
  
    [image: Goddess Kindled]
  


  
    
      GODDESS KINDLED

      
        RAVENS NIGHT SAGA

        BOOK ONE

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        HOLLY MACGREGOR

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Triquetra Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Holly MacGregor

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage, no AI training and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This story is fictional and intended for entertainment. All names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      Hardcover ISBN: 978-1-7381864-4-0

      Paperback ISBN: 978-1-7381864-0-2

      EBook ISBN: 978-1-7381864-1-9

      Audio Book ISBN: 9781738186419

      978-1-7381864-6-4

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

    

    
      
        Glossary

      

      
        PLEASE JOIN!

      

      
        My Books

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For the one to see the futures past,

        Is thrice blessed to conquer lightfast.

        Fire be true,

        With leadership firm.

        Changing destiny right.
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      Harlow looked on in a daze as the director spoke, not hearing a word he uttered. It was all she could do to keep herself upright. With the exhaustion of the past few days, and the full body numbness from the arctic wind blasting them. Turning to glance up at her son and then her twin brother. She noticed they weren’t faring much better than her. Their eyes stared unfocused ahead, with hands shoved deep into their jacket pockets. Her only advantage was that they both were taller. With them standing behind her, they offered much-needed shelter. Not just from the weather, but the rest of those gathered. It was nice they came with her today. She needed the support.

      They were burying her one and only friend today. Cora Lewis was the sister she had never had. The one person other than family, of course, that accepted her. The stubborn girl never wavered in her persistence to become friends. She always defended and protected Harlow when they were young. Teaching her how to stand up for herself. Just because she wasn’t like ‘them’, it didn’t matter.

      Shivering from a chill running up her spine, she could feel the eyes of everyone else gathered staring at her. Looking around their small graveyard. She took note that no one was paying any attention to the director of the service. They were staring at her with either curiosity, suspicion, or disdain. Sucking in a shocking breath, Caden bent to whisper in her ear.

      “Pay them no mind, sister dear.”

      Squeezing her shoulder in reassurance.

      Cora had died only a few days ago. All she could remember was, she had been looking for something, and couldn’t find it. It must have been important. Her friend was in a state of panic and fear. Asking only that Harlow trust her while keeping this secret. She agreed reluctantly, only to ease the pain she saw in Cora in her distress. Wishing her friend trusted her enough to confide in her. Maybe they weren’t as close as she thought.

      Now she wondered if she should have shared with Caden about Cora’s behavior. Could they have helped Cora? Or even have saved her? They would never know, sadly. Shivering again from the cold, this time she wrapped her arms around herself. What was she going to do now?

      With an inward smile, she thought back. Cora and she had been friends forever. Even if she was Caden’s friend first from school, and the only other one outside of Caden who didn’t laugh at her. She believed she was just like everyone else. Having hair, check, even if hers was just a wild mass of crazy curly ginger ringlets. Everyone prided themselves on pointing out and teasing her. ‘Crazy ginger’ they called her for her lack of straight light or dark hair. It was always said that she lacked any intelligent thought because of it. Cora always teased that Harlow’s hair just had a life all its own, and everyone else was just jealous.

      To prove everyone wrong, she had become the archivist within the compound's library vault. She was now fluent in many of the dead languages. A personal joy of hers. She loved the multitude of sounds each word made, not to mention all the different ways of expressing yourself. Often wondering why the ancestors had given up on them. Her ability to consume knowledge allowed her to hope that someday she might be normal. Maybe it could help them find a solution to saving their dying planet.

      Her only other standout quality was she walked with a limp on her left leg. Being born into a world where doctors could fix and heal anything. It was unusual that they didn't help her by repairing the damage. Instead, they chose to believe the focus of those involved was so fixated on the fact of a twin birth, an event only written about in history books. Or the fact their mother had died giving birth to them. They forgot to go about the repair.

      Since they had no family other than each other, the Overseer took them to live within the main compound building under his supervision. The Overseer singled out Caden, either because he was a boy or because he was the oldest, and favored him more. Even though he too shared many of the same traits as she. From the color of their ginger hair, green eyes, and fair skin dotted with freckles. He received celebration and favoritism, while she, sadly, did not. Learning the hard way, no one valued her. Only her twin, and then Cora had.

      Shaking her head to rid herself of her wayward negative thoughts. To berate herself, she should focus on today’s events, not her misgivings. They were attending Cora’s burial, followed by the celebration of her life. An event so rare, she was being honored with a proper burial on the grounds. A task that required the setting up of protection from the elements or lack thereof outside the compound.

      Regardless of the fact that they cremated her, Cora was being granted the privilege of resting with the ancestors for eternal sleep. She had her suspicions about why that was. It costs too many precious resources for cremation. Someone was hiding something. But who?

      Soon they would all leave this sacred place, to the dust it had become, to safety, such as it was anyway. Focusing back on the director. Letting out a long breath, she swiped at her falling tears. God, she was going to miss her. Bending to grab a handful of dirt, she straightened, tossing it onto the small box of cremated remains in the equally small hole. As was tradition, the last goodbye of a loved one.

      Turning away, she took her time walking through the throng of gathered guests. Giving Caden and Rowan room to repeat her movements. Making her way to the cemetery gate, she stood with her back to them, waiting. Refusing to look behind her.

      Sighing in relief when Rowan threaded his fingers through hers, and the comfort it brought.

      “Come on Mom. Let's go celebrate Cora’s life. She’d want you too.”

      Tugging on their joined hands. She allowed her son to lead the way. Like always, they all walked at her pace, with one on either side of her. It was a blessing to have a twin, and a son as caring and demonstrative as they were. She loved them so much and would do anything for them.
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      With the party in full swing, Harlow wasn’t in the mood to celebrate. It felt wrong somehow to her. Why would we want to celebrate life when Cora's life was cut so short? Fidgeting in her seat, and trying to straighten out her one, and only, pretty dress, she began looking around the grand room at everyone in attendance. Noticing other than herself and her family, only the True Guard was present. All dressed in the finest clothes of their position or rank. Strange how no one else was from the community was present. She tilted her head to the side to study those gathered. She saw just how truly fake it all was. Appearing a caring and protective leader.

      They held the gathering of the celebration of life within the grand ballroom. Housed in the Overseer’s estate. A room with huge ornate mirrors installed on all the walls. Adorned with gilded stucco moldings and large crystal chandeliers. A room of sparkle, and shimmering light. It took your breath away every time you entered. It also allowed her to see around the room. To know that it was total crap. A show. Put on to simulate caring.

      Not one person truly cared about Cora, only what they could get out of showing up here. Making their presence known in flamboyant displays of caring. Connecting with the uppers was more important. Constantly striving to get ahead. Well, except for her and her family. Slumping in her seat, she pondered. What did it matter, anyway? Their ancestors had destroyed the planet. It was fading away, with humanity in tow. All attempts to reverse the damage, and save it, have failed thus far. Why bother going through all this facade, only for it to end soon?

      Maybe this was what Cora had been working towards. Saving the planet or humanity. That would explain her odd and protective behavior. Why else would she have died so young? They labeled her death as suspicious and planned to interview everyone close to her. Would point in that direction. However, these techniques have not been in use for centuries. Now you were innocent or guilty on the spot. With The True Guard handing out a ruling on The Overseer’s behalf.

      They thought Cora had some important information or something. Possibly sharing that relevant knowledge with those who knew her. Why else go to all this trouble? Her friend was caring, giving, and supportive. However, she was also private and secretive. She did not open up and share.

      Thinking about this over and over for the past few days. Harlow believed that rather than a suspicious death. Cora's death resulted from someone seeking information. Information she either didn’t know or wouldn’t share. Possibly even tortured for it. Why else would they have cremated her? It was a practice they only allowed if the death resulted from a sickness. It just took up too many precious resources.

      Harlow just knew when her interview time came up, she would hold her tongue. Even being interrogated, she would never reveal what she knew or give up something they wanted. She was confident, however, that she didn’t have the information wanted. Her sister needed protecting, even in death.

      The question of who bore the responsibility twisted her gut. There was someone in this room who had a connection to or knowledge of who had killed Cora, and for what purpose? There was just a minor matter. She had zero proof. Only her feelings and suspicions. Which hurt her heart. Cora needed justice, dammit. Every time she thought about it, it just made her more angry.

      Just like every other time her thought process went down this road, she found herself with her hand resting over her heart. Trying in vain to rub away the hurt of sadness, anger, and disbelief. It just wasn’t fair. The only person who valued her outside of blood was now gone forever.

      Deciding if she was going to get any answers, any at all, she would have to socialize with this crowd. The idea made her feel a little queasy. These were the people who teased and mocked still. Not on the daily, but whenever they seemed to feel the need. Knowing they did it to bust themselves up was one thing. It just hurt. Over time, it had gotten a little easier to take.

      Straightening her spine, and squaring her shoulders, she glanced around again. Someone here had to know something. Even if they didn’t realize it. For her friend, she decided she would do this. She would find her killer, or at the very least, whoever ordered her interrogation. Tossing her hair to the side, she stood, straightening her dress again. With determination, she would get some answers for Cora.

      Grabbing a drink from a nearby table, she glanced around. Wondering where should she start? With as much grace as she could muster, she drifted. Trying her damnedest to blend in with the crowd. The less attention she garnered, the better. Gathering as much information was the name of the game. What a game they all seemed to play, too.

      Using this room only reaffirmed her suspicions. The only grand room left from the old days. Too beautiful, she guessed, not to possess. Moving along the edge of the room. She didn’t feel like weaving her way through people. Her subtle limp made it difficult to maneuver that way. She stopped when she could see how almost everyone had gathered.

      Gathered into many groups, scattered apart. They were laughing and talking, with drinks in their hands. Arms wrapped around each other or arms flailing about in a storytelling. It seemed they were all enjoying themselves. She squinted to look closer, trying to see if she could recognize individuals. An enormous challenge for her. Not being allowed to be educated among them like her twin had been. It was hard to remember who was who. Just then, she saw him.

      Caden was talking with his current love interest, Sally, and her team. They were laughing at something one of them was saying. Most were bent over, holding their stomachs. Everyone looked like they were having a grand old time. Sally, however, looked as if she had other ideas. She couldn’t keep her hands off Caden, like a cat in heat as she nibbled on his ear. Her brother didn’t seem to mind; he looked as though he rather enjoyed it. Scrunching her nose in disgust, she shook her head. Yuck, Sally annoyed her. She behaved like a teenager most time. How she was a team leader for The True Guard she didn’t understand.

      Caden’s team, however, was standing amongst Jasper and his team. They all seemed to have broken off into a few here or a few there. All looked to be discussing something deep. Their brows were all furrowed, with tense body postures. As if each were ready to pounce on the other. Strange, the contrasting groups. Tilting her head in closer study while wondering.

      Noticing then that the three other True Guard groups and their leaders weren’t present today. Oddly, they were likely off on a mission somewhere. One very secret, and confidential. At least, that’s what was always said. So who knew the truth? They could be the very ones she was looking for, for information. Would make sense then that they were not here. If that was the case then, what hope did she have? Her mission ended before it could begin.

      Deciding instead, she made her way towards Caden. Even though she wanted to find some answers, she needed her twins' support. She knew he didn’t believe the reasons announced by the Overseer either. Being a member of The True Guard meant he had to hold his tongue. Maybe they could help each other find answers. Like she thought before, perhaps someone had knowledge of something and didn't realize it. If she could just muster up the courage to talk with people, she might get some information.
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      Frustration filled her as she rubbed her eyes while making coffee. Last night, the celebration of life had revealed no information. Well, not anything she didn’t already know or suspect. People were only there because they had to be. That the better food and drink were being served was the side benefit. The likely factor in swaying the dictated attendance presence of the True Guard at the party. This being the only information learned last night was as they left.

      Also odd was the absence of the Overseer. He only appeared at the service held before burial, and the departure to the graveyard. Sharing his condolences while also announcing interviews would begin the following week. As they looked into the suspicious death of a valued compound member.

      Yawning, she grabbed the ties of her robe, tying them around her waist. She couldn’t shake the chill from the graveyard yesterday. Her bones still felt like ice from that arctic wind. Shivering, she rubbed her arms to get more blood flowing. Anything to warm up a bit before her coffee. Her one vice. The only ones she shared were with her twin and her son. It seemed like a family trait to her. Smiling to herself, she allowed a small giggle to escape at the thought of a family trait.

      But who knew? She shrugged her shoulders, thinking about how a nanny had raised her and Caden. Never being told anything about their parents or extended family. If they even had any alive, no one would say. Their only knowledge was that their mother had died during childbirth. Given the health care techniques they had, it was a bafflement to them, just like her limp while walking was.

      Reaching into the cupboard, she grabbed three mugs, placing them beside the coffee machine. She decided long ago to stop asking questions regarding either issue. It never garnered answers, only trouble, and negative attention towards Harlow. So what was the point?

      Yawning again, she pulled a hair tie from her robe pocket, attempting to secure her mass of wayward curls. With some success, she again thought back to last night. So much for finding anything out. Frustrating too. Especially with almost everyone drinking. Some tongues should have been telling some tales. But all she could hear were tales of old missions or childhood rememberings.

      Maybe her thoughts last night were right, and those responsible hadn’t been in attendance. Somehow, though, she knew that to be false. If only partly. She just wasn’t sure how she knew. It was just a gut feeling again. Rubbing her eyes and yawning once more. She needed to be a mom this morning. Regardless of how tired she was. Shaking her disappointment off in order to focus on her son.

      Rowan was on his way to master training today. He was to become a member of the True Guard. The program began at fifteen and continued for five years. After this, a member of high standing takes students under their wing as an apprentice.

      She didn’t like that he would have to move into the dormitories on the far edge of the compound. Only to come home on the odd weekend. Despite suppressing her own emotions, she felt pure joy for him. He wanted this calling. Ever since, he had understood Caden’s position and role. He looked up to his uncle and always wanted to be just like him growing up.

      Proud that he was pursuing his dreams on his terms. What mother wouldn't burst with happiness upon witnessing his accomplishments? She would help him in any way he needed. Always, and with love.

      When the coffee pot beeped to announce that it had finished percolating, she grabbed her mug. Smiling, she poured the sweet-smelling brew. Closing her eyes and inhaling, loving the wonderful smell. Wrapping her hands around the heated mug and making her way to the table. Sitting at the table, she sipped, waiting for the others to wake. Closing her eyes again, she sighed with pleasure. Hoping the wonderful brew will warm her chilled bones.

      After hearing a door open, she looked up and was surprised to see Sally leaving Caden's bedroom. Well, maybe she shouldn’t be after how she was crawling all over him last night.

      Whispering as she snuck across the room.

      “Oops, sorry. I thought I could duck out before anyone got up.”

      Pretending indifference with a shoulder shrug.

      “I didn’t know you were here Sally”

      Reaching the door, and for the hand scanner, Sally turned. Still whispering. This time with a smirk on her lips and a twinkle in her eyes.

      “Oh, well, I stopped by after the two of you left the party. You know how one thing can lead to another.”

      Looking into her steaming cup and mumbling.

      “Sure,”

      Just before taking another sip. She wished this woman would just leave already. How her brother didn’t notice she did this every time, or why did he put up with it? Was anyone's guess. Although she knew her view of sex was different from everyone else. For her, it hurt a lot. She felt hurt and betrayed by the person she had trusted, who turned out to be selfish and cruel. Bragging later on about how he had had the limp girl. Like she was some kind of trophy. She had thought he cared until he showed his true colors.

      Those became even more apparent when Rowan became the result of their coupling. He had become violent towards her. Making Caden and Cora angry. They were all fifteen. With Caden off at the master training program. Therefore, only Cora could be there for her in the beginning.

      After the attack on her, she needed to be in the hospital ward. When her twin found out, he was furious. To say the least, he did not want to come back. Only Cora, who was also furious, had kept Caden where he was by moving in with Harlow. Helping any way she could with Rowan until he came home years later.

      Pulling herself out of her memories, she looked up at Sally. Mustering up as much kindness, she smiled while whispering over the brim of her cup.

      “Bye, Sally.”

      Tilting her head, Sally studied her a moment before whispering, “Bye” and letting herself out.

      Hearing the quiet click of the door auto-locking, Harlow shivered as the tingle zipped up her spine. There was something about Sally that rubbed her the wrong way. She couldn’t put her finger on what it was. Frustrating her to no end, trying to figure it out every time. At least the knowledge of her twin’s tweaking of the locking mechanism allowed her some comfort. Relaxing back in her chair, there was no point now in thinking further about Sally. Not when she had her steaming brew to finish. Moaning with pleasure, she continued to drink.

      Just as she finished filling her second cup, both Caden and Rowan emerged from their rooms. Each scratching their heads, making more of a mess of their crazy hair. A family trait, it seemed, one they had better luck at taming. In unison, they yawned with garbled.

      “Morin,”

      Smiling with a chuckle.

      “Morning. Sleep well?”

      As she made her way back to her chair, she took a sip of her cup.

      Rowan just grunted his reply, heading right for the food she had made earlier. Piling food onto his plate in a giant heap. At her raised brow, he shrugged as he sat across from her.

      “What Mom? I don’t know when they’ll feed me next. Plus, I’m really hungry.”

      He dug into his food with gusto. Barely coming up for air. Caused her to chuckle once again. Caden, however, headed for the coffee. Filling the largest cup they had. Guzzling it. He didn't come up for air till the cup was half empty. Sighing in pleasure.

      Raising his mug to her.

      “Thanks, sis. I needed this this morning.”

      Shaking her head with laughter. As she copied his gesture.

      “You’re welcome.”

      Caden then piled food onto his plate, placing the remaining onto a plate for her. He handed her the plate before topping up his coffee and sitting down to eat.

      They ate in silence. Enjoying their food and each other's company. It would be a long time before they could share this again.
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      Seeing Rowan off had been hard. Rowan's education, unlike the others attending the master training, primarily involved being raised at home with a tutor. Their upbringing was similar to the way she and Caden were brought up. Well, Caden could attend some classes with other students. As orphans, the Overseer appointed a governess to raise them. Still, their education had been odd. Everyone else moved into an educational boarding house at four years old. At fifteen, you either continued training in a specialty or began working within the compound.

      No one understood the close connection they all shared as a result, making them different. Their visual distinctiveness made them a target for teasing and ridicule more than others. Sadly, she in the end received the most negative attention. By now, however, it just became a way of life. Though sometimes it still hurts.

      No one knew the reason behind their unconventional upbringing compared to the norm. Being the only ones along with the Overseer to live in the main building was odd. An estate large enough to house many. This too also caused rumors and stories. Someone constructed it for a large household eons ago. Now it was more of an empty shell of a home. Thinking of it as a home made her laugh. The place was a palace for the elite, big enough to house a small city of its own.

      At one time in history, that had likely been its purpose. Now, however, it had strict restrictions imposed on it. During the day, it allowed the True Guard a home base of offices on the main floor. However, at night they all headed to the barracks, except for her brother, of course. Only a very select few had access to the lower levels. Her brother's team was among the few. Furthering rumors of a paranoid Overseer.

      Caden and she were the only ones to see Rowan off. An emotional send off. Many hugs and tears were exchanged by them. The plan had originally included Cora to be involved in the grand goodbye. Unfortunately, that was not to be, and that seemed to tip all of their emotions overboard. A broad smile spread across her face as she witnessed her son being included with the others on an equal footing.

      They offered their condolences and extended their support, showing great compassion. He was quite happy about it, even if he had some trepidation about being included. Caden had seemed to fare well when it had been his time. Her heart swelled with hope for him.

      After their last see you later, she shared a quick goodbye with her brother. Each of them had to return to their own responsibilities. Life had returned to normal. Regardless of how she felt inside.

      With a sigh of exhaustion, her trek back towards the principal estate was slow. Hanging her head, she wallowed in her sadness. She traveled at a slower pace than usual. Not caring who saw her, she didn't even bother to hide. She didn't care if anyone shouted remarks at her or not. The murder of her best friend and her son leaving home left her feeling devastated. They should expect her to be melancholy.

      Arriving at the grand entrance of the building, she slowed her movements even further. Glancing up, she looked at the always gloomy sky above the dome. It seemed to fit her feelings. Dark with an ever changing wind. Taking a deep breath, she took care going up the steps. Entering the main building, she made her way to the stairwell that would take her to the archive library. She knew this place like the back of her hand. So it didn't matter that it was poorly lit to conserve power. Every bit they could do helped, or so they were told.

      These halls and levels had been hers, and Caden’s playground when they were small. It was a beautiful labyrinth. Containing many rooms and levels designed for a multitude of functions. Most of which people have forgotten over time. They spent many hours over the years exploring and playing. Discovering many hidden secrets within their grand home. As they grew, it became more about sneaking away to find more treasures. Until at some point they had just stopped. She couldn’t remember why.

      Gripping the handrail, she cursed herself for forgetting to bring her walking stick today. She felt the fatigue more than usual after the trek from Rowan’s send off. Too bad the lifts within the building no longer operated. Would be nice to have access to one right about now. Just one of the many joys of trying to conserve power whenever and wherever they could within the compound. Even the library in which she worked every day only had one working security camera, and a single row of working lights by the main door. She always used a small portable light when looking for books and reading. Most times, however, she just used it for reading though. Shaking off her internal complaining, she continued.

      With steady care, she made it to the archive library door. Sighing in exhaustion, she moved to place her hand on the scanner. Chuckling at the icy surface that was worth locking this way. They could have just relied on the old key mechanism instead of a power sucking scanner. Waiting for the telltale chick sound of the door lock opening before moving forward again through the automatic door.

      With shuffling feet, she made her way to her favorite chair. Pulling the books from her bag, she slipped the strap over her head. Tossing the bag, hoping it would land by the chair’s front feet. When it did so, she pumped her clenched fist in the air, shouting.

      “Score”

      Laughing at the little game she always played with herself, she smiled for the first time in days, it seemed. Her morning brew didn’t count. Making her way over to the shelving. Yesterday's borrowed books needed to be put back. After which, taking a few minutes to scan the section of books she had yet to read. Quickly making a few choices for today's reads, Harlow took them back to her chair. Placing them on the side table today, she moved the footstool into position. She needed it today. Grateful her former instructor had insisted it be here for her.

      Sitting and lifting her leg onto the stool, she sighed with pleasure. Leaning back into the comfort of the chair. Loving how this chair felt like it was always giving her a warm hug. This felt so good and comforting. Something she needed at the moment. Needing to shake off this melancholy, she shook her head at herself and focused on work. Such as it was.

      Picking up the first book in the pile, she first looked it over, before going through the pages to see if anything stood out to her. Sometimes there were notes written in the margins or passages highlighted. Those books she wanted to read first. It seemed their contents were of some importance. Other times, however, the contents were no longer of relevance. It was amazing all the things she had learned.

      Language was a favorite of hers. Having gone through all the digital references years ago, the physical books were fascinating to her. She had taught herself many of the dead languages. Even ones that were dead within these books. Odd, how later humanity could resurrect a language only to forget it again.

      A perk she enjoyed was being able to tell people what she thought of them in another tongue. Their expressions were always that of confusion at first, followed by anger. Sadly, it wasn’t a practice she did much anymore. Most thought she was doing something to them, or that she was off. She grew tired of always having to explain herself to the True Guard personnel. For her brother's sake, and now her son's, she kept quiet. If only she had the guts to speak up in a language, they understood defending herself.

      Alas, that would never happen. She would much rather just hide away in her familiar surroundings. Among those whom she trusted and loved. The daily routine became a great comfort, along with her favorite things.

      One of which was her favorite kind of book to read. Aside from the multitude of language ones, were the old romance novels. At one time, they were very popular. She could understand why. She often would put herself in the heroine’s position. Disappearing into the fantasy world where anything was possible. If only someone could love her so deeply.

      That love life amazed her and started a deep seed of wondering. Since discovering that section of the library, she had been taking a new book almost every night. Her nightly routine was to read a few chapters before dozing off, replaying stories while she slept.

      Her dreams were always so wonderful, bright, colorful, and full of beautiful sights, smells, and sounds. With people so real she felt like she could reach out and touch them. Filled with mystery, intrigue, and suspense. How she could see the past, however, was strange to her. The world now was full of browns and shades of gray.

      Only within the greenhouse dome structure that surrounded them did she know a little about how colorful plants could be. They could only survive thanks to the dome that enclosed the once grand city. It had created a mini world within. Allowing people to live, well, survive was more like it. Leaving the dome without sufficient outfitting would cause death.

      Like they had been for Cora’s burial. Only instead of outfitting them, they created a small channel of temporary domes. Allowing those permitted access to the ancestor’s cemetery for the event. After which, it collapsed, and the tech team removed and took it back to the safety of the compound. Devices, and technology their ancestors had crafted and created. Giving them a false sense of hope.

      Humanity had created this high tech little world for survivors hoping to find a cure or a solution to save the planet. They were still looking, however, with no success. Harlow had only helped by forwarding information about greenhouses and agriculture to the appropriate departments. They put the forgotten methods into use. They had improved the food supply.

      The compound expressed immense gratitude for the one thing she had contributed. Many had lessened their heckling of her since the discovery. Believing she was of some value, after all. She couldn't contain her happiness as she lent a hand, finding comfort in remaining unseen. Finally becoming somewhat invisible.

      Time had treated the compound unkindly, causing its technology to fade and energy to dwindle. We needed to resort to the old ways again. Being less reliant on devices, and more on the real. Thus the very reason for her position. Even though people considered it useless at the time of its creation. She was proud to be part of a generational responsibility, going back to the beginning of the compound.

      At first, she liked it because she could hide and get away from all the taunts. Greta, the elderly woman she replaced, radiated warmth and compassion. Learning from her teachings in those first few years was eye opening. For the first time, Harlow held a position of responsibility within the compound. This caused her to feel like she belonged somewhere. Just like everyone else with the ability to pull their weight and contribute. Even if others thought it a waste of time. A position created just for her. Never mind the fact that responsibility has always existed.

      It was once a public library for everyone. Now, however, it was a dark, and dusty, forgotten space. Along with every other room beneath the estate. At one time housing many. Full of life and hope. Now housing only the ever growing paranoid Overseer, his personal bodyguard, Caden, and herself. With The True Guard, the only others allowed access during the day. The structure ultimately became a ghost. A sad foreshadowing for humanity.

      Taking pride in her work, she came here every day. Taking books from different topics each day. She read them to see if she could find any useful information. They thought there might be an answer to all the problems with the library. Rumors of the like have circulated for generations. Even she had heard them through the years.

      So she continued to read and read every day. How she never got bored baffled her brother. He never understood how much you could learn from the old teachings. Of course, some topics were boring and didn’t interest her. But you never know when it could be helpful. Just like the advanced gardening had been. The scale may be different, but the principles still apply. Maybe she would even one day find what humanity had been looking for.
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      She had just rounded the corner from the stairwell that would lead her back to her rooms when she walked right into someone. Flailing her arms at her instant backward descent. Gasping then in shock as the person grabbed her upper arms to steady her, and keep her from falling. Harlow stiffened at the contact that caused an icy shiver raced down her spine. Knowing instantly who her savior was.

      Dreading it, she still whispered a “thank you” looking up into Sally’s smug but laughing eyes.

      The enormous grin that displayed on her face never reached her eyes. Chuckling.

      “You gotta watch where you’re going, Harlow.”

      Trying not to sound annoyed.

      “I know Sally. I’m sorry. It’s just been a long day, and I’m tired.”

      She shrugged off Sally’s gripping hands.

      “I’m alright now.”

      Turning to go around her, only to be stopped again when. Sally reached out, touching her shoulder, and chuckling.

      “Slow down. I’ll walk with you. Make sure you don’t fall.”

      Rolling her eyes at Sally’s attempt at caring while grinding out through clenched teeth.

      “Fine”.

      To once again shake off Sally’s touch, and the shiver it always caused. She paused, taking a deep breath while counting to five. Squaring her shoulders, she started again towards the safety of her rooms. Walking at a slower pace than normal for her pace, Sally seemed to think it was appropriate.

      “Perfect.”

      She sang, skipping alongside her.

      “I’m glad I was here. Imagine what could have happened if I wasn’t.”

      Shaking her head as if sad, but with a huge grin on her face. One that this time reached her eyes.

      Shaking her head, what a strange woman. If she hadn’t been here, Harlow wouldn’t have walked into her. Someone clearly dropped this woman on her head as a child. That was the only explanation she could come up with. How she became a member of the True Guard was baffling. Groaning, she rubbed her forehead to gain the release of her thoughts, and the growing headache.

      Sally reached out again as if to touch her. Pulling her hand back at the glaring look she got when Harlow turned towards her.

      In a hesitant sing song voice.

      “Are you sure you’re ok, Har? You know, we could head on over to the medical wing at headquarters. I’m sure they could fix you.”

      Odd choice of words, fix her. As if she were broken. She just had a headache. These last two weeks had been tough and emotional. Her best friend's odd behavior was followed by her death. Knowing it was murder and not being able to say anything. Her son is going off to master training, and Caden is gone scouting for work. Leaving just this morning after the send off. Leaving her alone, alone for the first time.

      Just trying to focus and read today had been more work than usual. Turing off her thoughts has been harder than ever. Shaking her head. She increased her pace, ignoring the pain in her leg. She was almost there, home.

      With a wave of her hand, she stated.

      “It’s just a headache, Sally. I’ll be alright after dinner, and a good night's sleep.”

      Raising her arm again for a goodbye wave, she hastily rounded the corner. Quickly placing her hand over the scanner. Rushing in at the first opportunity without looking back. There was just something about that woman that gave her a distrustful vibe. Far above the airheaded routine. She wore too many faces.

      After today's emotion filled day, Harlow was ready for some much needed sleep. On autopilot, she went through her evening routine of getting ready for bed. Forgoing the evening meal and not bothering to take any medicine for her headache. Hoping a good night's sleep would heal instead. She would just eat a big morning meal tomorrow. Sighing in comfort as she snuggled down into her bed. She agreed with herself, it was a good plan. Trusting tomorrow would bring about some normalcy.
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      Someone was laughing, well giggling. It sounded like a little boy to her. At least Rowan had sounded very similar when he was young. Curious, she opened her eyes to investigate. Knowing she was no longer in her bed, blackness surrounded her. Inhaling deeply to calm her fear, she gripped her fingers into fists. Taking slow, and even breaths while focusing still on the far away giggles. With an inward thought of courage, she reached out to feel around her. Surely she could figure out where she was through touch.

      With her hands out in front of her, she took a hesitant step forward, hearing the snapping of twigs beneath her foot. After a few more steps, her fingers felt the leaves of the tree. Blinking, she realized if she squinted she could make out the shape of trees around her. She must be in a dense forest. She had read about them and saw pictures of them.

      This thought towered over the others, proving its unrivaled superiority, even with her limited sight. Scary, yes. However, a fresh, earthy fragrance stirred up as she walked across the ground. She was quick to bend forward, holding a branch close to take a deep inhale. It smelled sharp, sweet, and refreshing. Closing her eyes with a smile, she inhaled again. Truly wonderful.

      This began calming her fear until hearing a sharp cry of pain. Forcing her maternal instincts to kick into high gear. Turning her head in the sound's direction, beginning to make her way towards it. Pushing branches aside, she weaved her way through the dense woods. Seeing a light in the distance, she quickened her pace. The closer she got, the faster her heart beat. When the crying stopped. Fear took hold. No longer caring about the branches, she hurtled her way towards the light. Scratches and all.

      At the edge of the dense trees, Harlow came to a stop, frozen in place. Blinking rapidly, only to allow her eyes to adjust. There was so much bright light. Squinting again, she realized she was standing at the edge of a large clearing. Filled with lush, vibrant grass, and colorful flowers. Birds and insects flying all around. Bringing her hand up to shield her eyes, she looked towards the sky. A big beautiful blue sky with white fluffy clouds, and the brightest yellow sun she had ever seen. It was amazing.

      “Wow”

      “Come now, children. Focus, and concentrate.”

      Whipping her head toward someone talking. A man from the deep sound of his timber voice.

      Remembering the giggles, and the crying, she turned. She moved closer towards the voices, where a small group had gathered. Tilting her head, she wondered what they were doing. There were three children. Two boys, a girl with an older gentleman. Their teacher? Must be a lesson or class of some kind, she guessed. Based on how the older man was giving instructions, it seemed likely. Still not knowing what the children were supposed to do, she moved closer, wanting to find out.

      In front of each child, there was a small pile of wood within a dirt circle. One little boy seemed relaxed looking at his pile, which smoked in the middle. Quickly turning to an orange fire flame. With a huge smile, he looked towards his teacher, receiving a nod. The second boy. The one who had been crying, she guessed, was still wiping his tear stained cheeks. Looked from his friends’ burning piles of wood to his own with determination. Slowly it too smoked, then turned to a tiny orange burning flame. Grinning at the teacher, he too received a nod.

      A curly redheaded girl. Much like herself stared at her pile of little logs. Her cheeks turned a bright red the longer she focused. No matter her intention, her pile did not react the same as the boys. Whipping her head in the boy’s direction as they giggled at her. She stood ready to march towards them, halting only at their teacher’s gentle voice.

      “Enough”

      In unison the boys, looking contrite, muttered.

      “I’m sorry, sir.”

      The little girl, however, stomped her foot while shouting.

      “Well I’m not, they were laughing at me.”

      The instructor crossed his arms, shaking his head as he scolded.

      “Children, I believe we’ve had enough lessons for today.”

      Raising his head, he looked into Harlow’s eyes. With the wave of his hand, the flames went out, and the wood vanished. Pivoting on his heel, he glided from the clearing. His long robes floated behind him.

      Gasping, Harlow raised her hand to her chest in shock, whispering.

      “Did he just look at me? ….. How did the flames and wood disappear?”

      Focusing again on tiny voices, she watched as the children bickered with one another. She glued her gaze to the moving figures.

      “What the?”

      As all of them vanished in a poof. Before she could investigate, she was being pulled upward into the sky, with blackness surrounding her once again.

      Bolting upright, she tried to catch her breath. Looking around, realizing she was now home in her bed. Slouching back into her pillows in relief. Letting out a large exhale, she had been dreaming again. What an odd thing to dream about, too. Maybe it was all the books she read. She had splendid dreams when she read the romance books she enjoyed so much. Scenes in some of those inspired some very racy nights. Though never had she dreamed of children other than her own son.

      Odd. Shaking her thoughts away, she looked at the smart screen for the time. At 5:45 am she might as well get up and get her day started. Her alarm went off at 6:00 am, anyway.
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      Nervous didn’t even describe how Harlow was feeling this morning. After her early wake up from a crazy dream, she noticed she had a summons to appear in a meeting at the Overseer’s office. Which scared and freaked her out to the point of a near panic attack. A scalding shower followed only half a pot of hot coffee. Was she able to calm herself enough to think more clearly? Were they trying to throw her off by holding her interview without her family around for support? Hoping she would then crack with some information. As if she thought. That is what they used to say right in the past. Her mind still kept coming up with all kinds of wacky ideas. Right until she came to the office door.

      With a polite acknowledgment to the guard standing outside the door. She had taken a deep breath. Attempting to clear her mind, while squaring her shoulders, he scanned his hand, allowing her entrance. Her jaw dropped and her heart raced as she learned the purpose of the meeting. Curiously, she asked why her family wasn’t performing the task. Only to be told they weren’t available to do so. That was strange. Why wouldn’t they be available? Has something happened to them too?

      The more she pondered it, it was odd she remembered they hadn’t appeared at the celebration of life either or any of the services. Where had they gone? Or more likely disappeared too? Deciding to keep further questions to herself, she murmured an acceptance and left as fast as she was able.

      Harlow shivered as a zing ran down her spine, thinking of this morning. It gave her a bad feeling in her gut that grew every time it popped up. Which seemed to happen at an increasing rate. Maybe this was something or someone trying to tell or warn her of something. Deciding to be extra cautious, she would use all the teachings Caden could give her on his breaks from classes. Now, however, she was glad he had insisted on teaching her everything he could. As those lessons might now be useful.

      Making her way towards Cora’s building that housed her suite of rooms, she could rid herself of the tingling on the back of her neck. Having a strong sense that someone was watching her with more than curiosity. It was a great struggle to not glance around. Wrapping her arms around herself instead for some sense of security, she trudged along. Again, her thoughts were getting the best of her. That couldn’t happen. It was too dangerous. Especially considering Cora’s fate.

      Was this some kind of test for her? To see her reactions to going through all her friend’s belongings. It wouldn't surprise her. Someone had previously conducted this as a test. Like she was some kind of lab rat. She found their treatment of her disgusting. Didn’t they understand she was a human with feelings just like everyone else? Being physically different didn’t warrant the treatment she received. Mumbling to herself.

      “Enough”

      Going down the road of the past served her no good. She also couldn’t let on that she suspected anything suspicious. This would be done with honor and respect. Cora deserved that above all else. Holding her head up high, relaxing her arms, and marching her way as best she could, she continued forward. Anyone would see only what she wanted them to see. Making her way into the building and up the flight of stairs.

      Arriving at the familiar door, she stood staring at it for a moment. Taking a deep breath before stretching her arm to place her hand on the scanner. At the telltale chick, and the swoosh of the door opening, she allowed herself one last deep breath. She could do this. Squaring her shoulders, she entered Cora’s suite of rooms.

      A shocked gasp escaped as she took in the state of the first room. Covering her mouth with her hand.

      “Oh my god. What the hell happened?”

      As she turned, she saw that someone had tossed and shredded the room. Rushing into the rest of the rooms, which each looked the same, with nothing left untouched. Surveying the destruction, her heart hurt. Who would do this, and why? Was this before or after her friend's death? Did whoever tossed the place did they find what they were looking for? Or get the reaction out of Cora they needed? Too many questions, and not enough answers. If Caden were here, his skills would be loads of help. He could never teach her everything he had learned. She slumped her shoulders while trying her hardest to hold back the tears.

      Tiptoeing her way through the debris and pondering where to begin. Her gaze surveyed her friend’s belongings, very much disrespected as her life had been. Allowing the tears to fall in full. Covering her face with her hands, she sobbed. Wouldn’t do to have the neighbors hear and come with questions or accusations. Everything always seemed to be her fault in the compound. Slouching to the floor, and bringing her knees up to hug herself tight. Allowing herself this moment of sadness and grief. Resting her head on her raised knees, she continued to cry.

      After a while, her tears had dried out. Raising her head to once again survey the damage and destruction. The disrespect disgusted her and fueled her anger. Brushing back her wild curls and gathering it into a tighter ponytail, she stood. With confidence she didn’t feel, she announced to the empty room.

      “The bedroom. That’s where I’ll start,”

      Nodding her head at the great idea.

      With her affirmation, she maneuvered her way through the maze of destruction. Stepping over the threshold of the bedroom and placing her hands on her hips. Harlow continued her pep talk. While deciding what to start with. With a decision made, she got to work.

      She had been making great headway in the bedroom, wondering what it was they had been looking for, when the click of the front door echoed. Sucking in her breath, she froze, listening. No one else should have admittance. They had stated it as such in the meeting this morning. Unless …….

      “Hello. Harlow, are you in there? Hello?”

      Rolling her eyes and dropping her head whispering.

      “Great just, great. Will my luck ever change?”

      Lifting her head, she shouted her reply while mentally cursing her luck.

      “Hello, Sally. I’m here, in Cora’s bedroom.”

      Hearing movement, and an eager reply.

      Hearing her rush into the suite, stopping in the doorway with a look of relief at seeing her.

      “Oh good. I’m glad you made it here, OK? I was worried I’d have to go get you.”

      Not bothering to hold back her irritation, she snapped.

      “Why would you get me?”

      Only then remembering her plan to act normal. Well, as normal as anyone could in this situation. It wouldn’t do well to have more suspicion on her. For what, she wasn’t sure. Just because she was close to Cora wasn’t reason enough for her. There was more to it. Of that, she was positive. Looking up at Sally’s smiling face as she laughed at her.

      “Well, you know.”

      Shaking her head and frowning.

      “No Sally, I don’t know.”

      With a tick on one side of her
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