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      The cries of my dying family and friends echoed within my head through our shared mind links.

      I roared and strained against the chains holding me prisoner. I had to save them. I had to escape! The metal groaned, but still held firm.

      Their screams started an hour ago, and more joined with each passing minute.

      I relaxed a moment, taking a deep breath, before I ran forward as fast as I could. As I hit the end of their length, I pulled on the chains with all my strength.

      The metal groaned louder. A glance behind me showed I had caused several links to break open.

      I unhooked my chains, not caring that I still wore cuffs with a foot of chain hanging off.

      All that mattered was helping my kin. I needed to get home and save them from whatever was killing them. They were dying so quickly, they had to be under attack by a group.

      The dungeon didn’t have doors, just the chains holding the prisoners to the wall. With the chains still around my wrists, I ran up the stairs and past the guards, who were too surprised to react in time to stop me.

      Their shouts rang out behind me, and they raced up the stairs in pursuit. They wouldn’t catch me.

      Light blinded me when I exited the building, but I didn’t need to see. My training had taught me to use all of my senses, and I knew this castle well. Once out of the dungeons, I entered an open courtyard. Guards were likely loading their bows to shoot me. They would fail to get a single shot off before I completed my escape.

      My wings popped out of my back with a slight pulse of my magic, and with a single leap and flap, I flew away from the castle.

      By my count, at least twenty of my kin were already dead. More screams sounded in my mind, their deaths imminent.

      My eyes adjusted to the light, and I flew as fast as I could.

      Had Makov not imprisoned me, I would have been there; I could have helped. The pompous jerk didn’t know when to leave well enough alone. I had killed a guard, yes, but only in self-defense. Makov hadn’t believed me, though. He didn’t like hurting people, so instead he sentenced me to a week in the dungeons. I had complied, but now I regretted it.

      Twenty dead.

      Thirty dead.

      Fifty dead.

      Tears streamed down my face. I was too far away.

      “Don’t come,” Erielle whispered in my mind. “It’s too late. Stay away. Save yourself.”

      “I’m coming,” I growled. “Don’t give up.”

      “If you come, you will die. Jakop created a deadly, orange gas. There is no cure. Nothing we do heals us. It will wipe us all out. If you come, the gas will only kill you, too.”

      How had he developed such a thing?

      “I can’t abandon you,” I cried, pushing my body to its limit, desperate to fly faster.

      “I love you, sister. Save yourself. Come for him when he least expects it. Get revenge for our kin.”

      “I love you, too. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry I am not there.”

      “Live, Jenecca. You must survive this. Hide, so he thinks he succeeded in killing us all. Then find him, and kill him. Goodbye, Jenny. Fight well. Love well.”

      “Fight well. Love well,” I repeated, choking on a sob as tears blinded me.

      I fell to the ground, erecting my mind’s shields so I wouldn’t experience the last Vengeances’ deaths, and sobbed. All of my people were dead. Had this attack happened a week earlier, he would have only found a third of us, but we had gathered together for the solstice. We always gathered for the solstice, and he must have known. Over a hundred women and children, the entire Vengeance race, now dead.

      Staying out in the open was asking for trouble. With a heavy heart, I made my way to my secret cave that not even Erielle had known about. Once inside, I curled up into a ball and mourned my kin. Tomorrow, I would return to my home, bury the dead, and then the hunt for Jakop would begin.

      Why hadn’t the gods intervened? They were our original creators, why hadn’t they stopped this mass genocide?

      Tears continued to stream down my face as I lay on the cave’s floor. I had never gone a day without Erielle and I sharing minds. Even when she’d gone missing for a year, we’d still shared our telepathic connection, though it had been intermittent. She’d been teleported somewhere far away and had to travel for a year to make it back. But I had been able to communicate with her, despite the great distance because of our bond.

      Now, her absence rang louder than her terrible, shrieking, singing voice.

      I howled out my misery and sorrow, not caring who came to investigate. Killing would ease my sorrow, even if just for a brief moment.

      I’d gone two days without food, yet I felt no hunger. Just a thirst for blood, Jakop’s blood.

      Time passed, though I was unsure how long I slept in the darkness of that cave. My tears stopped, but my pain still remained.

      Food was a necessity to ensure I defeated Jakop. My stiff joints and muscles protested my movement, and it required a bit more effort to stand than usual.

      In the far corner of the cave sat a wooden trunk. I held my palm against the lock and whispered the words to open it. “Erielle is a brat.” The words caught in my throat a bit, but the lock popped open anyway.

      Inside were swords, daggers, healing potions, and some provisions. I ate the provisions and strapped on all of my weapons.

      I smelled awful, but that didn’t matter. I could bathe in Jakop’s blood once I tracked him down.

      Stepping outside of the cave, I discovered it was night. I knew at least one day had passed, but it could have been more.

      I flew home, trying to prepare myself for what I would find. A mile from the grounds, I had to retreat. The gas still lingered there, hovering in the air, waiting for anyone who might have escaped.

      How was I supposed to bury them if I couldn’t reach their bodies?

      I lowered myself to a nearby tree, perched atop it like a cat.

      What should I do? Their bodies needed to be dealt with. This gas needed to be dealt with as well.

      I could use a fire spell to destroy the grounds, but I needed to get some things from our vault.

      I needed a mage, and I knew just the one who would help.

      With a sigh, I turned and flew to the east, towards the nearest human settlement. Humans weren’t awful creatures, but they were short lived and short sighted. They often died because of their own stupidity. They built their structures out of wood, since it was the cheapest material and one they could easily work with due to their low strength.

      In the center of the town sat the only stone building, and within its walls resided Paul, a very strong mage. I’d worked with him a few times, but we always butted heads. He was arrogant and self-important, even if he did have the magic to back up his ego.

      I dropped down on his doorstep, and several humans gasped, scattering like rats when the light turned on. I knocked twice, and steeled myself to ask, or beg, for his help.

      The door opened, and a tall, slim man with eyes that often glowed a strange blue stood before me. His smile turned into a scowl when he saw me. “Jenecca, what do you want?”

      “I need your help,” I said, frustrated that my voice cracked with just those few words.

      He arched a brow and stepped back, inviting me inside.

      Books and spell ingredients cluttered the inside of his home, covering every available surface. I bet he even had books on his bed.

      I sat in the client’s chair in front of his desk and waited as he fetched food and drink. After the first four times, I realized that arguing with him about how I wasn’t hungry or thirsty did no good and things went faster if I just let him do what he wanted.

      He returned a couple of minutes later, carrying a tray with a tea pot, two cups, and some biscuits. After setting them down and pouring me a cup, which I accepted with a nod of thanks, he sat back and observed me.

      I took a drink, and ate half of a biscuit before setting them both down and meeting his eyes. “I need your help.”

      “You said that at the door,” he said in a gravelly voice.

      Don’t roll your eyes. Don’t roll your eyes.

      “This is serious,” I growled. “My kin are dead.”

      His eyes widened. “What?”

      “Jakop murdered every member of my kin. All of the Vengeances are dead.”

      “What happened? How could he kill them all?”

      “He used some type of orange gas. None of their healing spells or potions worked. They all died within an hour or two,” I explained. “The gas still lingers, which is why I came for you. I want to bury my dead, but if I go there, I will die. And, I’m worried the gas will spread and kill others.”

      He stood, turned to grab a book, and dropped it on his desk, thumbing through it quickly.

      I waited in silence, eating more of the biscuit and drinking my tea. He was focused, which was good. It meant he was looking for a way to help me.

      He stopped on a page three quarters of the way through the book, a grimace on his face. “Orange, you said?”

      I nodded.

      “I think I know what it is.”

      “Can you get rid of it?” I asked. “Enough that I could touch the bodies?”

      He nodded. “Wait here. I need to brew something.”

      Without waiting for me to answer, he left the room, grabbing a couple bottles that had been sitting atop a stack of books as he did.

      I relaxed in the chair, letting my head fall back and my eyes close. Here, I was safe. Paul took his home’s security very seriously, and no one would enter without his permission. And, if Jakop did somehow enter, Paul would incinerate him before he could hurt me.

      Maybe I should lure Jakop here and let Paul destroy him.

      No, his death would come by my hands.

      Paul stuck his head back in the room, his cheek smeared with something bright green. “Does he know you’re alive?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure. I obviously wasn’t there, but I don’t know if he will have noticed my absence. I don’t know if he was able to walk through the gas or not. He could have dropped the gas and fled, expecting it to kill us off.”

      “While you’re in my house and with me, I will ensure your safety,” he stated, and then disappeared again.

      “Thank you,” I said, but I wasn’t sure if he had heard me.

      Curiosity got the better of me, and I took a peek at the book he’d left open. The page was written in a strange language, but the cauldron with a skull and crossbones symbol was explanation enough.

      Jakop no longer had a stationary home or hideout that I knew of. We’d demolished it four years ago when he’d tried to overthrow the human monarch, and they’d enlisted us to protect them. I had no idea where to start looking. He could be halfway around the world already.

      Perhaps a seer would be able to tell me where to find him. There was one not too far from here, and she and I had good history.

      First, I had to take care of my kin and land. I didn’t want to leave it abandoned, but I had no other options. Unless…

      “Could you create a barrier to keep all but one person out of an area?” I called out to Paul.

      “Come closer,” he yelled back. “Second door on the left down the hallway.”

      I followed his directions, and gaped at the size of the laboratory he moved around in. It was huge, definitely larger than the house appeared on the outside. Mages were something else.

      “What type of barrier are you asking about?” he asked, adding a red liquid to a cauldron.

      “I’m going to need to leave my home for a while, but I don’t want someone coming in and trying to claim it as their own. I was hoping you might be able to put up a barrier that only you and I could cross, so the land and everything stayed safe.”

      He dropped a rat tail in the cauldron, then turned to face me. “You’re going after Jakop, aren’t you?”

      I nodded. “I am.”

      “He could have more of the gas. He could be immune to it for all we know. Which means he could kill you, too.”

      “I must avenge my kin,” I said, raising my chin.

      He sighed. “I can’t help you kill him.”

      “I didn’t ask.”

      He growled and ran a hand through his hair. “I’m not trying to fight or argue, okay? I’m trying to help.”

      I lowered my chin and whispered, “I know. I’m sorry.”

      He set his hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “It’s understandable. I can put a spell on your land to make it invisible, and people will not be able to enter it. I will also reactivate it once every three months while you are gone. Once you kill him, you will need to come find me so that I can release the spell, or you won’t be able to enter either.”

      “Thank you.”

      He nodded once and then returned to his potion.

      I found a countertop with a little room, set a couple stacks of books on the floor, and then hopped up to sit on it and watch him. He was a handsome male, so I didn’t really understand why he was alone. But he did have a unique personality, and he did prefer to have his nose stuck in a book instead of up a woman’s skirt.

      “What would you have me do if you don’t return?” he asked, startling me out of my reverie.

      “I’m not sure how long it is going to take me to find him. How will you know if I’m dead or just still searching?”

      He waved his hand dismissively. “I have something for that. But I need to know what you would have me do if you do die.”

      “Destroy it,” I said.

      His eyes widened as he looked up from the cauldron. “What?”

      “Destroy everything. I don’t want our things pillaged by rogues or sold off to the highest bidder.”

      “Would you mind if I kept some of your books for historical purposes?” he asked.

      I smirked. “You are welcome to take whatever items you desire if I die. And, I will allow you to take books after you’ve dispelled the gas from the area now.”

      A smile lit up his face, one I rarely saw on him, and he returned to brewing with vigor.
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      Watching Paul spray the air with a little bottle that held his potion was not exactly what I’d envisioned him doing to remove the gas from the air.

      He sprayed an area, then tossed a mouse into it and waited. The mouse turned back and looked up at him, unfazed.

      He nodded. “Good. This works. Give me a couple hours to cleanse everything and then you can enter.”

      “I’ll wait on the alter,” I informed him, heading to the stone slab that had once served as a sacrificial area a hundred years ago. My mother had done away with the sacrifices when she’d taken over, eighty years ago. The stone slab had since served as a place for children to play, and it now served as a place of bitter sweet memories for me.

      The stone felt warm due to the magic that lay within it from all the sacrifices. It bothered me as a child, but I sat upon it now, with my knees tucked up to my chest and my chin atop them.

      For twenty years, I had protected our people. I began training when I was four and had earned my title as Vengeance Elite at age ten. My sister had trained in healing and other arts, which made us a perfect pair.

      I’d rarely been away from her, and even when physical distance separated us, our minds had always kept us joined.

      This newfound silence was too much. I missed her stupid jokes.

      How was I supposed to accomplish this without her?

      Mother had beaten it into us that we were stronger together. None of this would have happened if I hadn’t gone out to buy sweets.

      “Jenecca,” Paul called loudly.

      I startled, nearly falling off the alter.

      He scowled at me, something he often did, but today felt different. “I’ve finished. You can enter the grounds now.”

      I brushed myself off as I stood and nodded. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll wait here. When you’re done, come get me and I’ll put up the spell to hide this land.”

      I nodded again, chewing on the inside of my cheek as I headed towards the buildings.

      “I could just burn the bodies for you,” he offered.

      It was a tempting offer. Very tempting.

      “I need to do this myself. It’s the least I can do for them,” I said.

      “I wouldn’t recommend touching them,” he said from just behind me. Apparently, he had decided not to wait on the alter.

      “You sprayed everything, right?” I asked over my shoulder, pushing open the doors to the first building.

      “Yes, but there could be some residue inside of them that I wasn’t able to purify. I’d rather be safe than sorry,” he insisted.

      I started forward again, but he stopped me with an iron-like grip on my bicep.

      “Please, Jenecca. I don’t ever ask you for anything. Please, let me burn them for you.”

      I turned and looked up at the pinched eyebrows and scowl on his face. “Why?”

      “I would rather you live to find the murderer than be killed because I missed something,” he said, but I could tell it was a lie.

      “The truth,” I ordered him.

      He ground his teeth together. “They’re incredibly disfigured. It’s not something I want you to see. It will give you nightmares. It will haunt you the rest of your life. Just let me do this. It’s an act of kindness.”

      I debated it. “You really don’t want me to see them, do you?”

      He shook his head.

      Instead of arguing like I wanted to, I exhaled and nodded. “Fine. Please burn them.”

      He sighed in relief and released his hold on me. Clapping his hands together, he muttered something under his breath. Heat flared up all around me, and then it was gone.

      “Did you burn anything else?” I asked.

      He glared at me. “What type of two-bit hack do you take me for?”

      I smiled. “The best in the land,” I teased.

      He opened his mouth, then shut it without uttering a sound.

      With quicker steps, I went to my sister’s room first, and then sat on her bed, breathing in her scent that still clung to her blankets and pillow.

      Before the tears could start anew, I stood and resumed gathering supplies.

      It was eerie to be on the grounds with no one else around. The halls were usually filled with noises of talking, training, or children playing.

      I went to the library, hit the secret switch, and walked down the staircase that the switch had revealed.

      “We keep our most precious items here,” I told Paul, who I was certain was following me.

      “Are there books down here?” he asked as he conjured a ball of light, sending it over our heads.

      “Yes,” I said with a smirk.

      He followed in silence, his little light bobbing above us as we descended into the vault. The stairs continued down about four stories before stopping at a large metal door.

      I pressed my hand against it, pushed a bit of my magic to the lock, and it groaned as it slowly opened.

      “That’s a damn good spell locking that door,” Paul commented. “I don’t think even I could break it.”

      “We paid a lot for it, so I’d hope so.” Striding inside, I flicked up the lever that activated the fey lanterns.

      Light filled the room, showing off the cavernous area. There were several rows of books, and I pointed them out to Paul.

      “The books are over there. I only ask that you not touch the journals. Everything else you may borrow.” I made sure to enunciate the last word, but he was already headed towards the books with a look of awe on his face.

      I made my way to the armory, taking my time to examine each item. Several sets of armor lined the walls, as well as many individual items with enchantments. I stopped before the silver armor with the symbol of Medusa on it. Medusa herself had enchanted the armor, allowing the wearer to utter a spell once a day that would freeze any enemy within one hundred feet. The problem with it was that you had to know they were your enemy for it to work. And the daily recharge proved problematic at times. I strapped it on, smiling as it automatically adjusted for the proper fit.

      Next, I ventured over to the weapons. I’d spent days down here learning about each weapon and their corresponding enchantments. Setting my bag down on the table, I unzipped it and started piling weapons in. A girl could never carry too many weapons.

      I saved the Sword of Silence for last. It was my favorite item, partly because it was beautiful, but mainly because the enchantment was silly. All it did was cause the person you touched it with to be unable to speak until the next sunrise. It was handy against those who had to speak for spells to work, but cutting off their heads was just as effective.

      Most of the time Erielle and I just ran around smacking each other and others with it. We’d touched every person who’d been present one time, and they’d written very nasty letters to us since they couldn’t talk. We’d laughed for hours.

      “Is that the Sword of Silence?” Paul asked, a slight quiver in his voice.

      I turned, holding it out for him to see. “It is.”

      He stepped backwards, eyes wide. “Please don’t touch me with it.”

      I put it in its sheath and attached the sheath to my belt. “I would never.”

      He scowled, but refrained from commenting.

      I gave him my own scowl, not seeing any books. “Were our books not to your standards?”

      “I teleported them to my house already,” he explained. “I will treat them with the utmost care.”

      I nodded. He would treasure them better than I could.

      After one more look around, I slung the shoulder straps of the bag over my shoulders, and ascended back to the main level of the grounds. Once in the main hall, I faced Paul.

      “Thank you for your help. I hope we meet again, soon.” I bowed.

      “Come to my house when you’ve found your revenge. And, please stay safe. I know we often butt heads, however I do enjoy working with you,” he said.

      I stood and smiled at him. “I knew you liked me.”

      “I have this for you.” He pulled out a brown leather pouch. “This has healing powder in it. Take just a couple pinches and swallow it with water if you are injured. The medicine will speed your healing and recover your magic. I wish I could offer you more, but I’m not sure what you’re going to need for this quest.”

      I took the pouch, put it in my bag, and then hugged him. He stiffened initially at the contact, but then he wrapped his arms around me.

      “Thank you. Stay safe yourself. I don’t want to finish one quest for revenge only to embark on another.”

      He chuckled and patted my back. “I’ll behave.”

      We separated and after a moment of awkwardness, I straightened, offering him a smile. “See you soon.”

      “Good luck,” he said with a nod.

      We parted ways, with me heading east to visit the seer. She may not know anything helpful, but for some reason I had a gut feeling that she would.

      With determined steps, I made my way towards her cave.

      The cave was only a couple hours walk, but it felt much longer for some reason. The grassy land turned into rocky hills, and then forested mountains. I’d always found it strange how quickly the landscape changed. When I’d asked my mother about it, she’d said the gods designed things how they wanted them. I couldn’t really argue with that, so I just nodded and left the topic alone.

      The mountains were full of wildlife, and I tried my hardest to avoid them. I was an invader in their land, and I didn’t want to disrupt them, if possible.

      A few deer darted around trees, running from me. I watched them run away before continuing on. A few smaller animals scurried around in the underbrush, but I stuck to
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