
  
    [image: Magic Born]
  


  
    
      MAGIC BORN

      THE ELUSTRIA CHRONICLES: MAGIC BORN - BOOK 1

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        CAETHES FARON

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Become an Insider

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

    

    
      
        Thank you!

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BECOME AN INSIDER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Get sneak peeks and stay up to date on new releases by signing up for the author’s Insider Newsletter. You’ll also get free exclusive content.

        https://CaethesFaron.com/newsletter

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      A web of green vines exploded from the hand of the imp facing me. Maniacal laughter erupted from her purple lips as I activated my concealment spell, dodging her attack. She jumped from foot to foot, her long green limbs flailing as she goaded me. I was in no mood to fight, but I needed to get by her to retrieve the scroll the Circle of Sorcerers had sent me to fetch. It contained the instructions for the next part of my quest, and I’d tracked it for days. If I had to, I’d kill the imp for it, and it looked like I had to.

      The decision made, I unleashed a rain of hellfire on her head. The spell drained me of all my magic, but I didn’t anticipate needing more any time soon, and I didn’t want to mess around with lesser spells. The imp fell to the ground, her three-foot frame consumed in flames. I ran past her to the tree that held the scroll and stabbed the unveil charm into the trunk. Directly below the charm, the bark melted away to reveal a compartment. Inside sat the scroll I’d spent all day searching for. As I pulled the scroll out, a giant black cloud descended. The dark mist swirled and took the form of a demon.

      “Shit.”

      I didn’t even have time to see which spell of his killed me before the load screen of Wizards and Fae, my massively multiplayer online game of choice, mocked me with its familiar art of giants, elves, and wizards that looked way more impressive than the actual in-game graphics. The graveyard appeared, and I claimed my body. There wouldn’t be time to make another attempt at the scroll. There was only a five percent chance of the demon spawning when a player removed the scroll, and he had to appear the one time I wasted all of my magic on the stupid imp.

      No time to wallow. I wasn’t just Kat Thomas, college senior. I was, more importantly, Serafina, Dark Sorceress, and if I didn’t get a move on, my guild would boot me. I teleported Serafina to my guild’s meeting place and joined our voice-chat line.

      “Hey, guys, Serafina here. Sorry I’m late.”

      “No problem. We’re still waiting on Hector.” The voice of Jabberwocky, the guild leader, sounded in my headset.

      No surprise. Hector got away with everything, including showing up late. The fact that he gave his avatar such a mundane, human name was a turnoff, like giving a human name to a dog, especially since it was a female elf—talk about squicky. But he was the best tank in the game, so we all put up with his foibles. It was his job to take the hits from all the bad guys we fought while the rest of the group and I tried to take them down. And, of course, he did all this while wearing armor that amounted to a metal bikini. Gotta love those authentic details in a game created by a guy. I cast some long-lasting enhancement spells on the rest of the group then got up for snacks.

      My gaming rig was set up in the living room of my one-bedroom apartment. It was the most expensive thing I owned. In the kitchen, the fridge revealed some cans of grape soda and leftover mac and cheese. I nuked the leftovers for a minute and grabbed a couple of sodas. It should be enough.

      With soda within easy reach for a quick swig between fights, I folded my legs up under me and settled in for a long night of gaming. While waiting on Hector, I took the opportunity to scarf down the mac and cheese. The dry, congealed mess wasn’t appetizing, but all I needed was something to keep the hunger at bay for the next few hours. A private message appeared in the lower right-hand corner of my screen.

      
        
        GreyMist: Did you hear back about the master’s program yet?

      

      

      GreyMist was the healer of our group and my best friend in the guild. We bonded over being around the same age and in college. The rest of the guild was made up of professionals, adults who had careers and mortgages and their shit together. The only guildmember younger than us was Rintin, a high schooler whom we tolerated because his DPS—damage per second—was through the roof.

      
        
        Serafina: No.

      

      

      I didn’t provide more. This was game time, time for me to hack away at some baddies, not think about my life. That wouldn’t be the last I heard from GreyMist on the matter. Nicole—GreyMist’s real name—always looked out for my interests, but right before a raid wasn’t the time to get into my dysfunctional relationship with the future. Two minutes later, Hector made his grand entrance, and our raid on the light fae castle commenced.

      The game lulled me in as it always did. My mind calmed as I went through the familiar battles. The fights were challenging, but I was up for it. Our guild had been together for years, and we could anticipate each other’s moves even without the assistance of voice chat. The satisfaction of doing a difficult task well filled me. The guild was my world. I had no family anymore, and people in my real life didn’t get me the way these guys did.

      During a fight with a coven of cursed elves who controlled dozens of miniature demons, a series of knocks on the door startled me enough to make me miss the elf I aimed for.

      “Damn, sorry,” I told the guild. I regrouped as I focused on the elf. During encounters at this high level, distractions could cause our whole group to wipe. I had to be on top of my damage and magic management, careful not to burn through my magic too quickly or too slowly, maximizing each spell while also making sure I didn’t pull the attention of the baddies off of our tank. It would only take two blasts from one of the demons to kill me. The knocker at my door would go away. I couldn’t remember when I’d last had someone over. I took the elf down and searched for my next target.

      The knocking continued. When would this guy get a clue? After a few more knocks, the rhythm intensified. I muted my microphone and turned my head to the door as much as I could without taking my eyes off the screen. “Go away!”

      We almost had the elf leader down, only ten percent health left. His armor got a boost when he was that low. He sent shockwaves of damage through the group. I had to keep my eye on my health and step back should I get too low. It would take concentration to make sure I did enough damage without running out of magic or dying.

      The knocking got louder. “Hello?” A male voice sounded from the other side of the door, but I didn’t let it bother me. We’d been working on this castle for weeks, and I couldn’t let my team down. My most powerful spell finally finished charging and I cast it, holding my breath to see if our combined effort would be enough to bring the leader down. I didn’t have enough magic left to cast another if it didn’t work.

      The elf wobbled, let out a few curses, then fell over. The entire group cheered as we healed up and readied to fight the next boss.

      Bang, bang, bang.

      “I’ll be right back. Someone’s at the door.” I removed my headset and opened the door to find a delivery guy with a package in his hands about the size of a shoebox. Yay for persistence. This had to be the new wireless headset I’d ordered.

      “Oh thanks, I wasn’t expecting this so soon.” I snatched the package and shut the door. Too bad we were already in the middle of a raid or I’d set it up. It’d be nice to not be tethered to my computer by a cord anymore. I grabbed a knife from the kitchen on my way back to the computer. Everyone would be taking a short break now, and I at least wanted to take a look at this beauty that had arrived early.

      The knocking on the door resumed. With a few minutes of break left, I decided to go ahead and get rid of this guy now rather than risk him disturbing the next fight.

      “What is it?” I glared as hard as I could at the dark-haired delivery guy when I answered the door, hoping he would get the message and leave, only to be taken aback by a pair of strange dark yellow eyes.

      “I need to talk to you. It’s important.” His voice had a smooth accent I couldn’t place. Definitely not local or any other American accent. Even though he looked Latino with his thick black hair and warm tan skin, his voice didn’t have the lilt of a Spanish accent.

      “I don’t know you. Go away and leave me alone.” I almost had the door closed when he stuck out his hand to stop it. Before I could give in to my instinct to pull the door back and slam it on his hand, he spoke.

      “You don’t know me, but I know you, sort of. I have information about your mother.”

      Ah. This had happened a few times, but I thought it would have stopped by now. A lot of victims’ families from the plane crash that had killed my parents sought each other out. I didn’t understand it, but people in general tended to baffle me.

      His dark yellow eyes peered so earnestly at me that I decided I could give him a second of my time. I saw a hint of grief in them that was familiar. He appeared older, not a student, maybe late twenties or early thirties. The black jeans and T-shirt fit the tall frame of a guy who hung around the gym more than the guys I knew.

      “Look, I’m kind of busy, and I’ve already made peace with my parents’ death. Maybe you should check out the support group. If you need the information, I can get it for you.” He should have it already, but I didn’t mind giving it to him if it would get him to leave.

      His eyes shifted from side to side and he lowered his voice. “No, I don’t mean her. I mean your real mother.”

      Ice slithered down my spine. I’d given up looking for my birth mother years ago. It seemed disrespectful to my parents. A couple months after they died, I picked up the search again, but quickly abandoned it. Nothing good could come of it. I already had parents, and they were dead. Nothing I might find would change that.

      “My mom’s dead. Leave. I don’t want to see you again. Don’t make me call the cops.” I put the full weight of my body, all one hundred thirty pounds of it, behind the door and secured the deadbolt before he could stop me. I rested against the door, the cool metal penetrating my shirt, and took a deep breath to stop the slight shaking that overcame me. I played the game to forget, and the stark reminder of my parents’ death brought a wave of grief crashing against my body. I rode it out until my hands steadied. Game night with the guild had no place for grief.

      Settling back in my chair and putting my headset on, I tried to push the entire thing from my mind. “I’m back. It was just some guy at the door.”

      “You okay?” GreyMist asked.

      Trust my best friend to question my effort at nonchalance. “Yeah, I think he finally got the message to leave. So are we ready to move on?”

      The next fight did a great job of driving the strange incident from my mind, but during the next break, I opened the package, knowing now that it wouldn’t have my headset in it. What I saw confounded me.

      “What the fuck?”
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      The package distracted me for the rest of the raid. I decided long ago to not let the fact that I was adopted bother me. Whenever I thought about my birth mother abandoning me, I remembered how damn lucky I was to have my parents. So why did I care so much that she’d sent me a package?

      “What’s up with you?” Nicole asked in a private voice chat after the raid.

      “Nothing.” I didn’t like lying to my best friend, but I didn’t have the energy to talk about the encounter with the stranger. Nicole was always encouraging me to go to therapy to talk through my feelings about my parents’ death. She also thought I had buried issues about being adopted to unpack. If I told her about the guy, she’d start back in on her quest to get me to therapy. My parents were dead and I was adopted. No amount of talking would change that. A therapist wouldn’t bring my parents back to life. A therapist could only help me continue with my life, and I wasn’t ready to be happy. The only time I really felt anything was when I played Wizards and Fae. That’s why I latched onto the game. I didn’t feel any other time, because if I did, it would be too much. The pain would be too much. My parents had died on their way to see me. I could drive myself insane with the guilt and grief. Not happening. I may not be living the life my parents and I had planned, but at least I wasn’t miserable, and that deserved some points in my mind.

      Even though Nicole’s persistence annoyed me, I secretly loved her for it. There were worse things in the world than knowing someone cared.

      “Really? Nothing? So you just started to suck all by yourself?” she asked.

      “What are you talking about?” There wasn’t much for me to be proud of in my life right now, but my gaming skills gave me what little pride I had.

      “I had to take like three potions just to keep myself in enough magic to heal you tonight. You kept pulling aggro but then slacking off on the DPS. Rintin had twice as much DPS as you tonight and didn’t pull aggro once.”

      Pulling aggro meant I pulled the monster’s attention away from Hector, our tank, who had enough armor and health to absorb the blows. The trick to my role in our guild’s raids was to do a lot of damage per second without pulling aggro. The fact that Rintin the high schooler outdid me on damage added to my embarrassment. “I just had an off night.”

      “You don’t have off nights. What’s going on?”

      I wanted to tell her, I just didn’t want to delve into my psyche with her. “If I tell you, do you promise to not get all psychoanalytical on me?” Nicole was a computer science major at MIT, but she had a strange fascination with pop psychology.

      “Of course. Just two friends talking. What’s up?” She tried to sound uninterested, but she couldn’t hide the bubbly sound her voice got when she anticipated hearing something juicy.

      “The guy who kept knocking on the door, he said he had information about my mother.”

      “Some conspiracy theorist about the crash?”

      “No.” That was about the only thing that could have been worse. After the plane crash, conspiracy theories started popping up all over the Internet. Those nutcases didn’t care that there were real grieving families who only wanted some privacy. They made life hell. Escaping into the game helped me avoid them. “He wasn’t talking about my mom. He was talking about my birth mother.”

      “Oh. Wow. That’s”—she trailed off then seemed to remember her promise to me—“not at all big or emotionally impactful or anything.”

      “Stop,” I said through a slight laugh. “I told him I had one mom and she was dead and to go away and leave me alone.”

      “Good for you.” She paused for a beat, and I knew what was coming. She couldn’t resist. “Were you curious at all about her?”

      Wanting to move away from any talk of feelings, I focused on the package. “No, not after I saw what she sent me.”

      “Wait, she sent you something?”

      “Oh, yeah, I thought he was a delivery guy at first bringing my headset, you know, the wireless one I ordered that you told me was the best.”

      She didn’t take the bait. Normally, Nicole loved talking hardware, especially gaming hardware. I didn’t know what half the specs actually meant, but she took pride in her recommendations. “So what was it?”

      I grabbed the package from my desk and looked inside one more time, as if it might make more sense now. “It’s a necklace.”

      “A necklace?”

      “Yeah, just shows how much she doesn’t know me. I don’t know how I could be related to a woman who chooses a piece of jewelry as her first overture to the daughter she abandoned.”

      “What kind of necklace is it?”

      I pulled it out to get a better look. “Nothing special. An amber stone fixed to a gold chain.”

      “I’m impressed you could identify the stone.”

      “Amber is what trapped the mosquito they used to bring back dinosaurs in Jurassic Park. Duh.”

      I could practically hear Nicole’s eyeroll through my headset. “Of course. Do you think it’s some kind of family heirloom?”

      “I don’t know. What do heirlooms look like?” My parents, the ones who adopted and raised me, hadn’t left me anything I’d consider an heirloom. We were a tight unit but didn’t have much of an extended family. “It seems too simple to be something worth passing down.”

      “Well, there has to be some reason she sent it to you. Maybe if you’d let the guy who brought it talk to you, you’d know.”

      “I thought you supported me telling him to go away.”

      “I support you standing up for yourself, but you have got to get over this fear of talking. When did talking ever hurt anyone?”

      “Now. Right now. I’m in physical pain.” It was a joke, but it didn’t stray far from the truth. There were times when the grief hit me harder than a physical blow could. Just the thought of talking about my birth mother as if I could simply replace my mom and move on from my grief threatened to crush me. “I don’t need to know why she sent it or anything else. I’m fine.”

      “If you say so. Hey, you should wear the necklace with your skirt to the hearing tomorrow. It doesn’t hurt to look nice when pleading your case.”

      Shit, between the game and the visitor, I’d forgotten about the hearing. It was to determine if my scholarship would continue through next semester despite my subpar grades. I only had to get through one more semester to graduate, but there were days when it felt like a taller mountain to climb than when I started as a freshman. Without my scholarship, I wouldn’t be able to do it. There was a lawsuit underway against the airline responsible for the crash that killed my parents, but it could be years before I saw anything from that. My dad’s life insurance policy had barely covered their debts and funeral expenses. “You’re probably right. At least it’ll be good for something.”

      I only had one skirt in my wardrobe, and it would need all the help it could get. However, I couldn’t help thinking that Nicole would somehow use me wearing the necklace as an excuse to try to get me to explore my feelings about my birth mother. The only thing the necklace did was illustrate the difference between my mom and my birth mother. One knew me and one didn’t.

      “Are you nervous?” Nicole asked.

      “No.” That should be a good thing, but I knew it wasn’t. People who cared got nervous. Indifferent people didn’t get nervous. Depressed people didn’t get nervous. “Thanks for helping me prepare what I’m going to say. I’ve got it all memorized. It’ll be fine.”

      “Good.” Nicole was the closest thing I had to a sister. I didn’t deserve her and I knew it. The fact that she cared so much even when I didn’t gave me hope that maybe one day I’d get out of the funk I was in. She was strong for me when I wasn’t.

      Time to stop this train of thought before misty eyes turned into tears. “Oh, I have something for you. You’ll never guess what it is.” I navigated to my in-game inventory to locate the item and send it to her. “The key to unlock the quest line for the Circlet of Eternal Youth!”

      “No! Really? You’re awesome. I can’t believe you did that.”

      I’d worked for weeks to get the key for her, and the excitement in her voice made it all worth it. The circlet was a legendary item that I knew Nicole wanted but was too busy to get by herself. I met up with her in-game to do the quest line. The game sucked me in, and hours passed with my best friend. If only life could stay this simple and fun.
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      I sat on a bench in the quad in shock. I knew I’d let my life get a little out of control since my parents’ death, but I hadn’t realized it was this bad. The chairman of the scholarship committee’s voice echoed in my head. The old white-mustached man had sounded like a grandfather scolding a wayward child.

      “Your scholarship is revoked. Normally we’d place you on academic probation with the opportunity to regain your scholarship, but since next semester is your last, that’s a moot point.”

      When the committee asked what my plans for the future were, I didn’t know what to tell them. Given my status as a full-ride scholar at the school, they expected me to regale them with exciting opportunities I was pursuing. That used to be me: dedicated, driven, looking to take the world by storm. That would still be me if Mom and Dad hadn’t died. But they had, and I coped the best way I knew how. Despite what they had thought, perhaps I wasn’t meant to be extraordinary. Earth was filled with ordinary people leading ordinary lives and being ordinarily happy. I was fine with that.

      But I had shattered the one dream my parents had for me. I’d chosen Stapleton University because it had been their alma mater. I worked my ass off every day in high school to get a full-ride scholarship. I’d known from a young age that I’d been adopted, and I never wanted my parents to regret that choice, so I’d dedicated my life to making them proud. It seemed smart at the time. But now without them, I was lost. I hadn’t just lost my parents, I’d lost the cornerstone of my life. It was time to figure out who I was without them, but I wasn’t prepared. Now it may be too late.

      This wasn’t who they raised me to be. I wiped away the tears that had silently fallen and gathered myself. I could fix this. One more semester, that’s all I had to go. Maybe Nicole was right. Maybe it was time to accept some help. If therapy could get me on track, then it was worth looking into. I had Nicole and I had the work ethic I’d spent a lifetime building. I headed to the parking lot with a new sense of optimism. All I had to do was figure out how to pay for one more semester.

      When I got to my car, a bright orange flier fluttered in the wind underneath one of my wiper blades.

      
        
        Attention: A rare panther has been spotted near campus. Do not venture into the woods alone. If you see the panther, call Animal Control at 555-347-0908. Illegal hunting of the panther will not be tolerated.

      

      

      Going into the woods alone or otherwise was never a possibility for me. No Wi-Fi, no Kat. I crumpled the flier and tossed it on the passenger seat.

      My little red, two-door clunker stalled twice on the way home. The hills in the area were too much for her. My baby needed a long, flat stretch of asphalt to be at her best—somewhere I could let loose and push her to the fifty-five-mile-per-hour limit at which she started to shake so hard she could double as a carnival ride. At least I didn’t have to worry about being without a car. No one would give me any real amount of money for her, so she wasn’t worth selling to raise funds for tuition.

      As I stepped onto the sidewalk that led to my apartment building, I pulled off my heels. Blisters had formed where the straps lay. Bringing a pair of comfy shoes to change into would have been wise. When I got to my door, a folded piece of paper stuck out of the side. Probably some stupid flier or takeout menu. Turned out, it was neither. After I let myself in, I read the handwritten note.

      
        
        I have something very important to speak to you about concerning your mother. Please call me.

        Alex

      

      

      His phone number appeared underneath the signature.

      “Give up already.” I crumpled the note and tossed it in the kitchen trash along with the junk mail. My keys landed on a little table inside the entryway to my apartment. I walked past the kitchen on my right and into the bedroom, throwing my overflowing messenger bag onto the unmade bed. The state of my room should have been the first clue that I didn’t have my life together. Tomorrow, I’d start taking better care of myself and find some way to get through my last semester, but I couldn’t think about that now. I had a date with Nicole.

      I slipped into a pair of comfy, green plaid pajama pants, threw my auburn hair up into a messy bun, and grabbed a toaster pastry from the pantry, no time to heat it. Nicole would be wondering where I was.

      “So you are coming. I thought you might have gone to that party instead,” Nicole said when I joined a private voice chat with her.

      I let Nicole’s jovial tone pull me away from my depressing thoughts just as it always did. I’d tell her about the hearing later, and we’d come up with a plan to fix it. I just wanted to enjoy one last night with her in-game, and then we’d tackle my scholarship problem.

      “Ha ha, very funny. The only reason to go would be for the free food to avoid cooking.” Some guys in my complex were throwing a party centered around some sporting event. Football? Baseball? I had no idea. If I hadn’t been so shocked at the committee’s decision, I probably would have popped in for some free pizza.

      “You know, it wouldn’t kill you to actually make an effort, have some real friends outside the game.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I never understood the appeal of other friends. Bonding with other people invited disappointment and heartache.

      “And cook?” Thick disbelief coated Nicole’s voice. “I didn’t realize toaster pastries qualified as cooking now.”

      I couldn’t allow her to demean my skills. “Hey, you can burn a toaster pastry. If you can burn it, it qualifies as cooking.”

      “You clearly missed your true calling as a home economics major.”

      “Do they even have such a thing?” It sounded slightly horrifying in a Stepford wife kind of way. “Hey, do you mind if I do my daily first? I don’t want to forget.”

      “No, go ahead. I’ll be here killing forest pixies until I’m fifty at this rate.”

      “Thanks. I’ll be quick.” Each day, players got a random daily quest to complete. They were usually simple, if annoying, and the rewards definitely exceeded the effort put forth. The game awarded bonuses for maintaining a streak, and I was up to a one-hundred-sixty-two-day streak. I didn’t want to blow it by losing track of time as Nicole and I talked.

      I retrieved the quest from my in-game mail and read through the instructions.

      
        
        Elemental magic has run amok!

      

      

      These elemental magic quests were getting boring. I’d already had this one a few times.

      
        
        Call the ice to you as you harness the power of elemental water. Feel the power of the ice coursing through you. Now take this ice spell and show the flame monsters of the Western Ridge who really controls the elements! Collect ten of their cores for your reward.

      

      

      A wave of shivers went through my body and goosebumps emerged on my arms. The power of suggestion had me realizing I needed to turn up the heat in the apartment when I finished the quest. I equipped the ice spell in my spell bar and teleported to Western Ridge.

      “Which one’d you get?” Nicole asked.

      “Fighting off some flame monsters at Western Ridge.”

      “It should just take a minute then. In chat, people are saying the drop rate is pretty good today.”

      I hoped so. When I arrived in the area of the flame monsters, a scroll popped up to let me know that I’d reached the zone for my quest. One of the more annoying features of these daily quests was that players couldn’t start blasting right away like normal. The spell didn’t unlock for a few seconds, probably to force players to read the scroll.

      
        
        Feel the elemental power of the ice coursing through you. Cast your frost storm on one of the monsters and see whose power is strongest.

      

      

      As I read, cold enveloped me. Nausea churned in my stomach and my head ached. Had that chicken at lunch been bad? If so, did salmonella really hit this fast?

      The instructions were repeated in the strange fictional, universal language of the game. Some fans went so far as to learn the language, but my interest lay more in killing and collecting loot. As my eyes scanned over the foreign print, my teeth chattered with the chill. What was happening? I looked down to my chest where the cold concentrated around the amber stone of the necklace I’d worn for my hearing. The skin around the amber stone had turned purple from cold. What the hell? The heater must have broken again, and the cold stone only felt like the source.

      I read the last line of the scroll while waiting for the spell to unlock. Little bits of frost formed where my hands sat on the mouse and keyboard—actual little ice crystals. This wasn’t an issue with the heater. “Shit.”

      “What is it?” I jumped at the sound of Nicole’s voice. “Some rare spawn giving you trouble? Do you really need my help with a daily?”

      Crap, I’d forgotten I was on an open chat line with her.

      “No, sorry. I just forgot about something. I’ll be right back.” I muted my mic. Be right back? What on earth made me say that? What could I possibly do that would make this better in a few minutes?
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      I took a hard look at the stone resting on my chest since it seemed to be the epicenter of the cold that had taken over my body. It didn’t appear to be anything special or out of the ordinary, just an amber stone connected by a little setting to a gold chain. Either this necklace somehow caused my body to form ice or I was hallucinating it. I honestly didn’t know which would be worse. Typical that I’d have a mental breakdown when I finally decided to get my life together.

      I felt my way around the chain, searching for the clasp. Removing it would test my hypothesis that the necklace caused the cold. My fingers didn’t find a hook, and the chain was too short to draw over my head. Pulling with all my strength against the thin metal only resulted in little chain-link imprints on my palms. I’d never been a jewelry person, but this was ridiculous. It shouldn’t take this much work to get a necklace off.

      Maybe pliers would work. Destroying the necklace to get it off would actually give me a little satisfaction, as if I were throwing away all this nonsense with my birth mother. It had probably served as a bad-luck charm with the scholarship committee anyway.

      I got the toolbox Dad gifted me freshman year out of the corner of my closet where it had gathered dust and spider webs. Rummaging through it on the bed, I found a pair of needle-nose pliers that might do the trick. Standing in front of my bathroom mirror so I could get a better view of the chain, I located the clasp, which appeared impossibly small. I didn’t know how I had gotten the necklace on in the first place. After trying to open the clasp with no luck, I positioned the pliers in one of the links. It barely fit, but it should be enough. I squeezed the handle together as hard as I could and twisted. My hands turned white with the effort, but nothing happened to the chain. Wasn’t gold supposed to be a soft metal? Sweat lined my palms from the exertion. I wiped them off and took another go. The link should be weakened from my first effort. This time it would bend and open up.

      I closed my eyes with the effort, putting all of my strength into bending the delicate link. The chain warmed, the amber stone growing hot against my chest until I couldn’t take it anymore. I opened my eyes and released the link. It hadn’t so much as bent.

      “Grrr.” I threw the pliers into the sink and they burst into flames. “What the fuck?” The water from the faucet wasn’t enough to douse the flames. I ran to the kitchen and grabbed the fire extinguisher from under the sink. White powder swooshed out of the nozzle and coated my bathroom vanity, extinguishing the fire and my will to continue on. The mess would take forever to clean.

      The only option I could think of was to go to a jeweler. But what if ice randomly came from my hands or things spontaneously combusted around me? Retracing recent events in my mind, I couldn’t figure out how or what had caused the ice or fire. It was completely out of my control. The last thing I wanted was for it to happen in public. Even if the embarrassment wasn’t enough of a deterrent, I couldn’t risk hurting someone. Ice wasn’t likely to hurt anyone, but fire was too dangerous and painful to mess with.

      A text notification sounded on my phone.

      
        
        Where’d you go?

      

      

      Nicole. I’d completely forgotten that I left her hanging. I didn’t have any other ideas or options. Nicole would think I was crazy, but this was what best friends were for. Instead of replying to the text, I went back to my computer.

      “Sorry about that,” I said as I put on my headset.

      “No problem. What happened?”

      Moment of truth. I didn’t know how to tell her, so I blurted it out. “That necklace the guy delivered yesterday…it’s doing some weird stuff.”

      “It’s a necklace. What could it possibly be doing? Define weird stuff.”

      I took a breath. This was my last chance to back out, but I didn’t know what else to do. “It made ice come out of my hands.”

      “What? Ice did not come out of your hands.” Nicole’s tone said this was a joke.

      “Yes, it did. And then I couldn’t get the damn thing off, so I took pliers to it to try to pry it open, and instead the chain just got hot and the pliers burst into flames.”

      All I could hear for several seconds was Nicole’s breathing and the game soundtrack in the background. “This is the necklace you wore to the hearing?”

      “Yes.” My skin crawled with the dread of where this was headed.

      “How’d the hearing go?”

      “I just told you that ice came out of my hands and my pliers spontaneously combusted and you want to know about my scholarship?” Defensiveness wouldn’t help my case with her, but this line of questioning infuriated me. Not everything could be solved with psychology. This was an actual physical problem. “It’s not relevant.”

      “I think it is.”

      “I lost it for next semester. But this has nothing to do with that. I was going to tell you later tonight. I’m not worried. We’ll think of something. I can even get student loans if I have to.”

      “Kat, you’re spread too thin. You’re not sleeping well. Your depression and avoidance aren’t getting any better. And now the stress is causing hallucinations.”

      “You think I’m hallucinating this?” This was exactly why I’d resisted therapy. It would just be someone trying to talk me out of the way I feel, trying to change what I know.

      “Of course. What other explanation is there?”

      “This is not a hallucination.” I turned on my webcam. “Allow video chat and I’ll show you.”

      Nicole’s face appeared in the corner of my screen. Her black hair was done up in her trademark pigtail buns with purple streaks running through them that contrasted with her pink bangs. Her dad immigrated from South Korea when he was a kid and grew up to marry a WASP who was rebelling against her family by living as a hippie in northern California. Nicole had inherited her dad’s flawless fawn skin, wide brown eyes, and black hair, but she got her mom’s wavy locks, delicate jawline, and kiss of freckles on her nose and cheeks. The result was a woman who seriously didn’t realize how pretty she was. She quirked her eyebrows, the right one featuring a piercing on the outer edge with a little barbell through it, and said, “Okay. Show me.”

      I didn’t know how to get the ice to form on command. Thinking about it didn’t do the trick.

      “I don’t see anything.”

      “Hang on. These things take time,” I said, as if I were some kind of expert. I went back to my in-game quest log and read through the elemental quest that I was doing when it first happened. Just as before, the amber stone turned into a chunk of ice on my chest. My palms frosted. “This good enough for you?” My voice quivered as my teeth chattered and I held up my hands for Nicole to see.

      “Holy shit.” Nicole’s eyes went wider than I’d ever seen them, her eyebrows disappearing under hot pink bangs. “Does it hurt?”

      “No, it’s just really cold.” I closed out the quest and thought warm thoughts. Nicole sat in silence as if she expected me to speak. “So what do I do?”

      “How should I know?”

      “You’re my more beautiful, more talented, and more intelligent friend. You have your shit together, and I think we can both agree that I’m a hot mess. Tell me what to do.”

      “Umm, there is no class covering this at MIT. It also isn’t in the adulting manual. This is crazy.”

      “Thanks. I’m so glad I came to you with this problem.” If Nicole didn’t have any ideas, it meant I’d exposed this insanity to her for no reason.

      “Why don’t you go to a jeweler?”

      “Did you hear the whole ‘pliers spontaneously combusting’ part? I can’t risk something like that happening in public. Not only would it mortify me, but there’s a chance I’d hurt someone. I can’t do that.”

      “Well, if you can’t get it off, I think the best option is to try to get a hold of the guy who gave it to you. Did he leave a card or anything?”

      I glanced at the trash can in the kitchen. “He left a note on my door today with his phone number. It said he had important information about my birth mother or something.”

      “Since he’s the one who gave it to you, he probably knows how to get it off, if nothing else. Give him a call and have him come take the thing back.”

      That sounded reasonable, except I didn’t like the idea of inviting him back over. “I’d really rather do this without him.”

      Nicole glanced to the side, thinking, then focused back on me. “Did he give off any creepy vibes or do you just not want to talk about your birth mom?”

      I thought back to the previous evening. His yellow eyes should have unsettled me with their strange color, but they hadn’t. When I remembered them, warmth spread through my body, like seeing an old friend. My dislike of him came from his delivery—both the necklace and his desire to talk about my birth mother. “No. The opposite actually. He looked like a nice, clean-cut guy.”

      “You’re a pretty good judge of character. Trust your gut. But just in case, you have that panic app on your phone. Just push the button and I’ll have the police there so quick it’ll make your head spin. And if you don’t check in with me, I’ll call the police anyway.”

      My options were to invite a stranger over or live in solitude with random ice and fire coming from my body. “Fine.”

      I turned off my webcam and fished his number out of the trash. The phone rang and rang and rang. He must not have set up his voicemail. That was his problem, because I was getting answers even if I had to let the phone ring all night. With each ring, my irritation grew.

      “Hello?” The mysterious accent sounded over the line.

      “Yeah, is this Alex? The guy who showed up at my door last night mentioning my birth mother?”

      “My name is Alex, yes. I’m assuming this is Kat?”

      “Did you make multiple house calls last night?” Him acting as if I was calling to chitchat frustrated me. “You have some explaining to do.”

      He drew in a quick breath. “The necklace. It did something, didn’t it?” Genuine worry, as if he hadn’t wanted this anymore than I did, filled his voice. It cooled some of my anger.

      “Yes, and I can’t get the damn thing off. Since you seem to already know about it, you should have no problem explaining it to me. I want answers.”

      “Good, because I want to give them to you. That’s all I’ve wanted since I found you. I would’ve told you everything last night if you’d only let me in.” He went quiet for a beat and then lowered his voice, as if he was wary of the answer I’d give. “What did it do?”

      “Oh, it only made ice come out of my hands, among other things.” Angry sarcasm filled my voice.

      “And you had no control over this?”

      “I just told you ice came out of my hands, and you’re asking me if I had control over it? I don’t even know what to do with that. How long will it take you to get here?”

      “A few minutes at the most. I’m nearby.”

      “All right. Knock like a normal, civilized human being when you get here this time.”

      After hanging up, the silence of the apartment overwhelmed me. Even though Alex didn’t make me feel uncomfortable, I didn’t want to be foolish. I was still inviting a stranger, who could easily overpower me, into my home. I grabbed the largest knife from the knife block that sat on my kitchen counter—because having absolutely no experience or training in physical fighting and self-defense, I figured this would be a good idea. At best, this Alex guy might think twice about potentially attacking an insane woman waving a knife around.

      I put on my headset and updated Nicole. “He’s on his way.”

      “Good. Don’t let him leave until you have answers. Talking about your birth mother might do you some good.”

      “All I care about is getting this necklace off.”

      “Fair enough. Be safe.”

      My mad knife-wielding skills were probably not what she meant. “I already have the app up on my phone, and it’s in my pocket.”

      “Okay. I’ll be here collecting pixie wings to craft a Font of Healing robe. But I’ll be calling you to check in, and if you don’t answer, my next call will be to the police.”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t have it any other way from my overprotective best friend.” A respectful three light raps sounded at the door. “That’s him. Gotta go.” Halfway to the door I had to backtrack to pick up the knife from my computer desk. My fingers curled around the handle so tightly that my knuckles turned white, but I didn’t feel any more prepared for my visitor.
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