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Prologue
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In my life, power has turned out to be more of a curse than a blessing. I get that now. When everything went haywire, I traced it back to a specific moment, a turning point. Picture this: a scorching Fourth of July evening, Independence Day. How ironic that the day meant for freedom marked the beginning of my struggle.

That was the day when my hidden abilities accidentally spilt out, causing the tragic demise of innocent strangers—more than a dozen of them. It was the moment I lost my humanity. From there, a series of life-altering events unfolded, driven by a dark prophecy waiting to be fulfilled.

Destiny led me to encounter three immortal figures—a noble angel, a fearless warrior, and a fallen sorcerer, notorious and twisted. They, like me, carried their own flaws and their own loneliness. Together, we were meant to be a family– the only one I'd ever known.

Yet, the pursuit had already started, and time was ticking away. 

Three... 

Two... 

One...

The countdown has begun.
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SERAPHINA

Someone is following me.

My pulse quickened as I looked back over my shoulder, checking the dark surroundings in the park.

I saw nothing dangerous or suspicious. Nothing ominous at all.

A few dozen strangers were resting on blankets spread across the grass, waiting for the fireworks to begin. Some sat in lawn chairs, with groups of kids playing nearby. The aroma of outdoor grilling mixed with the thick scent of honeysuckle hung deliciously in the warm night air.

The scenery appeared peaceful enough. Yet I couldn’t shake the unmistakable feeling of being followed. A feeling that was driving me insane.

Something or someone is watching.

Something bad...

Another wave of anxiety rose in my chest, causing me to shiver.

Turning my head to look, I continued scanning the park. My breathing hitched, and I felt drops of sweat popping out on my forehead.

It’s coming closer...

“I can’t believe we’re actually about to do it.” Katrina laughed, snapping me out of my worrisome thoughts. “I’ve been dreaming about this forever. Do you think we should rent an apartment?”

The sound of her voice startled me.

Overwhelmed by my anxiety, I’d completely forgotten about my friend walking beside me. My only friend. We’d met in high school the year before.

“I’ll tell you what,” Katrina turned to face me, smiling. “I think we should just live on campus. I want to fully experience college life. You know...the partying, dating, and all the fun.”

Her eyes sparkled in anticipation as she took my elbow, propelling me forward across the street.

Katrina and I had been planning to attend college in the fall. We were like sisters. Different yet similar at the same time.

Being overly protected by our parents, we didn’t really have any friends except one another. Katrina’s dad was in the Coast Guard, so her family had to move to a different location every few years. And each time, Katrina had to get up and abandon all her friends.

As for me...

Well...

My mother was a control freak. Soft-spoken, loving, and gentle, but still a dictator. The one making all the decisions and having complete control over my life.

At the age of nineteen, I was still a child in her eyes. A chickling living under the protective wing of her momma-bird.

A typical millennial, as some might say.

Both Katrina and I craved our independence.

Going off to college was a brilliant idea.

Katrina’s parents could afford to pay for her tuition. My mother couldn’t. She worked as a clerk in the local mall, receiving only a modest salary. I can’t say we ever went hungry, but we weren’t rolling in dough either. I’d spent the last year working in the same mall, selling perfume to ladies who could afford such luxuries and trying to save enough for my college escape.

Katrina planned to major in art.

Me... I didn’t really know what I wanted to take. I had no special talents or abilities to speak of. I was the walking definition of ordinary. Sure, I had a few peculiar quirks, though I seriously doubted any could be counted as talents. I just wanted to get away from my mother, I suppose. To finally become my own person...

“Seraphina. Are you even listening to me?”

Katrina jerked at my arm.

I wasn’t listening. Instead, I was staring around, trying to detect the source of danger that was making my skin crawl.

They’re here.

And they want to hurt you.

My throat clenched.

I could sense a surge of dark energy floating around us. I could feel someone’s eyes fixated on my back.

The air was buzzing with static electricity charged with malevolent intent.

The sensation intensified, overwhelming my senses. My legs became weak.

Katrina grabbed my elbow harder, trying to pull me forward.

“Come on, Seraphina. We need to hurry or risk missing the fireworks.”

I didn’t budge, standing frozen like a statue in the middle of the street.

Someone is approaching.

Something dark and sinister with bad intentions...

I took a deep breath and shook my head, trying to ignore my inner voice.

I knew it couldn’t be real. It was just my vivid, overactive imagination, as always.

“What’s wrong, Seraphina?” Katrina glanced at me. “Are you okay?”

I forced myself to speak. “I... I’m not sure. We’re not safe.”

“Are you kidding me?”

Katrina raised her eyebrows in surprise, looking at the kids chasing one another between the trees. A police car was parked just on the other side of the street. The place was family-friendly and secure.

“We need to leave,” I breathed, my heart jumping in my chest like a rabbit.

“What’s happening, Seraphina? Are you having one of your episodes?”

Episodes.

That’s what Katrina called my strange moments.

It wasn’t the first time I had acted weird. From time to time, I could sense an otherworldly presence. Sometimes, something kind and soothing; at other times, something really evil. Then, of course, there were instances where I might freeze in the middle of the street, watching a rainbow or admiring the clouds. I was smiling like an idiot while soaking up invisible energy I felt snaking all around me.

Most people thought I was eccentric, if not outright crazy. Only Katrina, a seemingly shallow blonde, believed I was completely normal and sane. And she didn’t necessarily consider my high sensitivity to things unseen to be a flaw. She’d never made a mean comment or even so much as rolled her eyes.

“They’re coming for us.”

My voice was quivering.

“Calm down, Seraphina. You know, it’s just your imagination. Come on, we need to hurry. They’re about to start the fireworks.”

She pulled at my arm again, dragging me toward a convenience store at the edge of the parking lot. She was thirsty, so we decided to buy a couple of Cokes.

My stomach turned as yet another wave of cold darkness washed over me.

You’re losing your mind, Seraphina. No one else is having problems here besides you... Get a grip on yourself.

Through the corner of my eye, I saw the dark shadows creeping between the trees. Something wicked and hateful.

“Hello,” someone said.

I froze dead in my tracks, fear gripping my chest, my pulse skyrocketing.

A tall, thin woman stood in our way.

Katrina stopped, blinking in astonishment. We hadn’t noticed her approach. It seemed as if she stepped out of nowhere.

She was smiling, her eyes piercing me with ferocious intensity. She was wearing heels and a gorgeous, expensive-looking gown to go along with a diamond necklace. So glamorous and polished, she looked like she’d come straight from a red carpet-event. She seemed entirely out of place amongst the others here dressed in casual t-shirts and shorts.

My senses became even more alert.

Something seemed fake about this woman–inhuman.

“Hi,” Katrina muttered, obviously perplexed.

The woman’s unblinking eyes still fixed on me, and her artificial smile grew even wider.

“Seraphina Green?”

“Yes.” I nodded. “Have we met?”

Her glassy eyes flickered in excitement.

“It’s her,” she said softly, still wearing that same humourless smile.

Strong hands suddenly grabbed my shoulders from behind. I gasped in shock, turning my head.

A tall, muscular man had a tight grip on me. I hadn’t noticed his approach either. He had a pair of pitch-black evil-looking eyes, an extruding forehead like a caveman, and a strong jaw... the face of a killer. He was a full head taller than me, massive and powerful.

His energy overwhelmed me. I could feel his dark intent, his willingness to do us harm.

A second guy grabbed my other arm, appearing out of the darkness.

Terrified, Katrina opened her mouth to scream and call for help.

The woman reacted instantly, throwing a quick, straight punch into Katrina’s face, knocking my friend out cold.

My heart leapt as I watched Katrina fall to the concrete, limp and motionless.

And I knew at that exact moment my life would never be the same.
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SERAPHINA

Adrenaline surged through my veins like a wild river, causing my heart to race and my breath to quicken. I was taken aback, unable to react as the man with deep, dark eyes pressed his palm against my mouth, silencing me with his huge hand and fingers that seemed unnaturally long and thick. 

“Be quiet. We don’t want to hurt you.”

I didn’t believe him.

He maintained a firm grip on my shoulder, his fingers pressing painfully into my flesh. My eyes were fixated on Katrina’s motionless body.

Are they going to kill us?

The thought filled me with terror.

They forcefully pulled me into the shadowy depths of the alley, my body being propelled forward with every step. The woman in the flowing dress took the lead, her grip firm and unyielding. The darkness of the narrow passageway sent shivers down my spine, my mind filling with stories of terrible things that happened to vulnerable individuals in such secluded places. 

Despite hearing countless tales of assault, rape, and murder in dark alleys, I had always managed to distance myself from the horrifying reality of those events. I never believed such horrors could befall me. I had always assumed those stories were mere cautionary tales for others, distant and unreal. And yet, there I was, entirely at the mercy of my captors as they dragged me deeper into the ominous alleyway. 

As we passed by a few pedestrians, their eyes glanced over us without genuinely seeing the danger that lay before them. The fear and helplessness crept up within me, the sounds of the bustling city fading into the background as I realised that no one was paying attention to what was happening right in front of their eyes. And no one was coming to my aid. It was as if we were invisible to them. Kept from their view by some kind of shield, black magic.

Is magic real?

At the moment, it certainly seemed so to me.

I bravely tried to resist the attackers. With swift movements, I forcefully stamped on the foot of the man with deep, piercing black eyes. I followed up by delivering a powerful kick to his knee. He didn’t seem to notice; neither did he flinch, let alone blink.

His body appeared to be made of rock—solid and invincible. I had never encountered anyone so powerful. His grip on my shoulder was unyielding, effortlessly maintaining control. At the same time, his other hand firmly covered my mouth, silencing any protest. I grabbed his wrist and dug my fingernails into his skin hard.

He didn’t react—he didn’t even so much as frown or glance at me.

He appeared to be utterly oblivious to pain.

“Hurry,” the woman barked, her eyes scanning the street.

They forcibly dragged me through the narrow alley, my back scraping against the rough brick walls. Once we reached a secluded spot, they threw me to the ground, the impact knocking the breath out of me. One of them immediately pinned my arms down, his grip like steel against my skin. The weight of the black-eyed man on top of me was suffocating, pressing me deep into the cold concrete below as he positioned himself over my stomach. I struggled against their hold, but their strength was overwhelming. 

The woman’s sinister gaze never left the lookout post, her sneer sending chills down my spine. Trapped and helpless, I knew there was no escaping their grip. Fear gripped me as I felt their malicious intentions looming over me. My heart raced in terror as the black-eyed man leaned in close, his gaze piercing into mine. 

In the dimly lit alley, I watched in horror as his eyes began to change, glowing a sinister yellow that made my blood run cold. Like a wild animal ready to strike, he held me captive with a look that promised only darkness and despair. I sucked in a ragged breath, unable to look away.

“I’m sorry,” the man said, his eerie eyes boring into me. “We have to do this. We need to make sure.”

His voice sounded soft and apologetic.

A sense of unease washed over me as the once menacing aura surrounding him suddenly shifted, morphing into a different energy altogether. The feeling of danger that had been so intense before seemed to evaporate, leaving me bewildered and confused. It was as if my assailants were merely puppets, controlled by some unseen force pulling the strings from behind the scenes. 

The realisation left me in a state of disorientation, my mind reeling from the flood of conflicting emotions and thoughts crashing against each other. The man raised his arms, and that was when I saw the long, animal-like claws protruding from his fingers.

My heart leapt as another wave of anxiety shot through me.

He’s not human.

“I’m sorry,” he repeated before shredding my shirt with his claws, revealing my skin.

It was odd; the action itself didn’t really frighten me, nor did it make me feel violated or embarrassed. At the moment, all my attention was focused on those black, sharp claws. I felt a wave of astonishment mixed with fascination.

I’d always suspected there was more to life than we could see. I could always feel some indescribable otherworldly presence. I wasn’t so crazy after all.

It was as if a magical painting had come to life before my eyes as the multicoloured fireworks burst into the night sky. The vibrant hues danced across the darkness, creating a mesmerising spectacle. The sound of strangers applauding nearby added to the surreal ambience, their joyous laughter echoing through the alleyway. Despite the festive atmosphere surrounding me, I couldn't shake the feeling of being trapped in a nightmarish scenario, the shadows of the alley closing in around me. Still wearing that apologetic expression, the man ran a claw across his own wrist. Droplets of his black, thick blood fell on my chest.

I just watched, feeling numb and indifferent.

I suppose the human capacity to become frightened has its limitations. I must have reached my limit in that alley, being capable of feeling only a cold detachment from the situation. 

It was a wicked hallucination where nothing seemed natural, and the real world seemed like it was a million miles away, existing in a separate place and time. 

“Damn it, Growl,” the woman spat. “Can’t you hurry?”

“Shut up, Snark,” the black-eyed man, apparently named Growl, growled. “I need to concentrate.”

He started to etch enigmatic symbols onto my skin, tracing intricate patterns with his blood. As he muttered incomprehensible words under his breath, a surge of electricity coursed through my body, causing my spine to contort and a pained cry to escape my lips. What’s happening to me? What has he done?

My body quivered. I felt a surge of power coming from within. Something dark and evil was awakening, something I couldn’t control.

“Stop,” I muttered. “Please.”

The man's hushed words filled the air as he finished tracing the intricate symbols. A sensation of prickling on my skin caused a shiver to run down my spine. Suddenly, a surge of warmth began to build within me, starting from my chest and spreading throughout my entire being, as if every cell was being bathed in a wave of intense energy. The sensation of pain and exhilaration overwhelmed me. I closed my eyes, unable to suppress the changes. It felt as if I’d been asleep all those years, trapped in a weak human body. And now I was becoming something more. Finally!

I lost all control. And I willingly embraced the feeling.

“It’s her!” I heard the woman yell. “She’s a fire sorceress!”

I must have blacked out at that moment.

What happened next was a blur. A chain of chaotic events that made no sense.

As I reflect on that fateful night, the memory of a raging inferno igniting in the narrow alleyway comes rushing back. Growl and his comrades were in a frenzy, scrambling to escape the encroaching flames, their panicked voices echoing through the turmoil. But for me, as I strolled leisurely through the park bathed in a surreal, incandescent glow, a sense of serenity enveloped me. The scorching heat of the flames licked at my hair, skin, and clothing, yet somehow, miraculously, they remained unscathed. 

A strange sense of euphoria surged through me, igniting a joy I had never experienced before. At that moment, it felt as though the barriers holding back my untapped power had crumbled away. The exhilaration of the flames coursing through me, propelling me towards a destiny I had always yearned for. Nothing could stand in my way as I embraced the transformation, revelling in the newfound sense of liberation. As I gazed up at the night sky, it seemed to mirror the intense beauty of the inferno below. The golden flames danced and flickered like ethereal fireworks, illuminating the darkness with a mesmerising brilliance. The stars above shimmered in approval, bearing witness to my rebirth in the fiery embrace of the night. I was laughing, feeling exhilarated. I’d never felt so happy before. The barriers restricting my inner power were broken. And nothing could stop me from becoming who I’d always meant to be.

The night felt beautiful. Filled with golden flames, fireworks, and shimmering stars.

I also seem to recall people screaming and running away. I couldn’t understand why they were trying to avoid my magnificent fire. How could they be frightened of something so wonderful and perfect? Didn’t they want to become one with it? To immerse themselves in its beauty?

Katrina's urgent voice jolted me awake from my dreamlike haze. I could hear her frantic screams piercing through the air, pleading for assistance as the relentless flames crept closer towards her. My heart raced as I watched in disbelief, struggling to comprehend the terror unfolding before my eyes.

"Seraphina!" Her desperate plea tore through the chaos, my mind finally registering the imminent danger she was facing. 

Without a second thought, I propelled myself towards her, the searing heat threatening to consume her fragile form. With trembling limbs, I threw myself over her, my body acting as a feeble barrier against the merciless blaze. The rush of adrenaline coursed through me, overpowering the exhaustion that weighed heavily on my limbs. In that moment of instinctive protection, I felt a surge of determination and fear for Katrina's safety. The flames flickered and roared menacingly, but I refused to let them engulf her. Suddenly, the spell was broken, and fatigue overcame me, causing my arms and legs to shake.

Somebody screamed again on the other side of the street.

I looked around and finally saw what was happening.

I watched, frozen in horror, as I witnessed families trapped in the inferno, their screams drowned out by the relentless crackling of the flames. In the chaos, some managed to escape, their panicked cries echoing through the night as they desperately searched for their loved ones. All the while, colourful fireworks continued to burst in the sky, a stark contrast to the devastation below. My stomach twisted into knots as I froze, paralysed by the horrible realisation.

Innocent people were dying in that fire. Kids and parents alike.

And there was only one responsible for the tragedy. Only one to blame.

It was me!
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SERAPHINA

I’m a murderer. A cold-blooded murderer.

I could still hear their screams when I opened my eyes.

The sterile, antiseptic smell of the hospital filtered through the air as I lay on the unforgiving gurney, my body enveloped in a crisp white sheet. An IV needle protruded from my arm, a stark reminder of my current predicament. My head spun with dizziness, the world around me a fuzzy blur as I tried in vain to shake off the lingering taste of ash in my mouth. I weakly attempted to sit up, but my strength failed me, sending me crashing back down onto the thin mattress. Exhaustion weighed heavily on me, immobilising my limbs and clouding my vision. The sterile hospital room seemed to close in around me as I battled to regain my senses. 

What has happened to me?

Memories surged into my head, stabbing through my consciousness like sharp knives.

It was all my fault.

I killed all those innocent people.

The mysterious beings, those strange creatures, who attacked me had unleashed a darkness within me, stirring an ancient and malevolent force that had been locked deep inside of me. A sinister fire now raged within my soul, blazing with destructive power and voraciously consuming all in its wake. The devastation wrought by this newfound evil was relentless and lethal, leaving only ash and despair in its wake.

I am a cold-blooded killer, a being that does not belong in the realm of humanity; I’m not human. The sudden realisation hit me like a tidal wave, sending shivers down my spine as tears streamed down my face. It felt as though my entire world was crumbling before my eyes, leaving me feeling lost and confused. My world was collapsing all around me. Everything I’d ever believed in had been forever altered. The core of my beliefs had been shattered, leaving me feeling frightened and exposed, unable to make sense of the chaos surrounding me. Questions swirled in my mind - Who am I? Where is Katrina? Where is my mother? An unsettling feeling of dread washed over me, and I could feel the familiar surge of heat building up in my chest.

No, not again.

I couldn’t release it. Not here, not now.

I was inside a hospital containing hundreds of innocent people. If I had released my powers and conjured another fire, the consequences would have been catastrophic.

Calm down, Seraphina.

Just breathe, breathe, and relax.

I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself. To subdue the darkness brewing inside. I concentrated on controlling my thoughts and my emotions. 

Am I some kind of monster?

As the door creaked open, a gentle breeze swept into the room, carrying the sweet scent of antiseptic. In the doorway stood a nurse, her face illuminated with a warm smile that seemed to bring instant comfort. She spoke softly, her words a soothing melody that I struggled to comprehend in my dazed state. Desperately, I tried to talk to her about the events that had transpired, the guilt weighing heavily on my conscience. But my words seemed to fall on deaf ears as the nurse continued with her reassurances, oblivious to the darkness that lurked in my heart. 

Suddenly, a doctor burst into the room, his authoritative presence commanding attention. His eyes widened in disbelief as he examined my injuries, marvelling at the fact that I had survived the fire with only minor burns on my arm. He spoke of a miracle, of how I had narrowly escaped death in the fire that was blamed on a stray firework gone awry. But deep down, I knew the truth, the unspeakable truth that I was responsible for the devastation that had engulfed me. But I knew fireworks weren’t the source.

That would be me. I had killed all those poor people.

I was crying like a baby. The doctor thought I was still in shock. Traumatised by the tragedy. He kept repeating how fortunate I was.

“Where’s Katrina?” I whispered.

I wanted to yell, but my voice had failed me. I could only produce a soft whisper.

Nobody knew who Katrina was. And no one could tell me what had happened to her.

Did I kill my friend—my only friend?

I was verging on hysterics. Then, a needle penetrated my skin, and I fell asleep.

As my awareness returned, the soft glow of evening sunlight bathed the room. I found myself nestled in the comfort of my bed, my arm wrapped snugly in bandages, and a slight dizziness clouding my thoughts. The door creaked open, and in a whirlwind of movement, my mother hurried into the room. The sight of her familiar face filled me with a sense of overwhelming gratitude and reassurance.

"Oh, baby,” she breathed, sitting down in a chair placed beside my bed. “Are you okay?”

She was a smallish woman, a full head shorter than myself. Though she always projected some hidden strength, something bold and defiant, “I’m fine,” I muttered. “I just have a few burns.”

“Burns?” Her intense eyes bore into mine. 

“Burned by fire?”

“Yes.” I looked at her, feeling confused. “What’s wrong?” I asked, watching her closely. 

“Nothing. I’m so thankful you’re okay.”

She took my hand, her eyes still filled with worry.

“Mom,” I bit my lip, unable to find the right words. “Something horrible happened. I don’t know how to explain it.”

Her eyes, ordinarily wide, grew even larger as fear coursed through her veins. A nervous swallow caused her complexion to visibly pale, the colour draining from her cheeks. Tremors of fear rippled through her as she quivered slightly, unable to hide the unmistakable terror in her gaze. 

“You have to trust me, Seraphina. You need to tell me exactly what happened.”

Although she spoke in a soothing tone, there was a sense of underlying desperation in her voice that sent my heart racing. It felt as though she knew the dark secret of what had been done to me. 

“I caused that fire,” I blurted. “I killed all those people."

I divulged every detail that I could recall to her. As I spoke, my mother sat in attentive silence, her complexion paling as she absorbed the information. 

“It wasn’t your fault, sweetheart,” she whispered. “Don’t blame yourself. You just don’t understand how to control your power yet.”

Wait, what?

I gazed at my mother in disbelief, searching for any hint of amusement in her eyes. I had been eager to share my tale, hoping for a light-hearted response that would dismiss my growing unease. I anticipated her gentle reassurance that it was all in my head, a figment of my vivid imagination. Yet, to my shock, she did not brush off my panic and worry. Instead, she solemnly acknowledged that I was the one at fault for the raging fire.

My head felt like it was ready to explode. “Mom,” I muttered. “What’s happening to me? What am I?”

“You’re my sweet daughter. And I won’t let anyone hurt you.” She paused, a loving tenderness in her large eyes. “I thought we’d have a little more time,” she muttered, almost to herself. “But those bastards have found you. We have to leave, Seraphina.”

Bastards... Had my mother just cussed? She’d never done that before in front of me. She was like a completely different person. 

“You know what happened, don’t you?” I glared at her. “I sense you do know. Please tell me everything!” I demanded.

“It was an accident—something you couldn’t control. Get dressed. We need to leave. I’ve brought some of your clothes.”

She handed me a fresh t-shirt and jeans. I noticed a large travel bag resting beside her chair.

“Why do we need to leave? Mom, what’s happening?”

“We don’t have time for questions, Seraphina. We need to move. They may return at any moment. If they’ve managed to detect you at that park, they won’t have any trouble finding you in this hospital.”

“What are you talking about?”

I called out to her, but she remained silent. Slowly, I sat up on the crisp white hospital bed, the thin cotton fabric of the t-shirt and jeans she had given me brushing against my skin. The burns on my arm throbbed with sharp pain, each movement reminding me of the fire that had engulfed me. My head still felt dizzy, the world spinning around me in a haze. It was clear that I was in no condition to leave the safety of the hospital just yet. 

“Mom, just explain what’s happening.”

“Hurry, Seraphina. We’re not safe.”

I recalled the woman in the park repeating, "Hurry, hurry..."

“Did I cause that fire?”

“Yes.”

My stomach churned as a bit of nausea rose in my throat.

“I need to find Katrina,” I stated.

“She’s in a different hospital. And she’ll be okay. You saved her, Seraphina.”

I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts.

“How? What am I, Mom? Why didn’t I die in that fire? I was walking right through it, and I wasn’t badly burned,” I said, almost shouting at her to answer me or at least acknowledge my questions. “What saved me?”

My mother's face contorted with sadness as she turned to me, her eyes filled with pain and anguish. “I have no idea,” she murmured, smiling. “Perhaps it was your Guardian Angel.”

My Guardian Angel...

I always knew something had been protecting me.

Someone had saved my life when I was ten...

The distant memory flashed across my mind like it happened yesterday.
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SERAPHINA

Nine years ago...

The chilly January morning felt refreshing as I made the decision to skip school. The hostile atmosphere in the classroom pushed me to seek solace elsewhere, away from the teasing and conflict. As I strolled down the street, I couldn't help but marvel at the picturesque scenery surrounding me. The aftermath of the previous day's snowfall had transformed the rooftops into a pristine white canvas, resembling a dusting of powdered sugar. The vibrant red berries peeking out from the evergreen shrubs added a festive touch reminiscent of colourful candy treats. The entire scene appeared straight out of a holiday postcard, enveloping me in a sense of peace and tranquillity. A smile crept across my face as I soaked in the surreal beauty, feeling content as delicate snowflakes gently kissed my coat. 

Seraphina...

Somebody or something was calling my name.

The words seemed to echo inside my mind rather than reach my ears. I paused and spun around, my breath visible in the cold air. The street lay empty and still, devoid of any signs of life. Not a single car had driven by, and no one peered out from any nearby windows. The silence was so intense that it seemed as if the whole world had been stripped of sound.

Seraphina...

I couldn’t resist that overwhelming voice.

Something was luring me, commanding me to follow it.

So I did.

I trusted the voice as I shut my eyes, letting it guide me into the unknown. And when I finally opened them, I found myself transported to the centre of a vast frozen lake. The icy expanse stretched endlessly in all directions, glistening white under the pale winter sun. Confusion gripped me as I tried to make sense of my surroundings. How did I end up here? What was the meaning behind this strange turn of events? Before I could ponder further, a loud, ominous crack echoed through the stillness. I looked down in horror as the ice beneath my feet shattered into a spiderweb of fractures, threatening to engulf me in freezing depths. It was as if the very ground I stood on had betrayed me, turning from solid to treacherous in an instant.

And I fell into the icy water.

I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t so much as move, being stunned and disoriented.

The water burned my skin, taking my breath away. Most people usually think that the icy water makes you cold, but it actually feels more like fire. Scorching my skin and causing my heart to race.

I’m about to die.

A sudden jolt of realisation ripped through my mind, igniting a surge of panic that propelled my limbs into frantically thrashing about in the frigid water. The urgent need to escape the icy depths overwhelmed me. With every ounce of strength I possessed, I fought against the suffocating pressure that threatened to crush my chest. As I struggled to swim upwards, my vision blurred as my head collided with the unforgiving barrier of solid ice above me. Trapped in a nightmarish world of freezing darkness, a sense of desperation and helplessness enveloped me as I gasped for the precious oxygen that seemed so agonisingly out of reach. 

My lungs burned, my body screamed for air, and the chilling reality of my impending fate pressed down upon me with merciless weight. Time was slipping away, and the inescapable truth of my diminishing breath consumed me with a primal fear that tightened its grip with each fleeting moment. I suddenly felt a pair of bony hands gripping my ankles from below and pulling me down. Someone was trying to drown me. Someone evil. My consciousness began to fade. And then, a strong arm grabbed my wrist and yanked me up out of the water.

I saw the pale figure of a man and snowflakes dancing in the air. And I felt a soothing presence—someone warm and comforting, holding me. I sensed feelings of love and compassion.

I closed my eyes and leaned my head gently against the shoulder of the unfamiliar person. I wrapped my arms tenderly around his neck, finding solace in his embrace. 

“Thank you,” I whispered. “I love you."

I must have surrendered to a moment of unconsciousness as I found myself suddenly sprawled across the wooden planks of our front porch. The gentle touch of my mother's worried hands urged me back to consciousness. As I slowly regained my senses, I realised that my clothing was completely saturated, droplets of water pooling around me. 

“Someone saved me,” I muttered, smiling. 

“I went under the ice, and someone brought me back... someone nice and warm.”

My mother’s face turned ghastly pale as a haunted expression crept over her.

“Well,” she sighed, pulling me up to my feet. “Perhaps it was your Guardian Angel.”

From a young age, I felt a sense of unease around my mother, sensing that she was harbouring some kind of secret. Instead of disclosing the truth, she would weave elaborate tales about angels to deflect from the truth. As a ten-year-old, my life felt shrouded in mystery and uncertainty, with hidden truths lurking just beneath the surface.

That same day, we packed our meagre belongings and left the state.

We’ve been on the run for nine years.

***
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“It wasn’t really an angel who saved me, was it?” I asked.

“No.”

We were speeding down a highway. It was drizzling.

My mother sat concentrated behind the wheel, her gaze unwavering on the path ahead. I reclined in the passenger seat, resting my head against the cold window. Absorbed by the mesmerising pattern of raindrops cascading down the glass, I watched as other vehicles whizzed by, fading into the obscurity of the night. The sense of urgency was palpable as we embarked on yet another hasty escape. Our once cosy apartment and familiar surroundings were swiftly becoming a thing of the past. In the aftermath of our recent hospital visit, it didn't take long before we hastily gathered our essentials and hit the road once more, abandoning most of our possessions in our wake. With a heavy heart, we bid farewell to our former lives, uncertain of what lay ahead on our journey to an unknown destination.

My eyes filled with tears.

I’ve been on the run for so long...

“Why didn’t I burn in the park, Mom? What saved me?”

“Let me focus on the road, Seraphina.” Her voice sounded harsh and urgent. “I’ll explain everything later.”

I pursed my lips, turning away.

My mother was a skilled driver, seemingly gliding effortlessly down the road with a serene confidence. I had never known her to be in a car accident, a testament to her careful and attentive driving. She didn't need to be entirely silent to concentrate on the road; instead, she seemed to be lost in deep contemplation, her mind weaving through thoughts and ideas as she navigated the highway.

I swallowed hard, trying to suppress my growing frustration.

My entire life had been one big lie, surrounded by dark secrets.

My mother was the closest person to me I’d ever known. And I no longer knew exactly who she was. I couldn’t trust her.

Damn...

For that matter, I could no longer trust myself.

I had no idea who or what I was. The only thing I knew for sure was that I wasn’t entirely human. And I most certainly didn’t belong in this beautiful world...

My mother and I typically change locations every six months or so.

From a young age, she regaled me with tales of her tumultuous upbringing filled with abuse and neglect from her own family. I would shudder as she recounted how my grandparents, whom she painted as villainous figures, would try to take me away under the cover of darkness. The thought of being forcibly separated from my devoted mother haunted me like a recurring nightmare. 

As I grew older, she began to weave a new story, citing our frequent moves as necessary in search of employment opportunities. But how difficult could it be to find a simple job, such as working as a store clerk, I wondered. The fear of being ripped away from my only source of love and security lingered in the back of my mind, casting a shadow over my teenage years.

No matter where we landed and who I met, I knew they’d soon become a distant memory. I couldn’t allow myself to become too close to anyone.

And over time, I ceased even trying to make friends.

Until I met Katrina.

That girl changed everything.

She’d given me hope—an overwhelming desire to become strong and independent.

What happened to her? Will she be okay?

That night in the park was just another chapter in the familiar tale of strange happenings that seemed to follow me wherever I went. From as far back as I could recall, there had always been a mysterious energy lingering in the air around me, making itself known in subtle but undeniable ways.

Something had been following me—something evil.

At times, I could feel that familiar, loving presence that enveloped me in the sense of comfort and reassurance, reminiscent of the day when I had nearly lost my life in the deep waters of the lake. It was as if the same protective force that had pulled me from the brink of death was watching over me once again.

Having no other friends, I used to anticipate those visits. I felt like someone loving and virtuous had been near me, and I welcomed that feeling. It helped me survive my loneliness. And to feel less like an outcast. Sometimes, I’d close my eyes and speak in my mind to that soothing presence. The entity had never answered, so I had no idea whether or not it was really kind or evil. But one thing I knew for sure was that I was in love with it. And I didn’t really care what it was.

“It must be your Guardian Angel,” my mother used to say.

And I’d believed her. Until recently, anyway, I used to believe everything my mother said.

“You don’t believe in angels.” I gave my mother a hard look. “We don’t even go to church.”

She pursed her lips, snorting. “It doesn’t require faith to believe in angels. I know they exist. I’ve seen them.”

I had no idea what my mother was talking about.

“But you say it wasn’t an angel protecting me from the fire yesterday?”

“No.” Feeling confused, I tried to ask more questions. “Stop asking, Seraphina. Just let me drive.”

That was the moment when I decided to keep my mouth shut. I realised that my mother wasn't going to divulge any valuable information unless she was truly ready. We spent the entire night driving, making a few stops for gas and bathroom breaks along the way. 

As the sun began to peek over the horizon, we checked into a cheap motel and started unpacking. It was then that my mother reached into her suitcase and pulled out a gun, placing it in my hands. 

“Take it, Seraphina. It’s loaded.” Her voice sounded tired.

I’d had lessons and knew how to handle a gun. Still, seeing the forty-five in my mother’s hands gave me a bit of a shock. I never knew she owned a gun. It was again a nothing secret she’d kept from me.

“Where are we heading to?” I asked, my voice hollow and tired.

“Mexico. Or maybe Costa Rica.”

I took a deep breath, trying to conceal my astonishment.

“I don’t speak Spanish,” I muttered.

“I do.” My mother smiled.

I stared at her in surprise. “You know Spanish?”

“Yes, of course. I know many of the common languages humans speak.”

I looked her straight in the eye, feeling as if something was dying inside me. The way she said the word humans made me realise she had been holding something back from me my entire life.

“I’m not completely human, am I?”

“No.” My mother shook her head. “You’re a sorceress from a place called Veiled Abyss, Seraphina. And it’s time for you to finally know the truth.”
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SERAPHINA

“A sorceress?” My voice trembled. “What are you telling me? I’m a sorceress?”

She ignored my question.

“Seraphina. Please go over with me again what happened last night. Describe your assailants as best you can.”

I sat on the bed, folding my arms across my chest and giving her a frown.

“Not so fast. First, you tell me what’s happening. I’m sick and tired of living in the dark. I want answers.”

“Seraphina. Just do as I ask. It’s the only way for us to remain alive. What happened?”

My throat tightened.

We found ourselves facing a dire situation, a sense of imminent peril. The urgency in my mother's voice was unmistakable, sending shivers down my spine as she spoke. Usually composed and rational, her demeanour now conveyed a deep sense of dread and alarm. The anxiety in her eyes, usually bright and sharp, now gleamed with a fearful intensity, a stark contrast to her usual calm composure. Something was seriously amiss, and the gravity of the situation was evident in her every gesture and expression.

Whatever dark secret it was, she was desperately trying to shield me from its terrifying truth. I summoned all my courage and managed to force my trembling lips apart, detailing every minute detail of the menacing figures who had attacked me.

After I’d finished, my mother took a long breath, looking old and exhausted.

“Who were those men?” I asked, trying to catch her gaze.

“They weren’t men. They were shapeless. Ageless creatures are devoid of permanent form. I’m certain someone sent them to attack you. They’re too stupid to act on their own. And their leader must want to take you, honey.”

My hands began to shake as I looked at her.

“My attackers weren’t humans?”

“No.”

“And neither am I."

“Not exactly.”

I nervously nibbled on my bottom lip, trying to contain the rising panic in my chest. The familiar surroundings that had once provided comfort were now fading into the background, leaving me feeling untethered. The impending revelation weighed heavily on my mind, filling me with a sense of impending doom. 

“What am I then, mother?” I asked, squeezing my eyes shut as if to shield myself from the answer. I was dreading her reply but needed to know at the same time.

Her large, tired eyes finally met mine.

“You’re a fire sorceress, Seraphina. The last of your kind. You possess a tremendous gift to control fire—the most dangerous and prohibited magic in all the known worlds. I don’t know precisely how much power you inherited. I cast a restraining spell on you when you were a baby to block your abilities. But I always knew the day would come—the day when you’d unleash your powers. And the hunt for you has just begun.” She paused, her eyes saddened. “There are many out there hoping to use you as a weapon. The shapeless are among them. Their leader wants to have you and your abilities at his disposal. It was the shapeless who broke my spell, invoking your powers.”

My mouth was dry. “I can’t control fire. I killed innocent people,” I whispered, shaking my head. “Who were those shapeless? Where did they come from?”

"From the Veiled Abyss. You weren’t born into this world, Seraphina. You’re the daughter of Veiled Abyss. As am I. I escaped and have been hiding here amongst humans. Pretending to be an ordinary woman, trying to hide you... to protect you from all the dangers our world contains. But I always knew the time would come when they’d finally find you. It was unavoidable. I was just hoping this would happen a bit later.”

“Are you a sorceress, too?”

“Yes. Though not nearly as powerful as you, You must have inherited your abilities from your father.”

I nodded slowly, trying to wrap my mind around what I was hearing.

This is why we’ve been on the move. We’re being hunted by unseen enemies from another realm.

Anger rose within me.

“Why hide this from me? Why not just tell me the truth?”

“I had no choice in the matter, Seraphina. I needed to keep you safe.”

“Safe?” I questioned, my voice rising. “By keeping me in the dark? How was that supposed to keep me safe?” I screamed my questions at her, losing control of all my feelings.

My mother closed her eyes, taking a breath before she answered me. “Whatever I did, I did to protect you.”

“I trusted you! I thought you were the one person in the world I could fully trust. And you’ve betrayed me. You’re nothing but a liar,” I cried. “How can I be sure that you’re not lying to me now or that you won’t lie to me again in the future?”

“I’ve kept you alive, Seraphina. I sacrificed everything for you. All just to keep you safe and give you a chance to flourish. You’re the only thing I’ve been living for.”

“You’ve turned me into a freak.” I rose to my feet. “The weird girl without friends... and no idea what to do. I don’t even know who or what I really am.”

“You’re my baby girl. And quite possibly the most powerful sorceress in the universe.”

“Who was my father?”

She smiled sadly, looking away. “It doesn’t really matter, Seraphina.”

Seeing the sadness in my mother's eyes and the suffocating feeling of sorrow and grief in the room made me feel guilty for demanding so many answers from her, but I still have to know.

“Who was he? Tell me!”

“We don’t have time for arguments. The shapeless know who you are. And they won’t stop until they have you. We need to stay focused.”

I sank heavily onto the bed, my mind a tangle of confusion. As my mother meticulously unpacked her suitcase, my eyes widened in astonishment when she pulled out a sparkling crystal ball. How had I never known she possessed such a mystical object? 

“Come here,” she said firmly.

I rose to my feet and sat beside her, watching intently.

My mother was a vision of beauty, with her petite, curvy figure and long, flowing hair that cascaded down her back like a waterfall of silk. Her features were delicate and symmetrical, exuding a radiance that seemed to light up any room she entered. In stark contrast, I was tall and lanky, with dark, untamed locks that never seemed to cooperate. My lips were thin, and my eyes were small and unremarkable, blending into the background like a nondescript bystander in a crowd. 

I was constantly overshadowed by my mother's undeniable beauty, feeling like an afterthought in her presence. It was hard to fathom how someone so stunning could have possibly given birth to someone as plain and unremarkable as me. I often found myself wondering how I could ever hope to live up to her stunning legacy. 

“What are you doing?” I asked.

My mother placed her hands on the crystal ball with her eyes closed.

“In Veiled Abyss,” she said, “predicting the future was my field of expertise. There are different types of sorceresses out there. Assault sorceresses are the ones who use their powers as weapons. Healing sorceresses, elemental sorceresses, psychics... I used to be a seer type.”

“You can see the future?” I asked, stunned.

“Not exactly. Only possible variants of the future.”

I bit my lip, watching her in astonishment.

Anxiety built like a storm within the room, the very air crackling with energy. The pressure was palpable, causing my ears to pop and my mother to grimace under the strain. Her fingers were gripped tightly around the shimmering crystal ball as if holding on for dear life. 

“You’ll have three protectors, Seraphina,” she said in a haunted voice. “A Guardian Angel will come to help you... You should trust him. And another... a warrior.”

I held myself tightly, feeling a chill that was not just from the cool air. The room was filled with otherworldly energy, something powerful and foreboding that seemed to swirl around me like a mysterious mist. 

“What does it all mean?” I asked in a hushed whisper.

“Just keep quiet and listen, Seraphina. My words will make sense to you at some point,” she paused, frowning, her hands quivering. “You’ll have enemies as well, powerful ones, hoping to use and defeat you. You must follow a traitor. The traitor will help you find the right path.”

Her eyes suddenly snapped open, and her expression was horrified.

“Salamander,” she blurted. “The demon Salamander will be coming after you!”

“Who?” I whispered, looking around the room as if I expected him to jump out right in front of me.

“A fire demon. He is the last of his kind. His true name is Lundefel. He’ll attempt to seduce and submit you.”

I was utterly captivated, my gaze fixed on my mother as she concentrated on the task at hand. Her posture and focused expression made her appear almost mystical, like a sorceress peering into her magical crystal ball. Her eyes seemed to shimmer with a mysterious inner light, and her long, flowing hair cascaded over her face and down her shoulders, giving her an air of ancient wisdom. 

I longed to delve into the world of magic, to seek her guidance and unravel the secrets she held. Yet, time was not on our side. The hunt had already commenced, and the threat of our enemies lurked in the shadows, ready to strike at any moment. Despite my yearning for knowledge, the urgency of the situation left no room for hesitation.

"No," my mother gasped. “No matter how I read it, Seraphina, I can only see Salamander devouring you... becoming your eternal master. He’ll make you his slave, and you’ll be a willing participant,” she started breathing heavily. “You’ll sign your life away in blood.”

“What?”

She slowly pushed away the glistening crystal ball that was cradled in her palm, her fingers trembling as she reached out to grasp my hands. As she locked eyes with me, the pain and anguish etched on her face was like a raw, open wound, making my heart ache in sympathy. 

“Listen to me, Seraphina,” she urged. “Listen and remember. These words could mean the difference between life and death.”

I stared back at her, feeling surreal. This has got to be a weird dream, and I will wake up soon. 

“Whatever you do,” my mother said, “never agree to become Salamander’s slave. Should you do so, you’ll be forever bonded to him. He’ll own your mind, body and soul as well as your powers.”

My mind was a whirlwind as I sat in silence, utterly captivated by the haunting melody of her voice. Each word she spoke sent shivers down my spine, stirring up a flurry of thoughts and emotions within me. 

“Our time together is coming to an end, Seraphina. I’m not strong enough to protect you. Trust your instincts and believe in your powers. And follow the angel. Allow him to protect you. And let the Orlando help you overcome your fears.”

"Mom," I whispered anxiously, my nerves getting the best of me.

I knew in that instant that my life was forever changed. Her smile was warm and inviting as she placed a smooth, jet-black stone in the palm of my hand. As I looked down at it, the stone gleamed in the light, revealing intricate patterns and details. It was an Orlando, a rare and precious gem that held untold power and significance. I felt a sense of wonder and awe wash over me, knowing that this small stone would shape the course of my destiny in ways I couldn't even begin to imagine. 

“You’ll have three guardians, Seraphina. Only together will you be able to overcome the darkness.”

Her delicate touch on my face was gentle and tender as she leaned in to kiss my cheek, but the look in her eyes held a deep sense of despair that sent shivers down my spine. I found myself unable to look away from her gaze, the unease in my stomach growing with each passing moment. 

There was a feeling of foreboding in the air, a sense that something was amiss. The premonition seemed to be missing a vital piece of information, leaving me feeling anxious and on edge. As I leaned in closer, my hands shook with nervous anticipation, unsure of what was to come. My mother's eyes are filled with sorrow and despair, something my mother had never shown me before. She’s always been a master at hiding her feelings. But today, she wasn’t. 

“You said three guardians, mother... An angel, a warrior, and someone else. Who’s the third? Who is he?”

“I don’t know... I couldn’t see him clearly.”

Her soft fingers delicately traced the contours of my face, a tender gesture that mirrored the love she held for me. There was a sadness in her smile, a distant look in her eyes that seemed to reflect a sense of resignation. It was as if she had made peace with the possibility of sacrificing herself for my well-being. The sound of footsteps approaching in the corridor drew our attention, breaking the intimate moment between us. 

“It’s too late,” she said in a faraway tone of voice. “I’m so sorry, Seraphina. Please forgive me. Everything I’ve done was done out of love. I love you so much, my baby. I only wanted to protect you and keep you safe.”

I watched as tears slid down the corners of her eyes.

It was the first time I’d seen my mother cry.

A moment later, the door burst open as two shapeless men rushed inside the room.
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Chapter 6
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SERAPHINA

They’ve found us!

I instantly recognised them both.

The evil woman who had orchestrated the attack in the park was now standing before me, clad in the same dress as that fateful night. Her eyes, sharp and filled with malice, locked onto me with an intensity that sent shivers down my spine. Beside her stood the silent accomplice who had assisted in my capture, his presence exuding a sense of foreboding and danger that seemed to flood the very air around us. At that moment, I knew that I was not only in the presence of evil but also in grave danger.

I gasped, staring at the assailants, not knowing what to do.

“Take her,” the woman barked.

“Leave us be, beasts!” My mother shouted.

I stared at her in disbelief.

I had never witnessed my typically composed and gentle mother unleash such a fierce display of anger. Without warning, she rose to her feet, positioning herself protectively in front of me as she faced off against the shadowy figure. In her hand glinted a razor-sharp dagger, a weapon unfamiliar to my eyes. 

It was as if she had conjured it out of thin air, a testament to her supernatural abilities as a sorceress. The unknown woman before us dared to advance, a vicious snarl contorting her features. In a swift and calculated motion, my mother hurled the blade through the air, its trajectory unerring as it found its mark dead centre between the intruder's eyes. With a sickening thud, the woman crumpled to the ground, lifeless and inert, a black stream trickling from the fatal wound on her forehead.

I clamped my hand over my mouth, just watching in shock.

My mother is a killer.

I don’t know why the thought surprised me so much.

The silent figure lunged at her, but she deftly sidestepped his charge, her movements quick and fluid. With a swift motion, she delivered a powerful elbow to his face, yet he stood unfazed. In a primal display, he grabbed hold of her shoulders, drawing her in close with a menacing growl. 

Displaying surprising strength and agility, Mom swiftly brought her knee up, striking the creature in a vulnerable spot. Following up with a forceful headbutt, she finally caused him to recoil, releasing her from his grasp. I watched in disbelief, my back pressed against the wall as the scene unfolded before me. 

As the creature regained his composure and lunged again, Mom quickly countered, using his own momentum to throw him to the ground with a powerful hip throw. The sound of splintering wood echoed in the room as he crashed onto a table, momentarily incapacitated. I stared at my mother in awe, realising I had never truly known her strength or capabilities. She’d kept her powerful side a secret all of my life.

Approaching the fallen figure, Mom swiftly dispatched him with a precise kick to the head, rendering him unconscious. My attention was drawn to movement near the
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