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CHAPTER 1
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The Final Edition of the Jackal Lantern...

––––––––
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So, we’re dead now! 

We’ve gotten over it, and so should you. 

There’s too much at stake to mourn the lost lives of two old brandy drinkin’ fools! You learn so much after shedding your human life. 

So much truth.

Truths we will now reveal to you.

After dying, we did not move on, not right away. Kalida, bless her soul, waited for me after her death, knowing that mine was not far behind. You see, I was her unfinished business as we’d promised many long years before not to live apart, and if at all possible, to die together. 

After my death, I joined her and we found ourselves in Grimble. One of the afterlife waiting areas for us magical folk that still have unfinished business to attend to. Apparently, our dying and moving on together was not our last business. We had one final edition of the Jackal Lantern to complete.  

And imagine our shock upon arriving in Grimble to be met by a familiar face. Someone over sixteen years’ dead, with an infamous history some of you might not be familiar with. However, some of you may have pieced it together. Someone that was hiding right under our noses the entire time we visited Grimble (with the Svoda). Someone who was recognized, so we’re told, by one Ivan Crane. A secret he has kept to this day. And we agree, a wise choice to do so! 

And just who greeted us upon arrival into Grimble? 

Why none other than the ghost of Colin Edward Gillivray!

Yes, the deceased fiancé of Juliska Nandalia Blackwell. 

In his apprenticeship as a record keeper and historian, he was known as C. Edward Gillivray, but often in daily life amongst those closest to him called Edward, or Eddy. Most recognizing the name Colin as his grandfather, who passed just a year before Edward (who was a young man just turned twenty-six when he died). And to two young people just starting out their lives in the world of magic, Meghan and Colin Jacoby, he was known as Uncle Eddy. 

Their uncle he is not! But a braver man there may never be. 

Now, some of you may be under the impression that C. Edward Gillivray moved on. That he finished his unfinished business and departed Grimble for good when he escorted the young ghost boy, Timothy, onward from this magical ghost town. 

But alas, you would be wrong in that assumption! 

Because you see, Mr. Gillivray cannot move on. Ever. 

He is bound to this magical in-between, forever. 

Why? Because he willingly and knowingly took his own life, an act that causes a ripple in the natural flow of life and death. A soul taken from its human life before its time. There is no place for a soul removed before its time, so it lingers in the in-between. Forever. 

And why take his own life? Knowingly sealing his fate to endlessly straddle the world of the living and the world of the dead, never to move on, never to rest in peace? 

This is the very subject of our final Jackal Lantern, for Mr. C. Edward Gillivray has graciously permitted us to tell his story. The true meaning behind his death.  

You may recall that the events surrounding Mr. Gillivray’s death were quite controversial. The morning of his impending betrothal to Juliska Blackwell, he was found in the arms of another woman. He insisted his innocence in the matter and swore he was tricked or put under a spell. That it was not his own doing. This act wasn’t something he could ever knowingly do to the woman he loved so dearly. 

Juliska’s heart broke. Shattered. We watched it crumble, wither and die right before our very eyes. She could not hear any truth in the words he spoke. Her trust in Eddy died that day. 

He tried to prove his innocence but to no avail. Some believed his story. Others did not, unable to see why anyone would want to ruin the lives of two so much in love. What would be the purpose of such a terrible act? Many could not fathom the answer and believed him guilty; lacking the capability to believe there could be another truth. 

Although we are happy to say that two certain reporters did lean on the side of belief in Mr. Gillivray! 

Sadly, though, when no proof surfaced to prove his claim, many who did believe him lost faith and chose to side with Juliska. A bride scorned for a reason they could not imagine, other than betrayal by the man who claimed to love her. 

We, however, did not lose faith in Mr. Gillivray. Why? Something in his eyes. His voice. His very being shouted to us that he spoke the truth. Something we are both mighty glad of having the sense to do now, seeing as we were right to think so.

Why could Juliska not see this truth?

We don’t have that answer other than to guess the hurt was too much. She had bravely stepped into the world of love and that love turned instantly into bitterness and hatred, flowing through her veins like fiery tendrils that would not allow her heart to heal. 

When Eddy could not prove he was telling the truth, and Juliska refused to believe or forgive him... well... we recall the tragic day that followed almost as if it was yesterday.  

The day we heard that C. Edward Gillivray had taken his own life. 

What a devastating turn of events. Many assumed he could not live with the guilt. Or perhaps he couldn’t live with a broken heart when unable to prove himself innocent and win back his true love. 

More assumptions we have now learned are incorrect! 

While Mr. Gillivray most certainly suffered a broken heart, this was not the reason behind his sacrifice. 

Did he betray his beloved Juliska? Yes! But not on his own accord. Poor Mr. Gillivray was tricked into the arms of another woman. This is true. 

But the real question is why? Why ruin the lives of two young people in love? The answer: one of those two people was Juliska Blackwell... a descendent of the Shogharne, the same clan of Vampyre that became the Immortal Grosvenor. 

And Juliska made a terrible mistake... we could argue many more than one, but this was her first truly terrible miscalculation. 

If you recall, Juliska was a member of the Svoda scouting party, which set out on a quest to locate a possible new location for our people to live as we were outgrowing our precious island. And during this journey she was taken captive by Jurekai Fazendiin. Missing for six months. She learned of many things during this captivity. Mainly, who she was, where she was from and that she was not a true member of the Svoda. 

And where did she go wrong? Where did she make her mistake? 

She returned to the Svoda, and the man she loved, believing that Jurekai Fazendiin would let her return unscathed by all she had learned and he’d given her. She trusted him when he told her she was free to return to her old life. 

Only now, in death, do we see the truth depths of Jurekai Fazendiin’s schemes. Just how long he’s been planning. Just how far ahead in this game he really is. 

But alas, we digress... 

When Juliska returned home after her captivity, she and Eddy were completely in love. In her belief of this true love, she confided in him.  She told him everything! All she had discovered while in Fazendiin’s grasp. 

She told him she was a vampyre. 

That she was descended from the clan who became the Grosvenor. 

That Fazendiin had returned her memories to her, something the Svoda could not do. 

And even though her bloodline and her life began in one world, she wanted her life to be with Edward and the Svoda. She was grateful to know her history, but that’s all it was to her. History... She told Edward that Fazendiin had freely allowed her to leave and return to her life.

Eddy accepted all of this. If she was okay with it all, so was he. 

Seeing how he reacted to all this, she revealed the most important detail of it all. That Jurekai Fazendiin had made her like him. Immortal, like the Grosvenor. 

She hadn’t wanted it. She did not ask for it, and was terrified when he did it, but he explained that her bloodline was special and needed to be protected. Apparently, this is a simple explanation of the events that unfolded. However, at the request of Edward, this is how we’ll leave it. For now. He says the details are important, and will be revealed when the time is right. 

Juliska admitted she was afraid to tell Eddy, afraid this newfound information would scare him away. She feared this would frighten Edward so much that he’d break off their engagement. She feared how the Svoda would react if they discovered all of this. She considered them family, and they had taken her in and raised her as one of their own. But would that be enough if they found out the truth? 

Instead, Eddy swore he would never forsake her, no matter what. And that her secret was safe with him. She could trust him with all her heart. 

And though this was all truth, he was angry. And concerned; with the Grosvenor, mainly Fazendiin. He’d treated her well, he had not hurt her, but something nagged at him even then that there was more to this situation than either of them could see. And his true love was immortal... what did this mean for their future? For hers? 

Eddy did not believe for a moment that Fazendiin would freely allow Juliska to leave. He was the most feared of all the Grosvenor. Cunning. And definitely not trustworthy. If he let her go, there was a reason why. A reason she was blinded to, or didn’t want to believe. A reason he could not yet piece together. 

Regardless of these questions and concerns, he loved her unconditionally, and being young, it did not matter so much. 

As the wedding day grew closer, Edward worried deeply about why Fazendiin had done this thing to his soon to be wife. Could he even protect her from him? Being a mere mortal of a man compared to the mighty Fazendiin. 

Juliska knew what she’d confided to Edward was worrying him and she begged him to forget about it, regretting even telling him, unable to bear the anguish it was causing him. She tried to play it off as wedding day jitters and pleaded with him not to think about it any longer. Soon, they’d be married and all would be behind them. He promised he would try, but failed miserably, uncertainty nagging at him day and night. 

Juliska did the only thing she could think of to relieve his fears, revealing one final secret she had not yet shared. One meant only for Edward. One she intended on telling him after their wedding. She hoped, the perfect gift to start their new lives together. A secret that would forever change the life and death of C. Edward Gillivray. 

She told him this secret just a few days before the wedding. He was in disbelief, but happy beyond words. Nothing else mattered. His heart calmed, filled only with the promise of the future they would create together. 

Then, it happened. The wedding day. The trickery. The betrayal... 

For the immortal Fazendiin learned of Juliska’s secret as well. It was his trickery that put Edward into the arms of a stranger and spread distrust and hatred into the heart of Juliska Blackwell. 

After his unwilling betrayal, Edward knew. Without a doubt he knew it was Jurekai Fazendiin that had done this to him, and to Juliska, to sway her back to his side, away from the Svoda. She may not know it yet, or believe it if he told her, but she belonged to Fazendiin now. She would never be free. He had poisoned her against him and nothing he could do would change that. 

Eddy did not know what lay in store for her future or the future of the Svoda, but he did know one thing: his short human life would never be long enough. Juliska had forever. He needed a way to be immortal with her, if he were to prove what Fazendiin had done and save her from the growing darkness in her heart. 

Edward did not have an Immortality Stone at his beck and call, so he did the only thing he could think of... he wrote Juliska a final goodbye. 

“I’ll always love you, even beyond my end.” 

And then he took his own life knowing he would forever wander this plane between life and death. The only way to gain immortality of his own, to remain and assist the one thing that could save the woman he loved. To possibly bring her back to the light and out of the darkness. You see, the secret Juliska revealed to him, the one thing that made him know without a doubt that he needed to exist in some form, forever, was that she was... 

––––––––
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“Oh that’s interesting,” said Kalila to her sister Kalida. 

“Yes, I quite agree. I literally cannot write the words. I suppose that means we’ve told the story we are meant to tell, Sister.”

“Yes, sad though, we were just getting to the juicy bit.” 

They glanced up at the ghostly frame of C. Edward Gillivray. 

“Sorry, Ladies. I’m afraid that’s where I must stop the story. It’s too soon for the rest to be revealed. It’s a secret that must be explained properly, cautiously,” he added with a pause. “I may straddle both worlds, but really, I don’t belong to either. I am not permitted to enter the world of the living as I please. And there’s no entry for me into the afterlife. But the moment is coming. The time when I will be drawn from this place and reappear in the world of the living. I can feel it drawing closer. The moment when Juliska Blackwell will be ready to hear and believe what I must tell her. What I must show her. The moment I might be able to save her, and by saving her, save the rest of the world from a future of complete darkness and horror.”  

“Why not confront Juliska while she was here? Could that not have stopped all of this from happening?” asked Kalida curiously. “Saved countless lives?” 

“I wish beyond words that I could have. That I could have ended all this before it had a chance to start. But this middle ground, the in-between world in which I will forever reside, does have rules. If it’s not the right time for something to happen, it won’t allow it. After all, it’s not only my plight, my journey, at stake. It’s why Meghan and Colin Jacoby came to me here in Grimble, with the Svoda. This is where their journey was meant to begin. I could not tell them everything. No more than I can you. Only what was necessary for them to take the next steps on their journey.”

Edward’s ghostly body drifted back and forth as if pacing while he spoke. 

“Sometimes, an unfortunate side effect of letting nature takes its course is that many will suffer, for true progress cannot happen without it. For some reason none of us fully understand, we must suffer before real change can happen. It’s part of being human. Magical blood coursing through our veins or not, we are still human. And as humans we are flawed. Something made so much clearer upon death.”  

“How true, how true,” replied Kalila with an edge of sadness. 

“Will good win?” asked Kalida, daringly. “The outcome of all this is the one thing I cannot see.” 

“I do not know,” admitted Edward. “Outcomes can change depending on the wills of the living. Too long has the magical community sat back and ignored the signs in front of them, allowing evil to grow and spread. But if they can acknowledge this, and find the strength to overcome their fears, rather than run and hide from it, then yes, I think good can win this round.”

“This round?” questioned Kalida. 

Edward smiled wearily. “The desire for power will always exist.”

“Another unfortunate truth,” she conceded. 

“And once you have finished all that you sacrificed yourself to do, Edward, what then?” Kalila wanted to know. 

“I don’t really think about that. One cannot worry about a future destined to continue, forever, in some form or another. But don’t worry about me... my fate is sealed. I think there are two ladies whose business is now finished though.”

“Well, I guess it’s time for us to be off,” said Kalida. “Are you ready?” she aimed at her sister. 

“I can hear the brandy sloshing into the teacups,” she squealed in delight, tossing her sister a mischievous wink. 

“Oh, how delightful. I can practically taste it.” She licked her lips and lifted her arm. “Will you escort us?” she asked Eddy. 

He sighed. “I might as well tag along.” He floated in the middle of them, wrapping an arm inside each of theirs, their ghostly frames rising higher and higher. 

The Jackal sisters shot him a courageous smile as he let go, his body dropping, leaving them to dematerialize and vanish into nothing. He let out an amused chuckle when the scent of warmed brandy wafted down to him. 

“They were the life of the party during life, and they’ll be the life of the party in the afterlife. Farewell Dear Ladies. Farewell.”

C. Edward Gillivray returned to Grimble.

Alone. 

Waiting. 

For the one moment he’d sacrificed his life for. The one moment he hoped would change the world, and save the ones he loved. 

Just minutes after arriving back at Grimble he got a familiar tug; his spirit body needed to go into the world of the living and temporarily leave the ghost town that was his permanent home. 

“I knew it would be soon. I had not expected it to begin right this minute.” He suddenly wasn’t sure he was ready. But unfinished business didn’t wait and he would not lose his chance. Eddy let the pull take him, having no idea where he was headed. 
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A Gift Returned

––––––––
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It was cold. Even if the outside temperature hadn’t been near freezing, Jae Mochrie would still be cold. He peered overhead through the bars of his prison. No stars. No moon. No orange hues from the sun rising. Just clouds. Gloomy, gray clouds. But the sky wasn’t as dark just now, becoming lighter, so it must be coming up on morning. 

He’d been left alone all night atop Juliska Blackwell’s fortress. He supposed he should be thankful that she’d given him a blanket, and it had not snowed. But the cold penetrating him was like ice in his veins, permanently burrowing into his bones. 

She would not leave him alone for long. She would make him pay for his defiance. For trying to end his own life rather than continue to serve her. Rather than continue living as the monster he’d allowed himself to become. 

Jae ignored the clink clink clink of Pajak, Juliska’s pet spider. It had kept its ghoulish beady eyes on him all night long. But the spider was the least of his concerns. 

Somewhere on the island, not too far away from him, was his family. At least he assumed his family was still on the island. He was not certain. He did not know exactly what Juliska might have done with them. 

But they all believed him dead. 

How would they react upon seeing him? 

Knowing what he was. What he’d done... what Juliska would inevitably order him to do. 

And what of his friends? Meghan, Ivan, Colin... the others. Would they try to rescue him? He hoped they would not. He feared what might happen to them if they attempted such a thing. Juliska would be thrilled to get Meghan and Ivan back in her clutches. And even more so Colin and Catrina. He wished he knew why Juliska wanted them so badly. Jae had a feeling it had nothing to do with the prophecy of the immortal children. 

He shivered. Not from the cold, but from the dread of the unknown and the helplessness of the inevitable. 

A heavy door swung open. Footsteps clipped across the stone, coming toward him.  

Jae let the blanket slip down to the frosty floor and got to his feet. He put on a determined stare. He wasn’t going to give in. Whatever Juliska wanted from him, she’d have to force him. Order him to do it. He would not give in voluntarily. 

“Ah, good morning my pet.” Pajak crawled over to Juliska, slipping onto her hand. She lifted him and placed him on her shoulder. “And you...” she looked down at her prisoner. “I hope last night gave you some time to think about your loyalties, Jae Mochrie.” She shrugged heartlessly. “It does not matter where your allegiance lies, your will is mine.”

He said nothing. 

“Oh surprise surprise. Being stubborn.” Her lips curled into an ugly grin. 

He still said nothing. 

“Jae...” she lamented. “Tell me where your friends are. I’d very much like to know.”

“I don’t have any friends.”

She lifted an eyebrow in annoyance. 

“Where is the banished camp? I’m sure that’ll get me close enough.”

“Are you giving me an order?” he asked her flatly. He did not feel the tug inside him to obey her. 

“No. Not an order. You see, you will tell me of your own volition.”

He shook his head, resisting. 

“I figured as much. I am prepared to persuade you.”

He swallowed hard but said nothing in reply. 

“It’s your choice, Jae. You can tell me what I want to know, the easy way, or you’ll tell me anyway and pay a much higher price.” 

“I won’t tell you. Ever,” he stated. “You’ll have to force it out of me.”

“So strong willed all of a sudden. Just imagine if you’d had the wherewithal to do that before you agreed to serve me.”

She was right. If only he’d been a strong enough person, but he wasn’t. 

He was weak. He desired to feel powerful. And she’d given him what he asked for. Just not in the manner he’d been expecting. 

“Jae, Jae, Jae,” she let out a callous exhale. “There are consequences for defying me. Usually, it means your death.”

He was certain she had no intent to kill him. That would end his misery. 

“I will give you one final chance. Where is the banished camp?”

“I’m not going to tell you.” 

“Okay then. I’ll play. You’ve got twenty-four hours. If you do not volunteer your information by this time tomorrow, well... I’ll have a little job for you.”

He waited breathlessly for her to continue. 

She leaned in closer. 

“How do you feel about being an orphan?”

He said nothing. It was exactly what he’d expected her to do. Juliska would order him to kill his family. Most likely whether he told her what she wanted, or not. But it meant they were still on the island. If only he could delay and get more time. 

Time for what? 

He could do nothing stuck inside this iron cage, with a will that was not his own. 

He was only delaying the inevitable. So far, he’d only killed to save his friends. Juliska had not yet ordered him to kill anyone. Only to frighten, but that was all about to change. 

He took a rebellious breath. “I will not tell you. You will have to order me.” His voice was not as strong or as certain as he wanted it to be. 

“You have one day. Think hard, Jae. Or your family’s blood will be on your hands. Literally...”  

He scowled in defiance. 

She sighed. Annoyed. Impatient. 

“You know that I will break your will. Why prolong what you know is going to happen? You belong to me, Jae. There is no escape.”

He looked down and refused to answer. He heard the displeasure in her breaths.

“When the banished took you, after your pathetic attempt at killing yourself, I am assuming you spoke with their leader, Amelia Cobb?”

He looked up and did not answer, but she must have seen something in his stare that gave him away. His weak-minded subconscious giving in even though he was demanding it not to. 

Juliska scowled. “You will tell me where I can find her. Or I swear to you, Jae Mochrie, I will order you to kill everyone you care about starting with your troublemaking little sister.”

His eyes scrunched together. What did she mean by that? His sister, Mireya, a troublemaker? 

Juliska sneered. “She and her little friends have been causing me a tremendous amount of grief. And are under the assumption they’ve gotten away with it. Though it did work to my advantage at that moment. That moment has passed.” Her tone warned his sister and her friends were living on borrowed time, the length of which would be determined by his choice right now. 

For a moment, Jae just wanted to know what Mireya had done. She was just a quiet girl that hated to be away from her mother and would rather sit around giggling with her friends. She wasn’t the getting into trouble type. That was all him. 

Regardless, her life was in danger whether she stopped whatever she was doing or not. Juliska would order him to do it. To kill his sister. His parents. 

A flood of dread made his legs falter underneath him and he gripped the bars to remain upright. 

“Amelia, Jae... where is she? I don’t care about the banished. Just tell me where I can find Amelia.”

Jae did not entirely believe her.

But it was clear that this was more about Amelia than the banished. At least for today. Perhaps he could stop all of this before it went too far. Or at the least, buy himself or his family some time. 

“Amelia...” he stopped himself with a rushed inhale. 

“Yes.”

“Amelia Cobb is dead,” he admitted to her. 

Juliska let out a low chuckle and rolled her eyes. “Of course, she is. Good try, Jae.” She turned away. 

“I’m not lying,” he called out desperately. “She really is dead. She was killed.”

“If she was killed, who did it? How did it happen?” Her tone indicated she still did not believe him.

“She was killed by the Grosvenor.”

Juliska stopped and whisked around. 

“Well, not exactly them,” Jae continued. “It was Jurekai Fazendiin’s son, Colby. I guess he’s kind of one of them.” 

“Colby...” she muttered. “What was Colby doing...” she trailed off. Her gaze darkened, her disbelieving smirk dissolving. 

Jae wasn’t surprised that she knew of Colby’s existence. She was more in with Fazendiin than anyone thought, including him. He wondered if they had been working together all along, or if this development was more recent. Although she seemed surprised to find out that Colby had been in the banished camp. 

Juliska strode closer to Jae’s prison, staring him down. 

“I order you to speak the truth, Jae Mochrie. Is Amelia Cobb dead, or alive?” 

He lost his breath for a second. It hit him, hard; that tug twisting his insides. The order he could not disobey. 

“I am not lying. Amelia Cobb is dead. Colby killed her.” 

Juliska stumbled backwards, her head shaking. 

A long line of mumbled no’s pushed across her lips. 

“You know I’m telling the truth,” clamored Jae. “Amelia Cobb is dead.”

Her hands flew up to cover her ears, almost as if the words he spoke were poisonous or even painful. 

Jae didn’t understand. Somehow, he’d thought this news would make her happy. Instead, it looked like she was about to come unraveled. 

Juliska let out a breathy exhale. “He promised. He promised me...” Her legs gave out and she fell to her knees. She looked into Jae’s eyes... he did not get the impression that she actually saw him, more like right through him. 

“He promised she would die by my hand.” She picked up her arms, staring at her hands with a mixture of shock, defeat and disbelief. 

What insanity just happened? This was the only thought whizzing through Jae’s brain. 

She looked up and straight into his eyes. The crippling despair vanished, replaced by a glare that could boil water. 

Jae looked at Juliska Blackwell like he was seeing her for the first time. Whatever this was, it had wounded her, deeply. Whatever Amelia had done to her... he could guess and imagine a hundred different things... whether he guessed wrong or right, whether Amelia deserved Juliska’s wrath or not, he was looking at a woman who’d just been stripped of her revenge. Forever. 

Juliska climbed to her feet. 

Jae took a hard swallow and backed as far into the corner of his iron prison as possible, like this made any difference. But even Pajak jumped off Juliska’s shoulder and clinked away to safety. 

“That murderer was to die with my hands wrapped around her vile, lying excuse for a throat. I wanted to see the life leave her eyes, just as she did my...” Juliska closed her eyes, unable to finish. 

She gritted her teeth and snarled. Jae almost thought she might have fangs hidden somewhere in those teeth. Her hands fisted by her sides. Fiery lines popped up and pulsed angrily against her skin. 

The truth of Jae’s words cut into her, releasing an outpouring of fury. 

It started with a venomous, incensed wail, which ended with blood-red flames erupting out of her body from head to toe. Her palm threw out in front of her and a vortex of fire flew out of it... she aimed at nothing and everything, attacking her own fortress. The air. The ground. 

Jae ducked, stone exploding from a hit just a few feet away. A spew of flame surged through his cell, missing him but heating the bars at the front of the cage so they were too hot to touch. He gripped the bars behind him, tucking into the corner. 

She’d lost her mind. 

He thought she was mad and insane before... he’d just made everything ten times worse. He thought he might solve one problem by revealing Amelia’s death, but he’d been wrong. Very wrong. 

Why hadn’t whoever was in charge of life and death just let him die? 

The world would be better off without him in it. 

Without him continually messing up... when the price for doing so was always paid by others, not him. 

Jae didn’t dare move. He barely dared breathe. 

There were footsteps racing up the stairs to the terrace entrance, but Juliska seared the door and made it burn at the touch. There was shouting, but Juliska ordered them all away. They obeyed at once. 

Then it stopped. The flames fizzled.  

Juliska stumbled, catching herself on the bars of his cage. They’d cooled now, not that it mattered to her. Fire would not harm her. 

Jae’s breath hitched and he sucked in, holding it. 

Tears. 

Tears falling down the face of Juliska Blackwell. 

But no compassion in her eyes. Only savagery. 

Any bit of sanity she’d been clinging to was gone, and a switch had flipped on with no way to shut it off. Juliska let go of the bars and straightened herself.

“Twenty-four hours, Jae,” she stated coarsely. “To tell me everything I want to know. Or you will suffer my wrath. Fully. And unconditionally.” She spun around and disappeared inside. 

Jae sank to the floor, his mind spinning out of control. 

What the hell just happened? 

And what atrocity had Amelia Cobb done to Juliska Blackwell? She’d called her a murderer... 

All he knew of Amelia is that she was the leader of the banished and Juliska had kicked them out because she and her followers were about to start a war. At one point, the Svoda had believed she and her followers might be responsible for the Scratchers... obviously, this was not the case. 

Whatever this was, it was nothing to do with that conflict. This was personal. 

And Amelia was dead, so Juliska would not have her revenge and others would pay for that now. Most likely his family. He had just one single day before he became a murderer. 

Either he gave up the banished camp and everything else Juliska wanted to know, effectively signing all their deaths, or he refused her and she ordered him to tell her anyway, before forcing him to kill his family... starting with his sister.   

One. Single. Day. 

He wished his life had not been spared. 

He wished Amelia had never taken him. 

He did not deserve to live, and now, this time tomorrow, either his friends or his family would pay the price.  

#
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Juliska burst into her private quarters. Enraged. Ready to demand answers. 

She unlocked the life-sized trunk at the back edge of her wall, opened it, and stepped inside. Her room of candles. 

She needed to speak with Fazendiin. Right now. 

He would answer her questions. Right now. 

Amelia was to be hers. 

They had agreed upon this. Amelia and her fellow butchers deserved proper punishment for their crime. So why had he allowed Colby to kill her? And why had she not been informed of Amelia’s demise?  

Juliska lifted her hand to spark the wick to life, but her hand shook and she let it fall to her lap. She hadn’t gone through everything she’d gone through to see Amelia Cobb, or anyone else responsible, not pay the price for what they’d done. They needed to suffer for what they took from her. And they had not suffered nearly as much as they deserved.

She lifted her hand and lit the candle. The wick caught and burst into flame. 

Her breath caught, a shadow catching her eye, but it was not from inside the flame. 

Her penetrating gaze swept across the dimly lit room. 

“Who’s there?” 

No one replied. No one showed themselves. But she swore she’d seen something moving. 

This was impossible though. She’d recently enhanced the magical protections around this room to keep everyone out, but her. 

Her glare slipped back down to the flame. 

A wisp of hazy white flew by her.  

“Who’s there? Show yourself at once!” 

He did. 

Her reply froze in her throat; wild eyes looking his ghostly figure up and down.

“Wh-what is this?” she finally stammered out. “You’re dead.” 

“Yes. I am.”

She took a fleeting glance at the flame in front of her. This was not a vision. This ghost was real... and the last face she wanted to look at right now.  

“Why are you here?” she demanded unkindly. “Come to gloat that I didn’t get my revenge on Amelia? Wanted to rub some salt in my wounds?” 

“Wounds that should never have been created,” he replied. 

“Screw you. How dare you show yourself to me, alive or dead?”

“Because it is time.”

“Time for what? To remind me what a lying, cheating coward you were. I curse the day I met you Colin Edward Gillivray.”

The ghostly spirit hovered, his gaze saddened, but determined. 

“I know you do, but I will always love you, Juliska. For all your faults. For all your imperfections. For all your sins. Even beyond my end.”

She wore a callous, icy stare. “Still protesting your innocence?” 

He smiled weakly. “Think of me what you will. Although I will always love you, my purpose today is not for you. But if I can save you...” he stopped, with a ghostly shake of his head. “After today, everything changes. After today, all will know why. And after today they will know how to stop you.” 

“Things change when I want them to,” she spat out angrily. “They... all of you will pay for what you’ve done.”

He ignored her venomous warning. “You’ve been cheated out the life you deserved. Not by me. But you chose your path, and what to believe. You will have to deal with the pain, Juliska. And the consequences of your choices. Your actions after this moment decide your fate. All I can do is show you the truth. You must choose to believe it.” 

The flame pulled Juliska Blackwell’s mind into a vision. 

Her first true vision in years and one she would not soon forget. 
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​CHAPTER 3
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Back to the Start

––––––––
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“Banon Havelock asked to see me.” Juliska Blackwell bowed her head just slightly in greeting to the Banon’s assistant. Pantin Rowley, a wiry young man who nodded expectantly in return. 

“Have a seat, he’s in a meeting and will be done shortly.”

Just minutes later the door opened and Viancourt member Tanzea Chase stepped out. Juliska jumped up. “Vian Chase, hello.” She smiled respectfully in greeting. 

Something about Tanzea always gave her pause. And it wasn’t the smell of mothballs which always seemed so permanently attached to her, but rather a feeling Juliska could not quite place. Tanzea was a cantankerous woman who believed in speaking her mind, but had been serving in the Viancourt for over five years and deserved the proper respect regardless of her outward smell or demeanor. 

Demeanor she never directly aimed at Juliska herself. She was always cordial, but at the same time, it always felt like the woman was searching for something. Or waiting for something. Other than a prophecy (what almost anyone else wanted or expected) Juliska could not imagine what. 

The woman surprised her today though, by stopping and speaking. 

“Did you know we have something in common?” She spoke with a quiet confidence.

“How do you mean?”

Tanzea responded with something few ever saw. A smile. 

“We were both lost ones. On my part, I was found and brought here many long years before you.”

Juliska let out a breath of surprise. “I did not know that.” Perhaps this answered her question of why this woman always looked at her so oddly. Maybe it was this thing they had in common. 

Juliska expected her to explain more, but instead, she abruptly turned and left the building. Even the wiry Pantin Rowley didn’t know what to make of the woman and held back an amused grin. 

“The Banon will see you now,” he informed Juliska. 

“Thanks,” she muttered. She stepped into his office. It was large and yet cozy. Probably a necessity seeing how much time he spent here. 

“Ah, Juliska. Perfect.” Banon Havelock grinned widely in greeting and motioned for her to come in and take a seat. 

She walked by his desk and took a seat in a plush chair across from him at the fireplace. It was unlit, too warm a summer evening to need it. 

“Thank you for coming so late, Juliska. I hate to bother you on your birthday.” He was an older, rotund fellow. And he’d always been very kind to her. She’d often heard whispers from others that she was considered his favorite... whatever that meant. 

Technically, she was his employee. But she saw him more like a father figure, especially since hers had passed a year before. 

“It’s not a problem at all,” she insisted lightheartedly. “My job doesn’t care what day of the year it is.”  

“Twenty-five this year, correct?”

“Yes.”

“I do wish you a very happy birthday, Juliska. You’ll be visiting your family this evening I presume?”

“Yes, I will.” Unfortunately... she thought to herself. Unless I can get out of it somehow. Why can’t anyone need my services right this minute? An emergency that just can’t wait... never when I need it to. But any other time of day or night... 

“Be sure to give your mother my regards. I haven’t visited since...” he stopped, wearing a sad expression on his face. “I’ll have to make the time. Soon.”

“You are the Banon. You’re a little busy, my mother will understand.”

“Always busy! But never too busy for friends, or anyone in my charge. Which is everyone.”

Juliska let out a sharp laugh. “Sorry,” she caught herself. 

“No, you’re right. Some days it’s like having thousands of children who all need your attention at once.”

She laughed again and bit her lip to stop.

But instead, he joined her. “This is why I enjoy your company. You make me laugh. Older folks around here, they don’t like to hang around youth. Never understand why. You are our future after all... I think they’re all just jealous they can’t be young again.” He tossed her a wink. 

She got her laughing under control. 

“Where does the time go?” he lamented. “Look at you... seems like just yesterday we found and brought you back to the island. You were just a tiny little thing, only eleven years old. And here you sit before me, all grown up. Gifted. Beautiful. Tell me... any young men out there catching your fancy?”

“Um,” she cleared her throat, her cheeks heating up. “No. I’m quite focused right now though. I’m nearly done my apprenticeship with PanSofia.”

“Yes. And don’t think I haven’t been watching, as I have. Closely.”

She took on a worried expression. 

“Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean that in a bad way. Actually, quite the contrary.”

“Oh. Well, thank you.”

He winked and leaned back. “Right then. To the reason I stole you away on your birthday. Do you remember that venture I hinted about a few months back?”

She nodded. 

“It is officially happening. And as I was beginning to suspect, your mentor, PanSofia, turned down my request for her to join.”

Juliska perked up. She had not been quite as suspect of her mentor turning down such an opportunity. 

“She claims she’s too old for such a task.”

“PanSofia? Too old?” jested Juliska. “The woman might look as though she’s aging, but she’s more agile than a Catawitch. And she has no problem riding my...” she caught herself and shut up before sticking her foot in her mouth. “She’s a fine teacher.”

Banon Havelock laughed. Hard. “Oh you are funny, Juliska.”

She never meant to be, and no one else thought so. 

“I hadn’t meant it to come out like that, it’s just, she may be in her seventies, but she gets around just fine.”

“Yes. She does, without a doubt. However, this task, though I fully expect it to be uneventful and not dangerous, does have the potential for... difficulty. She thought about it, very seriously. But made her final choice today. The problem is, for this task to proceed, I need a seer. A good one. And frankly, you’re the best. You are good at what you do. I’ve never seen anyone better.” 

Juliska opened her mouth, but it took a moment for words to form. “You really think that?”

“Of course. That’s why you’re Second Seer... next in line to serve the Banon, whether that be me,” he hinted strongly, “or someone else after PanSofia decides to retire.”

Juliska had worked hard. Studied hard. And she’d been given the title of Second Seer months ago, but to actually hear the Banon say this overwhelmed her. 

He leaned forward and tapped her knee, lovingly. 

“I’ve always been very fond of you, Juliska. And you work harder than anyone I know. I don’t need a vision to tell me what kind of future lies ahead for you. I couldn’t be prouder if you were my own daughter.” He let go and leaned back wearing a wide grin. 

“Thank you, Sir. That means a lot to me.”

“And if your father were here, I have no doubts he’d say the same.”

It was sad to think of him. Gone a year now. She missed him terribly. 

“I guess we’re finally at my reason for asking you here. Juliska, will you do this task for me? It means being away from the island for a month. And I cannot tell you in all honesty how difficult the job will be. It could be utterly boring. But if you do this for me, I will consider it a personal favor. I’ll make it worth your while upon your return.”

She looked at him questioningly. There was something he knew... her intuition would bet on it. 

He shook his head. “This is why you’re the best. Such intuition. You can read it all over my face, can’t you?”

“No. Not at all,” she lied poorly. 

“PanSofia hinted to me today, after giving it much thought, that she may retire soon.”

“She... what? Really? She hasn’t mentioned that at all...” 

“I think my asking her to join in on this task made her think about her age. Being a seer... it’s not so unlike being me. You’re on the job twenty-four-seven. She deserves a time of quiet.”

“Yes. Of course. She has been First Seer going on thirty years.” Juliska reeled over what this meant. She knew when PanSofia retired she was next in line to be the Seer to the Banon, but she didn’t think her mentor would ever quit. She was a work until you die kind of woman.  

“So?” the Banon looked at Juliska expectantly. 

“Sorry, I got lost in thought for a moment. That’s a lot to think about all of a sudden.”

“You don’t have to give me your answer about the task straight away, but I do need an answer by tomorrow night. The task begins in just a few days.”

“That fast?”

“Yes. PanSofia did wait a very long time to let me know she was turning it down.”

“I see. I don’t need any additional time. I will do it. My answer is yes. Whatever my Banon needs, this is what I’m here for.”

“Splendid! I knew you would not let me down. Now... I’ll send you some instructions for preparing, shortly. Until then, have a wonderful birthday with your family. Oh and also, we have to keep this whole thing under wraps for a couple more days. I’m making a big public announcement so everyone will find out about it all at once, right before you leave.”

“Of course. My lips are sealed. And thank you.” She arose and nodded a quick goodbye. He walked her to the door. She left, breathless, her nerves a flutter of excitement and anxiety.

When the Banon had confided in her months ago, of this upcoming task, she’d never dreamed she’d be a part of it. 

It was a month long quest. In which a select group of Svoda would venture out into the world to search for a potential new home, or at the least, a potential second home. It was no secret that the island was getting a little crowded; their population had grown a lot since their original arrival hundreds of years prior.

Plus there was a small underground of people getting restless. Rumored to want to break off from the Svoda completely and start their own magical clan. No one knew who the instigator of this underground was, but the debates on the subject were becoming more widespread. The Banon and the Viancourt were against this course of action and hoped that by offering them something new, it would settle the issue. 

Life on the island was fairly easy, routine and safe, and had been for many years. 

But some of the people were getting restless. They wanted to travel and see the world. To see what life off the island was like. They wanted out of the routine. The problem with that being, the more people off the island living in the non-magical world, the higher the chance of their magical secret being discovered. 

And if the Banon started giving permission to leave the island, even to just one person, he’d have to give it to anyone that wanted it. As it stood right now, only members of the Viancourt, the Banon or the police (the Balaton), could leave the island without permission. But they had to file reports when they did so and it had to be work related. 

All others that came and went had to enter via a magical portal inside an old fortress, which extended just off the island. It was not heavily used, but guarded carefully. 

Once this quest was over, they might have a second home and people could choose whether to stay or go, or travel between the two. Juliska worried it would not appease those undergrounders that wanted to break off and start their own clan. Not her problem though. She was a seer. The Viancourt and the Banon would have to deal with any rebellious sorts. 

She stepped out of the building and just as she started down the steps, a carriage pulled up. A man in his upper twenties hopped down, greeting her. 

“Hello, Ian,” she returned. 

There was a small boy sitting where Ian had just been. Juliska waved and the boy giggled and looked down, shyly. 

Ian laughed. “Good kid. Bored though, riding around with me today. My father needed a break from the little tike,” he explained. 

“He’s adorable. You’re lucky to be able to take him with you.”

“Very. And he behaves ridiculously well. So I’m very lucky. Anyway... just returning from dropping Vian Chase at her home and figured I’d double back and see if anyone else needed a ride tonight.”

“Actually, Ian, your timing is perfect. I do need a ride.” 

She accepted his help into the carriage and told him where to take her. The carriage lurched forward. Even though Ian was always smiling, there was a constant layer of sadness behind it. His wife, Isabella, had died almost a year ago. Not too long after her father. So sad, to leave behind a small child. She wondered how little Ivan handled it. Maybe he was too young to remember. She had nothing to gear early childhood memories by, being that she had no recollection of her life before she was eleven. 

Slowly the carriage rolled along the cobblestone streets toward her mother’s home. It was a balmy summer evening, which meant the streets were bustling. Even a bit crowded, it was pleasant to ride in the open carriage and breathe the clean salty air. 

The sun was going down. Lanterns sparking to life, casting golden glows down to the cobblestone walkways below. She didn’t understand why people wanted to leave the island. They could live freely here. They didn’t have to hide who they were. And even though it was a bit crowded, it was easy to get to know people. 

It was also difficult to stay out of other peoples’ business. Especially for her. As Second Seer to the Banon she was recognizable to almost anyone on the island. Sometimes, she didn’t mind their openness, other times... not so much. 

At one point or another, many of the people walking down this very street had come to her, hoping she’d see some vision of their future, or answer to a problem. They were far too eager to confide details she really had no interest in knowing. 

Now and then, she was able to help someone. But sometimes it took weeks or months. And too often, she saw nothing of use at all. Visions didn’t really work like that. With many long years of practice, a seer could get better at having specific visions, but it was never a guarantee. 

This is how most seers earned a living on the island. And she was no different as an apprentice until she’d been named Second Seer. Which meant she was to be groomed as First Seer to the Banon. A much more difficult and time consuming job, with a lot more on the line than someone’s job promotion, or marital problems, or some other menial issues she did not care about in the least. 

Island security. 

Uprisings. 

Attacks from the Grosvenor...

These were much more exciting and dangerous things. And as First Seer, like her mentor, PanSofia, she’d be expected to have visions that would keep the Svoda safe. Or warn of potential dangers. It was considered a high stress job... although her mentor took it all in stride. As long as you had a Banon that understood visions could not be forced... and feeling the pressure to have a vision might well keep you from doing so. 

It was a difficult line to walk. 

But Juliska was ready for it if her mentor was ready to step down. 

But first, she was going on a quest. 

Leaving the island, for the first time since she’d been found by the Svoda and brought here. Although she had no memory of her time before coming here. For whatever reason, her first memory only went as far back as age eleven, from when they first found her in an orphanage on the mainland. She had no recollection of how she’d gotten there, who her parents were or where she’d come from. 

Regardless, the Svoda had taken her in and she’d been adopted into a family. Her new parents had loved her just as one of their own. 

Before long, the carriage pulled up to her mother’s road and she shouted for Ian to stop here.

“You sure?” 

“Yes.” She hopped out on her own. “I’d like to walk, just a little. This road is one of my favorites at this time of year.”

“All right then. Have a good night.” He nodded and pulled around to head back to the Banon’s office. Little Ivan peeked at her with a shy smile. She waved goodbye with a lighthearted chuckle. He giggled and his father shook his head and laughed. 

He really was an adorable child. With a great dad. It just made her miss hers all the more. 

She turned and headed toward her mother’s. It was one of Juliska’s favorite streets to walk down. Not because she’d grown up here, but for the cozy shingled cottages that lined the street. With beautiful, well manicured gardens surrounding them. The people on this street prided themselves in perfection and it showed. Not a bloom, a blade of grass, or a tree limb out of place. 

Crisp. 

Clean.

Maintained.

If she ever had a house, she’d want it on a street like this. 

But not this one. Any street but this one... 

She sucked in a breath and stopped in front of three-foot iron gate. There was a sign hanging on it that read, “Cobb.” She closed her eyes and let out her breath, slowly. All her excitement and anxiety turned to dread... she’d have to spend the next few hours here. 

And now, make sure she kept the Banon’s secret. She’d have to tell them something, to prepare them for the fact she’d be gone and busy... but she could not give away too much.

She pushed opened the gate and walked through. 

Her mother, Adeline Cobb, met her at the door.

“Happy birthday, Juliska.” 

She smiled, stepped through the front door and hugged her mother. 

“Thanks, Mom. Although twenty-five feels exactly the same as twenty-four.” 

“Birthday’s always feel the same until you’re over thirty-five.”

Juliska laughed. “I’ll let you know once I get there.”

Her mother looked tired. Worn a bit. A few more lines creasing around her eyes and mouth. It had only been a month since her last visit, but it seemed that age was creeping up fast.

Juliska heard voices from the kitchen and frowned.  

Her mother shot her an apologetic smirk. “All your siblings are here to help celebrate.” 

“Oh. Joy.” Juliska put on a sarcastic grin. “Another wonderful, drama-filled fun time awaits.” 

“They mean well,” her mother insisted.

“I know. Sorry. It’s just...” she shook her head unsure what she meant to say. Growing up the middle child of two much older, and two much younger, siblings, had not been fun. Or easy. Or even anything she thought back on with any fondness. Her good memories were all of her mother and father. 

Her mother sighed. “Oh the trouble your siblings caused. I know it wasn’t always easy for you.”

“Caus-ed?” Juliska eyed her mother hard. “It never stops.” 

“They are a voracious bunch.” 

“That’s one way to describe my siblings.” Juliska’s tone noted irritation over having to see them. 

“Perhaps your father and I shouldn’t have taken you in. Maybe you’d have been happier with another family,” her words were not cutting or harsh, more wondering and understanding. 

Juliska rolled her eyes and smiled. 

“Truth is, I fell in love with you right away,” stated Adeline. “And so did your father. We were greedy and decided to keep you.” 

“I am glad you did, Mom. I miss him. So much more than I ever thought I could.” 

“Me too. It’s been a tough year since he left us.”  

Juliska leaned in and hugged her mother again. “You’re right. It hasn’t always been easy. But I can’t imagine a better mother, or father. I’m very lucky. Lucky for the time I got to have with him. And you.” 

She had no idea how her poor mother was coping with the loss of her husband. 

Or her siblings with the loss of their father. 

Regardless of her sibling’s treatment of her, the family had been close, their father a big part of their daily lives. 

However, this empathy was easy to lose when faced with time spent with her siblings. She lifted her head and peered toward the kitchen. She was going to have to go in. 

“Oh it won’t be so bad,” claimed her mother. She tugged her daughter along. “I made them promise not to cause any trouble.”

“And you think today’s the day they’re going to start listening to you?”

Her mother laughed. “Come on. Let’s celebrate this happy day.”

Juliska sighed and followed her mother into the kitchen. It was still exactly the same. The kitchen hadn’t changed since she’d first seen it. A wood stove with a teapot on the back burner. A deep steel basin with a water pump attached to the right-hand side. The same rectangular wooden table that she sat at each day since her arrival to this house. It was old. A little beaten. And if it could talk... she couldn’t imagine all the stories...

This place didn’t just hold bad memories. There were a few good ones. They were harder to find, but they were there, and almost always had to do with her father. Or mother. 

And there they were. All four of her siblings. 

“You’re here. Happy birthday, Juliska.” Alex, the eldest. Recently turned thirty-six, and about to become a father for the first time. His wife was absent though, home resting. 

“It’s good to see you, Juliska. You look well.” Amelia, thirty-three in a few months. Her tone was flat. She was trying to be nice at least. But this was new for her. 

Juliska gave her a curt nod. 

Her younger siblings, twins, Anna and Adam. Eighteen years old. Precocious. Spoiled. And an unplanned surprise. Their mother had them when she was forty-two, after many years of insisting she was finished having children. She called them her lucky accidents, although more often than not, she really called them pain in the butt one and two. 

The twins ignored the traditional greetings and barraged her with questions. 

“Had any cool visions lately?”-Adam. 

“Any about us?”-Anna.

“Anyone die in them?”-Adam

“Do you have a boyfriend yet?”-Anna.

“Screw that, tell us about a vision. You know so many people’s secrets.”- Adam

“I bet you get to meet all the best guys.”-Anna. She ended it with a giggle.  

The older siblings rolled their eyes. 

“We were never like this, right Mom?” jeered Alex. 

“Oh, no. Not at all. I hope you heard the extreme sarcasm in that reply...”

“I have a strong feeling I’ll be paid back in full once my baby arrives.”

They laughed. Even Juliska thought it funny. Not so much the part about meeting guys. She wasn’t interested. Only in her work. That’s all that mattered right now. Especially after her meeting with Banon Havelock today. Focus on her job was more important than ever. 

“My job keeps me pretty busy,” Juliska said to them all. “So no dates. And you guys know I can’t tell you about my visions, or break people’s confidences.”

“You’re just no fun,” Adam accused. 

“And what’s the point of being in the public eye if not to get a handsome man to tug alongside?” Anna said with a wink. 

“I’m not in the public eye by choice,” Juliska breathed out. “It’s my job.”

There was an under the breath cluck from Amelia. Juliska ignored it. 

“I can’t help that I’m easily recognized because of my job,” she finished. 

“But you’re so pretty... you must be swatting away men like flies,” Anna assumed. 

Amelia let out a smug chuckle. “Your sister is a workaholic. I’m not sure she’s ever been on a proper date.”

“Of course she has,” defended Alex. 

“Yes. And they obviously went very well,” remarked Amelia. 

Juliska held her tongue. Always the one to hold her tongue. Why did it always come down to Amelia? All her siblings drove her crazy in their own way, but Amelia liked to push every button. She just never understood why. There was no reason to be jealous. Their parents had given them all equal attention. 

“You know what?” interjected their mother. “Let’s cut the cake. Now what did I do with my knife?” She strolled around the kitchen searching. 

Amelia gave Juliska a wry smile, almost as if daring her to pick a fight. All she wanted to say was, act your age! You’re a grown woman so stop acting like a spoiled child! Juliska ignored the attempt at goading. Amelia wasn’t like this in public. 

And Juliska’s past boyfriends and dates were not a topic a conversation she wished to discuss. They all ended the same way... with her finding out they were just hoping she’d have some vision of the their future. 

And if he got a little canoodling on the side... well, someone left the relationship satisfied and it certainly wasn’t her. She was done with men. They all wanted the same thing... to use her ability to try to get some edge in their jobs, or school, or whatever their endeavors had been, or were. 

Besides, once she took over as First Seer to the Banon, she’d have no time anyway. She’d need complete focus all the time to do her job correctly. 

“Ah, there it is. Sitting under the cake plate.” 

Juliska grinned, wondering how her mother still managed to find anything after raising four children, plus her. 

There was another round of giggles from Anna, and a held back stream of laughter from Adam, followed by more annoyed eye rolls from Alex and Amelia. 

“We had nothing to do with it,” claimed Alex. He aimed his words at Juliska with a look of humored warning. 

“What have you done now?” their mother demanded. “You promised. Both of you.” 

“It’s okay, Mom.” Juliska blew it off. She’d expected nothing less and waited for them to reveal their latest insult to what she referred to as her life. 

Their mother lifted the cover off the cake plate, to reveal a newly redecorated birthday cake. 

“Anna! Adam! Really?” Adeline put her hands on her hips. “I put a lot of time into that cake.”

They just laughed and collected plates so they could eat. It was still edible. Although rather ugly looking. 

“It was beautiful,” insisted her mother. “Covered in freshly picked flowers from the back garden. Amelia even helped me collect them.”

The look on Amelia’s face said she’d rather that fact had remained secret. 

Juliska also caught a whiff of annoyance over the fact her mother had stated it like she was shocked her daughter had helped. Adeline meant it in a nice way, more like, she’d even helped though it was for Juliska... but Amelia would take it as a slight just the same. She really needed to toughen up and not take things so personally. 

“Thank you,” said Juliska anyway. “I’m sure it was lovely. Although, I suppose the redecoration fits as well.” She pretended it didn’t bother her. It did. And it didn’t. She was used to it and forced a smile. 

Her younger siblings had singed the flowers, leaving behind burnt edges and melted frosting. They had replaced the Happy Birthday Juliska, with her old nickname... Burniska. 

She’d never live down her teen years. Her siblings would never let her. The first couple of years after learning she was Firemancer were tough. There was a rough patch, an adjustment period, when she first started lessons with her mentor, PanSofia. She’d often wake in the middle of the night with her sheets ablaze, or be walking down a hall and flames would burst out of her and she’d set fire to curtains. 

It was never on purpose, and only acerbated by the torment from her siblings. But she always had terrible guilt about it as it created extra work for her mother to keep up with. The constant repairing and replacing of things. Putting out actual fires, along with the metaphorical fires between her and her siblings. 

Her mother guessed this. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. Look at you now,” she stated proudly. 

“Hm. Yes,” sneered Amelia. 

At least it sounded like a sneer to Juliska. 

Could she just skip the cake and leave now? 

“Second Seer,” boasted her mother. 

“Lucky you,” Amelia remarked. “Once old PanSofia kicks the bucket, you’re the Seer to the Banon.”

Juliska cleared her throat. “PanSofia is in fine health. I’m sure she won’t be going anywhere, anytime soon.” She could not tell them what she’d found out today. Not yet. And it was the last thing she wanted to talk about with her siblings, it would only add more fuel to the fire. 

“PanSofia looks great,” Alex piped in. “I ran into her the other day in town.”

“Yes. She may be in her seventies, but she gets around like someone half her age,” said Juliska. “But, um...” she stopped, catching herself. 

Maybe it was better not to say anything. Although they’d all find out about the task the Banon had asked her to do soon enough. Better from her she supposed. But she needed to be careful not to reveal too much.  

“What is it darling?” Her mother waited patiently. 

“Well... PanSofia recently turned down a special job on behalf of the Banon. She decided she was a little uncomfortable with it. I guess her mind is willing but she thinks the body, not so much. Anyway, Banon Havelock asked me to do this task in her place and I’ve agreed to it.”

Her mother took on a worried look. 

“What kind of project?” asked Alex. 

“I can’t really say, yet... the Banon’s request,” she explained. 

“How intriguing,” said Adam, looking
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