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​​​Prologue:  Initiation
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“Revenge is my calling; pain is my quest.  I swear, you and your sisters will receive tenfold my suffering in return; for if at least one breath remains within me, I will use it to bring all my vengeance upon you.”  Dressed in black, the aggrieved woman on her knees with the support of a disfigured, broken hand, barely holding her body above the ground, arched her back and lifted her head.  She looked up and released the grip of her other bloodied hand from the rope around her neck to point at three women dressed in black robes.  She spoke again, “You will not stop me and you cannot hide, not even behind the innocent, who will suffer my wrath if they stand between us.  I, Annika, swear upon my kin that we are not resolved.”

One of the three women raised her hand in the direction toward the other end of the battered woman’s binding; the rope, tied to a large rock, sat atop a brick encasement around a deep well.  Suddenly, the rock rolled back into the hole.  Only the sound of the stone banging against the brick walls could be heard, before the captive woman was sucked into her tomb.  Then finally, a splash.

“And so it begins,” said one of the women.

The Realm of Powers

SINCE THE DAWN OF TIME and deep into the dark ages, man was plagued by dark powers where death, famine, and disease engulfed the lands.  It was then that a band of heroines, undeterred by the all-powerful and oppressive regime, successfully united against the odds to challenge the reign of black.  Thus commenced the reign of scarlet and the awakening of good.

At times, those with strong connections to evil have tried and failed to resume their reign, but prophesies tell that their era is imminent—their power will be unmatched and society, as we know it, will collapse.  And it is inevitable, unless a new band of sisters finds the courage to renew the Scarlet Reign.
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​​​​​​1  New Beginning
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Death was all about.  It rang through Natalie’s young ears, tingled her nerves, and gushed through her veins, making its way straight to her heart.  Her mother, who was technically alive, was the source of this grief.  Hannah, still the picture of youth and beauty, lay lifeless on a hospital bed, connected to enough machines for anyone to know that her chances were bleak.  Her adolescent daughter, standing at the eve of her fourteenth birthday, remained near her mother, weeping.

The room itself—the paint, the linen, and even the air—was sterile in every way, barring only Natalie’s sense of unholiness.  She felt the walls draw closer and closer; the small room—barely capable of accommodating three or four people—grew smaller still.  Natalie shuddered, feeling an unnatural and painful constriction.  She felt this compression originate from something beyond her immediate surroundings, a feeling which was not altogether unfamiliar.

Her unease mounted as the door opened and the man she believed was the source of her discomfort entered the tiny room.

“Natalie,” said the seemingly apathetic man standing at the door.  “It’s time.”  Natalie’s cries grew louder to drown these words and any subsequent ones the man was to utter.  He circled the room, stopping just behind Natalie as she leaned over the bed.  He placed his hand on her wrist, gripping firmly the chain-linked bracelet that was a gift from him.  With a slight tug, he repeated, “It’s time.”

“No!” Natalie screamed, pulling herself away from him, moving her mother’s bed with the motion.

“Look at what you did,” the man admonished, consciously restraining himself from shouting at her.  “I won’t let you disrespect your mother like this.  Now, you will come with me and let her die in peace.”

“You are not my father!” Natalie yelled.  She straightened herself, her eyes widened in horrified disbelief, and backed against the wall as tears rolled down her cheeks.  In five simple words she had disowned her provider, her father and negated fourteen years of bonding, if you could call his anger love.  Certainly, she had no basis for such a belief.  She could not understand why she had spoken so coldly, except the fact that her father had always been so very cold toward her.  She knew he never liked her, and rather believed he despised her; constantly reprimanding her for being absentminded and clumsy.  She once tried to argue how she was just anxious and never broke things when she was serious, but it didn’t help much when she accidently knocked over his hot coffee onto his lap.  She never argued again.  She knew, now more than ever, she was destined to look after her home and give up her childhood now that Herold, the man who stood before her, was the only family she had.  Of course, the death of her mother would mark the end of childhood for her and dwelling on it now wouldn’t change anything, so she quickly accepted this fact.  Her life was no longer protected by her mother; it was all in the hands of this wretched man.  Her eyes lowered in surrender.

As she readied herself to leave, taking her mother’s hand, Natalie was stopped by her father’s next words.

“How did you know?”

Painfully clenching the infamous red ruby ring—which never left her mother’s finger—inside her own fist, Natalie screamed out, “Get out, Herold!”

“Did your mother tell you?” he demanded.

Natalie had never been explicitly told anything, and, while she had wished at times, many times, that it were true, somehow she had always known.  A picture suddenly flashed in her mind, a recurring vision she had throughout her life: her mother holding her as a baby, with a man and an older woman standing by them.  The man in the picture was not the one that stood before her.

Herold aggressively approached Natalie.  “Get out!” she cried out, holding her mother’s hand tight.  He grabbed Natalie’s arms and she yelled again, but in a full, booming voice.  “Get out!”  Oddly, the man who had never paid her any respect in her entire life, numbly let her go, turned around, and left without a single word.

Natalie felt the energy drain out of her body as the emotions of the day took a toll on her.  She laid her head on her mother’s chest, her legs curled on the side of the bed, giving in to her exhaustion and nearly passing out, only drifting in and out of consciousness.

Natalie did not know how long she had lain there when an old, familiar smell of golden honey wafted into her consciousness.  The room was peaceful; her mother was still alive with the machine-assisted heaving of her chest.

A light shining in the room and a prominent voice nudged her awake.  “You’ve had a long day, Natalia,” an unknown woman said from inside the room.

Natalie jumped up and out of the bed, in surprise.  “Natalia?  Who’s that?” she asked as she saw an older lady who had her back to Natalie.  The lady had somehow managed to slip into the room.  Natalie’s partial view of the lady did not eclipse the gleaming elegance the woman’s noteworthy presence exuded: an aura, if you will, brighter than the light entering the room.  Natalie, confused beyond any explanation, examined the formal, but dated, white-lace shirt and black skirt the lady wore and the matching black jacket hanging over her left arm.

“You are,” the woman answered, staring out of the single window.

“Death is in the air, Natalia.  Surely, you must have felt it a long time ago.  There is nothing more we can do here but make ourselves right with it.”

The elderly white-haired woman turned around and gave a welcoming smile, revealing a face that was way too youthful to match her aura of wisdom and experience.  She brushed the tips of her fingers down Natalie’s cheek.  “Young Natalia, you have become a beautiful woman, well, almost,” she smiled.

“Who are you?” asked Natalie.

“A distant relative, mentor to your mother, and former changer of your diapers, young lady.”

“I meant, what is your name?”

“Oh, pardon me, sweet Natalia.  My name is Ava,” she said as she held out her hand, her palm facing up.  Natalie placed her free hand in Ava’s, feeling more secure about letting her mother go.  Ava held out her other hand, and, after some hesitation, Natalie reached out to the mysterious woman, taking a step away from her mother’s attachment.  The fearful leap somehow produced a healing effect.  Like jumping from one ledge to another, Natalie felt she could now embrace the change and move from the safety and protection of her mother to that of Ava.

“We don’t have much time,” said Ava.  “They’ll be here for you soon.”

“I don’t want to go,” whimpered Natalie, her hands in Ava’s, the full extent of her anxiety mirrored in her eyes.

“Do you still have the memory?” asked Ava, “...of you as a baby in your mother’s arms?”

Natalie’s fear gave way to shock.  Recognition of this woman dawned on her, and fresh tears flooded her eyes, no longer from grief.  Natalie pulled Ava close and hugged her tighter than she felt was possible, bending herself to rest her head on Ava’s shoulder.  Ava responded warmly to the long overdue gesture of love.

Ava continued to pet Natalie’s sandy blonde hair until Natalie raised her head from Ava’s shoulder, bringing them face-to-face.  “We must hurry,” said Ava urgently.  “Natalia, I know you’re young, but it’s time for you to start making decisions, tough decisions.  I’m sorry you have to grow up this fast, but I believe you’re capable.  As far as I’m concerned, today you’re a woman.”

Natalie drew back from Ava’s touch and wiped away her tears with the sleeve of her white shirt.  “What kind of decisions?”

“To begin with, you have to decide if you want to stay here or come with me.  If you decide to go with me, you can never come back.”

Natalie turned her upper body to look at her mother.  Turning back to Ava, she cleared her throat and said, “There’s nothing left for me here.”

Ava rubbed Natalie’s face from her cheek to her ear, wiping away the remaining tears with her hand.  “There’s a big girl,” she said.  “Now, I’m sure your mother has a piece of jewelry she never lets out of her sight.”

Natalie knew exactly what Ava was referring to: the ring with the dark red precious ruby set in platinum, surrounded by a series of diamond baguettes.  Inspiring awe in all who saw it, and presenting an ancient appearance, the bulky oval gem sat in an oval setting that covered nearly half the length of Hannah’s finger in its entirety.  At times, the ruby turned so dark it appeared almost black, conjuring in Natalie’s mind a stale pool of blood, a contrast to the pureness of the adjacent colorless stones.

“Yes,” said Natalie.  “Her ring.  It’s sacred for her.”

“It’s yours now.  Take it.”

“I don’t think I can.  It meant everything to her.  You take it.”

“It is forbidden for me.  Only you have the right, and only you can take it.”

Natalie took her time.  Taking her mother’s hand in her own, she kissed it, and the ring that appeared to be permanently fixed on Hannah’s finger practically fell off, into Natalie’s hand.

“Put it on.  Quick!  Get up!” urged Ava.

Natalie placed the beautiful ring, her birthright, on the ring finger of her right hand, exactly where her mother had always worn it.  At that instant, the chain-linked bracelet fell from her wrist.  “Now what?” she asked.

“Now, we get out of here.  Put on your coat and follow me.”

“But how?” asked Natalie, worried.  “My father... uh, the guy out there, he has it out for me.”

“Hmmm...  That’s interesting,” reflected Ava.  “Say something for me, Natalia.  Quietly.  I want you to say, I shall not be seen.”

“What?” asked Natalie, confused.

“I want you to whisper, I shall not be seen, and I will take care of the rest.”

Natalie cleared her throat and said, “I shall not be seen.”

“Good.  Now keep saying it softly, over and over.”

“Okay,” said Natalie as she continued to repeat the words.

“Now take my hand and let’s go,” said Ava, leading Natalie toward the exit.

Natalie turned to take in her mother’s face for the last time.  Remembering all the moments they had experienced together, she blew a final goodbye kiss to Hannah.

Ava did not even bother to peek out of the door, confidently exiting the room and moving into the hallway, as though there was no need for any stealth.

“That’s him,” whispered Natalie anxiously.

“Shh.  Don’t speak anything other than what I asked you to, or he will hear us.”

“But he’ll see us if we go this way.  He’s looking right at us.”

“I will take care of it, just keep repeating what I told you.”

Natalie continued to whisper the words despite her fear of being caught and having to leave with Herold as opposed to the almost stranger who walked beside her.  It was a definitive life changer, but Natalie could not fight the overwhelming feeling of belonging she had with Ava, especially since she had the strong gut instinct that her step-father was not who he claimed to be.

Natalie’s rapid thoughts distracted her from her fear about the bold escape attempt.  Before she could know the exact degree of their boldness, she realized she was walking right past Herold with him staring in her general direction.  Soon, they reached the dreaded oversized doors behind him.  The torture of pushing past the doors, enduring the small windows laced with irreverent iron bars, reminded her of death each time she passed.  The doors, which required a great deal of force to open, flung open on their own accord for the two women.  Incredibly, as though the whole event were merely a vision, they passed Herold and she was free.  She was free!
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Natalie slowly opened her eyes.  She was startled by the dense, harsh cold that arose from deep within her.  She felt as though she would freeze from the inside out.  The chill was more than just a sensation; it was an emotion.  An emotion that made her wish she were alone.  She quickly learned, frost wrapped in hopelessness is a gift neither wished for nor coveted.

Natalie lifted her weary head from Ava’s lap, sat up straight, and glanced at her surroundings.  People were dashing up and down escalators, standing in front of monitors—monitors that posted enough schedules to make her feel dizzy—and tremendous loads of luggage were transported and transferred, more than she could believe.  She could not hear any airplanes, but soon realized that she had woken up in a rather large airport.  People appeared to be in a hurry—with things to do and places to go.  Natalie had nothing.  Not a single thing that could distract her mind from the absence she felt: a total lack of purpose.  Deprived of any real connection to the living world, she could not care less about whether she was leaving with the woman beside her or walking the streets toward a meaningless destination.

“Bags,” said Natalie.  Feeling numb, she gazed vaguely in the direction of the industrious people all around her and repeated, “Bags.”

Ava stroked her hair.  “What’s that, my dear?”

“No matter how many times they travel, or how far they go, they always get back to where they belong... with their owners.  They have a place, a purpose, a reason.  There’s no question—they know where they belong.  No decisions, no cares, simply a reason to exist.”

“Sometimes bags get lost too,” said Ava.  “They could even find new owners.  Perhaps, they belonged with their new owners all this time.”

Natalie remained unaffected.  Ava placed her hand on Natalie’s shoulder and pressed lightly, pulling her closer.  “Sometimes, they’re even recycled.  You never know when you might be called upon for a greater purpose.”

Natalie pondered on the thought for a moment.  “If there’s more to this life, I really can’t feel it.  I just can’t see anything to do with me having a greater purpose.”

“Oh, but your intuition must tell you differently.  Your mother had intuition.  Good intuition.”

“My mother?” whispered Natalie.  Motionless, Natalie could manage to only utter an, “Ava,” but nothing more.

“We all want to have things, even when they’re not meant for us.”  Ava looked up.  “Did I tell you how your mother and I became friends?”  She chuckled and continued, “Your mother was quite a character when she was young.  Believe it or not, her mischievous side was actually what I liked best about her.  There was this guy, Roy Tassel.  Oh, did I like him.  My best friend and I would talk and dream about that boy.  One day, he approached me.  I felt like I was in heaven.  Now, we weren’t allowed to date back then, and your mother was quick to remind me of that, but I wasn’t going to miss my chance.”

Ava blushed and smiled.  “Your mother would have nothing of it though.  Roy and I sneaked into the park, and we sat on the bench side by side.  My first kiss would be just as I had imagined—perfect.  I tilted my head up and puckered my lips just enough to invite him in, and he was game.  My whole body tingled in anticipation.  Sixteen years I had waited for that kiss, and it would be worth every day of waiting.  Just as our lips were about to touch, I got lemons instead—sour, sticky lemons.  Lemonade—all over my hair, clothes, and face.  Roy was upset and instantly left.  We never kissed.  I was horrified, embarrassed, and furious.  Your mother, little Hannah, standing there with an empty pitcher, laughing at my grief, was the object of my anger, and possibly deserving of a good beating.  I never caught that little girl.  We made it through the lobby door where we lived, and the headmistress stopped me.  I was so flustered that I almost admitted I was with a boy.  I couldn’t express the extent of my anger to the headmistress without getting into trouble myself, so I had to hold it in until we were alone.”

Natalie lifted her head and barely managed enough emotion to display shock at learning of this different side of her mother.  “My mother did that?  But she was always so proper.”

“Not always, sweet Natalia.  Not always.  But because of your mother’s intuition, I learned something that day.  Roy was a wild boy.  He had kissed my best friend earlier the same day.  He was only trying to kiss us both on a dare.  He didn’t care one bit about me, and somehow, your mother knew.  Her intuition about him was right.  That didn’t mean she wasn’t hard to live with, but she did keep that day a secret.  That’s when we started to become friends.”

Natalie sighed, and then asked, “Ava, why was my mother with Herold?”

“The answer to that has to do with her intuition.  Something about him was important to your upbringing.  She knew what she was doing.”

“You mean, my mother could sense things?” asked Natalie.

“Intuition is a little more than just that.  It’s a combination of all our senses and more: sight, smell, knowledge, and even probability.  Once you’re confident enough and learn to listen to your intuition, you’ll be able to make split-second decisions before you even know it.  You’ll begin to surprise yourself, until you’re no longer surprised by your ability.  Your mother had great intuition, and I expect you do as well.  We’ll see that once you overcome your grief.  Your mother and I became great friends at school.  She was young, so I took her under my wing.  But she also taught me a lot with her abilities.”

“I thought you were a relative.”

“Natalia, you will soon learn that we’re all family.  Although, technically, I am your aunt.  We have a stronger bond than mere familial ties.  You will see.”

Ava suddenly raised her small nose above her soft, puffy cheeks and scanned her eyes from her left to her right.  She then sniffed the air.  “We need to keep moving,” she said, standing up, and bending over to bring her face to Natalie’s level.  “I need you to be strong and listen to me without asking any questions.  Can you do that?”

“But, why?”

“No questions, okay?”

“Okay.”

Ava stretched out her hand for Natalie to grab, and as soon as she did, the two swept through the crowd like wind: swishing around people, never halting.  Natalie was stunned and bewildered.  She felt like her movements were slower, more controlled, than the frantic crowd, but somehow they were going faster than everyone around them—much faster.

The two of them arrived at a station where dozens of people were in line to get their tickets and deposit their baggage.  Ava, undeterred, gestured her hand, palm up, across her front, as if to suggest to the person in the front of the line to go first.  However, he reciprocated with the same motion and said, “Please, ma’am, take my turn.”

Ava hurried to the attendant, showed her tickets, and said, “Our flight isn’t for two hours, but I need one right now.”

The attendant slowly typed on the keyboard, repositioned a hand to bring her cup to her mouth, peeked at the clock out of the corner of her eye, and eventually shifted the monitor, all with far less effort than Ava was willing to accept.

“Hurry,” said Ava, in a voice that Natalie could only call crooked.

The attendant continued her search, now at an accelerated pace.  “I can’t get you a sooner flight to this destination, but I can get you close.  You’ll have to board now.”

“Do it,” said Ava, handing over her tickets.  “Swiftly.”

“Here,” said the attendant, stamping their new tickets and handing them to Ava.  As Ava and Natalie darted away, the attendant called after them, “Have a nice flight.”

Ava stopped, focusing her entire attention on the surrounding area, and then changed their direction.  Natalie’s anxiety was rising.  To her, Ava appeared to be seriously worried.  The two ladies cut through the drawn out line for security checks without so much as a word or alarm from the waiting patrons.

“Natalia,” said Ava.  “We have a problem.”

Natalie’s heart jumped and she could feel it in her throat.  After the way Ava had dealt with all that had happened before as though it were a breeze, whatever was happening now must be super serious for her to call it a problem.

“Did you know that you had green eyes when you were born?”

“No,” replied Natalie.

“Well, your passport says that you have green eyes, so I need you to have green eyes, or we’re stuck.”

“But—”

“Say it, Natalia.  Say you have green eyes, say it for me.”

Natalie said, “I have... green eyes?”

“Say it like you mean it, Natalia.  Just like before, over and over.  And I need you to hurry.  He’s almost here.”

“Who?”

“Say it,” said Ava in her crooked voice.

Ava and Natalie were next in line.  The security attendant reached out and took the tickets and passports from them.  “Is this your mother?” asked the attendant.

Natalie kept her head down as she replied, “She’s my aunt.”  She continued to murmur under her breath, “My eyes are green.  My eyes are green.”

“Is everything okay?” asked the attendant.

“She’s just nervous,” said Ava.  “She’s never flown before, and we were delayed.  As you can see, we might miss our flight.”

“We have the best employees here,” said the attendant with a smile.  “You’re in great hands.  I just need to look at your face before I can let you through.”

Natalie was frightened to her core.  Who did Ava say was there?  Would she have to go back with Herold?  Would she go to jail for trying to run away?  And above all, her eyes were brown.  She felt the ring burn into her finger.  A warmth spread from the spot and travelled up her arm and into her body.  She felt herself relax and her confidence build.  She felt the warmth enter her eyes as she looked up.

“There you go, young lady.  Now, what’s your name?”

“Natalie.”

The attendant joked, “I take it you don’t go by Natalia.”  He paused for a moment to look at their tickets again then continued, “You may go through, and good luck on your first flight.”

Natalie and Ava quickly passed through the security check portal.  As they left, Ava gave a swift pat to the wind in the direction of the ground behind her, and an argument broke out in the security line.

“We must hurry,” pressed Ava.  “That won’t hold him for long.”

Suddenly, Natalie couldn’t feel the ring’s warmth anymore and looked down at it.  To her surprise, the ring was no longer deep red, but had turned pure white.  “The ring,” whispered Natalie urgently.  “It’s white.”

Ava glanced at the ring and pulled Natalie closer.  “Your mother can help you no more.  We’re on our own from here on.  If we weren’t in trouble before, we are now.”

“What do you mean?  What’s going on?  Is Herold after us?”

“No.  Something worse.  Quickly, this way.”

Natalie felt something grab at her back, but there was nothing.  She could not explain what she felt, only that something seemed to be pulling her back, and she was having trouble moving, as though she were stuck in a nightmare.  Adding to the feeling of terror that gripped her was what she saw ahead of them—the door to the runway closing.

“Hurry,” cried Ava, but Natalie wasn’t going anywhere.

“I can’t move!” screamed Natalie.

“Think positive.”

Natalie felt a prickle pass from Ava’s hand to hers, and she broke free from the wicked, sloth-like sensation.  It felt like waking from the bad dream.  The door, however, was shut.  Ava continued to run toward the door, and as they almost reached it, she twisted her hand in an opening gesture.  A flight attendant opened the door at that instant and politely greeted them.  Within minutes, they were seated, and the plane was airborne.

Natalie, exhausted by the rush, was comforted by Ava’s sense of relief.  As they sat in their seats, Natalie wanted answers to some questions, but Ava said, “Rest,” and Natalie did.
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The seat next to Natalie was empty.  She sat staring out of the window of her second mode of transportation for the day: a moving train.  Miles passed by her—miles of undeveloped terrain: grass, a few trees, and the occasional lengthy hedge.  The land seemed out of this world—neither here nor there.  There were small families in her car, but Natalie did not dare to make conversation.  She sat with her face pasted to the window—her mind wandering about in varying realities that neither related to nor corresponded with her own.  Soon, visions of her past flitted elusively through her memory: the smell of stables, the shine of steal, the sound of laughter, the marvelous feel of nature, and even the taste of blood.  Once, in her much younger years, Natalie fell from her horse and tested her soft, fleshy cheek against the cold, unforgiving end of a broadsword.  The taste was as pure as sunlight on her face, the salty flavor almost enjoyed in the pleasure of survival.  The emotion seemed to feed a sense of power in her, a power her mother encouraged her to explore.  Remarkably, she didn’t scar; only her mind would mark the unforgettable sensation.  When Herold later sold the horse for safety reasons she wanted to hate him more than she had ever wanted to before, but her mother had a way of keeping her sensible.  “You were meant for greater things,” she would say.  She didn’t know if her mother was responsible for her levelheadedness or whether her view of Herold’s anger made her despise resentment.  Often, she would see his anger as an inappropriate response, especially to her nightmares, as if she had some control over the dark, faceless presence looming over her, screeching about revenge.  Each time she braced in her dream for death, but a bright light would flash and Natalie would wake without fail, tormented.  Only Hannah’s soothing voice could settle her, “It is merely a test of your character,” as only a mother could say so pleasantly.  She held her mother’s ring tight in her palm, desperate to grasp onto the only physical remnant of her past and let all her emotions flood her; yet, she felt nothing.

Ava sat down next to Natalie, held out a drink, and asked, “Soda?”

Natalie neither moved nor made any sound to acknowledge Ava.

Ava held out her other hand.  “Milk?  You haven’t eaten or spoken for some time.”

Natalie shrugged.  She stared straight ahead without focus on any single point as the scenery passed in front of her—like she was silently moving through time itself.

“I thought we had something going,” said Ava.  “At the airport.  I know we haven’t really talked since, but we’ve been busy.  I could barely wake you up in time to catch this train, but now we have the time to slow down.”

Natalie moaned, “I just don’t really care.  I don’t...  I can’t...”

Ava waited for more, but nothing more came.  She asked an employee to take the drinks away and focused all her attention on Natalie.

Finally, Natalie spoke.  “I just can’t describe it.  Nothing seems to matter now.  I’m sad, but even that’s dull.  I have nothing, and I don’t want anything.  I just want to go away, somewhere far away.  And be alone.  If life were a game, I wouldn’t want to play anymore.”

“You feel indifferent,” said Ava.

Unmoved, Natalie replied, “I don’t know what that means, and I don’t care if that’s the answer to all my troubles, I still wouldn’t want to know.”

“That’s pretty much what it means,” said Ava, sounding concerned.  “You have no interest in an outcome either way—no reason or purpose to fight, or even to move at times.”

“Yep, that’s it.”  Natalie continued, “I’ve been angry, sad, and hurt, but nothing, nothing comes close to what I’m feeling now.  It’s impossible to...  I... I can’t live like this.  I want to be angry.  I want to be sad.  I want to hurt myself, I just want to feel.  It’s like I’m dead already.  At least with those emotions, any emotion, I would feel alive.  I have less than nothing: I can’t even feel anything.”

“This can be a dangerous time,” claimed Ava.  “You could go looking for a cause: someone to be angry at, or to be happy with.  You can be persuaded into doing things your natural thoughts or beliefs do not agree with.  I can do something for you, but only if you allow me to help.”

“Anything to end this nothingness.”

As Natalie continued to look away, facing the window, Ava stealthily lifted her hand to the height of Natalie’s head and waved it in a circular motion.  “I think you’ll do a little better now.”

“You don’t have to worry about helping me,” said Natalie.  “I feel a little better already.  Besides, there really isn’t anything you can do to help me anyway.”

Ava smirked.  “You’re probably right.  Anyway, what you need most is time and patience.  I’ll be here for you when you’re ready to talk.”

Natalie pulled up her shoulders, straightened up, and allowed her eyes to look at individual items in the scenery.  “My mother had good intuition, and here I am, unable to feel.  My emotions are all out of sorts.”

“Mm-hm,” replied Ava.

“I have nothing,” said Natalie after a long pause.  “You don’t have to listen the whole time.  It’d help if you spoke, explained some things.”

Ava smiled.  “I’m glad to see that you are not only aware of your needs, but can also ask for them.  Emotions are an amazing thing.  Good or bad, emotions make us feel alive.  But you’d be wise to neither disconnect from them, nor depend upon them.  Instead, learn to work with your emotions.  Emotions can inspire great strength, healing, or even weakness.  Your first step is to be attentive to them.  You can really learn a lot about yourself and life when you listen to them.”

In a slightly more hopeful voice, Natalie replied, “If I have good intuition like my mother, then shouldn’t I have control over my emotions?”

“People confuse emotion with intuition,” replied Ava.  “Emotion is about how you deal with what has happened.  Intuition is how you sense what is happening or even what will happen.  Anger will dull the blow, crying will aid in healing.  I have no doubt about those.  But know this, when you have dealt with and conquered everything inside you, there will be little need left for emotion.  When you desire to have more or accomplish greater things, there will be a bigger need for intuition.  Emotion can cloud your mind and interfere with your intuition.  So, your second step is to live with emotion, but not give it precedence in your life, nor leave it behind.”

“Why was my mother with that man?”

Ava knew the question was inevitable.  She also knew her niece would someday require an answer for the sake of closure.  The bond of family, the link of sisterhood wanted to expose the truth, but in her mind only a fool defers wisdom to emotion.  She had often been the fool, but not this time.  This day was long anticipated, this scenario had been a probability from the moment Hannah said her goodbye, and Ava was ready.  The final embrace of two half-sisters left no promises and no reassurances, only speculation.  

Hannah had learned to live by her intuition and, as she explained, Herold was the best course to protect her daughter.  Emotion ran deep in the confines of magic.  It facilitated power, but also hid secrets of the faith.  Herold was a decent man, but Hannah knew if she could feed his anger, keep him frustrated, she could shield her legacy from the contemptuous cutthroats hiding in the shadows.  Then why didn’t her plan work?  She said it herself, Herold was a decent man.

“I’m sure your mother had a reason.”

“How could she put me through all that?  I really hated her at times, only because of him.”

“Life is a guessing game, sweet Natalia.  We’re always guessing what’s best and what’s right.  You, your mother, even me—we all make choices, decisions whose outcomes we never know beforehand.  We take chances based on our experiences, beliefs, and perceptions.  We’re wrong so many times, but honestly, the only time we truly lose is when we fail to make any decision.”

“I want her back.  More than anything else, I want her back.  But...  I don’t feel it.  I don’t feel anything.  It’s like my tears have dried up,” Natalie cried out in frustration.

“Do you feel ashamed for your lack of tears?”

“Yes.  I’m a bad daughter.”

“Of course you aren’t.  Being a child is the hardest thing to do, until you become a parent.  Both sides have more love than they can show, and life often tends to muddle things.”

Ava continued, “There is a normal explanation for your inability to cry.  Our mind knows when to grieve and when to fight for survival.  We’re not free from the wolves yet.  You’ll grieve when you’re safe to do so.”

“Ava?” asked Natalie.  “Are we in danger?”

Ava’s demeanor altered in response to Natalie’s question.  Without any hint of emotion or any movement, she simply answered, “Yes.”

“Is this about the man in my vision?”

“Yes.”

“What does he want?” asked Natalie desperately.  “Ava, what does he want?”

Natalie turned her head back toward the window.  “He wants me, doesn’t he?  He killed my mother to get to me.  My mother was hiding from him.  All these years... she used Herold to hide me.  I’m right, aren’t I?”

“Your intuition is a thing to be coveted, sweet Natalia.  It will serve you as well as it did your mother.  Unfortunately, you’re absolutely right.  I’m sorry, my dear child.”

Despondent, Natalie went on, “He killed my mother and... and he’ll kill you...”

“Yes.”

“You can’t die!”

“Oh, I don’t die so easily,” replied Ava.  “But he will kill me to take you.”

“I don’t want you to die.  I...  I need you.”

Natalie threw her arms around Ava, letting out a sharp cry, and burst out in tears.  “I can’t lose you.  I just can’t.”

“Yes.  Let it out, child.  Let it all out.”

Natalie continued to cry for some time until she fell asleep in Ava’s lap.  She eventually woke up to the smell of food and the growling of her stomach.  Ava stood before her, with food and drinks.  The train was still; suddenly, it began to move again and Ava tried to keep herself upright.

Having recovered, as the train picked up a steady pace, Ava presented the food to Natalie.  “You haven’t eaten.  Please.”

Natalie accepted the food from Ava and began to eat.  She seemed to have a little joy in her again.  Sitting down beside Natalie, Ava happily noticed that a little spark of life was back in her niece.

With her mouth half full, Natalie asked, “Why?  Am I crazy?  Why do I cry now?”

Ava smiled.  “Before, you had nothing.  Now you have me.”

“Huh?”

“Perspective changes when you have nothing to lose, and perspective is everything.  Having no connection to this world, you could not care less about what was happening.  Now, you have returned to the living, and so you must deal with your emotions to participate.”

Natalie swallowed quickly to reply fast.  “I really don’t want to lose you.  I don’t have anything
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