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​Dear Reader,

Thank you for your continued support and your multiple trips to Caldera. Please buckle up and enjoy your trip. Remember to keep your eye out for a “Times of Our Lives” prequel coming soon.

Content warning: This story contains mature themes, including graphic violence, murder, and sexual content, including sexual assault. 

READER DISCRETION IS ADVISED!

Love,

Dina

P.S. There are moments in the story where you should Breathe In through your nose and Breathe Out through your mouth. Please enjoy your journey.
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​PROLOGUE 
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​Bernadette

There is so much that has happened in the past 6 months. It’s quite unbelievable the number of obstacles that we have run into. Starting eight days into this insane journey, Vanessa and I were thrown into her past. I wouldn’t have ever thought this was possible, but it truly did happen! 

Vanessa and I traveled around her past, weaving in and out of previous events according to her racing thoughts. I met my chosen mother, Bridget, as a young woman, heard her singing, and, eventually, became best friends with her. This is the hard part... I was going to go back to my present, and I was at the ready. The chrononautic portal was ready, but I waited for Vanessa, who wasn’t far behind; that was a grave mistake. When she caught up to me, she pulled me off the boat in the wrong direction and dived into the portal without me.

The past is my home now. Young Vanessa and I live together as an odd unit. In this capacity, I was the mother she yearned for, and she was the daughter who surprised me. I couldn’t go back to my present until a year from now. Not unless I wanted to travel to another portal that was 100 miles from here with the threadbare hope of making it in less than 3 days. Violette did contact me quite a few times, but after the events of Vanessa’s betrayal, I stopped replying. She never gave up on me, though.

Now, Violette’s story is a lot more exciting than mine. She began to govern over Caldera by reframing Caldera as a new city. She also had to deal with the whole Charolette with amnesia situation, and met Jasmine and Caroline for the first time. Elias finally broke free of Vanessa’s hold, and Vanessa turned William into stone, and so many other affairs happened.

If I were someone else, I wouldn’t believe anything that I just said because it’s honestly mind-blowing. This all happened, though. I am not making it up to weave it into some intricate tapestry.

..........

After Vanessa told Henry to go kill himself, I knew I had made the right decision in telling Bridget to keep her in the dark.  Still, I must've unconsciously forgotten what she is truly capable of doing over the past six months.

Initially, I didn't even want to live with her. However, the connection we have now, I had just hoped that she would stay... good? I didn't come soon enough, though. If only I could have saved her when she was a baby, just like Bridget, my real mother, was rescued.

When Bridget was born, she was left on a bridge by her miserable parents. With a trail of fresh blood and an umbilical cord still attached to the newborn, Bridget’s adoptive mother realized that the baby had just been born and abandoned. 

Someone sweet and always deserving of a child but was never lucky enough to conceive, the spinster Abigail, found Bridget almost frozen to death. She took her home to nurse her back to health. Bridget was forever thankful to have Abigail in her life. After all these thoughts, I come back to the present.

"Why did you do that?" I demanded. Almost proud of herself, she replies, "That was Henry, that was my abusive father." I just stare at her in disbelief. Could I do anything to stop it? Do I want to do anything to stop it? What he did made me murderous. 

Physical abuse, mental and emotional harassment, not to mention sexual assault... He was a despicable person. He deserves death... So, why do I feel guilt for watching him walk to his death? He deserves worse.

While ruminating on that thought, I decided what she did was wrong. She could've told him to bring himself to jail and live out his days knowing he could never leave.

However, I was also murderous over all of the vile acts he had done. I think I believe that what she did was erroneous, but still I question myself and think if that makes me a bad person? 

Young Vanessa meticulously thought out the way she told him to kill himself. I just don't know if her actions were wrong because of the deplorable and deranged acts he had done to her. I think that I am fine with what she did because I don't know what I would have done if the roles were reversed.

Even so, the amount of guilt I feel is insurmou... I FIGURED IT OUT! I don't want Vanessa to be as evil as he was, and that's why I am feeling so guilty. My biological mother has become like a daughter to me. All mothers want goodness for their children, not for them to become evil villains. Now that I can put a name to my feelings, I realize that I don't support what she did, but I don't think it was wrong either.

"Let's go home, kid," I say as I put my arm around her shoulder, "We have to get your belongings ready for your new home." I notice a shooting star in the darkening sky, and begin to wish for something for myself, but then I softly say this instead: “I wish Elias gets all he wishes for.” 

Young Vanessa asks, “Who is Elias?” Without a second’s hesitation, I tell her, “Just an old friend,” but my face gives it away. She teases, “You mean boyfriend,” as she gushes with squeals and giggles. As we are walking, I feel a tug in my stomach, and I stop for a moment, holding that spot with a squished face. Vanessa asks, "What's wrong, DiDi?"  I shrug my shoulders as the feeling passes. "I don't know. I'm not feeling too well, I guess." 

Vanessa looks at me with concern but changes the subject, "I'm sorry that I did that. We could probably go back to get him if you'd like. I don't want to make you unhappy." 

I stop in my tracks and place a hand on each of her shoulders, "Don't you do things just to make people happy anymore. Ever. That's something in your past. Keep it there." As I stare into her eyes, she looks scared, and I demand, "Promise me that you won't let others control you by manipulating you. Promise me that, even if someone is angry at you, you will make yourself happy. Promise me!" I don't want her entering any type of relationship, thinking that ANYTHING Henry has done is appropriate. She is a bit frightened but says, "I promise." 

As I digress, I say, "Although I didn't particularly condone what you have done, I don't blame you... not at all.” Then I jokingly sigh and continue, “I probably would have done something like that in your situation, too."

Young Vanessa looks confused but wears an ambiguous smile. I continue, "But don’t get used to that. One can get accustomed to that type of cruelty. Also, don't you EVER do something just to make someone happy. If you think it's the right thing to do, trust your judgment." Vanessa wears a smile, ear-to-ear, as she says, "Thank you," and leaves it at that.

If the future hasn’t already changed by my actions, I can see the ways that she has twisted my words. Everything that I just said to her contributes to every single act that she has committed. I wanted her to be sure that she wasn’t taken advantage of, not for her to take advantage of others. I’m feeling overwhelmed by guilt about the future, but I need to keep my composure. 

On our trek, we talk about what she will do in her new home, and how she'll live comfortably, forgetting completely about our previous conversation. She thought about continuing the herbs with me, but she circled back to taking care of children. 

Suddenly, another twinge of pain coursed through my stomach. Young Vanessa declares, "Okay, something is wrong. You're going to go lie down." Replying with the pain still in my voice, "I am fine. Everything is good, Vanessa. You don't have to worry." 

Vanessa looks at me in disbelief, but shakes it off. The last of her belongings is in the carriage. Our ride into town is bittersweet and silent. We arrive at her new home in about 30 minutes and unpack everything. I hug her as I say, "Whatever you do, I know that you’ll be fantastic." She hugs me back. Misty-eyed and proud, I tell her goodbye, and I will see her soon.

In the carriage going back home, I feel the pull in my stomach again. Breathe in, Breathe out, Breathe in, Breathe out. This is the strongest tug I've felt yet; then it happened. Ten feet above the ground and rising, I see my buggy has flipped to the side, and the horse is running towards Bridget and Camden's home. What is happening? 

The sky and clouds are enveloping me in rain. I am completely soaked as I rise higher and higher. Before I know it, I'm above the trees. The people below look like ants as I smell the volcanic smog. I see Caldera's volcano, Ignera, up close and personal. Inhaling a bit too much smog, I begin to choke. At the very least, I'm dry again.

After I have passed Ignera's crater, I pass through some clouds, once again, becoming soaked. The air is getting thinner and thinner. The light is being snuffed out of the sky. Before the light is gone, I say to myself aloud, "Am I dead?" At the very least, I have this amazing view before I join my father and grandparents. As I breathe in my final breath, I black out.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER 1 
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​Vanessa 

​Day 14

Once the air returns to my lungs, I vomit. I realize only now that I have been poisoned; it must've been in my food. I knew that I fell ill all too quickly. What is it that they poisoned me with? No doubt, they retrieved it from my herb garden. 

Besides me, who knows these ways? I made sure to keep all spells and recipes hidden from everyone. Even then, my spellbook and herb garden are completely isolated from each other. I can’t believe they pulled off this kidnapping.

My feet and hands are still hog-tied together, so I can't take my blind fold off easily. Inching closer to a suspected wall, I feel my head dangling over an unknown opening. All I feel is emptiness under my face. As I edge the cloth off my face, I finally break free of its hold. It is off, and I see the brightly colored bandana twirl down a dark pit. Heights and I do not get along. Before I knew it, I was passed out.

..........

Once more, I dream of the past. 

I walk into the kitchen where William stands, and I kiss him deeply but without any feeling. "What was that for?" he asks, mildly concerned. "You don't ask questions to or about me anymore," I reply. "Okay, dear," he says casually as he returns to what he is doing. With less conviction of morals because of my empty chest, my powers are much easier to use.

Out of nowhere, I hear a knock at the door. It swings open, and what I see next is inconceivable! A woman is standing outside my home, and it is my mother. With surprise and a dulled excitement, I ask, "Mother? Is that really you? Have I truly done it?" Faux heartbeats make me realize that if I allow myself, I can feel whatever I want to feel. 

Exhilaration is felt throughout my entire body, lightning through every vessel. No known person has ever achieved this feat. I am stronger than any sorceress that there has ever been, or any one that I have ever encountered, and I smile.

My mother enters my home without saying anything, finds a canteen of water, and drinks every last bit. She looks confused, and then I take her hand and put it on my cheek. "Hi, mommy," I say warmly, and I nuzzle my face into her hand. She looks me in my eyes and smiles, "My Nessa, sweetie, how I have missed you!"

..........

Wherever I am, it is far enough down that I can’t see any landmarks. The only sunlight coming in is at the surface of the pit. Whispers surround me... It’s probably the normal conversations from above, but they sound more sinister from 15 feet below. I begin to stand up and attempt to balance myself, but I am still dizzy. Suddenly, the dirt shifts beneath my body, and I am hurtled down at least 15 more feet. 

An electrical surge shoots up my entire body from landing on my feet. As I fall on my face, I realize regaining my balance is fruitless. Then the dirt shifts, and once more I fall another 15 feet. The world is spinning out of control, and I black out.

..........

"Mother!" I yelled, and she hugged me tight. "I didn't think I did it, I didn't think I could revive someone long lost to the world," I exclaim. She seems baffled, and I question her, "What? What is wrong, mother?" William comes into the room so quietly that I didn't notice him. Bewildered, he states, "I was under the impression that your mother had died."

William is intelligent, so if I decided to explain to him what had happened, I’m positive he’d understand. Instead, I tell him to go to bed. When he listens immediately, I giggle to myself, then follow him down the hall. Promptly, I close the door behind him. Excited as I am, I need to settle down before returning to my mother.

The years that have passed since she was gone from my life were not easy. I’m in a better way, thanks to Didi, but do I really have a better life? I mean, look at me, I am pregnant with someone else's baby, married to a man I don’t love? I am not well, but she looks as young as I remember her. Mother asks, "Why did he look so confused, sweetie?" 

Mother wouldn't be proud of me for controlling him, but I think back to DiDi's words, “Don't you do things just to make people happy anymore.” Does that include my own mother? As I quickly fight back and forth in my mind, I finally make a decision.

"Oh, he's just tired, mother. He'll be fine in the morning. Stay here, I forgot to grab something," I say. Inside my bedroom, William is still awake but in bed. “When you go back in there, you’re going to apologize to my mother for upsetting her. Do you understand me?” William looks up and grimaces, “I understand.” 

To keep up my ruse, I grab my book of spells, and I enter the living space where I left my mother. She smiles and says, "I have missed you, sweetie. What is your life like? How old are you now? 19?" It's been eleven long years since she passed away. I know, with my heart beating in my chest, it was always a sore subject, but without my heart, it's much easier to address.

I tell her all about what Henry did to me over the years after her death, and how I came into my powers. I told her what I did to Henry and his friends. After my story, she looks me deep into my soul and says, "My dear girl, sweetie, I wish I could have stopped all of this from happening to you. I tried to come back for you but..." My hand goes up, and I demand, “What did you just say?”

Did she just tell me that she tried to come back for me? Meaning from death? Did she try to kill me? Now that I’ve resurrected her, is she here to complete the job? I’m so confused and a little scared. 

Attempting to control my composure, I question her, "Come back for me? From death? How is that possible without a resurrection spell, Mother?" Even without my heart, I feel it fall in my chest when she answers me, "Death? I wasn't dead."

..........

Darkness is consuming me when I wake up, and I hear nothing. I realize that I am all alone with nothing to do but think of how royally I messed everything up. If I hadn't let my ego, my pride, and my selfish ways lead me, I wouldn't be here in this dark and dusty cave.

Bernadette was right when she told me I would regret not treating people the way they deserved, but I didn't care. Now, not a soul will search for me, no one except for Dimitri, and I don’t blame them. If only I had my heart, but I kept it in that damned jewelry box that I thought I had inherited from Deidra when I thought that she was dead.  It was still hidden in my old cabin, which is now a part of my compound.

I wish I had put my heart back inside my chest when Bernadette came to town. Then I would have Calvin with me; even if he wasn't with me, it'd be enough because we are stronger when we are near each other. Oh, how I missed my Vinny, but that wasn't the only reason I needed Calvin in Caldera. Our blood was so powerful together- that's why the girls are so strong. That's why I needed his blood. Just in case he wasn't willing to help me, I needed a backup plan, a plan B. A potion of our blood together that I could use to protect the city for a bit longer... from her.

Exhaustion has snuck up on me, and I can't keep my eyes open for much longer. My body feels like it is swaying. Is the poison still in my blood? My eyes are slowly closing, and the last thought running through my brain before they're fully closed is of Deidra.

..........

What does she mean that she wasn't dead? Standing to my feet, I bark, "Mother, you were dead. I saw you die. That's not something someone just forgets." She looks at me, deep down into my soul, and retorts, "I wasn't completely dead. Your father had the doctor check on me later that night after he placed me on the mat. You had fallen asleep after what he had done to you. That's the day I realized my power."

Intent on hearing the rest of her words, I sit on my chair once more. Then my hand flips from its crossed position as I make a motion for her to continue and reply, "Go on," and put it back into place. 

My mother says, "Well, sweetie, the doctor was checking my pulse and said that I would be gone within the night. That's when you fell asleep. Your father went for a walk and left the doctor in the tent with me." She pauses to search for another jug of water. When she finds one more bottle, she drinks almost all of it, and then she continues.

"The doctor went to check my pulse again, but this time, he put my arm on his shoulder and sat me up to hear my heart better. All I remember is wanting to be better so I could finally run away from Henry, and I felt better rapidly. My eyes shot open, and the doctor fell over. I didn't know then how strong I was... not until tonight, anyway... but I ran as fast as my legs would take me. I ended up right on the outskirts of the city.

"There, I found another doctor and told him of my tale. He said it was a miracle that I was alive. He offered me a position in his home because he wanted me to stay safe. I stayed with him in his home as a maid. Every day, he proved he was a good man through his actions. I fell for him quickly, and he fell for me, as well. We were married within a year. We had our daughter, Veronica, a year after that."

At this point, I couldn’t listen anymore. She grabs my hand as I abruptly walk away, "Please, sweetie, stop. Don't walk away from me." The anger I feel is intensified without my heart, "Oh, like you walked away from me? What happened after you had... What is her name? Veronica? Because, if I did the math correctly, I was 10 when she was born, is that right?"

She abashedly answers me, "Yes, sweetie, you would have been 10 years old." With smoke coming out of my ears, I reveal, "Well, that's when I finally learned how to appease your husband. That's when I knew how to please a man, a man three times my senior. Someone who was supposed to protect me-that SHOULD HAVE protected me-against all the things that go bump in the night. I learned how to please him so the abuse wouldn't continue daily. Just weekly. That's the age at which I lost my first set of twins. Their names were Lance and Jeremiah. They were only alive for one day before they died from complications. Complications brought on due to a CHILD bringing children into the world.

"So, please, excuse me while I walk away because I don't wish to hear your excuses ever again. Leave my home.” She stays seated, so I encourage her to leave ever so louder, “NOW!" As I point to the door, she does as I say. She
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