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September 17, 3017

The heavy shadows whispered sweet nothings in my ears as they welcomed me into their embrace. I chose to walk toward the scum filled pool first. The fence around the area was rusted beyond repair. I stepped through the gate and quickened my pace as I walked around the bog. I paused for a moment as the glimmer in the water caught my eyes. I stepped closer to the edge and furrowed my brows as I peered down. The water itself had been dyed green, but I could still see to the bottom. Aside from a few stray leaves that lofted over from the trees, the pool was clear. I chuckled as I turned toward the building and started my search. Nyx’s words still rang through my head; if you see anyone - run.

I found a door on the side of the building. She tucked herself into the wing that stood out from the rest of the body like a cancerous lump. I hesitated as I looked over its frame. The door was made of simple stainless steel that had dulled from decades of neglect. The handle itself, however, was shiny and new. Nyx’s words seemed to become too much of a warning as I was reminded of the horrors we had endured together in the underground arena. The faces of the dead kids floated through my mind, begging me not to enter the graveyard. Surely they wouldn’t send me in if it was dangerous, would they?

I drew in a deep breath and swung open the door before I could convince myself to accept defeat. I stepped into a small room that was made of old brick. Some of them had crumbled into dust under the pressure. The walls were painfully bare. Across the room from the door, a narrow hallway loomed in the shadows.

The energy in the area felt heavy and musky. I pulled out my phone and strained my eyes against the darkness as I stepped down the hall. Inevitably, the light did very little to scare away the thick shadows. The end of the hall led me to another small room that had a rusty table shoved into the corner next to a series of shelves. Each one was filled to the brim with a menagerie of long neglected tools and trinkets.

“Shit,” I breathed as the old hag whispered her omens in my mind. I shied away and quickly turned the corner to come face first into another closed steel door. I opened it and stepped through without hesitation; leaving the room and all of its haunting memories behind me.

The shadows were dizzyingly thick. My mind churned as I tried to distinguish what was floor, wall or ceiling. I quickened my pace as I passed several closed doors. If anything was left behind in this haunting asylum, there was a good reason for it. And I had no intention of finding out why.

I began to get disoriented when I entered a larger room and found a wall full of windows. The moonlight had no chance of penetrating the glass. The dancing of rainbows caught my eye. I stepped closer to the windows and tilted my head to the side as I realized they weren’t caked in dust. They were covered in a small sheen paper that tapered them enough to make them hard to see through. Tiny bottles of nail polish sat on the shelves that were screwed into one of the walls. I approached and attempted to pry a couple off the shelf before realising the bottles had molded themselves to the wood. On the opposite side of the room, I saw a long row of hair styling stations. I waved my hand in front of me in an effort to shine more light on the scene. I squinted my eyes as a subtle movement got caught in my gaze. I drew in a sharp breath when I realized the last chair in the row was swiveling in a breeze that didn’t exist. It let out a faint moan as its hinges creaked.  

My heart quickened its pace as I turned my head and located the next door. I drew in a deep breath and attempted to calm my aching nerves as I walked through it and found a small lounge area. A cushioned chair and side table were tucked into the corner at the bottom of a spiral staircase that laced its way all the way up to the fourth floor.

“What the fuck is going on?” I whispered to myself as I closely inspected the scene in front of me. The cream upholstery on the chair was perfect. The small lamp that hugged the back of the table looked new. Not a single cobweb could be found. I ran my finger along the top of the table and held it up in the light. No dust. The carpet that rested beneath the furniture was fuzzy and well manicured.

I jumped off the ground as a shrill scream raced through the halls, barreling down the stairwell toward me. I covered my face with my arms as a tremendous bang landed at my feet, sending up a plume of dust. In an instant, my mind flashed to the day my home was attacked a month before. In my mind’s eye, I witnessed the devastation of once powerful skyscrapers crumbling in on themselves. I drew in a deep breath and let it out in a shaky sigh as I opened my eyes and saw that the table had been knocked over. The lamp rested in a broken heap on the floor and the chair had caved in on itself. A deep brown stain bled through most of the upholstery. The dust carried away the faint laughter of a child as it dissipated. I lifted my head up and caught a glimpse of the stairwell between what I assumed was the second and third floor. A gaping hole peered down at me from the section of stairs that had collapsed.

“Oh come on, seeing ghosts is supposed to be Ki’s thing,” I grumbled as I moved on. Around the corner, a rickety elevator had nestled itself in a small alcove. A large painting sat lopsided on the floor, sagging in despair after it lost its battle with the wall. I knelt down and took a closer look at it. The scene gave me a little hint of peace. It was a brilliant winter cottage, tucked away in a flourishing forest. A deer stood at the edge of the woods with proud antlers. Light poured through the windows and I swore I could hear the gentle laughter of children as they played with a ball.

“Hello?”

I looked up sharply and struggled to keep my feet planted on the ground as a surge of power rushed through my body. I scraped my eyes through the shadows, straining to hear the silence. There was no doubt in my mind, that voice had not come from my imagination. The voice sounded young, childlike. There were still three remaining children in the circus after the alien attack. I smirked as I settled into my resolve.

“You’ll have to do better than that if you want to scare me guys, don’t you think it’s a little past your bedtime?” I chuckled as I turned to ascend the stairs.

I paused on the first landing as I looked out at a vast lobby. Across the room from me, the check in desk took up a full corner before breaking as another hall ran through the middle of the building. A small reading area took up the corner next to it. The hall that kept them apart was nothing more than a short alcove that led up to a set of wooden doors with pristine glass panels set in their frame. I saw a larger room hiding behind the glass. Curiosity got the best of me as I stepped onto the first floor. I looked behind me and saw another set of double doors leading to the second dining hall that rested on the opposite side of the lobby from the first. This one was painted blue in the moonlight while the other one was shrouded in shadows.

I was entranced by its beauty as I approached the doors. I cracked one of them open just enough to slip my body through. The white paint shimmered on the walls. The one I had stepped through was made of the same brick and mortar as the rest of the building while the remaining three walls were nothing but framed windows. Off to the left, several tables and chairs were stacked against the wall, waiting for the next event that would never come.

My mind began to wander. I could still feel the faint strings of love dancing through the neglect. How many people have been married here? Attended balls and parties? Found their first love? I smiled as I let my mind imagine it could be me. I had never given thought to my own wedding, but Kiolana wanted at least five hundred guests at hers. My mind fell back on the dance I missed. I found myself wearing my skater shoes more often than not recently, because I never knew when I would have to get up and run again. Would I do that if I ever got married? Would I even get a wedding? Or would I get abducted and miss that too?

I pressed my lips together and turned on my heel to walk away from the event hall and all of its vicious lies. I folded my arms in front of my chest as I walked past the staircase in favor of the lobby. A towering stone fireplace stood in the center with a lounge area on either side of it. I found the front doors as well as another identical pair that led out the back of the building. The flower garden outside was thick and lucious, but not yet overgrown. Around the bend, I saw small wooden fencing sticking out from behind the vines. I yawned and decided to continue my journey up to the fourth floor.

Perhaps they had planned to use my sleep deprivation against me. In truth, I hadn’t managed to get a good night of sleep since returning from the old hag’s house. Dreams that were once filled with frilly nonsense were now plagued with nightmares that shook me from my rest more often than not.

The stairs wailed under my weight. Each one was slanted toward the center, as if they were waiting to crumble under the pressure. I stepped into the hall on the second floor and glanced down its full length to see a series of closed doors. However, roughly a third of the way down, my eyes landed on the moonlight that drifted through one that was open. I checked my phone and decided I still had a decent amount of time to explore. I picked up my pace as I walked to the room. I paused when I got to the doorframe and I froze when I glanced inside. A tall, middle aged man with army cut hair stood at the window. He had his hands clasped behind his back to hold a letter as he peered outside. He didn’t seem to budge in my presence. My body moved to step forward but my mind quickly halted it.

Scary movie 101, never walk into a room with a ghost. My mind hooked on the warning Nyx gave and it was for that reason I chose to leave. I turned to continue down the hall, yet I paused again when I saw a woman in a full black gown standing at the end. “That’s a really cool costume, can I borrow it sometime?” I teased. The woman began to glide toward me, and in that same motion I began to back away. She quickened her pace and it made my heart wrench. There was no way to tell exactly how old this forgotten husk was, but I knew it was old enough to make every footstep audible. A feature she did not possess. I continued to back up until I found myself at the entrance of the stairs. I stole a glance to the side and reminded myself that the next section was nonexistent. “You all are really putting in a lot of effort to scare me,” I breathed.

All of the color drained from my face as the woman passed through the moonlight by the open room. I saw the unmistakable glimmer of a blade shining in her hand. She unhinged her jaws and let out a scream that was loud enough to shake the foundation around me. I quickened my pace as I kicked my feet off the ground and flew up to the fourth floor. I huffed as I stepped onto the landing. Part of me wanted to look down to see if the woman was still following, yet a greater part of me wanted to get the fuck out of the shadows.

The fourth floor was different from the second and third in that it had a significantly smaller amount of doors. I pulled out my phone and chuckled as I saw that the better half of an hour had passed.

Rainova

Should I do a flip when I jump off the balcony in a couple minutes?

Nyx

You can’t be serious, you’re on the fourth floor?

I snapped a picture of myself in the hall and sent it to him before starting the final leg. A shrill scream escaped from the clutches of my jaw when a loud bang reverberated through the hotel from far beneath me.

“What the actual fuck was that?” I wheezed. I checked my phone again and sighed with relief when I saw I had four minutes left. Not enough time to get myself killed, but the perfect amount of time to secure my victory. I quickened my pace as I scurried toward freedom.

Halfway down the hall, I passed a short alcove on my right. I smiled triumphantly as I locked my eyes on the door that stood at the end. I turned and closed the gap quickly, not missing a beat as I glided through the final obstacle onto my podium. The balcony had once belonged to a cafe. Some of the tables still waited to cater to more diners. I smirked when I felt my phone buzz in my hand. I clicked the green icon and held it up to my ear as I looked down at Nyx and the rest of my friends.

“I honestly thought you weren’t going to make it in time,” Nyx chuckled. “There’s a ladder on the right side you can take down to the ground.” I cut him a dumbfounded glare as I hung up and ran to the edge of the balcony. I threw in a flip as I jumped off and soared down to the safety of Nyx’s arms.

“Well done,” Obsidian said as he stepped forward to give me a fatherly hug.

“It was a lot easier than you all made it seem,” I replied.

“Did you see anything?” Landon asked.

“Um, a couple things but nothing really too frightening. In all honesty, I thought it was just you guys playing tricks on me.”

“Definitely not, but the ghosts are alright once you get used to them” Colette chimed in.

“So, it’s really just an abandoned haunted hotel?” I confirmed.

“Pretty much,” Nyx said casually.

“Wow, I was kinda hoping for something more difficult.”

“The point is to have fun, not to kill you,” Obsidian laughed. “Being on the road most of the year can be frightening, and it can get lonely at times. But we always want you to remember that you have the support of everyone here. You could have made the call at any moment and all of us would have rushed to your aid.”

“Thank you, that means a lot.”

“Come on, let’s get some rest. We’ll have a great breakfast in the morning and then the fun can really start,” Nyx said as he wrapped his arm around my shoulders.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Well, now you’re an official part of the circus. We have to figure out where you want to fit in. And if you want to be a performer, which I strongly suggest, you’ll have a lot to learn before the next season starts,” Obsidian explained.

“If we even have a next season,” Landon scoffed.

“We will, I’ve already contacted the manufacturers. We’ll be getting a brand new set of rides and a new tent before next year.”

“That’s wonderful!” I cheered. Nyx sighed with satisfaction as he pulled me closer to him. I smiled as I leaned my head into his chest and wrapped my arm around his waist. It had taken far too long for me to admit it, but I was happy to be with him.

“So Rain, tomorrow we’ll have a fanfuckingtastic day in which Nyx makes orgasmic food, we all relax, figure out where you want to work and end the night with a fire so big it burns the stars!” Landon gushed as he hobbled down the path.

“Sure, just promise I get to roast marshmallows by the fire?” I offered.

“Always, and this one won’t kill anyone.”

“Dude,” Colette hissed.

“Too soon?” Landon asked.

“A little bit,” Nyx growled.

“Oh come on guys, horribly timed sarcasm runs in the blood of the entire circus. It’s like we’re addicted to it,” Abalone offered.

I looked up and furrowed my brows at the stars as we trudged back down the path to our mobile camp. I strained my eyes in an attempt to catch any sight of an enemy ship. I still wasn’t sure of what I was looking for, but nothing could be good.

I had to admit, the best part about living in an RV was the fact that we could pack up and leave whenever we needed to. We weren’t doomed to one place, we could outrun the war to its bitter end.
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September 18, 3017

I woke up with a surprised start when I heard a gentle knock on my door. Rainova groaned as I moved out of our bed. I shrugged on my sweatpants and let out a light yawn as I crossed the RV.

Landon must be wanting to start the festivities early, I thought as I stole a glance at the dark sky. However, when I opened the door I was surprised to see Bismuth standing in the dew-covered grass. She cast me a sympathetic smile as she opened her arms to offer a hug. I gladly accepted.

“I know it’s a little soon, but I was going to see if you wanted to plan some time to go through Odin’s RV. I know it’s not ideal, but the longer we wait the more it will hurt.”

“Not to mention it will smell horrible if the food rots. I can get started on it now,” I offered as I stepped out and closed the door gently enough not to wake Rainova.

“Nonsense, enjoy today. Rain just got initiated, and I speak on behalf of everyone when I say I think we could benefit from one more day of fun before getting back to the pain. You should see the pile of sticks Landon and the kids have put together, it’s rather impressive. I would hate to take that joy away from them.”

“Landon’s supposed to be on bed rest,” I countered. Bismuth trailed beside me as I limped across the park.

“You’re not supposed to be up either, yet here you are.”

“Fair point. Are you wanting to flip Odin’s RV to someone else?”

“That is tradition, but it usually goes to someone in the family and you’re the only official family he has. But you already have a home.”

“Oh come on, you know we’re all family here.”

“That’s very kind of you,” Bismuth said as she pressed her lips into a knowing smile.

“We’ll endure, we always do.”

“I know. You’re sure you want to do this now? It was merely a suggestion, there’s no rush.”

“I, at the very least, want to raid his kitchen for any food that can be used before it expires. He would want it that way.”

“On a lighter note, will you be making breakfast for everyone? That always cheers your mood, right?”

“I would adore that!” I sighed as I came to a halt at the end of my guardian’s home. “Would it be bad of me to take his food?” Bismuth smiled as she wrapped her arm around my shoulder and gently led me toward the door.

“I’ll help you, no one will go through this alone.” She held open the door and let me enter into the shadows first. A large part of me felt like it was wrong to invade his space so soon, but I convinced myself that it would be better to set his memory free with my favorite activity versus letting all of his hard earned dollars rot away. Bismuth was right, we couldn’t take back what had happened. The best we could do was pick up the pieces and hope to move on.

Sharp tears welled in my eyes when his musk choked my nose. His aroma was still so potent inside the confinements of his little motor home that I could almost convince myself he was simply waiting for me in the other room. I drew in a deep breath and let it out sharply as I ricocheted my eyesight over every available surface. The layout of his RV was opposite to mine. His bedroom was in the front. Tucked away neat and tidy, waiting to hold a master who would never return. He had a minimalistic style. Only the table and the couch, no center island. He had a couple pictures hanging on the walls, mostly of us together in different cities; all from when I was younger. My heart throbbed. Like my parents, Odin didn’t leave much behind for me to remember him by.

I clenched my jaw as I shuffled into the kitchen and threw open the fridge. Even his food stock had a minimalist style. My chest tightened more as I realized that collecting every morsel would be an easy task for Bismuth and I to carry out in one trip.  

“Take your time,” Bismuth offered as she pulled a large basket out of one of the cabinets and set herself to work moving the food. I eyed his computer that still sucked the power from its charger on the corner of his table. I knew the password by heart, still I wasn’t sure if I would ever be ready to open it.

“I’d rather just get everything we can from the fridge and get out of here,” I confessed. “And I guess we should bring this as well,” I added as I gently thumbed one of the leaves on the massive creeping vine Odin had hanging from the ceiling. He had been growing it since the day I had met him, and over the years this was the only plant that managed to stick around. Bismuth smiled sympathetically as she set down the carton of milk she was transferring. She crossed the room in an instant and pulled me in for a hug.

“I’m sorry, I knew it was too soon. I just thought it would be better to get it done now while the wound is still fresh instead of reopening it later.”

“I appreciate it. Are we going to be donating their belongings, sharing them through the circus, or just selling them?”

“The choice is up to you. Apollo wants to burn her grandparents’ belongings. But Zeus will be keeping his kids’ clothing. Though he did gift all of their toys and things to the other kids. As for the Mongo family, we’ll leave that coffin sealed until at least one of them returns. I suppose it comes down to whatever will comfort you the most.”

“Where would I put any of it? I didn’t have much room to begin with and now I have Rain.” My heart skipped a beat as my mind registered what I had said. I bit the inside of my lip as I fought back a boyish smile. I took another look around the RV and allowed my smile to win. I would always have my memories with Odin. But aside from that, I wasn’t alone. He didn’t abandon me, and he didn’t leave me alone.

I had Rain.  
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September 18, 3017

I yawned uncontrollably as I listened to Professor Sheil endlessly gush about the improvements that were being made to the school theater. Within the first twenty minutes of the lecture, she had said “I can’t wait for you to see it” at least sixteen times. By now, the board had confirmed that the school would be opened again on October 20, 3017, and the excitement that buzzed around the ticking clock was a little contagious. I was quickly realizing that I fit into the circus more than I initially expected. Everyone was so eager to jump back into normal life. So desperate to cling to a sense of stability while we still had the chance. My chest tightened as I heard my phone buzz on the table. I picked it up and read the text I most feared.

Abalone Scarlet

I’m glad to hear you passed the test and made it into the circus with flying colors. It will make our departure less painful knowing you have someone to watch out for you. We knew this day would be inevitable, but I didn’t expect it to be so soon. We’ve confirmed with your parents, we will be returning to Eclasia this weekend. I hope you can stop by for a proper farewell in which we can ensure we do everything in our power to set you up for success.

Rainova

Did you mention that I won’t be returning with you?

Abalone Scarlet

Yes. I imagine they will want a good explanation. I’m sorry, we tried our best to give you as much time as possible. But there’s only so much we can do. With any luck, she will find the kindness in her heart to let you help your friends.

Rainova

Still, I appreciate everything you did for me. Regardless of where our paths go after this, I’m glad I got to grow up in your care.

“I’m here,” Nyx whispered as he gently pulled his arms around my torso from behind. He shuffled to the side and wiped the tears from my cheeks.

“They’re really leaving.”

“But I’m not. You still have a family here.”

“I know, I hope my parents can see that.”

“How long do we have?”

“Two days.”

“Fuck.”

“Hey, it’s just them going back. I won’t let them take me. I’ll give up all of Beta for you, I promise.”

“Even Lucian?”

“Well, we’ve managed to keep our communication a secret this long. So what’s a lifetime more?”

“Why don’t you take a shower, clear your head, and I promise we will have a great day.”

“I can’t, I have to wait for my class to end.”

“How much longer do you have?”

“About ten minutes? Depending on how many more details she gives about the theater.” I chuckled as I heard Professor Sheil scream “I can’t wait for you to see it” again.

“Go enjoy the water, I’ll be Rainova for the last ten minutes.”

“Don’t forget to add the important dates to the calendar?”

“I know, I know. All of the tests, assignments, added practices and meetups,” Nyx teased. I pressed my lips into a light smile as I slid out of the kitchen chair and walked into the bathroom. I turned the handle in the shower and sighed as a storm of water gushed out of the overhead spout. I shuffled out of Nyx’s jack-o-lantern hoodie, stepped into the spray and clenched my jaw to keep myself from shifting. I closed my eyes and let the water wash away the tears that fell. I pressed my forehead against the wall and clenched my hands into tight fists to keep myself from breaking down entirely.

The absence of those we had lost did not go unnoticed. My heart wept for Nyx. Somehow, I felt like he had lost the most out of everyone. His mother went missing, most likely in death. His father abandoned him. His best friend had been charred to a crisp and his guardian had been shredded. To rub more salt into the seething wound, some of the other families were still completely intact!

The distant image of Lucian’s face crossed my mind for a brief moment. I hadn’t completely told him my plan to join the circus yet. How was I supposed to look the only person who had supported me, in both worlds, in the eye and say “I’m never going home”? I closed my eyes and allowed myself to be swallowed by the shadows that plagued my mind. I furrowed my brows as I reminisced on the day I met Kiolana. I could barely utter a word while she spilled a novel’s worth of knowledge from her mouth. She was so pure and kind I could never bring myself to lie to her, so I remained silent. I was her humble shadow. The lifetime I should have spent preparing to return home a hero, I had instead wasted on finding reasons to leave as a traitor.

I quickly cleared away my tears and threw shampoo in my hair when I heard the low creak of the door opening. Nyx had enough to deal with without needing to pick me up when I fell apart. I braced myself for the rush of cold air that would come when he moved the curtain.

The door clicked into its hold again and I huffed. I washed out the shampoo and pulled the curtain to the side just enough to peer out into the empty bathroom. I bit my lip as my eyes fell on the steaming cup of coffee and game controller that sat on the counter.

I washed my entire body and jumped out of the shower in a minute flat. I concentrated for a moment before running my hands through my hair. Slimy beads of water pooled around my fingers as I coaxed them out of my long locks. I rolled the water into a small ball and tossed it back into the shower. It exploded against the wall and oozed down into the tub like blood on a white board. I clenched my jaw and watched as the rest of the water on my body slowly steamed away.

When all was said and done, I smiled triumphantly at my dry skin as I picked up the controller. I opened the door and stepped outside then leaned my shoulder against the doorframe as I cast an innocent smile across my face. Nyx laid on the couch wearing nothing more than loose black sweatpants. He bit the side of his lip to keep himself from smiling as he casually clicked through the tracks on Racer 4000.  

“You win,” I called in a sing-song voice as I gently tossed the controller to his side. Nyx gulped as he looked over at me. A mischievous smile clawed its way across his face as he jumped up and crossed the room in a heartbeat. He wrapped his arms around my lower back, spun my frail body in a half circle, and whisked me onto the couch all in one motion. I pulled him closer as he sat on top of me, the rough material of his sweatpants taunted my desire. I didn’t miss a beat as I ran my fingers through his soft hair and pulled him in for a kiss. He teased my senses more as he sank onto me. I whimpered lightly as I curled my fingers into the top of his sweatpants.

“You know that’s not how the game works, my little raven,” Nyx taunted. He ran his hands over my skin, sending shivers through every cell in my body.

“But...” I tried to protest but lost my train of thought as Nyx leaned down and gently kissed my neck.

“I have another game we can play,” he suggested as he slid off of me.

I bit my lip when he dropped his pants. Every time I got to steal a glance at him, I was amazed by his perfection. His soft muscles raced beneath his tan skin. They were strong enough to be noticed, but not enough to be a hindrance. The dark strands of his hair clung to each other in tight knit locks that were just as hard to tame as he was. Still, he had the broad shoulders of someone you would not want to cross in a dark alley. The hair on his chest curled like the fur of a puppy. But his lips twitched and and his nose snarled like a savage wolf ready to devour its prey. Nyx picked up the controller again and held it out for me.

“What did you download?” I asked. The opening theme to Racer 4000 still tantalized my mind in the background.

“Nothing, we’re going to do a little training exercise.” I groaned at Nyx’s suggestion as I took the controller. He simply laughed. “It’ll be worth it, I promise. Make the controller levitate.” I did as instructed with ease. Nyx smiled gently as he wrapped his arms around my waist and coaxed me to the wall. I yelped when the cold boards licked my back. Nyx chuckled more as he closed the gap between us. “Are you ready to play?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” He drew in a sharp breath as he bit down hard on my neck. The controller vibrated in the air as a surge of new energy shook my magic to its core. Nyx bit down again as he pressed his body against mine. He moved his hands down to my thighs and gently pulled them up. I took the cue in stride and wrapped my legs around his waist. I grunted as I looked over at the controller and forced myself to keep it in the air.

“When the controller hits the floor, I pull out,” Nyx whispered.

“Wait, what?” I gasped as he shoved me into the wall and took all of me in one swift motion. I clenched my jaw as I made eye contact with the controller. It shivered for me. Training my ass, this was downright torture. Pure, impossible, riverating, delicious torture. A flood of ecstasy crashed through my consciousness as Nyx showed every cell in my quivering body what an alpha was capable of. My heart raced in my chest as it drank the splendor of our love. My head throbbed as it fought relentlessly to keep a grip on what was happening. I pressed into Nyx, begging for more and hoping he wouldn’t notice that the controller was wavering in its stance. Nyx smiled and picked up his rhythmic pace. I clenched my jaw and smashed my lips against his. In that moment, I lost all control and dove head first into the love he was giving me. I winced when I heard the controller thud on the ground.

Nyx tightened his grip on me, spun me around and threw me onto the couch without breaking our bond. “You lasted longer than I thought you would,” he panted as he picked up his pace again.

“You didn’t pull out,” I questioned.

“You’re a lot stronger than I am.” He kissed me several more times. I cocked the corner of my mouth up into a smile. I took the opportunity to push him to the side. As we tumbled onto the floor, I glided on top of him and seized control as I snatched his wrists and pressed them onto the cold surface above his head.

“I have to be strong, I have no choice.”

“Shhhh, don’t.” Nyx unhooked one of his hands and ran his fingers through my hair. He slowed down and paused for a moment as his shining ice blue eyes met my gaze. “Don’t be strong. Don’t be a savior, or a soldier, or a princess or anything. Just be mine.”

“I am yours.” I furrowed my brows as I searched for answers in his humble gaze. Nyx pulled me in for another kiss. This one was sweeter. Softer. Love-filled and apologetic. He gently coaxed me back onto my back. I let out a shuddered breath as he continued his rhythm, this time deeper and more tender. He held me on the edge of the ecstatic abyss. I begged to dive into it with him.

“No matter what you grow to be or where you run away to, I will never leave you,” Nyx offered as he locked his gaze with mine.

“I’ll give up everything in this world and the next to be with you,” I smiled back. With one final thrust, we fell together. No matter what the world threw at us, we would always fall together.

Nyx broke our embrace far sooner than I wanted him to. He chuckled and kissed my forehead before turning to step into the bathroom. I pulled myself to my feet and dug through my small drawer to pull out my black skinny jeans and a maroon blouse. I pulled on my skater shoes and checked my phone while waiting. I smiled brightly as I scrolled through the texts that blew up my group chat.

Kiolana

Rain, where were you last night? We really could have used your drunken pirateness in theater!!!

Bloom

I tried to fit your character’s laugh and Professor Sheil said I sounded like a dying walrus!

Kiolana

I hate to say it hun, but she’s not wrong.

Bloom

Heckin' rude!

Adonis

Maybe you should moan for her next time, you sound great when you do that.

Neptune

No! No! No! No! Fuck you! Fuck that! I don’t want to hear about what you two do behind closed doors!

Bloom

Just wait until we get our apartment. Maybe you’ll be able to hear us from the street!

I snorted as I laughed so hard my sides hurt. Being away from them, it was easy to forget that they were just as unhinged as my circus friends. The only difference between the two groups was that Kiolana, Neptune, Bloom and Adonis knew how to hide it in public.

Rainova

I was occupied with other things... sorry!

Kiolana

Just remember to use a condom, please. As much as I would love to see you have your child, I don’t think you would fit the whole scary pirate captain vibe if you were pregnant.

Rainova

Well shit. Maybe next time?

Bloom

Are you serious, Rain???

I locked my phone and threw it on the bed before scraping my hands down my face. Being with Nyx felt so natural I had never given any of it a second thought. I clenched my jaw and scorned myself for being reckless. We had been together for nearly a month and still hadn’t broken the seal on the box of condoms Landon gave Nyx as a ‘congrats, you’re not single’ gift the night we met.

“You okay?” Nyx asked as he emerged from the bathroom. I glanced over at him and gulped when I realized he was only wearing a towel.

“Fine,” I lied. Nyx’s features softened as he crossed the room and sat next to me.

“One of these days you’re going to learn that you don’t have to be strong around me. But until then, I’ll be patient and I’ll stay by your side.” He leaned over and kissed my forehead for good measure.

“Do you think I’m selfish for wanting to have a kid?”

“No. Who the fuck gave you that idea?”

“Think about it. We’re coming into a war we can’t possibly hope to win, and like it or not I have the power to help people. But instead of joining up at the front line I’m hiding in a circus. And we aren’t promised tomorrow. How could I possibly bring a child into a world like this? And if I do get pregnant, that’ll be nine months plus however long it takes to heal that I cannot fight, I’ll be unable to help when someone needs me. And then I’ll have to protect them as well as myself.”

“Rain, that’s exactly why you need to be in the circus. You need to live your life the way you want to, not as a puppet for other people to control. You can be yourself here. We all protect each other. And we have plenty of ways for you to help out around here, the only jobs that aren’t light are the performers but you can still operate all of the rides, games, food trucks and trinket stands while pregnant. And when you’re tucked up cozy in bed, healing from labour, I will be here for you. I know we’re taking things really fast but the one thing Odin always taught me is to trust my instinct and it's telling me to be with you. I’m sorry, it just felt so natural. Like I’ve known you already in a previous lifetime. But if you think we need to slow down or reconsider or anything I will support you. Unless you break up with me, then I’ll still support you but I’ll be really fucking depressed about it.”

“I’m not going to break up with you. I just hoped I would have better circumstances. Maybe my dream is too selfish.”

“It’s not. And fuck anyone who thinks that it is.”

“Thank you,” I whispered as I banished the tears from my eyes. Nyx smiled as he drew me in for a hug. I still had no clue what I did to deserve the love and devotion of a loyal partner, but I was thanking my lucky stars every minute I was with him.

When I was ready, he broke our embrace and slid into a plain black t-shirt and black jeans along with his skater shoes. He shook the rest of the water from his hair, but let it dry naturally as he slid his hands into mine.

“Today is all about having fun, but if you get overwhelmed just let me know. Okay?” Nyx offered softly.  

“Right,” I smiled back at him. I paused when I heard a knock on the door. I drew in a deep breath and let it out in a low sigh as Nyx opened it and gestured for Landon to enter.

“What’s up?” he asked as he hobbled across the room and sank onto the couch.

“How are you?” I asked.

“I feel like a tenderized steak.”

“That makes two of us,” Nyx barked. He stepped into the kitchen and pulled out the ingredients to make pancakes. I swung over to the coffee bar and started brewing a small pot for all of us to share. Another knock rang through the RV. I smiled at Nyx as I quickly crossed the room to save him from the hassle of having to stop his cooking. We all knew better than to interrupt him when he was in the zone.  

“Hey, how are you?” I beamed when I opened the door and found Colette standing on the other side.

“I heard peanut butter pooch is finally cooking breakfast for everyone again?”

“It’s a special occasion,” Nyx offered.

“Yay!”  

“It’s nothing fancy this time, just pancakes.”

“Says the guy who makes the bougiest fucking pancakes in the world,” Landon retorted.

“Hey, since you're so keen on bossing me around, do you want to help set up the table outside?”  

“Oh it’s already started. Bismuth is decking out the pavilion for everyone.”

“Convenient. So am I cooking these on a skillet over there?”

“It wouldn’t hurt.” Nyx shrugged as he pulled out another bowl to mix more batter.

“So Rain, have you decided that you’re going to be a performer?” Landon begged.

“I’ll need a shit ton of training before I can do anything to that degree,” I retorted. I pulled out two travel mugs and filled them with coffee. “Do you two want some?” I offered as I lifted the pot and looked at Colette and Landon.

“Sure,” Colette replied.

“Yes please,” Landon added. I nodded as I grabbed two more travel mugs for them.  

“I have a great way to help you train!” Colette offered. “We could throw water balloons at you and have you catch them mid air with your magic then throw them back.”

“That’s perfect!” I handed her one mug and gave the second to Landon before setting the third on the island for Nyx and taking a sip out of the final.

“Great! I’ll get it organized.”

“Maybe we could make that part of the act. No hand juggler!” Landon chimed in.

“Are you trying to replace me?” Colette scoffed.

“I can’t take that from you,” I promised.

“Thank you.”

“Are you guys ready to head over?” Nyx asked as he popped lids on the two mixing bowls and set them in a basket with an array of cooking utensils.

“Yeah, what can I help carry?” I replied.

“Just get our coffees and the door.” Landon groaned lightly as he peeled himself off the couch. Colette skipped forward and held the door open for the rest of us. We walked slowly for Nyx and Landon. I chuckled as I looked at them and remembered they were still supposed to be on bed rest. My circus friends were all wild cards who didn’t take orders well.

“I hope you don’t mind, I cut up some fruits and baked biscuits for everyone,” Bismuth said when we finally reached the pavilion.

“Perfect! Thanks for the help.” Nyx smiled as set down his basket and started pulling out the charcoal for a fire.

“Rain! Happy official welcome into the circus!” Abalone gushed as she ran up and threw her arms around my neck to hug me.

“Thanks! I appreciate it!”

“I think we have a good idea to help train her,” Colette directed to Obsidian.

“Love to hear it!” Obsidian replied as he looked up from the apple he was cutting and let his lips curl into a sly smile. I couldn’t help but smile with him. Colette was practically bouncing on her heels to help, and the rest of our circus family followed. My smile softened as I rolled my eyes over to Nyx. He was concentrating on his cooking, still his eyes sparkled with passion and a smile of his own danced at the edge of his lips. I allowed myself, for the briefest moment, to consider what he had said. I could be protected here. I could have support and love backing me up in any fight. And I could, eventually, bring my own dreams to fruition.
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I watched in a gentle state of bliss as Rainova pulled her long hair into a tight braid that rested on her left shoulder. She had changed into a comfortable black t-shirt with black athletic shorts and gray running shoes for the training. I had no idea what Colette truly had in store, but I would never say no to helping my love. She smiled at me as she squeezed the final strands of hair into a ponytail. I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and kissed the top of her head before ushering her out of our RV. We crossed the park to a small field where our friends eagerly soaked up the warmth of the afternoon sun.

“Who else is joining us?” I asked when I counted a total of eight buckets.

“They may not be much help, but we figured it would be fun to let the kids join. And Obsidian is interested to see what he’s working with,” Colette replied. Landon waved at us before picking up his next balloon to fill.

“Eight against one, that’s a shitty fight,” I retorted.

“I’m going to need the skill if I want to be able to dodge bullets,” Rainova retorted. I whimpered lightly as she reminded me what this was really about. To her, it wasn’t a game. Mastering her power could be the difference between life and death. She still didn’t believe that the circus would protect her the way I knew it could. I couldn’t entirely blame her though, we couldn’t do shit against the band of aliens when they came bursting through our door.

“Alright, each bucket has twenty balloons in it. That should be more than enough for some target practice with a little fun mixed in,” Colette said as she slid the last handful of balloons into the final bucket.

“Thanks for helping,” Rainova replied.

“You’re welcome!”

I smiled and waved at Obsidian as he entered the field with the three children in tow. Hesperus flashed a bright smile across her face as she ran to Landon and threw her arms around him.

“You came to play with us!” she screamed joyfully.

“Sure did, kiddo!”

Hesperus eagerly ran around the circle and took her position next to one of the buckets. Momus Unlaid and Koen Pan took the next two buckets in the row. Obsidian, Abalone, Landon, Colette and I stepped up to the remaining buckets while Rainova took the center of the circle.

“Okay, no warning. Just, OI!” I choked down my laughter as Rainova shot her gaze at Momus. He quickly hid his hands behind his back and poorly acted like he didn’t just bust a balloon on Rainova’s back. Colette seized the opportunity to hit Rainova in the thigh.

“Sorry, I figured in a real fight you wouldn’t be given warning for when it’s coming,” Colette called.

“No, I appreciate that. It’s a fair point,” Rainova replied. In an instant, she shot up her hand in front of her face.

“Whoa,” Abalone gaped as Rainova stopped a balloon mid-air just before it careened into her face. The edges of her lips curled up as she flicked her wrist and sent the water sailing straight back to Landon. He laughed as it exploded across her chest.

“That’s more like it,” I growled. I smiled as I picked up a balloon, reared my hand back and let it fly. Rainova jumped back just enough for it to miss her face only to land straight in the line of fire for the balloon thrown by Koen. She smiled as it exploded on the side of Rainova’s shoulder. Once we understood the assignment, we let an onslaught of projectiles pour down on Rainova. Several of them hit her, forcing her to lose her concentration as she struggled to keep an eye on all of us. She clenched her jaw and jumped into the air. She held her palms out beneath her and made a thin sheet of ice to stand on ten feet above the ground.

“Damn Nyx, did you go to Mount Olympus to snag a fucking goddess for a girlfriend?” Colette asked.

“She’s a queen in the making,” I smiled back. Rainova held her hand out again and managed to stop a balloon and send it back to Obsidian. He targeted the sheet of ice below her feet and threw another without hesitation. Fear flashed in her eyes as it exploded on the bottom. I smirked as I readied another balloon and aimed it at the center of the ice. I pulled my arm back hard and let it fly. The sheet of ice shattered and Rainova screamed as she tumbled down to the ground. She let out a yelp as she slammed her arm into the ground.

“Oh shit, I’m sorry,” I bellowed. Obsidian, Colette and Abalone were on her in an instant while Landon and I struggled to run as fast as we could. Rainova hissed as she pulled herself up to a seated position.

“Don’t be sorry. I need practice,” Rainova groaned. I reached down and smiled sheepishly as I helped her to her feet.

“Are you sure? Because that looked pretty fucking cool.”

“Landon, watch your language,” Colette hissed as she nodded her head to the kids.

“We’ve heard it all before,” Hesperus replied.

“And you know not to repeat what your dumbass brother says.” Hesperus smiled and promptly nodded her head as she heeded her sister’s warning.  

“You’ll get better, I’m sure of it. You managed to fend off two of the balloons,” Obsidian offered.

“It’s a start,” Rainova confirmed. “Are you ready to get back to it?”

“Are you sure you want to? That looked like a painful fall,” I retorted.

“I can’t just give up the first time I get knocked down,” Rainova growled as she took her position in the center of the circle once more. I nodded my head in agreement as the rest of us returned to our posts. Obsidian didn’t give her a moment of notice before thrusting a balloon toward her. She mustered up a giggle as it hit her square in the face. I watched in awe as she swiped her hands across her features. Little beads of water followed her fingertips as she moved them. Landon threw another balloon and hit her in the face again before she could open her eyes. “The fuck guys!” Rainova bellowed.

“You have to be able to catch it even when distracted,” I explained as I threw another balloon at her. It exploded across her chest. Hesperus, Momus and Koen threw their next balloons simultaneously. The first two hit her, but we cheered as the third seemed to freeze just inches away from her body.

“That’s better,” Landon hollered. Rainova opened her eyes and looked behind her then smiled as she swiped her hand up then pushed it forward. The balloon followed her motions and went flying back to Koen. Rainova clenched her hand into tight claws moments before the balloon made impact. It froze midair and glided the rest of the way to break kindly on the top of the young girl’s head. Without looking behind her, Rainova shot her hand up to her side and stopped another balloon that was coming at her from Colette. She flicked her wrist in a backward motion and sent it flying. I laughed as it burst across her face. I readied my next balloon and chunked it across the field. Rainova attempted to jump up, but barely missed as it made impact with her foot. She turned mid air and stopped the balloon that Abalone threw. She continued her spin and took the balloon with her before sending it back to the assailant.

“You know, this would make a great addition to the main show if we can figure out how to choreograph it,” Obsidian suggested. He threw another balloon and sighed as it sailed past Rainova and landed within a foot of Momus.

“I suppose it could,” Rainova replied. She landed back on the ground just as Colette, Landon, Abalone and I threw our next balloons. She barely had time to take in a breath before jumping back into the air to miss all four of them. Hesperus took the opportunity to come at her from behind. She hollered as it made contact with Rainova’s lower back. Momus and Koen threw their next balloons and hollered as they both made contact. Rainova huffed as she fell hard on her feet. She flinched as another balloon exploded on her face.

“Can you still make ice?” I asked as I picked up another balloon. I didn’t give her time to respond before wailing it at her. She groaned as it splashed across her chest forcing her to fall to the ground as she lifted her
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