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To those who’ve been broken,

let it build you anew.

Let it make you unstoppable.
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1: The Birth Of The Fighter
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The martial arts gym was alive with noise.

Heavy thumps, grunts, and gasping breaths echoed off the concrete walls. Around the large space of the warehouse, participants of the HIIT class punched gloves and lifted hand-weights and stretched in pairs, working towards their exercise goals.  Belongings lined the walls of the room, avoiding the foam mats that protected the floor from the sweat dropped by its hard-working occupants. The pungent smell of the sweat pervaded the area, no longer affecting those who’d been in its odor as the hour class grew close to its end. Winter cold leached into the room from the closed windows and shopfront door, despite the body heat inside the room.

The sun had set mere minutes before, but already the freeze of the outside world had plummeted the temperature of the poorly insulated warehouse-style gym. The class attendees seemed refreshed by the change though, more determined to stay warm and active as they worked their high-intensity boxing exercise.

Mackenzie’s black gym leggings stuck to her damp skin, and her lilac tank top rode up her hip as she sprinted on the spot, the purple a good complement to her red-auburn hair even despite the sweat-darkened state of both. Usually hanging in tight ringlets, her hair fell flat, weighed down by the excessive perspiration. Strands that had snuck free from her high ponytail were now stuck tightly to the back of her neck, and she fought all her immediate impulses to try and pull it away. It will only end up there again in a few seconds, she reminded herself.

Mackenzie put her complaining muscles to work, cross-body punching into her partner Ashley’s foam hand pads. The gym owner and instructor, Grant, called for three minutes remaining for their set and she knew she had to use the time wisely. Keeping the consistent momentum and speed in her punches up was agony for her body, but it was a kind she reveled in, knowing it would equate to greater physical strength later. That’s what she craved, what she needed.

The cool air of the room weaved between the hot active bodies, reaching the back of her neck, chilling the stray wet strands there. Despite the fire in her muscles and molten heat in her veins, she shivered as the sensation radiated down her spine. 

Pausing for a moment, unable to continue as she gulped down breaths, Mackenzie flexed her fingers as much as the boxing glove prisons she wore would allow. She was sure her hands were swimming in sweat inside the gloves, as though it would never leave her. Fighting the urge to once again move the wet strands of hair at the back of her neck, she pushed on with the set exercise.

Her vision tunneled to the boxing pads as she focused only on why she was here. It drove her and helped her power through the immense discomfort. All she could see was the goal, the pain, the reason to keep going. She refused to look back. 

Her skin heated further as the anger of her past circumstances boiled her and she worked specifically to make sure it would never happen again. The loud commands of Grant were lost as everything else faded away, and she imagined the pads she punched were the faces of Amari and Teo. 

Harder and harder, she pounded her fists until she wasn’t sure how she had anything left to give.

She had to be stronger and better. 

Somewhere in the world outside this room, her mother was alive and in the clutches of the Major Arcana. 

Mackenzie had been searching incessantly since she’d been released from the hospital months ago. But she had no real way of finding her mother in order to mount a rescue attempt to get her back. She’d been researching possible places the Major Arcana could be hiding out, reading up in her journal, trying to find any other venues they might possess to hide hostages. 

The search had not been fruitful and so while the Arcana lay low, Mackenzie had taken to improving her physical strength. She was resolute; she’d never experience the powerlessness that Teo had made her feel, ever again.

Her mouth dried at the memory. Teo. The name still held as much potency over her body now as it had just after it happened. She remembered how he’d magically incapacitated her through her emotions until all she felt was sick. 

Her breath came shorter, her limbs tensed as though he was in the room, and her heart threatened to smash through her ribs and bounce away from her with how quickly it was beating. 

Her hits on the pads came faster and harder as her vision darkened until she wasn’t even paying attention to the pads anymore.

Teo had taken what he wanted from her and infiltrated and controlled her mind so that she couldn’t have fought. He didn’t have that ability anymore, but he had still been stronger than her when she’d fought him in the memorial park. He still could’ve taken whatever he wanted from her without the use of powers and choked the breath from her. 

The anxiety of that knowledge was unbearable.

The only way she could remedy that feeling was classes like this.

A hiss of air escaped from Ashley’s lips as they pulled into a grimace. 

Mackenzie was yanked from her anguished mental spiral at the sound, bumbling apologies to her.

“Ashley, I’m so sorry. I got caught up in my head and I-” Mackenzie watched her new gym acquaintance lift a padded hand to wave off the apology. 

Pulling her hands out of the foam, Ashley rolled the discomfort from her wrists, not meeting Mackenzie’s eyes. Ashley’s short blonde bob was greasy with sweat and her blue eyes were tired, unable to hide the pain as she winced through an attempt at a reassuring smile. “It’s fine,” Ashely mumbled, cutting Mackenzie off. 

The profuse apologies still threatened to creep up Mackenzie’s throat again, ready to bombard her workout buddy as guilt restricted her stomach. 

Grant headed over to the two of them, aware of the scene that had unfolded, catching Mackenzie’s wandering glance before she could avoid his questioning gaze. “Hey Ashley, this set’s almost done. Why don’t you go grab a drink and I’ll finish this one up with Mackenzie for the remainder?” He moved beside Mackenzie, giving Ashley her escape. 

With a sigh of disappointment in herself, Mackenzie turned to face Grant as she was left to explain herself to the gym owner. She opened her mouth, intending to spill more apologies, silenced only by Grant holding up his hands. He was already braced with padded shields at the ready to continue. He nodded for her to restart the exercise and - hesitantly at first - she obliged, only settling into the actions as she heard Grant’s verbal prodding for more.

Grant shifted from side to side slightly on his tree-trunk muscled legs – a typical heavy-weight retired martial arts champion, gym owner, and teacher. Standing taller than everyone else in the room, he was the kind of person one expected to see as a security guard, using his monstrous biceps and pecs to scare off bad crowds without even lifting a finger – even though he was more than capable if he chose to. Every time he shifted it reminded her of that. His hair was buzz cut so short, Mackenzie wasn’t sure if it was brown, blonde, or a mixture of the two. His face was a series of hard set lines, no matter how much he tried to smooth his facial features, suggesting he spent a great deal of time frowning. Despite his “tough guy” façade, he was a gentle human being underneath when he wanted to be with a lot of care for those who needed it. Mackenzie had been privy to a number of stories over the last few weeks that had given her a good sense of the full scope of volunteering work he’d done out of the goodness of his heart. It put her mind at ease to know there were still true selfless good people left in the world willing to look after the underdog.

“You can push harder than that! Come on, Mac! Only a minute left!” Grant barked encouragingly, breaking into the monotonous pattern she had begun settling into. 

Sweat dripped down her back in uncomfortably fast flows as she responded to Grant’s commands, cross-body punching faster and harder until the wetness along her skin made her feel as though she’d stepped into the shower.

“Duck!” Grant ordered quickly, as one of the gloved hands disappeared from range and swiped for her neck. 

Dropping into a low squat, Mackenzie narrowly avoided the attack, adrenaline pumping through her, creating a hyper-awareness of Grant’s movements and what his body might be broadcasting. 

The pad returned to its default position where she’d been initially punching it and Mackenzie resumed the exercise with new vigor. The destructive thoughts started to bubble up again though as her mind began to fall back into a monotonous pattern.

As though sensing her wandering mind, Grant gave one final swipe for her to dodge between punches. 

The clock on the wall buzzed and the collective breath of relief from all the occupants of the room was audible. Some immediately moved for their bags, eager to head home quickly. Others meandered, making small talk with their friends and acquaintances. All found their exit at whatever pace their bodies could handle.

“Mac! Do you mind staying behind for a minute?” Grant called as she retreated in exhaustion to her gym bag. 

Mackenzie didn’t bother putting her jacket on, slipping the bag strap up onto her shoulder, and moved back to the center of the room. Waiting in silence, she watched while Grant farewelled the last of the stragglers making their way out the door. Cold air blew into the space in vicious bursts, the lack of people in the now-barren space evident by the bite on her bare shoulders. Mackenzie’s skin prickled as the heat in her body disappeared rapidly.

“What did you want to talk about, Grant?” she asked as the hunk of a man turned to her.

“Are you okay?” 

Mackenzie’s neck heated in response, the warmth rising to her face as she dropped eye contact, her stomach twisting violently. Despite the concern she’d seen furrowing his face and her absolute lack of skill when it came to lying, she tried to feign innocence. “Why do you ask?” Her eyes widened in shock; she hoped he’d consider it too much effort to pry. 

He didn’t. “You know why. What’s going on in that stressing brain of yours?”

“Would you believe it’s just stress?” She smiled sheepishly, trying the new tactic of laughing it off. 

He didn’t play along, as though he could see through all her bullshit. “Nice try. What’s wrong?”

“The same thing that was wrong weeks ago when I first signed up and you made a comment that I looked troubled by life. It’s something I’m still not really comfortable talking about, but I appreciate your concern. I just got caught up in my thoughts today. I’m really sorry. It won’t happen again, I promise,” Mackenzie rambled, cursing herself as the words slipped from her mouth, knowing she wouldn’t be able to guarantee it.

“Okay... Well, if you do need to talk to someone, I’m here. And if not me, I think you should at least confide in someone. Don’t just bottle it up or it will happen again.”

Mackenzie nodded, slowly contemplating. “I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks, Grant.”

“I’ve seen that look before, Mac, and if you don’t address it, it will fester.”

“The look?”

“It’s the same haunted look that I saw on my wife’s face when we met. It’s the look of someone who has felt helpless and doesn’t feel safe anymore.”

Mackenzie’s spine drew up straight and tense, as though she’d been electrified. Her mouth flopped open and shut as she floundered for any response, even just for a denial of what he’d said. The tight, twisting ball of guilt in her stomach went still and cold, an icy weight inside her, breath catching at the sensation.

How does he know? Is he a member of the Arcana? Have I put my physical security and trust in the wrong person again? Why did I let myself be alone with him?

As she contemplated whether she should stay and fight using her magic or see how far ahead she could make it if she ran, Grant interrupted her thoughts.

“Hey,” he said, drawing her frenzied gaze as he clearly saw the way her face paled during her mental spiral. “I own and run a martial arts business. It’s a common reason people start; it’s something I need to know how to spot.”

Mackenzie used her magical awareness, finally pushing out with the telepathic emotional powers she had spent months avoiding. She had to know the answers in Grant’s feelings, though, and this was a way of being sure quickly. 

Sifting through the mass of emotions that flooded her as she opened herself up to them, she felt towards the closest and strongest – the one nearest in proximity to her. Concern and worry broadcasted from Grant, warm and genuine in nature, a determination to make her feel at ease. She chose to believe it despite the small voice in the back of her mind that worried ‘what if’ her judgment was wrong: What if I’m being played by an Arcana member? Making sure she still had a number of steps between the two of them – to keep the voice of doubt in her mind content – she waited for Grant to continue speaking.

“And that’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” he drew her attention from her wandering mind that seemed adamant on focusing on potential dangers, stressing her out in the process.

“Hmm?”

“The membership you paid for includes access to the martial arts classes too, not just the HIIT classes you’ve been doing. I thought I’d let you know in case you wanted to give it a go. It might help you feel a little safer or more mentally secure if you tried one of those.”

Mackenzie shrugged. “I glanced at them but didn’t really recognize any of the styles. I haven’t really had any experience with martial arts before.”

“Then come give each a try and find out what works for you or what you like. They’ll all keep your mind busier than this will and give you a sense of progress towards safety.”

“I like the sound of that,” she admitted, surprised by the words that slipped from her. A hint of a smile pulled her lips as she met his gaze and saw him catch the small gesture.

“Then I look forward to seeing you there, and hopefully we can get you out of that stressing head of yours.” Grant smiled back warmly, and the tightness in her gut eased and softened slowly.

“Thanks, Grant. I mean it. It’s a big help.” Her smile widening until her winter-dried lips pulled painfully tight.

“No problem, Mac. We’ll turn you into a pro fighter in no time. Then you can go kick the ass of whoever made you feel shit,” Grant joked lightheartedly as he moved to the side, allowing her a clear pathway to the door. 

Mackenzie laughed lightly along with him, all the while feeling how much happier the mental image of that made her.
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2: The Fighter’s Retreat
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The harsh cold air blasted into Mackenzie as she made her way out of the martial arts gym. It was a freezing reminder that she had forgotten to put her jacket on before she’d pushed through the door, a woman on a mission. 

Mackenzie let the door clang open on its hinges before swinging shut behind her, the soft-close catching it before it could slam. She didn’t bother to look back and check on it as she powered along with her newfound motivation and a renewed sense of life positivity.

Grant had reinvigorated her sense of self with the conversation, setting alight a powerful feeling in her she hadn’t felt in some time, if ever. It was a warmth that blazed internally, warring against the icy temperature that pressed against her skin from the outside. The idea that she could defend herself against attackers physically - something she’d never been able to... It was something she hadn’t realized she wanted or needed, but now that she knew it existed, it was at the forefront of her mind. The new goal.

She didn’t bother to stop to pull her jacket out from her bag to put it on, excited to get home as quickly as possible and tell Kai all about her day. To tell him that regardless of the lack of progress she’d had searching for information on her mother, she was at least going to be improving her ability to defend herself physically against the Major Arcana, should they try to attack her. This time she could be prepared and no one would be getting the jump on her.

The wind was blowing gales as it pushed its way between the buildings on the main street Mackenzie hurried down. Warm scents of buttered pastries and greased hot food gusted in, punching through the chilly coastal air.

The further she moved down the main street, headed for home, the more she noticed the differences in her powers, now that she had released them again. For months she had kept them pushed down, unused since the night at the memorial park. The less she used it, the easier it had been to keep control over it, and not feel the touch of the unwanted power that only served as a sickening memory for something she wished to forget. Until now.

Once she had reached for it to secure her feelings of safety around Grant and finally pulled it free from its mental box, there was no returning it. It had been awoken. 

A cacophony of emotions swarmed her from people in her radius, just safety inside the warm buildings on either side of her, unknowingly broadcasting themselves to her. The feelings begged to be heard – felt – varying from calm content happiness to jealousy, anger, stress, and everything in between, trying to shatter the powerful motivational emotions of Mackenzie’s that pushed her home excitedly.

She knew she wasn’t going to be able to shove it away this time - the control of her emotional awareness powers fading. The psychic noise was here to stay and it wasn’t going to be contained this time.

Mackenzie lifted her chin, determined not to let other people’s emotions ruin her powerful resolve, no matter how strongly they pushed on her emotional periphery. She just had to make it home where it was less crowded and she could focus and learn how to control it from the comfort and security of her warm home, surrounded by Kai’s caring, soothing feelings.

Reaching the corner, Mackenzie slipped down the side street she normally used, heading for the Salem Common, free from the wind and the chill for a moment before it found her again. 

A door jingled as people moved outside to brave the cold, and a woman gave a melodious giggle across the road from her. 

Turning her head to glimpse the pair that had joined the pavement opposite her on the road,  Mackenzie glimpsed both the dark brown and orange hair pushed closely in soft, happy conversation. The feelings that reached her from them were nothing but contented and warm, and yet it stopped her heart, feet, and resolve in its tracks, freezing her like a statue.

Amari and Lily spoke quietly as they walked away from her on the other side of the road, totally oblivious to her presence as they laughed, hand in hand, rugged up in their winter clothing. Mackenzie’s gaze followed them as they moved away, sure they would spot her at any point, but they continued on until they turned the corner onto the main street behind her. 

Returning her attention back to the journey home, Mackenzie willed her body to work, stiffness holding her limbs in response. Only fear made her body move, her limbs so weak in their movements that she was sure her bones would crack and surrender her body to the pavement. Her heart fought to find a normal rhythm again.

Memories she’d fought to ignore, the stomach-consuming feeling of helplessness that accompanied it, swarmed her. Images of Amari slipping the knife into her abdomen, and the sharp warmth that robbed Mackenzie of all her strength before she had a moment to realize what was happening, replayed like a vivid waking dream. Her eyes stared unseeingly at the paved ground beneath her. Her lungs barely worked on instinct, somehow taking in air as her heart tried to kick itself into functioning like a broken engine she had to gun harder and harder just to get started again.

Leaning forward slightly, Mackenzie got her steps to work, moving closer to the Common again, hurrying for an entirely different reason now as the strong sense of power and security in her failed. 

The magic she had little control over began to grow louder, ready to consume her mind with whatever it found. The noise was deafening, and as she reached up instinctively to cover her ears, she knew it wouldn’t hold. Focusing on futile actions instead of plowing home would only serve to slow her down.

Just get home quickly, she ordered herself as her steps sped up.

Putting her head down against the wind blowing against her face, she trudged forward, ignoring the bite of the icy weather on her bare shoulders as the cacophony of telepathic emotions stole her focus. She knew none of it was her own – she could separate her own from the world around her, but it was still affecting her with the sheer volume and intensity of the world of emotions around her and she was quickly losing the ability to regulate it as her own fear and insecurity hijacked the show.

It wasn’t a far trek to the Common and yet it felt like a marathon. Checking over her shoulder regularly to make sure Amari and Lily hadn’t turned back on themselves and followed her to the park, Mackenzie could feel her unstable steps threatening to trip her if she landed her foot even slightly wrong. It was pure luck she was still standing and not on the ground with scraped knees and hands. 

The sweat along Mackenzie’s skin had well and truly cooled off and – at this temperature – she worried it was turning to ice. But the horrid weather against her bare arms did nothing to distract from the lack of progress she’d made finding her kidnapped mother or how truly unsafe she felt in the open, with a woman who had attempted to murder her walking around nearby with a smile on her face. 

Not to mention how there were several members of the organization that wanted her dead wandering around in the town and any person could be one of them – and they knew who she was. The attack could come around any corner at any time from any stranger and it had severely hindered her ability to meet anyone in this town and carry on a conversation too long.

Can I even trust Grant? Any remaining semblance of power and security disappeared entirely as she questioned everything.

Lucy and Kai were the only ones she knew she could trust.

Focus on that. I have them. They’re my rock, she reminded herself, trying to force herself to stay grounded and not lose it before she made it home.

Before this, Mackenzie had been lulled into a false sense of security, knowing the feeling could end at any point - but somehow, she hadn’t expected it to happen today. Months without any hint of the Arcana other than what she tried to search for in her attempts to find her mother had made her comfortable when she really shouldn’t have been.

Her inner demons had been unrelenting since the incident, ever the self-critic as they cursed her stupidity and the naivety that had gotten her in the position she was lucky to live through. 

She had wanted to distract herself from the trauma processing of that and the lead-up to it with Teo by consuming herself with the search for her mother, but this time it had been a lot harder to escape. Besides Kai and Lucy fighting her toxic coping strategies at every turn – them not letting her fall into bad habits – the Arcana’s presence had been surprisingly quiet.

Whenever Mackenzie remembered the calm that had settled over Salem, the hairs on her skin prickled and every muscle tightened aggressively, ready for someone to appear around the next corner. 

Eventually she had accepted she wasn’t going to see them – that they wanted to remain hidden. Until now...

Taking the dreaded steps onto the grass of the Common, Mackenzie forced herself to take breaths through tight lungs. She knew cutting through the park was the quickest way home with the cold and emotional onslaught, and she was more in danger from her own thoughts. She needed to be home and safe before she could soothe the inner voices and terrified internal turmoil of her body. 

Everything about her was slipping and the oncoming brain-piercing migraine beginning behind her eye socket - thanks to the deafening onslaught - wasn’t helping the situation.

Sneakers sinking into the lawn with each step, the blades of grass embraced her shoes as though they didn’t want to let go of her. Her breath hitched, thinning even further until it seemed she were breathing through a straw as the gazebo proximity strangled her organs. Her heart was a nervous wreck, beating so quickly it hurt.

She forced herself step after step until she was finally moving past the structure, gulping air frantically, her lungs beginning to relax. Her stomach quivered and the hairs on her skin stood straight up and frozen, making her acutely aware of everything.

Shivers skittered up and down her spine that had nothing to do with the cold as the door to her traumatic memories threatened to burst open. A sensation akin to bugs crawling under her skin raced through her nerves, making her want to squeal in terror. Her mind had settled on the memory of Teo’s fingers, setting her skin alight with pleasure that wasn’t hers, despite the repulsive physical sensations now overtaking her.

Think of something else, she ordered herself harshly. Think of anything else.

Mackenzie knew how destructive her mind could get when she went down this memory lane – she had seen it happen repeatedly over the last few months when her mental discipline had slipped. And with the recent reappearance of Arcana members, she had fuel for the oncoming mental breakdown.

But the harder she tried to come up with another topic, the more the memories invaded her senses, swarming with emotions begging to be felt as strongly as the community around her. The cold surrounding her should’ve snapped her from her mental and magical spiral, but she was already too far gone.

Mackenzie’s body was weakening, shaky as the adrenaline from her exercise subsided and stiffness began to set into her muscles. She glanced around to make sure no one else she worried about running into was nearby, worried her luck would run out and she would run into Teo now too.

Teo. She remembered the way he’d claimed her months ago and she had no choice but to follow along as warning bells and doubts were smothered by his magic. As she became his slave, feeling only what he wanted her to. Her body getting off on – 

It wasn’t real. It wasn’t my fault. Remember that. He shouldn’t have used his power like that, he knew what he was doing. It’s not on me.

She knew the words were correct but she still felt sick and guilty at the memory.

The mental noise coming from the houses bordering the Common was deafening, she could tell one of the couples nearby was arguing by the back and forth flashes of anger and annoyance that reached her from the two. A squeal escaped her lips, not traveling far in the heaving wind and empty streets, as she tried not to push her hands to her ears, speed-walking through the park.

Tears welled in Mackenzie’s eyes as she absent-mindedly traced the scar on her stomach, the sensation returning her mind to the memory of Amari trying to kill her and suddenly she was cursing her mind for once again being unable to escape traumatic memories.

Glancing behind one last time for mental security, she checked the space around the gazebo, thankful the area around it was empty. It didn’t sate the paranoia though, knowing at any moment someone could climb out of its magical doorway hiding in the base.

Her breath shook as it slowed, the wind rattling every flimsy nerve and atom in her body. She felt weak. As though she were running out of time and she would eventually collapse in a puddle of immovability. She wanted to succumb to the darkness that taunted her; be a quitter, climb into her bed, and never escape.

She left the park, her feet touching down on the road on the other side of the Common, but the relief didn’t reach her amidst the meltdown. The tears that had built in her gaze, blurring her vision, finally spilled down her cheeks. They chilled her skin, threatening to freeze partway through the journey to her jawline, but were replaced with fresh droplets before they could. It created a viciously cold cycle on her face that only made her feel even more pathetic than she already did. Sobs racked her throat.

Come on, she tried to tell herself uselessly. I’m better than this.

She barely made it to the front steps of the house that legally belonged to her because she was a failure. She’d been unable to find her mother and her mother had been declared dead. 

But all along her mother had been in the clutches of the Major Arcana, and Mackenzie had never found her. 

She’d let people convince her she was crazy for searching. She’d been right all along and she hadn’t listened to her gut. She never should have given up...

Lifting her foot to the first step of the porch, a wave of light-headedness hit her, her knees buckling as she fell forward. 

She managed to brace her fall with her hands, narrowly missing her forehead smacking into the wood of the porch as her knee caps were driven into the steps.

Not for the first time in the last several weeks, Mackenzie wondered how she was supposed to have control over her life, her powers, and her mental health. All three seemed to be full-time jobs and she wasn’t sure how to get on top of it all. She was struggling to find the motivation to begin trying.

She sank her forehead to the ground between her splayed hands, resting it against the cool, smooth boards of the front porch. The smell of it so close to her senses as she closed her eyes reminded her of the forest walks back in Oregon, helping her take deep, slow breaths. The tears dripped off her nose and she worked to calm herself for a moment.

“You’re not falling apart this time,” she whispered. The words echoed close to her lips, like a secret between her and the house.

The front door she hadn’t quite made it to creaked open noisily on its hinges above her. She didn’t need to look up to know who it was as his fingers gently touched her back and the smell of his sandalwood cologne warmed her against the cold she had begun to feel. His love and concern reached her through her magic, giving her a grounding she could tether herself to as she blinked her eyes free of the flood of tears.

“Hey...” Kai said quietly as she lifted her head to see him crouching beside her. His gray-blue eyes watched her carefully, offering her a hand to help her up with an expression that said he hoped she’d take it.

Slipping her fingers in his, Mackenzie let him lead her up to standing, feeling how her knees twinged and ached. Falling into the steps in defeat was going to cost her for a time after, her knees stiffening tightly as the fluid rushed to them. She reached Kai’s level, sliding her arms around his neck, not waiting to check in. 

He didn’t ask what had affected her so harshly or why she had collapsed. He simply rested his arms around her back, holding her close as she pressed her face into the crook of his neck. Her body welcomed his warmth, clinging to it like a lifeline.

Mackenzie’s feet lifted, leaving the porch as Kai carried her in their embrace inside the front door and out of the cold. The warmth of his body heat pressed into hers was more of a comfort than the indoor protection from winter could provide. She could feel the calm he gave her, the ball of cold lead retreating and warming enough in his presence that she knew the meltdown was staved off for now.

She breathed in deeply, inhaling the smell of sandalwood, feeling his arms squeeze reassuringly around the small of her back as the front door shut and he walked them to the couch. 

Without a word, she heaved her legs up and wrapped them loosely around his waist as they sat on the couch. She smiled to herself, her lips skimming lightly along his bare skin and she felt him shift slightly at the gesture. She sat on his lap on the couch, enjoying how their bodies melded together so perfectly.

“It’s going to be okay...” he whispered in the silence and she stayed in his lap, clutching him and feeling his fingertips trace lightly up and down her back.

Finally, she lifted her face from his shoulder, loosening her arms but still resting them around his neck, leaning back. “I know it will,” she admitted quietly, meeting his steady gaze. “It’s just hard getting to a place where I’m okay with it all.”

He nodded his understanding, tracing a finger up her spine over her tank top, still sending shivers dancing through her nerves. She straightened slightly, suppressing the contented moan that wanted to work its way out of her throat. “I just feel like I’m letting mom down by not being able to get over it all fast enough.” Her voice cracked slightly as she thought of her mother and tried not to imagine the state she might be in.

“You know you don’t have to get over it all, right? You’re stronger than you realize but you’re allowed to feel pain. The way I’ve always thought of it, you can either let it break you or you can let it make you anew. I know you think this is breaking you but it’s not. You’ll see the growth soon enough.” One of his hands moved from her back to cup her cheek.

“You really think so?” A slight smile touched her lips, ridding her of some of the lumps in the back of her throat.

“I really do, Kenz. You’ve survived what would break most and I’ve seen your strength pick you up every time to push you further than you ever thought possible. You went up against the Arcana, you made it known you had their prized weapon and you’re still here. You even made them go quiet for a few months!”

Kai’s reassurance, while well-intentioned, made bile rise up Mackenzie’s throat. The Arcana’s absence – while good for trauma processing – didn’t make her feel victorious, especially now that it was over.

“Or they’re torturing mom to punish me,” she muttered, dropping her eyes down between them.

“You can’t think like that!” Kai lifted her gaze with a finger under the chin. “You’re going to find her and rescue her. I know it. But don’t be so determined to wallow in not being able to find her or I will bring in Lucy for the tough love.”

Mackenzie sat back, her spine straight, almost falling off his lap at his words. His face was furrowed in determination, the hard lines of his expression were stubborn as he watched her process his words. And as she felt the unending love and concern in his emotional aura, she let the giggle burst from her. “You can’t give the tough love?” 

She watched his face soften at the sound. He returned her grin as his hand placed on her hips, just in case she leaned any further back and fell. “Not that kind, love,” he said with a devilish grin as he pulled her closer until she could feel him pressed between her legs, the clothing barely separating them.
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