the way her pink hair curls around her shoulders. The pink dress is ripped and spotted with her blood, but she is so stunning. I know I could live a million years and never deserve to be her soulmate. But I will fight for her. I will make sure she has a future.

      “Freckles, wake up,” I gently try to wake her, and she doesn’t move. Dammit.

      “Such cute nicknames. Shame you have to die now, but maybe I can call her Freckles when she is my mate?” Austin taunts from somewhere behind me, the sound of his voice making me grit my teeth. My powers react instantly, the need to protect my mate calling them out without even demanding it. Protecting Aura has been a part of me since the moment I met her, even if I knew it could—and would—kill me. I stand and turn, keeping Aura behind me as I face Austin. I only smirk, not bothered one bit by his taunt. Austin keeps his eyes on me as he moves towards a gap in the wall in the room, and I know he plans to escape before making sure we can’t follow through the only exit I can see. That isn’t happening.

      “Planning to leave so soon? Don’t you want to test if you can beat me? Be the alpha man you claim you are by forcing people to do what you want but never actually demanding respect? It’s your father that gets all the respect, isn’t it? You are just his little lackey who will never lead,” I taunt him right back, and just like I suspected, he stops in his tracks, turning a deadly leer in my direction.

      “I would beat you! My father has nothing to do with this!” he snaps, and I laugh at his clear father issues. Austin holds his arms out at his sides, making two spheres of white dark light appear in them.

      “See, the thing is, even if I don’t get the chance to kill you, you will never get out of here alive. Who do you think called the army attacking this mountain now?” I ask him, lifting my hands as I mimic him, calling my own power. My whole arms glow a bright blue, the blue light swirling around my skin. Austin nervously looks between me and the gap, realising that in the moments I have been talking, I’ve been walking to the gap, nearly blocking him off while staying in front of Aura so he can’t get her.

      “You couldn’t have called them to attack here! No light knows of the mountain’s existence!” he spits out.

      “See, I am the leader of all clans. I have been for a long time. When I went missing, they had orders to watch every dark clan known to us and get humans to fit trackers on their phones. The moment they all flashed here for this pathetic excuse for a wedding, was the moment you gave your position away. Seems my army decided to blow up the mountain before attacking,” I reply, telling him the plan he has tried to drain me to find out. I knew my people would never give up on their plan to rescue us. No matter how much this idiot has tried to torture me with his dad at his side, they never could get anything out of me. I’d fight the entire world to keep Aura safe. Keeping this secret was the only way I could save her in the end.

      “No!” he growls, swinging a sphere of dark light at me. I call my own light, slamming a beam into the sphere, destroying it before the beam blasts into Austin’s chest. He flies into a wall behind him, smashing it further into pieces. I smirk as I walk over to him, knowing he has nothing on me. Austin is weak, and he will pay for his mistake of ever touching my mate. “D-don’t! I can help you get out of here! I will do anything!”

      “Did Aura ask you to stop when you hurt her? Did she beg you not to force her to drain people?” I ask him, crouching down and picking him up by his neck as I stand. He wriggles against me, placing his hands on my arm and even trying to drain me. All pointless because I am so much stronger than he could ever imagine. It takes about a minute before he realises it and stops trying. He just hangs in my one hand, fear written all over his face. “Did you give her mercy?” I see the moment he knows I won’t stop, that I am going to kill him. The realisation sinks into every bit of his face before he narrows his eyes.

      “She did beg. It kills you that you couldn’t save her from me, doesn’t it?” he coughs out. Even in his last moments, he has to attack me where it hurts, just like the pathetic snake he is.

      “No. I spent every moment in here making a plan to avenge what you did to her. A plan that makes sure Aura has a future where she forgets your name,” I say, and he laughs.

      “She will never forget me!” he chokes out, and this time I laugh, which makes his die off. Or the fact I squeeze his neck tighter does.

      “Everyone will forget you, Austin. Good luck in hell,” I tell him, done with this conversation. I place my hand on his chest as he panics, trying to fight me off, pleading for his life. The room shakes as I drain him of every inch of his pathetic life. Just as the life disappears from his eyes, I sense Aura near me. I turn my eyes away from Austin to see her stood at my side, no fear or argument in her eyes as Austin dies by my hand. I let his body drop to the floor before turning to face her fully, wishing I could hold her close to me and comfort her.

      “Ready to leave, my mate?” I ask her instead, loving how she sucks in a breath and exhales it slowly with relief.

      “Yes.”
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      My one word answer shakes Maxx into motion, both of us losing the tense moment we had. I don’t think I will ever forget waking up to see Maxx stood there, glowing brightly blue, and feeling the immense power in the room as he took Austin’s poor excuse for a life. I pull my eyes from Maxx to Austin’s body on the floor, and just knowing he is dead, that he has paid for everything he has done, makes me feel safer. Even as the floor shakes, rubble and dust fall from the broken hole in the ceiling above us. Austin has finally paid for killing Abby and every light he made me drain in his place, though death seems like too short a punishment for him. I almost wish I could bring him back to kill him slower. Maxx let him die too quickly, but as the room shakes again, I know we need to get out of here. We couldn’t have taken our time killing Austin, and I’m sure Maxx is thinking the same. My hands itch to touch Maxx, hold him close and let him protect me, but we aren’t in dreams anymore. I can’t touch him here without paying a price.

      “Can you flash again? Like, out of here?” he asks me, and as I think about it, I know I can’t. I feel like I’ve been run over by a train…or dropped through a ceiling from an explosion. I lift my hand in front of me and try calling dark light, but it only flickers. Flashing took all my energy, and my half human side must not have liked it.

      “No. That was luck. I don’t think I can do it again. I feel too weak,” I admit to him, and he rubs his face before looking around the broken room. We are in trouble. We both know it as we stare at each other, the room shaking around us, but neither of us wants to admit it first.

      “Right, well, I’m not leaving without you, so we need to find a dark to flash you out. One I can trust not to take you anywhere but home,” Maxx muses, more to himself than me, I suspect. I don’t know where he plans to find a dark that he would trust. I don’t trust anyone in this mountain clan…except Landon and Aliana, both who can’t flash. I hope Landon took Aliana out of here and her father didn’t take her. She isn’t a bad guy, I know it. “Come on, Freckles.” Maxx pushes a big piece of wall out of the way and walks over to a small gap with light shining through it. Maxx climbs through first, and I crawl through the gap, the stone scraping my arms.

      “No. God dammit!” I hear Maxx shouting to himself as I get to the end and see where the gap has left us. It’s half a room, and the other half is destroyed and hanging off the mountain. The part of the room that is left is nothing but a wall, no door or window in sight. There is a light flickering, but the rest of the light is coming from the sun shining down on us through the stormy clouds outside. When I look up, I can see more blown up rooms and bits of rubble falling down the side of the mountain. Whatever hit the mountain looks strong enough to destroy it.

      It’s snowing heavily, the snow blowing around my hair and what is left of my dress as I walk to Maxx’s side. He is stood at the edge of the room, looking down at the chaos below us. There are flashes of colour, lights and darks fighting I suspect, in the destroyed remains below us. Every now and then, there are screams, pleas and shouting, but we are too far up to hear exactly what they are saying. Even though I know everything has gone wrong and that we might not escape this…I know there is no one else I would want to be stood next to. I pull my eyes away from the war going on around us and to Maxx, knowing I’d rather watch him for the time I have left here. Maxx can leave, he can flash I bet. The power blocking the mountain only works inside. If Maxx ran and leaped into the air, he could flash back home. Back to his people who need him. His clan.

      “I’m going back in the room and check for another way out,” Maxx says and goes to leave as the room harshly shakes once more, and this time I nearly fall off the edge, but Maxx catches me. I gasp as the drain instantly kicks to life, and all of my skin starts to glow pink. Maxx is still glowing blue and our energy seems to mix together, even as I see Maxx wince in pain as he holds me. I hate this. I hate that I can’t just be with him. A tear rolls down my cheek as I come to the harsh reminder of reality with my soulmate.

      “There is no exit. You need to leave me here and leap off the mountain before flashing home. Go, Maxx, and make sure you tell Landon, well, that he will always be my best friend,” I whisper, hearing the destruction and explosions below. There is no doubt the mountain is going to fall any moment. I try to pull away from Maxx, but he grabs me tightly with his arm around my back and his other hand goes to the back of my neck.

      “I’m not leaving you. Ever,” he firmly tells me. “Either we both leave here together, or we die together. That’s it for us, Freckles. I’ve decided I can’t live without your stubborn but beautiful existence in my life.”

      “Maxx…I love you,” I whisper, my mouth inches away from his as the words leave my mouth, and I know I can’t tell him to leave me. I wouldn’t leave him. Ever.

      “I love you too, Aura,” he tells me, and hearing him use my real name breaks any hesitation. I kiss him just as he kisses me too, both of us forgetting the world as it explodes around us. There is nothing but blue and pink light, love, and Maxx holding me as we both fall.
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      “Welcome. We knew you could make the leap together,” the woman from our dreams says as I open my eyes, seeing that I’m standing in a massive cloud and holding Maxx’s hand. He looks down at me and smiles, and I notice how he is healthy again. The colour is back in his cheeks, his hair is wavy and shiny, even if it is longer than how he used to keep it. His skin is no longer pale and deathly, but back to the tanned golden colour it should be.

      “You look so good,” I mutter, turning to face him as he chuckles low.

      “I have to admit, I like hearing my mate compliment me,” he teases as I smile.

      “I’m not your mate yet. Doesn’t that need a ceremony or something?” I ask, teasing him back.

      “I don’t know how we did it, but we wear mating marks, Freckles,” Maxx tells me, lifting my hand and showing me the glowing blue star between my thumb and first finger. It glows a light blue, just like the colour of Maxx’s light. Maxx shows me his hand, and in exactly the same place on his right hand instead of his left like mine, is a matching glowing star. Except his is pink.

      “The true light once more exists. It is your place to lead our people now,” the shadow man says, and Maxx holds me close as we both turn to look at the couple in front of us. Everything about the dream world seems brighter, from the stars to the couple. Almost happy, if that’s possible.

      “I wondered how we are related…I mean we aren’t actually related to each other as that would be cruel,” Maxx asks, surprising me as I didn’t think of that.

      “You are the descendant of my youngest brother,” the woman states to Maxx, wrapping an arm around the shadow man’s back and staring up at him. They don’t exactly have faces, just blurry shadow outlines, but I know that he is looking at her with love. I can feel it from here.

      “And you are the descendant of my sister, Aura. We never had our own children. We paid the price of the true light before we had that chance,” the man tells me, making my skin go cold at the mention of a price. I look up at Maxx, who is frowning at the new news too.

      “The price?” he enquires.

      “A power such as yours is greatly wanted. You must be careful of who you trust,” she warns us. I think Maxx and I have learnt that lesson recently. There is only a handful of people I trust now.

      “We will be. I will not lose my mate for any power,” Maxx very determinedly insists. “Even the true light.”

      “The true light can be a blessing as much as it is a curse. Do not let it destroy earth like so many who chase you wish for it to do. Many secrets and trials face you in your future. The war must be won as the prophecy predicted so long ago. Be safe, this place is for you alone now,” the woman gently tells us, though I can’t help but worry about her warning.

      “We won’t see you again?” I ask her. A deep part of me instantly feels sad that I won’t get to see her again.

      “It is time we found our peace, our true end. We stayed to welcome and guide the two halves to the true light. Our job is done now. It’s your responsibility now.” The woman laughs after she finishes speaking, a laugh full of joy and happiness as she fades away with her mate. Both of them finding the peace that I hope Maxx and I will have in time. After we have a life. I won’t let us die for any war, for any power either.

      “Where do you think we are going to wake up?” I ask Maxx after we are quiet for a long time, just watching the space the couple were in. Everything is going to change once we wake up. I know it will because now we have the true light, we need to figure out what that is.

      “I don’t know, Freckles. I hope we flashed somewhere safe,” he mutters, rubbing the back of his neck. “And not at the bottom of a destroyed mountain like I’m fearing.”

      “I’m scared to wake up. What if I drained you?” I ask, taking a deep breath. “I can’t lose you. I’ve already killed so many, and I just can’t lose anyone else.”

      “I’d be dead, not in dreams, Freckles. I wouldn’t be mad at you anyway. Kissing you is one hell of a good way to die,” he jokingly tells me, somewhat stopping me from spiralling into a pit of worry.

      “Maxx,” I sigh, trying not to chuckle as my cheeks light up.

      “Let’s try that kissing again, I’m sure I can make you blush an even brighter red,” he suggests, and I giggle as he pulls me to him. Just as our lips are about to meet, the world fades away into nothing but swirling stars and the warmth of Maxx holding me.

      

      I blink my dry eyes open as I slowly become aware that I’m awake, and I see the familiar ceiling right above me. I sharply sit up, seeing that I’m in my old bedroom at my old house which looks untouched from the last time I was here all those months ago. There is dust and bits of broken rock all over the floor and bed, and my d;lress is ripped, hanging on me now. I freeze when I see Maxx is in the bed with me, still sleeping, but my hand is resting on his topless chest. I’m not draining him. He looks just as healthy as in the dream and not like he did only moments ago. He is so handsome as he sleeps that I don’t want to wake him, but I know I need to. We aren’t safe here.

      “Maxx?” I whisper, just in case my dad hears. I want to run out there and find him, but I need Maxx awake first. Maxx groans and rolls over onto his side, facing me. Whatever happened between us has made him exhausted. I feel tired too, but not as badly, I suspect. I place my hand on his face, seeing the mating mark is still there from our dream as he wakes up, and his eyes widen. Maxx takes my hand in his and sits up next to me, staring at my hand like it holds the answers to every problem in the world.

      “There is no pull. No drain. Nothing but the natural draw to hold you close. I don’t understand how that is possible,” Maxx asks, lifting my hand and kissing the star mark on my hand ever so gently, but it sends shivers through me.

      “Must be a true light thing,” I suggest, and Maxx smiles widely before sitting up to kiss me gently, making me blush somehow.

      “Whatever it is, it’s amazing,” he admits, keeping his face close to mine as he brushes his thumb slowly across my bottom lip. “I never thought we’d get more than dreams.”

      “Me neither,” I agree, leaning closer to kiss him slowly before pulling back, much to Maxx’s frustration. “I know, but look, we are at my house. I need to find my dad, he must be so worried. It looks like he hasn’t touched my room since I left.”

      “You might want to change out of that dress first. I’m going to scan the outside to make sure we are safe for a bit. If there is anything wrong, call out for me. I will be close,” he says, winking before disappearing.

      I shake my head and slide off the bed, pulling off the dress from hell and undoing my hair from the crown braid, before pulling it all up in a messy bun. I open my wardrobe, getting a long black top and black leggings out, pulling them on before searching for some shoes. I thankfully lost those high heels somewhere in the mountain. I find an old pair of chucks under my bed and put some socks on before sliding those on my feet. Just being back in old clothes can somehow make me feel a million times better.

      Seeing dad will make everything right again. I can ask him all the burning questions in my mind and, well, just hug him. I pull my door open, seeing dad’s door is closed. I knock before pushing it open, but the room is empty and dusty. Seeing the light layer of dust on the bed slowly starts to make me panic, and I turn, running down the stairs. The house is cold, empty of any signs of life since the day I left. There are letters piled by the door, dust everywhere, and it’s just still. I run in the kitchen first, holding my nose at the rotting smell of old food coming from the fridge, its door left hanging open. I turn and leave, searching the lounge which is also empty before going back into the corridor. There is a slight breeze before I sense a dark and twirl around, holding my hands up just in case.

      “Mum?”
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      My mum stands right in front of me, all of her skin glowing a light pink before it fades away. Two more flashes appear in the room; one is a woman I briefly recognise as Iris’s mum and the other is Maxx’s mother. Why are they all together? I step back, running my eyes over how mum looks nothing like the woman stood next to Okeken when I last saw her. She is dressed in all leather, her long blonde hair braided down her back, and tears running down her cheeks as she watches me silently.

      “Aura, I’ve missed you,” she lightly says, but I can only stare, stepping back in pure anger and shock. The events of the mountain flashing through my mind.

      “No, you haven’t. You’ve been next to Okeken’s side the whole time! Tricking me!” I protest, shaking my head.

      “That was my sister. My twin sister. I am your mother, not her. It’s a long story, but I need you to see the truth,” she tells me, and I shake my head, stepping back. I don’t know what I believe anymore. There have been so many lies, so many tricks. “I love you, and I never wanted you to be alone. It was me who sat watching movies with you every Friday after school. I tucked you into bed every night while your dad sang that silly song you loved. I am your mum, and I am so, so sorry I failed to protect you. That is never happening again. Never.”

      I cry, breaking down into deep sobs as mum runs to me, holding me closely to her. I believe her. No one but mum or dad could know about the silly dolphin song I used to love dad singing to me as a kid. Mum mumbles over and over how sorry she is, even as I sense Maxx coming into the room moments before I hear his mum’s joyful sigh. I open my eyes on my mum’s shoulder to see Maxx hugging his mum, who is crying, though his eyes are on me, watching me always. Protecting me always.

      “I guess we have a lot to talk about. Is dad back wherever you have been? I bet he was happy to see you?” I pull back from mum to ask, holding her arms. I frown as she shakes her head at me, moving my arms away and gently placing her hands on my face.

      “Oh, sweetie, I don’t even know how to tell you this,” she says, her voice catching. “Ross is dead. Your dad is gone. She killed him.” I don’t need her to tell me who, to say her name. I only feel myself falling as I scream, crying out as pain rips through my heart. Mum tries to hold me, but Maxx picks me up, holding me to his chest.

      “I’m sorry, Freckles. I’m so, so sorry. We will avenge him,” he promises me.

      “We have to leave. It is not secure here, clan leader,” Iris’s mother tells Maxx, but I can’t think of anything but my dad as Maxx agrees.

      “I can flash her back to the clan. Landon, Aliana and the others are safe there,” my mum suggests.

      “No. We are the true light, and Aura is my mate. Where I go, so does she. Go, we will follow,” Maxx orders, and there are mumbled agreements. Mum tries to touch my arm, but I pull away from her, knowing I can’t deal with her right now. She left, and dad is dead because no one was here to protect him.

      “When you’re ready, come and talk to me. I love Ross and you more than my own life. If I could have saved your dad, I would have. I love you, sweetie,” mum says, and I stay quiet, processing her words with my head pushed into Maxx’s chest. I hear them leave only moments later, and Maxx walks us into the lounge, sitting down with me on his lap. I don’t know how long I sit, crying my eyes out, wishing for dad to be here, before I fall asleep. When I wake up much later, it is dark outside, and I’m still on Maxx’s lap, where he is awake, stroking my hair. I look across the dark room, only lit up by the moonlight coming through the window. I stare at the curtains, wondering why dad didn’t close them until it sinks in that he is gone still. Sleep doesn’t erase that.

      “It’s still real…For a moment, when I woke up, I thought he was alive, and then I remembered he is really gone,” I whisper to Maxx.

      “The only way someone is really gone is when they are forgotten,” Maxx whispers back. “Ross will never be forgotten by you, by your mother or me. He was a great man who brought up this amazing girl who will do him proud.”

      “I miss him so much,” I reply, knowing Maxx is right, but it doesn’t take the pain in my chest away.

      “I know, but I need you to be strong for now,” Maxx gently tells me, turning me to look at him and brushing his lips against mine. “We have a war to win and a clan who need us. You have family still alive, Freckles. We need to go to them.” I nod, not able to really give Maxx an answer as we both slowly stand up. Maxx links his fingers in mine, and a purple glow spreads from our hands, covering all of our bodies before we disappear.
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        Two planets will break in war and hate.

        For sharing the true light has a fate…

      

        

      
        If the mountain held secrets, it has nothing on the secrets Aura and Maxx find in the clans on their return. The dark and light clans are going to war, and only the true light has a chance to stop it. Aura, Maxx and everyone they love need to find a way to move on from the past and save the future they hope for.

        It is said the true light comes at a price.

        In a war, there can only be one price that no one wants to pay…

        When the clans go to war, will the true light be enough to save everyone?
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      Purple. That’s the colour of our joint powers, the colour of the true light, which I never would have guessed. I should have, considering blue and pink mixed together make purple, but I always assumed I would get to keep my pink power to match my pink hair. It’s all I can think about as Maxx and I use our power to travel through light, like the action is nothing at all.

      And it is everything. Everything has changed. We leave my old home, but not the memories of my dad behind in it. I know I won’t ever want to forget him, not until the day I die, but leaving my home feels so final. It’s like the final nail in the coffin.

      My dad is dead. My sweet, goofball dad was killed by my aunt and this crazy world I want to hate. There have been so many lies that I almost wish my dad’s death was one of them, but I know it’s not. I feel it in my soul, the lack of him being here anymore. I feel it in our home, the coldness to the building that was never there before. Not when my dad lived there.

      It was a home, and now? Now, it’s nothing more than a shell of the place it was.

      But Maxx is part of this world, and so am I, even if I don’t want to be. Max is my anchor, my reminder that even when the seas are harsh and unforgiving, I am grounded to the bottom of the sea. If I didn’t have Maxx, I don’t know how far I would float away. My emotions are as scrambled as my powers as I try to cope with everything that has happened in the last twenty-four hours.

      Austin is dead.

      I have a not-so-crazy-after-all aunt who was pretending to be my mum for a bit.

      My real mother looks like a badass warrior and is alive. Actually alive and loves me, and I don’t know how to deal with that.

      I became the true light with Maxx.

      I mated with Maxx. As I get to the end of the list, I feel Maxx’s arms wrap around me in the light, holding me close as he directs us where we need to go, and I let him. Like he can sense my emotions, like he can tell what I’m feeling at all times. Everything has changed, except for one thing.

      I love Maxx.

      How I feel for Maxx is a constant in my life, and how he feels for me is just the same. Everything that happened in the mountain has brought us closer than we ever knew was possible. If we have each other, I feel like we might be okay with whatever is on the other side of this flash.

      Our feet harshly hit wooden floors as the purple light around us slowly dims, and I look up into Maxx’s eyes as they return to that beautiful bright blue that I know so well. He stands strong like nothing happened at all, and with one look, I know he will protect me from anything.

      I would protect him too.

      “Maxx,” Linda, his mother, gently says his name, and we both look away from each other simultaneously to see where we are. The building looks like an old shopping centre, with glass ceilings showing me cloudy skies above, still escalators that aren’t moving up and down the four floors, and dozens of tents set up everywhere on this level. There are so many faces peeking out of the tents, children peering with their big bright eyes, young men and women seeming curious as they stare at us, our purple glow reflecting in all their eyes. There are even more people stood watching us from the different floors of the shopping centre, but I try not to focus on them as Linda walks up to us, and Maxx hugs her tightly, whispering words to her I don’t listen to as I look around the crowd for people I know. For Landon, for Ali…for my mum. I hear Landon say our names just as I turn to see him jogging through the tents, with Ali and my mother following not far behind. Landon crashes into me, hugging me tightly.

      “Are you okay?” I ask him, leaning back and looking at the cuts on his cheeks and the bruises I can see healing. He looks as broken as I am, but there is something in his eyes that wasn’t there in the mountains when I saw him.

      Hope.

      “I should be asking you that. I got me and Ali out,” he tells me, stepping back. “Turns out I can flash under duress and with a bit of help from—”

      “Brother,” Maxx says, stepping towards Landon, but he steps away and holds his hands up in defence. I feel Maxx’s instant sadness along with his need to check that his brother is okay after all this time, especially after what he knows Landon has been through. It hurts me to stand in the middle of the brothers, one my mate and one my best friend.

      “I’m not in control; you can’t trust me,” Landon explains, so much pain lacing his words. It hurts my heart to hear him like this, to know he is in so much pain. “I’m not your powerless brother anymore. I’m a dark, and my powers are far stronger than I ever wanted them to be.”

      “And I’m not who I was before. You can’t hurt either of us; we are neither light nor dark anymore,” Maxx says, looking at me with clear fondness. His mum comes over to stand near us as I look to Ali, and she smiles at me. I’m so happy to see my cousin alive and well after the mountain fell. “We are the true light.”

      “Seriously?” Landon asks as Maxx walks right up to him and pulls him into a hug just as Ali decides to come to me, nearly knocking me over as she embraces me. It’s the day of hugs, I guess. I look over Ali’s shoulder to meet my mum’s tear-filled eyes as she watches us. She looks so different from my memories of her, and yet, so much the same. It’s like a picture of her in my mind is based off one thing, and then the other is this. Warrior mum, a dark in a clan of lights. An alien, who never told her daughter who she really was. I want to look away, but she is mum, and I love her even when it hurts to.

      I didn’t expect the next words that leave her lips though. I didn’t expect her to hurt me straight away.

      “It’s beautiful to see my daughters together. For all of us to be together in safety,” she says, her voice cracking with every word, and every word shocks me more than the next. I almost tumble back away from Aliana as I look at her, searching her expression for the same shock, but it’s not there. Mum has already told her, I can see it.

      “What?” I whisper, the word is all I can mutter.

      “We’re sisters, well, half-sisters as we have different fathers. I’m two years older than you, and my father lied—he stole me as a baby and told our mother I was dead. She didn’t know, and I didn’t know who you were,” Aliana tells me, rambling away. “I never wanted any more siblings, because my brothers are bad enough, but you…well, you always were special to me from the day we met. I tried to protect you, even though I knew it lost me favour with my father. You’re my sister…and it’s the best thing in the entire world, in my opinion.” I can barely listen to her rambling as she steps closer to me and tries to reach for me, but I move away. Maxx reaches for me, but I don’t even let him touch me. I just shake my head, knowing this is all way too much for me to handle.

      “I-I…” I mutter, still in shock, I suspect. My heart feels empty and battered and bruised from everything. I’m tumbling through emotions that I have zero idea how to control.

      “This is a lot of new information, Ura. I know, little dove, but it’s all true. You have more family than you knew. Isn’t that a good thing?” my mum asks me, calling me the nickname she always did when I was younger. Before she left me, that is.

      “How is any of this a good thing? You lied to me about who and what I am for years. You left!”

      “Because I had to, and do not speak to me that way, Aura Scott. Even if you are one of the true light now, you are still my daughter I brought up and love dearly. My daughter is not this rude,” she pauses as she tells me off. I almost missed her quick temper. It’s where I got it from, as my dad always said. They could have massive rows, but it always ended with them laughing and kissing. It was inspiring to see, to witness that kind of love. “I lost one daughter already because Okeken deceived me. When he started hunting me, I didn’t have a choice but to leave you. Ross always sent me photos, information, anything he could, and I protected you the best I could, but being with you meant death for us both. Until you have a child, you will never understand the pain I felt losing one daughter and being apart from the other. Do not judge me with what you do not know.” I’m speechless as Aliana goes to our mother, our mum, and takes her hand in hers. She is right, I don’t know anything.

      “Freckles,” Maxx gently tries to reach for me, but I step back and back until I turn around and just run, feeling tears falling down my cheeks. Feeling the eyes of everyone, the entire clan, burning into my back with the weight of the responsibility they have given me and Maxx. Maxx is a leader…I’m not him. I can’t deal with any of this, not after just finding out my dad is gone. I can’t cope with knowing he lied to me for so long, that my mother was alive all this time, and I have a sister. I crash into Maxx’s chest as he flashes in front of me, and he holds me tightly as he makes us disappear. I should have known he would never let me run from him; he will always catch me before I fall.

      “I will take you somewhere safe and leave you there if you want that. Anything you want, Freckles, just tell me what you need.” His voice floats to me through the purple light that stretches around us. It’s our safe place, somewhere that only Maxx and I can be and not be judged.

      “Don’t leave,” I tell him because it’s all I ever want now, and he kisses my forehead.

      “Never, Freckles.”
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      I don’t know when I dozed off to sleep, but when I wake up, I have no idea where I am, and I’m alone on a double bed with soft sheets that smell like fresh laundry. It’s rather comforting as I remember everything from yesterday, every tiny detail, no matter how much it hurts. I stare at the light that flickers through the curtains of the window near the bed, and it too is rather soothing for a while, to emptily stare, my mind resting from the horrors of my past. In this moment, I don’t see my dad dead or all the people I killed flashing through my mind. I only see light, pure light that reminds me of Maxx.

      The crisp blue sheets fall to my waist as I sit up and look around the strange apartment room I’m in. It looks like it used to be an office with windows lining the one wall and desks pushed up against them, but then someone has made it a makeshift home of sorts. There is a sofa pushed back to the wall on the one side. A red area rug covers the floor, a bookcase is stuffed with books, and in the corner is a pile of drawing pads next to a desk with paints on it. The room screams Maxx, and it only makes me curious about where he has gone. I remember him bringing me to a bed as I cried, and he held me until I fell asleep, I guess.

      The memories of yesterday still sting in my mind so much that I pull my legs up and wrap my arms around them, resting my head on top as I watch the gap in the curtains. The bright sunlight outside peeks in every so often, warming my cold feet. The pink dress I was in is thankfully gone and hopefully burnt to ash. In its place, I have a long men’s shirt on that smells of lavender. The shirt is a dark blue with nothing else to tell me who it belongs to.

      A purple light fills the room as my mate comes back, and I look up to meet Maxx’s bright blue eyes.

      “Cupcakes?” he asks, holding up a plate of actual cupcakes with lots of colourful icing and chocolate sprinkles all over them. My stomach rumbles before I can say anything, and he smirks as he climbs onto the bed and puts the plate in the middle of us. He sits cross-legged next to me, holding the plate out. It’s almost as tempting as he is.

      “I might even let you throw a cupcake at me if it will make you smile, Freckles.”

      “That’s a waste of a perfectly good cupcake,” I mumble with a small smile, picking up one of the pink ones and dipping my finger in the icing before sucking it off. Maxx watches my finger but then clears his throat as he looks away.

      “Talk to me,” he asks, picking up his own cupcake. We eat in silence as I struggle to find the right words to say. To explain everything when I don’t know how to explain it to myself in so many words.

      “My dad was so sad for all those years, but he knew. He let my mum go for me, to stay with me, and I will never get to thank him for that,” I say, looking down at the bedsheets and picking at the knots in the sheets. I want to thank him. I want to tell him I love him just one more time.

      “I’m sure he felt like he got the better end of the deal than your mother did. He got to live with you, bring you up, and he was likely sad because he knew your mother was suffering,” he gently tells me, though it doesn’t help.

      “She could have come back any time. Especially when we moved near you, and I was in danger,” I say.

      “And she didn’t. You need to accept that and know it was for a good reason, Freckles,” he tells me. “I wondered if my mum hated me because I didn’t spend every moment looking for her, even when we both knew it would put the clan in danger. I could have done that, but I didn’t, because I knew it was the right thing despite how I knew it would make my mum feel. What I’m saying, Freckles, is that even us aliens fuck up at times just like humans do, but usually, we are trying to do the right thing.”

      “Always the asshole, huh?” I ask, putting the wrapper of my cupcake down next to Maxx’s. He is always right though, but I don’t tell him that. His head doesn’t need to get any bigger.

      “Just for you,” he replies, and I shake my head with a small smile on my lips. “As for Aliana, you like her, right? You told me that in the dreams, so you should be happy. You have a sister.”

      “I’m just not sure how to feel about this all. I should be happy, but then I feel guilty that dad isn’t here,” I tell him.

      “Don’t feel guilty, Freckles. Your dad loved the shit out of you. He wouldn’t want that,” he tells me, and he reaches for my hand, linking our fingers. Another thing dad would have liked: me and Maxx. I know he would have done.

      “You’re right. I know you are,” I reply. At some point, I need to find a way to exist without my dad here at my side.

      “Can I hear that again? My stubborn Freckles never says I’m right. Am I in the wrong room, I wonder?” he teases, and I elbow him, making him laugh. He grabs my waist and tugs me to him, rolling us over so he leans over me.

      “I love to see you laugh,” he tells me and leans down, pressing a gentle kiss on my lips. “It will never get old that I can kiss you like this, hold you like this.”

      “I agree,” I whisper, leaning up and kissing him once more. I want more. I always want more Maxx. I sink my hands into his soft hair as he deepens the kiss, pressing his body into mine. I see our bodies glowing purple from the corner of my eye, but we don’t stop. His hand slides down my back as I wrap my legs around him, and he sits up, pulling me with him. His hands hold my butt, tugging me against him as he passionately kisses me, both of us forgetting about the world.

      It can burn for all I care when I’m in Maxx’s arms. His lips find that spot on my jaw that makes me gasp just as someone knocks on the door. We both ignore it until they bang a few more times, and Maxx pulls back, looking very pissed off.

      “We need to put a sign up that tells everyone, unless the world is being destroyed, they should fuck off,” he suggests, kissing me once more like he needs to before facing whoever is at the door.

      “I will make the sign,” I seriously tell him, but I can’t help but smile back at him as he grins. I climb up off his lap and off the bed. He smoothly and very sexily jumps off the bed before storming towards the door that is still being knocked. I pick up a long hoodie that’s hanging off the edge of the bed, tugging it on and doing up the zip before going to the door, where my mum and Ali are standing, talking quietly to Maxx, though mum’s and Ali’s eyes fix on me. I see mum’s disapproving frown at what I’m wearing…and I guess my being alone with Maxx and our lateness to answering the door. But her eyes catch on my left hand, and as she sees the little blue star, her lips pull up into a small smile.

      “Aura, we brought you some clothes and girl things. Can we come in?” mum asks me, and it’s only then I see the cardboard boxes in both her and Ali’s arms. They must have spent ages getting things for me, and I didn’t even ask them to. “I came up here earlier and changed you from your dress into one of Maxx’s tops, but you were so tired. It must have hit you hard…everything with the true light.”

      “Freckles?” Maxx asks me as I look between my sister and mum, still silent.

      “You’re family, of course you can come in, and thank you for doing all this,” I answer, and Maxx smiles at me as mum nearly bursts into tears while Ali grins so widely.

      “I will leave you to it. Come find me when you want,” Maxx tells me, kissing my cheek before heading out the door. Time to talk with my family, what is left of them now.
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      “I would make us all tea...but the only kitchens are three floors down and—” Ali starts rambling, something I know she does when she is nervous. Mum does the same, mainly when she is cooking and she just wants to talk for the sake of it. It always made me smile how she could ramble from a conversation about makeup to the world’s economy. For the first time, I really look at her. My sister. From her blonde hair, high cheekbones, pouty lips and pale skin, she looks like a younger version of my mum. Only, her eyes will always remind me of Austin. Which in a weird way I’m almost thankful for, because she doesn’t need Okeken’s white, cold and empty eyes. Ali is too alive for that.

      One thing I know about Ali, she is not like her father in personality, and that is the main thing to focus on. She looks a million times better in normal clothes, with her hair tied back in a ponytail and more colour in her cheeks than I’ve seen since I’ve known her. It’s like she has a reason to fight now, and Okeken no longer can control her. He tried his best to control Ali, but I should have known she was far more related to me than just a cousin.

      She has the classic stubborn trait mum and I share. I awkwardly look towards my mum, running my eyes over her worn brown leather clothes and heavy looking boots.

      “We don’t need tea, Ali,” I gently interrupt her before she travels into another dimension of rambling.

      “Ali, I love that nickname you use. Will you both sit and let me answer any questions you might have?” mum asks us, and I move first, sitting on the couch, and Ali comes to sit right next to me. Mum pulls a chair out from a small desk and sits opposite us. The room is silent for a long pause, none of us wanting to talk first and be the one to have to talk about how awkward this all is.

      “I want to know what happened when I was born, and why you left me with my father?” Ali goes right in for the hard question, and I gulp. Mum looks beyond just guilt and sadness as she shakily nods her head.

      “You are my firstborn, Aliana, and I loved you from the second I saw you, even if it wasn’t for long. It was two weeks after you were born that Okeken and I saw your white powers, and he was so angry. You had inherited his powers, meaning you couldn’t be the true light as he wanted. Until that point, I never saw him as a monster that was using me; I really thought I loved him. I loved his children from his first mating like they were my own, and I thought we had a family, but it was a game for him. He only ever wanted the true light powers, and I refused to give him another child. He beat me, bad enough that I could hardly move, and I wasn’t sure I was going to survive. I healed myself as best I could, and then I went to get my baby—you, Ali—but you weren’t in your nursery.” She pauses, tears falling down her cheeks, and I itch to go and hold her. But I know she needs to tell Ali all this before we comfort her at all. “Okeken caught me as I tried to find Ali, and he laughed, telling me he had killed Ali because she was useless if she wasn’t the true light. I was heartbroken, and a week later, I found a way to escape and took it. If I knew you were alive, Aliana, I would have done anything to fight for you. I didn’t know, and I’m so, so sorry. I now know he took you to the mountain, which blocks powers and bonds, so I couldn’t sense you were alive.”

      “Don’t be sorry...mum. Don’t be,” Ali says, moving off the couch and wrapping her arms tightly around mum as she cries. I don’t move because I know they need this moment, this tiny moment.

      “Do you have any questions, Aura?” mum asks me after a long pause.

      “How did dad and you really meet? Why did you decide to have a child if you knew I could be the true light and my life would be in danger? Why did you never once send me a letter, something, anything to let me know you were still around?” I blurt out question after question, and mum just looks nervous as Ali comes back to sit at my side, looking intently at me. “Why did dad lie to me about you, even when he knew I was heartbroken?”

      “Your dad and I met the way we told you, in an ice cream shop, but I was looking for shelter, while he was looking for dark clans to report to the light that he worked for. He knew what I was straight away, and to this day, I don’t know why he chose to help me instead of reporting me. We were going to the same university, and we dated, then we got married, and it was all as real as any other relationship. As for having you, honestly, you were an accident, and once I knew I was pregnant, I couldn’t end your life even though I knew the risks. I knew you were the true light right away. You were born bursting with pink light that made the entire house glow,” she tells me, and I can hear the love and fondness in her voice before she continues.

      “The decision to leave you with no contact hurt me as much as it hurt you, Aura. It was not safe because Okeken found ways to track me, so I couldn’t stay with you. I didn’t know how he was tracking me, but I didn’t want to accidentally give away our secret, so I couldn’t contact you. I missed out on you and the love of my life for years. I didn’t get to say goodbye to Ross, and I have my sister to thank for that. I will kill her for what she did to your dad, to my Ross, but I will not apologise for going away and fighting to protect you.”

      “I miss him,” I eventually whisper. I can’t forgive her yet. I’m not at that point, but I know time will heal this wound between us. Either way, I just want my mum around now. I need her guidance far more than I have ever needed it before. This is her world, she knows it well, and I haven’t a clue how to live in the clans and get around. I know Maxx does, but he grew up knowing who he was.

      “So do I. So do I, Aura,” she tells me, and I don’t know which one of us moves first, but we get up and hug tightly, both of us crying for the past. For my dad, for all the pain that has built up to this moment.

      “We can have a good future now, filled with family. The bad parts of our past we all have—we need to find a way to leave it behind because it is only filled with pain,” mum says, holding out her hand for Ali who happily comes over to hug us both.

      “With the true light protecting us, yes we can,” Ali says, and I close my eyes, feeling that very power linked to my soul.

      What if it isn’t enough to save anyone? Let alone a whole world...
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      I feel watched, like an act at a circus, as I walk out of our room after mum and Ali, and I blink me eyes at the bright sunlight shining through the glass ceiling of the building. We are on the top floor, but there are several people up here, and they are all staring. I feel my cheeks burning up as I meet some of their gazes, including a woman with a small baby in her arms that is glowing green. The woman slowly walks over and bows her head as mum smiles at her.

      “Danni, right?” mum asks, and the woman nods a few times. “How are you and the baby?”

      “We are doing well, thanks to you and your daughter,” Danni says and offers me a hand to shake. “I wanted to say thank you for being brave at such a young age. I was pregnant in the mountain, forced, and my child is half light and dark. It was hopeless for me as I knew my child would be an experiment like so many others before me. When the mountain fell, I went into labour, and everything was chaos. I fell and used my powers to float for a second before landing, then I saw bright purple light outside. A beaming light that demanded I follow it, and it was you and Maxx. It was the true light, guiding me out of the mountain safely. You guided so many others without realising it, and I wanted to tell you my daughter is called Aura after you.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” I admit, stepping closer and looking down at the baby. She has chubby cheeks, a smattering of black hair, and bright green eyes. I look up at the mum for a moment just as the baby reaches out and grabs hold my finger. The moment she touches me, it’s like a movie flashes into my head. I can see a woman with thick black hair and emerald eyes. She is wearing a dress, and she is so happy as she dances around a park with a man who is glowing green too. The movie suddenly leaves my mind, and I clear my throat, moving my hand away.

      “Are you alright?” Ali asks me, and I shakily nod. I think I just saw the baby’s future, at least her when she is older.

      “The child will live a long and happy life. You have nothing to worry about with her mixed blood; the future is long for Aura Point Two,” I say, and the mum smiles so widely.

      “You’ve greatly blessed my child, clan leader and true light. I will leave you in peace, thank you.” She bows to me, and I bow back before watching her walk away down the corridor.

      “This way,” mum says, walking us in the opposite direction the mother and baby went. “Many people look up to you, not only for the mountain and killing Austin, but because you and Maxx represent our future.”

      “I have no idea how to help Maxx lead this clan. He is in meetings now, and he is everything everyone here needs. I am not,” I explain.

      “Then go to the meetings with him next time. Meet the people you need to know to run this place. You already know Linda and me,” mum reminds me. “We are the only women involved in the running of this place, and we do need you there.”

      “Maybe I can help? At least, I want to do something,” Ali adds in. I think that would be good for her, a distraction from everything.

      “With your skills in making clothes and cooking, we will find something important for you to do. Perhaps teaching? You have a lovely nature,” mum says, and Ali nervously blushes. “Why don’t we go and find out what you can do around here?” Ali nods, and mum steps over to me, placing her hands on my shoulders.

      “Pink was always the family colour,” she says, picking up a strand of my hair and twirling it around her finger. “I don’t approve of the nose piercing, but it does suit you, as well as the blue markings on your face. I hate that you were hurt in the first place and Maxx had to heal you.”

      “They remind me of him, so I don’t mind them,” I explain to her, and she smiles and steps away. Mum points across to the other side of the floor at a row of five doors.

      “Third along is Landon’s room. See you soon,” she tells me, and Ali waves as they head to the escalators to go down. I wrap my arms around myself as I head over to the door and pause, wondering what exactly I’m going to say to Landon. I should have brought cupcakes with me.

      “Landon?” I ask after knocking the door a few times and hoping I’ve got the right place. I look behind me at the second floor of the shopping centre, which is apparently in Canada, in a town that is closed due to a bomb going off or something. Mum explained the bomb was actually a rock from space that has the power to hide our kind, almost like a blanket over the entire town. This shopping centre is central and where half of the light clans are staying, while the rest are in houses around the town. It’s amazing how they have kept themselves so invisible to the world while building an army.

      “Landon isn’t in here, he wanted space,” Iris’s icy voice greets me instead of Landon as she opens the door. She looks back to her more usual self in tight black leather trousers and a crop top that hangs off her one shoulder. Her arms are crossed, her eyes glaring at me, and I actually missed this side of Iris.

      “I see bitchy Iris is back,” I comment, half joking.

      “And ready to kick ass. I heard you killed Austin,” she says, and I feel a cold wash of disgust as she even says his name. I know I will never be able to forget Abby and how she tried to save me. I will never forget seeing the life drain from her eyes and her dead body on the cold ground. Austin deserved a longer death for the monstrous things he did in his lifetime. I don’t want anyone to remember him, he was evil. The guilt of what he made me do, to kill all those people, will forever haunt me. I will not give his memory the pleasure of being in my mind. He doesn’t deserve it.

      “Maxx did, I was there,” I tell her. “He was scared, begging for his life in the end. I wish you could have seen him like that. Weak and powerless.”

      “The true light destroyed him in revenge. Abby would have liked that. She would have also liked seeing you and Maxx together. She thought you guys were the real deal,” Iris tells me, smiling as she rests against the doorframe. “I never thought that and argued with her night and day. Now, I realise she might have been right.”

      “We are real. You know, you will find someone who will worship your bitchy nature and make you happy,” I tell her, and she laughs.

      “Good, I wouldn’t want to see Maxx with anyone else. I’d kill them first,” she tells me, and I chuckle. It’s a weird kind of blessing but one I didn’t know I wanted until now. I hold my hand out for her to shake, and she smiles as she shakes it. “Friends?”

      “What else?” I ask as she lets my hand go.

      “Landon needs Maxx to guide him, to make sure he knows Maxx is always on his side. He isn’t coping well with any of this, including his powers. He simply doesn’t want them anymore,” Iris explains to me. “I’ve been trying to get through to him, but it just isn’t working.”

      “His powers are part of who he is, but I know why he might not want them. The same why that haunts me,” I mutter. Our powers came at a cost, a cost of murder and draining. I’m sure Landon relates all of the sufferings to his powers directly when it should be aimed at Austin and Okeken. They are the monsters behind this.

      “I’m staying with him, for now. I will come and find you when Landon comes back and after he has rested,” Iris suggests.

      “Thanks, Iris,” I say, and she nods, stepping back and pausing.

      “Abby would be proud of you, of me and Maxx. I feel like she is forever watching over us,” Iris says, closing the door before I can reply. Not that I know what to say, mind you. I cross my arms and walk down the pathway, trying to ignore the eyes of the many, many lights as they stare at me while I pass them. I spot a few darks in the crowds, and no one even blinks at them being here. Maxx must trust them though. I haven’t seen Maxx since he left me with my mum and sister this morning. They brought me these clothes, which are a good fit, considering. The jeans are a little too tight, but the white top is a tiny bit too big, and I’ve tucked it into the jeans before pulling on Maxx’s hoodie over the top. The Converse shoes are a perfect fit, and I’m half in love with the pink shoes with white laces.

      I tuck my wavy pink hair behind my ear just as I come to a sudden stop, feeling Maxx’s emotions. Anger, distrust and fear of someone. Before I know it, I’ve closed my eyes, and when I open them, purple light is dimming around me, revealing Maxx at my side. His hands are wrapped around the throat of a man I think I recognise, though it takes me a few seconds to realise who it is, because his face is hidden by his hood, which Maxx pulls down.

      Austin and Aliana’s older brother, Cameron. His grey eyes and white hair remind me so much of Austin that I have to take a step back, and I bump into someone. I turn to see Maxx’s mum, looking rather worried.

      “Let him go, Maxx!” Linda pleads, but I can’t stop looking at Cameron. His very looks remind me of everything Austin made me do, all the pain and death. The past I want so very much to find a way to forget.

      “He is a danger to my clan; why the fuck would I let him go?” Maxx all but roars, his hands glowing purple around Cameron’s neck. Cameron is the one to answer, funny enough.

      “Because I saved Iris and your mother from the mountain just before it fell. Because I’ve been working for your kind for years, and I’ve always been on any side that isn’t my father’s. I am not your enemy, Maxx,” he calmly tells him.

      “I don’t believe you,” Maxx growls.

      “Cameron is telling the truth. He killed dozens of guards to help us, and he has helped Aura’s mother save random lights and darks that needed a home before. He is a good guy, he can be trusted,” Linda says, and I look once more at Cameron as his eyes flicker to me. For some reason, I walk forward, placing my hand on Maxx’s shoulder at the same time I place my hand on Cameron’s cheek. Suddenly a blast of images burns into my mind, playing like a movie, except it isn’t my memories, it’s Cameron’s. Just like with the baby, my powers show me what I want to see. We see everything from the intense beatings Okeken gave Cameron as a child to the day he met my mum and changed sides to when he rescued Linda and the others. I gasp as I pull my hand away, and Maxx lets Cameron go to hold me, cupping my cheeks with his firm hands.

      “Did you see all that too?” I ask, and he nods, tilting his head to the side to look at Cameron.

      “You are welcome in our clan, and you will formally join in the ceremony on Sunday with your sister and the others. Thank you for what you have done, but if you ever betray me or this clan, I will personally kill you,” Maxx states with deceptive calm as I step into him, resting my head on his chest. Cameron bows his head and quickly leaves the room. Smart guy.

      “Thank you, whatever that was,” Linda whispers to me before walking out after Cameron. Maxx flashes us away almost naturally, like nothing more than walking in the wind before we are back in our room, purple light fading away.

      “Seems the true light has some cool powers, Freckles. How did you know how to do that?” he asks me, never letting me go as he brushes some of my hair over my shoulder, tucking it behind my ear as he does.

      “Not sure, I just felt like it was the right thing to do,” I explain, knowing I will tell him later about the baby Aura and what happened then.

      “We should trust in each other, in the true light,” he tells me, and he yawns, and that’s when I sense how tired he is without even seeing it on his face.

      “How did the meetings go?” I ask as I take his hand in mine and lead him over to our bed.

      “Long and tiresome. We have a secure unit here, Okeken has apparently disappeared, and his army was mostly destroyed when the mountain fell with all the dark clan leaders in it. I think we might be safe, Freckles,” he tells me as he takes his jacket and boots off. Slipping my hoodie off, I rest it on the chair nearby before getting into bed. Maxx climbs into bed with me, pulling me against his chest, and before I can even say a word, his breathing deepens and he is fast asleep. It’s not long before I join him in our dream world where it doesn’t matter if we are tired, we can kiss all night and forget the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “I always thought pink was your colour, but it turns out purple is.” I turn at Maxx’s voice, looking away from the mirror as I finish putting a little makeup on. His eyes run over my dress as he stares, his voice gruff and sexy as always. Just his presence alone makes goose bumps run all over my skin, and at the same time, a sense of comfort fills me. In two large strides, he is in front of me, and his lips are on mine, kissing me like there is no one else in the world.

      For us, there isn’t. The connection is pure, and in every single way, I don’t want to let go anytime soon.

      “So you like the dress? It isn’t too much for tonight?” I ask.

      “The clan ceremony might be considered a formal event, and then we party all night. Anyone can wear anything they like,” he softly tells me. “And as we are formally welcoming you tonight as a leader, you definitely can wear anything you like.”

      “I’m scared, don’t joke,” I mutter, and he grins. I look at us in the mirror, a soft purple light highlighting us in a warm glow. My pink hair is wavy around my shoulders, and my eyes flash purple every so often before returning to their natural colour. My purple dress is borrowed from a store, but mum didn’t say where. It is a little tight around the chest, and it covers my arms in lace. The bottom of the dress falls in layers of silk and lace, right down to my feet.

      “Ready?” he asks, and I grin, taking control of our magic and letting it move us outside to where I saw everyone getting ready today. The first thing I notice is all the fires in small pits surrounding the massive group of people, who are laughing and talking softly. Someone is playing music from a stereo, and I glance over to see Landon dancing with two little children, their pink dresses swirling around.

      “Aura, Maxx, you’re here just in time,” Linda says, coming over to our side. She hooks her arm through Maxx’s and leads us to the middle of the group, where there is a small platform set up. Two people about our age, with black hair and worried expressions, hold hands next to Cameron and Ali. They are all wearing purple clothes, and I gather why mum got me this dress now. I pass my mum, and she winks at me, making me smile. Linda claps once, letting a small ball of blue light float into the air, and everyone goes silent as we step onto the stage. I move to stand in the gap in the middle of each pair while the strangers nervously watch me. Linda walks off the platform as Maxx stands in front of us and waits for all the people to gather around.

      Cameron quietly leans in and whispers, “I’m sorry for what Austin did. As a child, he was kind, I swear he was. But he loved our father, and in the end, he would do anything to please him. I wish I could undo the shit he did, but hopefully you find a way to forget the past.”

      “I forget the past by enjoying the present and hoping for a better future,” I say.

      “I’d like to hope for that too. I feel unwelcome here at times,” he admits.

      “You are welcome, or you wouldn’t be here now,” I gently tell him, lifting my hand and placing it on his arm for a brief second before Maxx starts to talk.

      “This tradition of ours has been around a long time, well before the dawn of the first true light, but this will be the first ceremony of new clan members with the blessing of the true light. I hope this means peace and a way forward for our people in the ways of the light”—he pauses and looks back at me—“and the dark. For we are one clan now and for the rest of time. For many of us, we may not have come from this planet, but the longer we are here, the more I feel this was always meant to be our home. We find peace and acceptance here on this planet, surrounded by humans who see us as like them.

      “Now we welcome five people to our clan, and I’m sure you all know them from being around the clan. We bless these new clan members. We promise to protect them and fight for their souls in any war as they will fight for us. We promise eternally to be their family and their home, as they take this vow to join our clan. We bless them as they will bless us with their souls.” As Max finishes his sentence, he holds his hands into the air and lets out a small sphere of purple light, which slowly floats up in the air. Like an ocean wave of a million colours, each of the clan lifts their hands and lets a small sphere of light float into the sky after Maxx’s.

      It’s a sight I will never, ever forget.
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      Straightening my spine, I focus my footing on the rope as I run over it, using my powers to balance me. The second my feet hit the wooden deck on the other side, I jump behind the brick wall on my left and calm my breathing down so I can listen. Height. Skill. Those are the advantages I’ve been taught to use if I want to win the fight. I close my eyes and open my senses for anyone nearby, and then I sense her about twenty feet to my right. Before I even look, I make a sphere of purple light and throw it in the direction I sensed. I don’t wait to hear if I made my mark before I run and jump off the deck, shooting two beams of light at the ground to slow my fall. A fist slams into my chest, knocking me off balance, and I fall back, grabbing the fist at the same time to pull them down with me. I kick my legs out, hitting their ankles as we fall, and we slam across the floor. My powers automatically hit out, a beam of light stretching out of my hand like a sword, and I hold it over my mother who holds her hands up as I stand.

      “You win. Good job, Aura.” I sense the pride in her voice as I make my powers dim until they disappear, and I hold a hand out for my mum to take.

      “I have a good trainer. Or three. You, Linda and Maxx are easy to learn from,” I admit, because it’s true. For two months, we have trained five hours a day, and I’ve learnt everything there is to learn about fighting as a light and a dark. “Mum, we don’t talk about the past often, and I wondered if—”

      “If I would tell you something?” she answers, picking up a towel from one of the benches in the empty school stadium. Mum and I sit on an empty bench, and she looks across the stadium, seeing something that I just can’t.

      “My real name is Zephora, and my sister has another name as well. We have changed our names a dozen times over the years as we played human,” she explains to me, which isn’t too much of a shock.

      “Good to know,” I tell her.

      “Aura was my mother’s name and her middle name was Aliana. It’s all I could give to you and your sister from our past, as well as our powers of course,” she mutters. “Though the true light is a power I hoped you wouldn’t have, to be honest. It’s a lot of pressure for someone to have.”

      She could say that again.

      “How did my grandmother die?” I ask instead, hoping to distract her.

      “My parents both died in a wildfire as they tried to save humans. They could have escaped, but I think they found their time and decided to accept it. They were plenty old by that point,” she explains to me. “And I was old enough to look after myself, so was my twin, but she took our parents’ death harder than most. She blamed humans, even though she could never see that it was not the humans’ fault either. It’s just the way life is. Death is the end, and it has to be accepted.”

      “Mum, are you happy?” I ask after a long silent pause.

      “Sometimes, and other times I miss Ross so much it hurts to breathe. True love has a way of knocking you on your ass and you never get up,” she chuckles, bumping my shoulder as my cheeks go a little red as I think of one guy.

      “It does,” I say, my eyes drifting to the door where Maxx is waiting, his arms crossed against his blue shirt, his legs parted slightly, his whole demeanour strong and alluring.

      “Go on, get out of here,” she muses.

      “Are you sure? We could do something tonight,” I start to say.

      “Go and be young and in love, Aura. I’ll gladly take our moments together when we can, but I won’t be selfish,” she gently suggests. I kiss her cheek before getting up and rushing over to Maxx. He catches me in his arms as I smile up at him.

      “You’re happy today,” Maxx comments, leaning down and brushing his lips across mine softly.

      I chuckle. “I have you, why wouldn’t I be happy?”

      “Aura Scott, you are outcharming me. I don’t think I like it,” he teases.

      “Get used to it, buttercup,” I tease right back.

      “Did you just call me buttercup?” he all but growls in a playful way. At the same time, he uses our power to flash us away. We reappear in our bedroom, and we both fall onto the bed as he kisses me. His firm body presses mine into the mattress as he kisses me, deepening the kiss with every soft brush of his lips. I wrap my legs around his hips as I feel how hard he is between my legs, pressing against my core. His hands slide into my hair as I moan against his lips, and he presses into me once again, making me ache with pleasure. His hand slides down my side as his lips slowly explore my jaw, my neck and down my shoulder.

      “We should stop,” I suggest, not knowing why I said it when half of me doesn’t want to stop. I just don’t know why I’m not ready yet, but something in me just isn’t.

      “Okay,” he says, rolling to my side and pulling me into his arms.

      “I know you want more, and I’m being a shitty mate—”

      “Whoa, stop,” Maxx places a finger against my lips. “I don’t think you’re a shitty mate because you aren’t ready for sex. Don’t ever say that again.”

      “Really?” I softly ask.

      “Really, Freckles. When you’re ready, you tell me. Until then, I will wait forever for you. I would wait an eternity if that’s what you need.” Damn, Maxx wins at the charming and romantic competition. Even if he hadn’t already stolen all of my heart, I feel like he has taken more of it somehow.

      “I love you,” I softly tell him, and he grins, leaning closer and pressing a kiss to my forehead.

      “And I love you too. Always.”
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      I dive under the water, using all my body strength to push myself faster, and I control my breathing as I sink my head in and out of the water. My arms crash back into the water after every time I lift them, and my legs move me as quickly as possible down the pool until I sense the end and push to get myself there first. I touch the cold wall of the pool and lift my head, looking across just as Maxx, then Landon, followed by Ali hit the wall. I simply grin as Maxx glowers at me. He hates to lose, bless him.

      “How do you always, always win?” Landon grumbles, climbing out of the pool. Maxx jumps out first, and he offers me a hand to pull me out. Ali smoothly slides out of the pool and walks over to grab her towel as Maxx wraps his arms around my waist, tugging me against his wet, very sexy, muscular chest.

      “Because Freckles is pretty fucking perfect at anything she sets her mind to,” Maxx proudly states.

      “Always so sweet, Maxx,” I mumble.

      “Only for you, Freckles,” he tells me, and I lean up to kiss him, only to pause when Landon stops right next to us, chucking towels over our heads. Maxx all but groans in annoyance as he moves away from me, and I pull the towel off my head to wrap around myself as Maxx whips his brother with his towel, which ends up with them both play fighting and falling back into the pool as I walk off to join Ali in the changing rooms. After a quick shower and drying my hair, I get changed and finish pulling on my Converse as Ali brushes her long hair. She looks so much better in jeans and a top that fits her well, and it’s a big improvement from the dresses she used to wear.

      It’s taken time for Ali to get used to modern life, but now she has a laptop and loves watching Netflix. So that’s a win. Only, Ali looks sad today, and I can’t put my finger on what exactly is going on. As far as the clans have been going, everything is working out perfectly. Linda and our mum are helping Maxx and me run the clan, and we take in those who need somewhere to live. Fortunately, there hasn’t been a single incident with Okeken. It’s like he has just disappeared, licking his wounds somewhere, Maxx suspects. As for Maxx and me, living together has worked super well for us, but we both seem to be always holding back from taking that next step in our relationship. It’s all I can think about at times, but with the pressure of running the clan and keeping everyone safe, I know Maxx has more important things to think of.

      “I saw Landon and Cameron kissing yesterday,” she quietly tells me, and I march over, wrapping my arms around Ali as she softly cries. I knew this would come up; Landon already told me that he and Cameron have been getting close. I hoped he would talk to Ali, because we all know she loves him and not just in a friend way.

      “Ali, I’m so sorry you’re hurting, but you know he could never be the one for you. It’s always been this way, from the start. Landon can’t choose who he loves,” I gently tell her.

      “I know, I do know that, but my heart hasn’t accepted it like I thought it would. Landon was the first man in my life, you know, other than family, and I thought we could have a fairy tale romance, but instead, I didn’t get that. I never stood a chance, and it would be easier if Landon wasn’t always around, but he is,” she mutters. “And this place is as much of a prison as the last place I was in, and it hurts so much more.”

      “Ali—” I don’t get more than her name out before she stops me.

      “No, I will be okay, Aura. I didn’t mean that. I just need to find a way to be okay,” she tells me and pulls away before walking out of the changing rooms, and I know I have to let her go. I collect my things into my bag and walk out to find Maxx alone, waiting for me in the entrance hall to the old school where we train in the stadium. It’s the only place with a swimming pool, and after a little hard work, we fixed it up a month ago. Now Maxx and I, sometimes with others, come swimming here often.

      “Landon has chased Ali after he saw her upset, and she ran away. I can guess why,” he tells me, tugging me into his arms.

      “It’s hard to love someone that doesn’t love you,” I say, because I almost understand it. Once upon a time, Maxx and I didn’t have it that easy. I really thought he hated me, and I knew deep down I was falling for him.

      “But with us, I was always pretending not to love you. It’s different,” he tells me, rather cheekily. I lean up to kiss him just as a flash of pink light beams next to us, and my mum appears.

      “We have a problem, come with me,” she says and flashes again. I hold my hand into the air where she just left and feel the connection of dark light, a new power I’ve been working on with Maxx. It’s easy to then follow the light with Maxx, and we appear in one of the meeting rooms full of leaders sitting around a table with a hologram floating in the middle of it, showing what looks like an army base.

      “Okeken and his people murdered the entire village and made slaves of the ones they wanted to keep alive as they moved in,” Linda explains. “They have a much larger army than any of us expected to have survived, and it’s clear he has spent these few months gathering it.”

      “Has he made any contact? Sign of war?” Maxx asks, and I watch him closely as he immediately takes charge of the room with a single question. Everyone turns to him. Even though he is younger than most of them, they respect him. I admire that quality I’ve seen so much in Maxx, but I am a little jealous. I can’t be the leader like him, because I don’t know how. People are respectful of me, but I see the fear in their eyes, and I know it’s not a fear of me. It’s a fear of Maxx and what he would do if anyone upset me, which makes them cautious.

      “Murdering all those innocent humans is an act of war not only on our clan, but also the humans, possibly Earth itself,” mum states. “It cannot be ignored by anyone.”

      “What should we do?” I ask.

      “Wait and watch, and in the meantime, prepare our people for a war,” Maxx suggests, though it’s a demand disguised as a suggestion. I agree with him though; we cannot attack them blindly, which is what we would be doing now. Anyhow, Okeken isn’t the type to sit in the shadows and let what is his get away.

      He thinks the true light belongs to him, and I don’t. No one else does.

      “Perhaps you and I should—” I say to Maxx as most of the guys in the room flash away, and so do Linda and mum. Landon just sits at the desk, no doubt wanting a quiet word with us as I’m guessing he didn’t find Ali. I hope she is okay.

      “No, Aura. You aren’t going anywhere near Okeken and his clan,” Maxx interrupts me, and I place my hands on my hips, meeting his stare. I’m not a kid he needs to protect, and I’m tired of him thinking I am.

      “And you aren’t going anywhere without me. I’m part of the true light too, it isn’t just you, and I am not helpless,” I remind him, though I’m shouting now.

      “And you’re not a fighter or a solider. Sending you into war would be stupid,” he plainly tells me, and I oh so want to flash him above the ocean and drop him in it right now.

      “Stop talking,” Landon says around a cough. That would be a smart move, but of course, Maxx opens his mouth to say something else.

      “No, carry on talking, all-knowing asshole. I will go cook in the kitchens or clean, like you clearly think I’m only good for,” I exclaim and storm out of the room, letting the door slam shut behind me. I’m not weak, not anymore, and I’m not a kid with no idea what life means. The last few months have aged me more than time ever could do, and I want to fight.

      I need to.

      Why can’t he see that?
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      “She is pretty damn mad at you,” Landon comments, crossing his arms as I watch Aura walk out of the meeting room. I know I’ve pissed her off, as part of being her mate means I can just about feel her emotions. If we connected more, which she isn’t ready for, I could read her emotions like my own. Now I just get a trickle, and right now there is nothing but anger.

      I only want to protect her, god dammit.

      “Freckles will see it is all worth it in the end,” I mutter.

      “I doubt it, both of you are as stubborn as each other. Maxx, honestly, she wants to fight at your side. That isn’t a bad thing, but you can’t stop her from fighting. She is the true light as much as you are,” he reminds me of that fact I don’t like to admit. Admitting that she is the true light with me means she is in as much danger as I am, and I cannot lose her.

      “But she is also my mate. If anything happened to her—”

      “You wouldn’t let that happen, and she isn’t exactly weak.” He pauses and shakes his head at me. “Let her get revenge for what happened in the mountain and for her father. Let her finish this war with you, brother, because Ura needs that.”

      We don’t talk about what happened in the mountain often or at all. It’s hard for Landon to even mention it in passing; he walks out of meetings that discuss that part of our past. I know it’s just as hard for Aura to talk about it, and I know Landon is struggling with his own war. I may not like Cameron, but he is good for my brother. I’d have killed him otherwise.

      “That would mean admitting I’m wrong to her,” I say, half joking.

      “You must love her to be considering it at all,” Landon grins.

      “How are you, Lan?” I ask, and he smiles at me.

      “Better. Cameron is teaching me how to not fear my powers or who I am now. I will figure it out, but with him at my side, it is a little easier,” he tells me, and I like to hear that. I needed my brother to be pulled out of the darkness that was swallowing him.

      “I’m happy for you,” I tell him, and I slowly move to rest my hand on his shoulder. He tenses up, but he doesn’t push me away like he usually does. We have come a long fucking way since the mountain and the horrors that Okeken did in it. “Did you speak with Aliana? I saw how upset she was when she passed me.”

      “Yeah,” Landon grumbles. “I told her the truth. I would always protect her, but I could never love her the way she wants. Ali asked me to stay away from her for a while, and I’m going to do that. I just hope she finds a way to move on and find her place here. She seems so lost.”

      “She always knew you fancied the other team,” I remind him. “It isn’t on you to fix everything.”

      “Funny way of putting it, but yeah, she must have known,” he mutters. “It doesn’t help that I see her the same way I see Aura, like a sister.”

      “I’m going to find my mate and tell her she is right. Fuck, that doesn’t sound good coming out of my mouth,” I groan, and Lan just laughs.

      “To Aura, I’m sure it will,” Landon jokes as I leave the room and flash to my mate, reappearing in our room where Aura is curled up on the bed reading a romance book about dragons I found for her. I walk over and sit on the bed, but she doesn’t look up at me and basically pretends I’m not here.

      “I was wrong and an idiot. You should fight at my side, and I had no right to demand you stay back. I’m sorry,” I tell her. Best to get it out of the way.

      “Who are you, and what did you do with Maxx?” Aura jokes, and I look down to see her smiling up at me. I pick the book up out of her hand and place it on the side before lying down next to her, and she leans up on my chest, her long pink hair falling around her. She is so beautiful, so vibrant and everything I never knew I was looking for. I tuck some of her silky soft hair behind her ear before cupping the back of her neck and tugging her lips to mine. She parts her lips for me and lets me take all of her in every sense, not holding back one bit. She swings a leg over me, and I run my hands down her back and under her top, drifting up her soft skin until I find her bra. I wait for her to stop me as we kiss, and when she doesn’t, I move my hands to her breasts and run my thumbs against the hard nipples under her bra, and she gasps.

      My hands fall to her hips, and she gazes at me. I’m hyper-aware of every part of her body from her flushed cheeks and glazed eyes to her soft hands roaming across my chest. Then she slowly lifts her top up and tugs it off before unclipping her pink bra and letting it fall onto the bed. I roll her over and she giggles, and I kiss her as I run my hands over her soft breasts with their hard nipples, and enjoy every little breathless moan she utters. I run my hand down her flat stomach to her jeans and undo the button before sliding my hand inside.

      The first moment I touch her, she arches her back off the bed, and I kiss down her chest until I find her nipple and kiss her ever so softly. I rub her clit slowly before gently sliding a finger inside her, watching her every reaction. Within seconds, she is crashing into an orgasm, and it’s so fucking pleasurable just to watch her as I move my hand away and tug her to my chest. I grab a blanket, covering us as her hand slides into my jeans and finds my hard length. I nearly groan as she slowly strokes me and uses her other hand to undo my jeans. I didn’t intend for her to pay me back, but damn, I’m not stopping her. She rubs me hard and fast, and I know it’s not going to be long before I come at this rate. She surprises me by stopping and kissing me.

      “I want more,” she tells me. “Show me, love me, Maxx,” she pleads with me. I just get harder at the thought of being inside her.

      “Are you sure you’re ready?” I ask, and she nods, leaning up and kissing me. Fuck, I don’t have the strength to say no, and I fucking love her. She is my mate. Aura lets me slowly tug her jeans and panties down as I kick my own off. I reach for the bedside unit and grab a condom, rolling it on as Aura watches me. I climb on top of her as she wraps her legs around my back, instantly pushing the tip of me inside her. She feels so good already that I groan as she kisses me, but I pull back. I want to see her eyes as I slide inside her for the first time. I want to see her, which I’ve never cared about before with other partners.

      “I love you, Aura,” I tell her as I very slowly inch myself inside her before rearing back a little and then sliding all the way. She gasps from the pain of it being her first time, her nails digging into my arms. Luckily, her healing soon fixes everything, and she harshly kisses me as I start thrusting in and out of her. She is so tight, so fucking perfect, that I know I can’t last long. I move my hand between us and start rubbing her clit as she moves to meet each of my thrusts, both of us so lost in each other that I hardly notice that we are glowing purple and that sparks of purple light are filling the room. I feel the second she has another orgasm as she tightens around me, a long moan escaping her lips, and I thrust harder until I’m finishing hard, my whole body shaking as I roll onto my side and hold her close to me.

      “I love you, Maxx,” she tells me, and I feel it. Her love, her trust. I feel all of Aura’s emotions like they are my own, because they are.

      Aura Scott is my soulmate.
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      “Come on, Freckles, you want to fight our enemies? Then you need to learn how to beat me,” Maxx taunts as I drip with sweat and glare at him. He has dragged me out of our bed at the crack of dawn every morning for the last week, and somehow he thinks I can beat him.

      Which is impossible when he knows every move I make before I even think of them.

      “Brother, you’ve been fighting since before you could run, how is poor Ura going to win?” Landon shouts, his voice laced with humour. I don’t move my eyes off Maxx, knowing damn well if I do, I will be knocked on my ass in two seconds. I make my hands glow purple, mimicking Maxx’s as he stops and tugs his shirt off, making him ever so more distracting. His black hair is messy and wavy, the way I like it most, and his chest is glistening with sweat, defining all the muscles and six-pack he has.

      Urgh, he is such a tease. Max grins before throwing a beam of light at me, and I counter by blocking his beam with mine, both of ours crashing together and bursting in different directions. Maxx effortlessly blasts another beam, and it hits my shoulder, making me trip backwards and fall straight onto my ass. Luckily, we can’t hurt each other, not now we are the true light, and Maxx thinks this is perfect to practice fighting with. My ass disagrees as it still hurts every time I land on the ground like this. Maxx jogs over, and an idea fills my mind.

      “Ouch. My ankle really, really hurts,” I mumble, and Maxx—as suspected—runs over as quickly as possible and kneels next to me. As he looks at my ankle, I place my hand on his chest and blast him with a beam of light. He goes flying into the air, and I can’t help but grin as he rolls to a stop and glares at me as he coughs.

      Landon and Cameron’s laughing can be heard like they are right next to me. I stand up, wiping the gravel off my legs.

      “Cheater,” Maxx grumbles as he gets up and walks to me in big strides.

      “You were never playing fair anyway, Maxx,” I reply, and he tugs me to his chest and kisses me as I try not to grin.

      “We have a problem,” my mum says, running over to us from where Landon and Cameron were a minute ago, and they must have left. Mum holds her hand out to show me a tablet with a video on it that makes my skin feel cold as I press play.

      Okeken with his white hair, pale skin and white eyes fills the screen, his white suit making him look so imposing—and not in a good way.

      “I call to Maxx and Aura, the true light. Come to New York, a cafe hidden there called From the Stars, which I’m sure Aura does not know is a neutral place where it’s forbidden to use our powers. I doubt Maxx will respect that tradition made by our ancestors, but I will, and I will not use my powers. If you come alone, we can discuss the future. If not, there will be consequences like no others. Come tomorrow, June the tenth, at noon New York time.” The video cuts out the second he stops talking, and I hand the tablet back to my mum.

      “I am coming with you both. It’s been a long time since Okeken and I spoke, and I have many things to discuss with him,” she tells us, sounding firm and determined. I imagine she wants to kill him too, but there is going to be a queue for that. I’m more interested in seeing my dear aunt and serving her a dish of just deserts for my dad. She will regret killing him and tricking me, I will make sure of it.

      “Alright. I’m guessing there is no way I can talk you out of going, Freckles?” Maxx asks, and I chuckle. He should know better.

      “Nope,” I reply, and he grins, shaking his head.

      “I’m going to shower, and then we should call a meeting,” he suggests, “so everyone knows the plan, and the army can be made ready for a moment’s notice. If Okeken tries to attack us, then we will have back up.”

      “The meeting is already booked for an hour’s time,” mum says, smiling fondly at Maxx, who she sees like a son and regularly likes to tell him that.

      “I’m going to shower too then,” I say, but mum catches my hand.

      “Can I talk to you a second before you go?” she asks, and I nod. Maxx pauses, but I shake my head at him, and he walks off.

      “What’s up? Other than the usual ex-husband wanting to kill us and destroy the world?” I ask, and she laughs.

      “It’s about Ali. She has been quiet and cut off from, well, everything recently. I can guess the reason why, but I hoped we could all have a small family meal, me, you, Ali and Maxx. It might pick her spirits up,” she asks, though she doesn’t have to. I know she only wants the best for us both, and Ali really has been down in the dumps.

      “I’d love that,” I reply.

      “Perfect, I’m cooking. Is lasagna still your favourite?” she asks. “I can also grab an old movie or two, as I miss watching them with you.”

      “Yep...and it was dad’s too,” I whisper as grief hits me so fast I can barely blink. One day, one moment, I am fine and coping with his loss, then the next second, I feel the hole in my heart where he is meant to be. I miss him so, so much, and I wish there were a way for me to tell him that.

      “I know,” mum whispers before leaning closer to me and kissing my cheek so softly. She disappears in pink light a second later, and I close my eyes, feeling the cold breeze wisp around my skin.

      Even though he isn’t here, I know he is always with me. My dad never left my heart after all.
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      “Come in,” mum says as she opens the door to her and Ali’s little flat. Maxx’s hand is linked in mine, and I use my other hand to carry a chocolate cake. It’s not the best cake, because as it turns out, I have zero clue how to cook in the kitchens here, but I’ve smothered it with icing to make it look so much better. Ali doesn’t look up as she sits on one of the four chairs surrounding a small table in the middle of the room. There are two beds in the room, separated by a wall divider and covered in clothes hanging off them.

      “Something smells nice, Miss Scott,” Maxx says, and he is right, it really does smell nice in here.

      “Honestly, you don’t have to be so formal. You’re my daughter’s mate,” mum scolds him.

      “My mother would kill me if I forgot my manners,” Maxx admits, and I do think he is right.

      “You didn’t have to bring dessert, I have apple crumble for us,” mum says, accepting the chocolate cake.

      “It’s a good thing you do, considering my chocolate cake is mostly frosting,” I admit, and she grins as she goes to put the cake down.

      “Hey, sis,” I say to Ali, placing my hand on her shoulder, and she smiles up at me, though it isn’t as friendly as I’m used to, if I’m being honest. Maxx sits down on the other side of the table from me as my mum serves us lasagna and chips. It’s pretty damn awkward, and the more I stare at Ali, the more I want to ask why she has been ignoring me for a week. It’s not like I didn’t warn her that loving Landon was going to get her hurt. I just wish I knew a way to make it better for her, which I currently have no idea how to do.

      “How are you, Ali?” I ask her as she pushes around the lasagna on her plate.

      “Fine. I didn’t need this meal to make me feel better,” she says, her tone building in anger with every word.

      “Why—” mum starts to say, but Ali bangs her hands on the table before leaning up. Maxx looks at me with wide eyes just before Ali starts practically shouting.

      “How am I meant to feel? You are planning to kill my father, my brother is dead, my other brother is dating the man I’m in love with!” She turns her gaze to me. “And you are so wrapped up in being the true light with Maxx that you haven’t been here for me. Now your practice fighting to go and kill my father, and I know he is evil. I know he isn’t the good guy in the story, but I still can’t help that I love him. He brought me up, he was the only person in my life other than my brothers, but one was a monster and the other too busy for me. My father always protected me, and I am mourning his loss, as well as everything else!” She flashes away in a burst of white light before I can blink, and I go to reach out, but mum catches my hand.

      “I’m her mother, this is on me. Don’t feel guilty. Aliana has been lost her entire life, thinking her father was all she had. She needs her mother,” she tells me.

      “Okay, just tell her I do love her and that I’m sorry,” I say, lowering my hand. Mum follows after Aliana in a burst of pink light, and I look towards Maxx.

      “Family dinners are always awkwardly fun. Got to love them,” he says with a cheeky smile. He offers me his hand, and in the blink of an eye, we flash away and reappear in our room, which is dimly lit from the light coming through the curtain covered windows. I slide my hands up Maxx’s chest and lean up, kissing him ever so softly.

      “Make me forget today, Maxx,” I ask him, and he picks me up, carrying me to the bed.

      “That, I’m good at,” he tells me, and oh gosh, he is.
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      It feels so strange to stand on the streets of New York with dozens, if not hundreds, of people running around, doing their normal things. It feels odd to have them not know they have aliens around them, to not know such an important meeting is going to happen in a cafe that they can’t even see is really here.

      And I was one of these people once. So oblivious to the world and who I really am. It makes me want to protect these people, let them live in the innocence of their world and never learn the horrors that my race can bring. Our world is brutal and cold, devoid of human emotions most of the time, especially in the dark clans, it seems. Or what is left of them.

      I’m part of both of these worlds, both of them are part of me, and they always will be. Maxx squeezes my hand in his, snapping me back to reality instead of my own thoughts. My mum stands still, and I can almost taste her fear like it is my own.

      “I won’t let him hurt either of you,” Maxx’s words echo around us, and I knew that before he said it. Maxx would never let anyone hurt us, and we would never let anyone hurt him either. It’s a two-way street, though I know Maxx sees it as his job to protect us all. The door to the cafe swings open, and a man in a cloak stands in the frame. Slowly a hand reaches out of his cloak, and he beckons us over.

      “Creepy. So creepy.” No one replies to my under-my-breath mutter as Maxx firmly grips my arm, and we walk to the door. The man looks between all of us before focusing on mum.

      “We allowed two to enter, not three.” The man’s deep voice is like a brush of cold air against my skin.

      “Move before I make you,” Maxx coolly replies.

      “Let her in,” I hear Okeken demand, and it sends a shiver down my spine to hear his voice. I really don’t like hearing it one bit. The creepy man walks into the room before stepping to the side. I keep my head high as I enter the room after Maxx, and I look back to see the door slam shut behind mum. Her eyes meet mine for a second, and I’m proud of how strong and utterly badass she looks.

      “The true light and an old mate of mine,” Okeken comments, and we look across to see him sitting at a little wooden cafe table in the middle of the room. He takes a sip of his coffee, I guess by the smell of it, and lets out a sigh.

      “Okeken,” mum states, and he smiles at her like a hawk locking onto his prey.

      “How are our daughters and my son, Zephora?” he asks my mum. It’s strange to hear anyone using her real name.

      “Perfectly fine now they are away from you. I just wish I could have saved Austin before you turned him into a monster,” mum spits out. “Once, he was a sweet boy until you beat him into a lunatic that tried to kill Maxx and Aura. How could you make him as cruel as you?”

      “I didn’t turn him into anything, I made him perfect!” Okeken roars back. Clearly mum is getting to him.

      “Like you tried to make Aliana perfect? Like you tried to make Aura? How could you tell me that Aliana was dead, that you killed her, and then hide her from me? I’m her mother, and you are her father; how could you hurt her like that?” she asks, her voice dripping with disgust.

      “I took her away from you to make her strong. Emotions are nothing more than a waste of time, and I made sure she had a chance to be strong,” he tells us.

      “And she still ran away from you. Doesn’t that say everything?” she asks, and he doesn’t reply, he just stares at her. “Once, I loved you, and I loved our family, but you had to destroy it. You never recovered from our home planet being destroyed, but don’t you see? You had a home, and you threw it away.”

      “Home is nothing unless I am in charge and our species rules. The true light must see that.”

      “No,” Maxx and I say at the same time, and I smile at him before turning back to Okeken.

      “The humans own this planet, and yes, there may be evil humans, but there is so much good to be found here. We are guests in this world, and to really fit in, to live here, it must be in peace. We must adapt to their cultures and help the entire world thrive instead of trying to change it. It is not our place to change this world when we lost our world due to wars.” My statement does nothing to make him listen, and he only gets angrier.

      “We lost our own due to the true light!” he roars. “I will not let either of you do the same here.”

      “No, that isn’t the real story, is it?” mum interrupts.

      “Enough with this!” Okeken snaps.

      “No! I know the story of my ancestors and yours, Okeken. The true light were a dark and light that were mates, and when they mated, they knew the only way to guarantee peace was to—”

      “Enough!” he roars, blasting white light in waves at us. Maxx instantly shields us as the building comes down around us in rocks and rubble until only we are left standing as Okeken floats into the air. People scream and cry out around us as they run away, and Okeken only smiles.

      “Humans must be destroyed, and the true light with them. They only side with them now. I call the dark clans, all of them, here. This is the start of the war.”
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      I sense Maxx calling our light army in response to a cloud of white light that appears over the high-rise buildings of New York, just before beams of white light blast out of it onto the ground. In every beam, dozens of darks run out and start killing anybody near them. It’s so bright and blinding in the horror of the pain around us. A cold chill sneaks down my spine as screams fill my ears, obscuring everything but their pain.

      They are innocent, they don’t deserve this.

      “No, we have to stop it!” I exclaim, hearing the pain, the screams, seeing the blood filling the streets. It’s a sight I will never forget regardless of how much I wish I could. Maxx grabs my arm, not letting me out of the bubble as Okeken flies to us and crashes white light into the barrier surrounding us like a dome now. It doesn’t do anything.

      Okeken is no match for the true light. That is until he pulls a dagger that glows the same purple as our power and slams it into the dome. We explode like a bomb, and I feel weightless for only a second, pain itching my hands as I cover my face before I slam into something hard that takes the air from my lungs. I gasp, sucking in every breath I can as pain radiates through my chest, and I suspect that broke a rib or two. I stand up, though it hurts, and look over to see two things that tug me apart. Maxx is fighting Okeken head on to my left, but Okeken is now using the dagger like a wand to control his power, and somehow it is working, cutting through Maxx’s powers. To my right, my aunt is standing over my mum’s unconscious body. She is going to kill her.

      “Go!” Landon shouts as he and Ali run in front of me, heading towards Maxx. “Go! I will help Maxx.”

      “I won’t be long,” I shout at Lan’s back as he runs for Maxx. I run as fast as I can to mum and my aunt, with Ali trailing behind me, but she suddenly uses her powers to move quicker than light. Ali gets there first, and before she can act, our aunt hits her with a beam of yellow light, and she flies off into the air somewhere. Ali, please be okay. I don’t pause, crashing into my aunt, and we both go flying down into the hole in front of us. My body scrapes across bricks as I suck in dust, coughing on it. I roll as I land, letting go of my aunt at the last second and sucking in more dust as I land on rail tracks. I pick myself up and turn to face her, letting purple light fill every bit of my body as a warning.

      “What’s your real name, aunt?” I ask, coughing through the dust, and she cruelly smiles as she straightens up, wiping the blood from her lip. Her head is cut, trickling blood down her cheek, but it heals as we speak. “I want to know before I kill you for your many, many crimes including killing my father!”

      “Oh, the game was fun to play with you! My real goal was to get you on my side once Okeken broke you. Unluckily for me, you escaped first and you are far from broken, it’s pathetic. I wanted to tell you how your dear daddy begged me not to kill him, begged me to tell you how much he loved you. He begged and begged until he died. My real name is Doralynn, did your mummy not tell you that?” She chuckles, a crazy-ass look in her eyes. I don’t know how she ever tricked me before, but deep down, I guess I do. I was desperate to see my mum, so desperate that I looked past everything going on and believed my aunt. It was foolish, but it happened, and I won’t make mistakes like that again.

      “I don’t tell my children about the mean bitches in the fairy tale stories,” my mum says from behind Doralynn, seconds before she blasts her with pink energy, shooting a hole through her chest. “And don’t think for a second I will ever tell anyone about you again. Die in hell, you utter bitch.” I couldn’t be prouder of my mum as more pink bursts through Doralynn’s body, covering her in it until she suddenly explodes into yellow and pink embers that float around us. I will remember her shocked face until the day I die.

      “You’re a cool mum, you know that?” I tell her as mum walks to me, holding her side that is wet with blood, and she grins like she isn’t in pain at all.

      “And you’re a cool daughter. Go save your mate and then the world. I’m getting your sister.”

      “Good plan,” I reply as I flash away to Maxx’s side. He wraps an arm around my waist, tugging me to the side as we just miss a beam of white light that goes past my cheek.

      “Oh, the other half has come to play,” Okeken jokes, a sphere of white light surrounding him as he floats in the air. Maxx has us inside a sphere of our true light, though we stay on the ground, not needing to float.

      “We aren’t playing a game, Okeken. This is a war, and you have death written all over you,” Maxx shouts as I straighten up, both of us holding hands as we prepare to counteract whatever he does. I spot Landon unconscious from the corner of my eye, and mum flashes next to him. I just don’t see Ali anywhere. God, I hope she is okay.

      “Dad,” I hear Ali’s voice the second I think about her. We all turn to see her standing on the rubble near Okeken like she just flashed here.

      “Aliana, no!” mum shouts, and I feel frozen as I watch Ali run to her father, the monster killing New York and hundreds, if not thousands, of innocent people as we speak. Okeken steps back as Ali gets closer, narrowing his eyes at her, but he spreads the sphere of light so Ali is inside.

      “I missed my daughter, but you left and joined them. You wish to trick me,” Okeken shouts at her, and she flinches, but she doesn’t move away. This has to be fake…Ali wouldn’t do that to us all.

      “They took me, and I couldn’t find you. I had to pretend to be on their side, and they really didn’t pay much attention to me anyway,” she says, and it stings because the last part I know is her real feelings. I’m hoping the first part is a lie.

      It has to be a lie.

      “Come here, then,” he suggests, opening his arms but always keeping an eye on us. Ali runs to him, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      “Ali, why would you do this?” I shout after a long pause. It’s not a silent pause, not with the noise behind us. The sound of a city dying, of so many people losing their lives, is utterly horrible.

      “You ignore me! All you care about is Maxx!” she shouts, and I try not to crumble as she turns back to her dad. In the blink of an eye, she pulls Okeken’s hand holding the dagger with a burst of white and purple light and slams it into his chest. Everyone seems to pause as his mouth parts in shock, and he looks down like he can’t believe what just happened. Before any of us can do anything, he grabs Ali by the throat and holds her up. The sphere around them flickers in and out, giving us a chance to get to her. She struggles in the air as we all run to them, and by the time we get close, Okeken falls to the floor, letting Ali drop like a bag of rocks onto the ground. Mum gets to her first and holds her close, checking her neck which looks very sore. Her chest moves up and down, so I know she is alive and will make it out of this.

      “Stop the war! Both of you have to do something,” mum tells us, and we both look up, seeing bursts of light, our kind fighting tirelessly against each other. Humans caught in the middle. New York is a war zone, and I don’t know what we can do. I look to Maxx as he takes both my hands, and he looks as clueless as me.

      “I don’t—we don’t know what to do!” I tell her, panicking.

      “The reason the last true light was killed is because they found out they could take all the powers from us, make us like humans. Normal, with no powers to fight with and have normal lives. Many didn’t want that, so they killed them in case they decided to do what the true light was always meant to do. The true light is a protection, a protection for other beings against us. Okeken hoped you would be able to give power to humans, make them like him, dark. He was planning to kill all the lights and any humans that resisted, and then he would have killed you both. He would then rule over everyone, but if you’re asking me, I think we all need to be more like them. I think the true light needs to do exactly what they are meant to do,” mum tells us, and I nod, looking to Maxx. I don’t notice us floating into the air as Maxx slides his hands into my hair. I don’t notice the massive sphere of swirling purple light that protects us.

      “Time to risk it all, Freckles?” he asks me. “I have a feeling this is going to hurt. There is a lot of power here.”

      “Can we really take that much power and not die from it?” I ask him, taking his hand and stepping closer.

      “There is only one way to find out, and either way, our people will be safe, and I will find you in our dreams.”

      “Always,” I whisper as I rest my forehead against his, feeling the power streaming through every part of my soul. I close my eyes, and I sense everything, every single bit of power on Earth and how easy it would be to take it. Maxx tugs me closer, pressing my head against his chest just as we start to pull the power like never before. I cry out as every inch of my body feels like it’s burning, eternally burning with fire and pain that will never end. I can’t focus on anything, nothing other than the need to never let go.

      I’m never letting go. A scream leaves my lips, and I hear Maxx’s too as we open our eyes, seeing dozens of streams of energy slamming into the purple sphere around us like a vacuum.

      Suddenly, like a switch going off, it’s just gone and everything is eerily silent.

      “We should take all our people home, Maxx,” I suggest, and his eyes glow a million different colours as we look at each other. I wonder if mine glow like that too now.

      “Home.”
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      Going home wasn’t as easy as Maxx and I hoped it would be. The clan was half injured, the people were angry and worried about how we will defend everyone in the future. Maxx and I used our powers to lock up all the darks. Many got away, but we know they won’t get far without their powers. We will hunt them, and they will pay for killing so many humans, but right now in this moment, our people are more important. It was just a million questions, one after the other, until I could only stare at Maxx. And I’ve been staring for well over a few minutes. He looks back to me after answering another question and sighs.

      “Enough!” Maxx’s voice roars over everyone else in the shopping centre, and silence descends. “Everyone silent!”

      “May I?” I ask, and Maxx nods, holding my hand.

      “A smart woman told Maxx and me that we should be more like the humans. I agree with this, not only because I was brought up with humans and half of who I am is with them, but because I know their nature. Just like us, they can do terrible things, and just like us, they can also do so much better. We didn’t take your powers because we want you all to be human, we did it to give everyone a chance. This is their world at the end of the day, and ours was lost a long time ago.”

      “What my mate says is true. I know so many of you are concerned about our protection, but the ward is still up and will be held by us. Our powers will protect you as you learn to fit into human society and find new lives. You can be at peace now. Isn’t that what everyone wanted?”

      The crowd is silent for a second before a man I don’t know speaks up. “We never asked for our powers to be taken!” My eyes flicker between Linda, Ali and Landon, who are near the man and looking like they want to say something.

      “And we didn’t ask to be the true light and make the difficult choices we have done. Walk away if you wish, no one here will stop you leaving the clan, but you will find no world to return to. Our last world was not destroyed by the true light, it was destroyed by everyone else before the true light could save them. We saved you, whether you want to accept that or not,” Maxx states, and I nod, agreeing with him completely.

      “What of your children? They will have powers, surely? That means our kind will forever continue with powers,” another woman asks, stepping through people to get near the front.

      “And then how can we trust them to be our leaders?”

      “Because they will be our children and brought up to learn the ways of our people, our clan, and to learn that your protection is everything. I cannot answer questions of the far future, for I feel there is plenty of time for long discussions at another time, but our people need our healing and comfort right now,” Maxx says and then doesn’t wait for their responses before using the light to take us away and reappear in our room.

      “We can’t hide in here, Maxx,” I warn him, though I’m secretly more than a little bit happy.

      “I know, Freckles. I just need a moment with you. Alone.” He kisses me, and I sink into him, losing myself in the touch of my mate. We might have saved everyone, but it won’t be an easy ending for us.

      Either way, I have Maxx and he will always have me. The war is over and our people can heal. Even if they don’t like the new ways, they will have to.

      Peace always comes at a price.
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Epilogue

          

          Three years later.

        

      

    

    
      Watching my sister mate to a man she is in love with is truly magical after everything we’ve been through. I stand a few steps away by her side as the ancient magical book glows purple, blessing them in true light. I move my gaze to my own mate, Maxx, who is sitting down in a tux, and I struggle to take my eyes off him even now. Every single time I look at him, I still feel the thrill I felt the first time I saw him, and he draws me to him like a moth to a flame. Our connection is solid, built from love, pain and courage, and there isn’t a day that goes past that I don’t enjoy what we have together.

      My mum cries from the side lines, wiping her eyes, and Landon smiles at me from opposite, where he is the best man. Landon introduced Dillan to Ali after the war, at a random clan meeting, and since then, Dillan and Ali became so very close. I’m certain they are true mates, though neither one of them will tell us either way. It’s private to them, and I don’t even blame them one bit. The purple light fades as Dillan kisses Ali, and everyone cheers so loudly as I clap and discretely wipe some tears away. The book, the dagger that killed Okeken, and a few other artefacts are all the power left in the world, except for the true light, of course. It is better this way, peaceful between us all.

      The humans were very upset with the way New York was handled, but they soon came to the conclusion that they couldn’t find anyone who did the crimes. We protect our own, after all. As for the dark clan that followed Okeken and killed so many, they found themselves waking up in a prison in the middle of the desert, which is impossible to escape. We send them food and water, of course. There were other lights and darks out in the world that were angry, but without their powers, they haven’t given us any trouble. Especially since they heard about how we lock up our kind that try anything.

      Mum runs up to Ali and Dillan, hugging them both, and I follow, taking Ali’s hands in mine, seeing how beautiful she looks today. Her long blonde hair is up in a bun with curls falling around her face, and her white dress is absolutely stunning, made of lace and silk, falling around her. It reminds me of my own mating dress I wore two years ago that was blue for Maxx, a sky blue that reminded me of his powers before we became the true light.

      “Thank you,” she whispers to me as we hug tightly. “When we first met, I was a silly girl locked in a tower, and I was lost. As I stand here, happier than I’ve ever been in my life, I know I should have told you something a long time ago. You saved me from my father, and I never once said it. I owe you for this life I have, and I am so proud to have you as my sister. I was always wishing for a real family with love and laughter, and now I have that. But I wouldn’t have any of it without you and mum and Dillan.”

      “We got this life together, sis,” I tell her, pulling back, and she wipes tears away as Dillan reaches for his mate.

      “Why don’t we start the party then?” Dillan asks, being his cheeky self. Landon wraps his arm around his own mate, Cameron, as I look for Maxx, moving through the crowd who are heading to the party room next door. I bump into Iris as we both try to escape the crowd, and she catches me, holding my shoulders.

      “Careful, clumsy. You nearly knocked into Abby,” she warns me, and I look down to see the toddler with bright blonde hair and big green eyes, holding onto her mum’s dress. I kneel down and smile at her before holding my hand out and closing my eyes. I make a tiny purple flower from light in the centre of my palm and open my eyes as Abby picks it up.

      “A flower for a pretty girl,” I say, straightening up as Abby giggles and Iris picks her up. Iris’s mate waves over from the side of the room, and Iris leans in, kissing my cheek before straightening up.

      “I expect to see you on Friday at our usual meeting,” she tells me, and I nod. We meet every two weeks on a Friday to catch up and have coffee. I call them coffee dates, Iris calls them meetings so she doesn’t have to admit she loves spending time with us.

      Maxx and I have started college out in Florida, both of us moving on in our science careers like we wanted. Iris and her mate moved into her old home in our town we all met in, and she looks after my dad’s house for us. However, Dillan and Ali are moving into Maxx’s old house soon, and Maxx and I plan to move home to my dad’s house when we finish college. Landon and Cameron are flying around the world, traveling to everything to experience it all, and I have no clue what their plans are. I just know my best friend is happier than I have ever seen him. Both Maxx’s and my mums are too busy running the clans to settle down quite yet, though I see it happening in the future. The clans are at peace, a permanent peace like no other, and there isn’t much for us to do anymore.

      I close my eyes and feel where my mate is before opening them and leaving the room. I walk up two flights of stairs and through a room where I find my mate leaning over a balcony with the sun setting in the distance in front of him. I walk over to his side and watch the sun set, the burst of pink, orange and a tiny bit of purple painted across the sky.

      “I love the life we have found together, Freckles,” he tells me, not looking at me as we watch our people walk out onto the field which is lit up with purple orbs Maxx and I made. I watch one girl in particular toddle out, waving a purple flower in her tiny hand.

      “Me too, Maxx,” I admit, and I look to Maxx just as he turns to me, wrapping his arms around my waist and tugging me closer to him. I gently place my hand on his cheek, and his eyes close ever so softly. “I never will get used to being able to touch you like this. To always be this close to you.”

      “Don’t worry, we have many years for you to get used to it. But you know what, Aura Faraway?” he asks, and I shiver, always loving him saying my name.

      I grin at him, and he leans closer, our lips only a breath away.

      “I didn’t know how lost I was until the first time you touched my hand. I loved you every second from then, and I will love you every moment until we pass on the true light and move to the stars.” Maxx kisses me before I can reply, though no words I could say could explain how I feel.

      The true light kept us apart, but in the end, it was our salvation.

      It was our beginning and will be our happy ending.
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        Hello my lovely readers.

        Thank you, thank you, thank you!!  I hope you enjoyed From The Fallen Stars.

        A big thank you to my family and everyone that supported me with this book!

        Thank you to my wonderful Pack Leaders for everything. <3

        Especially Helayna and Mads! They are my life savers.

        You’re all amazing and I couldn’t do this without you guys.

        Happy Reading!! G. xoxo

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Stay in Touch and get some free books!
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        Sign up to my Newsletter for free books, teasers, giveaways and more…

        Sign up here.

        Follow me on Instagram-

        Instagram

        Find me on Facebook-

        Facebook

        Twitter is always fun-

        Twitter

        Want to see the boards full of my ideas-

        Pinterest

      

      

      Find all my books here-

      www.gbaileyauthor.com
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