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      Dear Diary,

      I think there is something wrong with Mommy. She is sadder now. Sometimes I hear her crying when she thinks that I went to sleep. She cries so much that sometimes I hear her make noises like she is about to throw up. I run in when I hear that and wrap her in a big hug. It is scary.

      I don’t know if she thinks that she is hiding it from me, but she is doing a really bad job of hiding it. She cries so loudly that she could wake me from my sleep with how loud she is. But I still love her. I still love my Mommy.

      There is nothing to be sad about though. I think that is the thing that confuses me the most. I know that Mommy has been working really hard, but everything is fine here in the house. Maybe she had something that is going on at work? Is this one of those adult things that I just will never understand? Is it something that I will understand when I am older? I have no clue. I hope something changes. I hope that something changes and then Mommy will be happy again and she will smile more.
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      Dear Diary,

      Mommy is dead. She passed some time in the middle of the night. The doctors said something about overdosing or something like that, but I cannot understand anything that they said. I feel so alone. Who is going to take care of me? Who is going to wrap me up in a big, warm hug, when I have a bad dream?

      Everything feels big and scary. I feel like I am at the top of a rollercoaster. You know the moment when you are at the top of a rollercoaster, the moment before you go down the big drop? When your stomach is where your heart is supposed to be and all the air is trapped in your chest and there is nothing you can do other than pray to God that you don’t die.

      Every moment that I spend without Mommy feels like that.

      I have met a lot of people since Mommy died. They say that they are going to send me to some place, someplace where “children like me” can get training and learn and be with other kids that are just like us. But the thing is I don’t understand what they mean when they say “children like me” I don’t understand what they mean when they say that. It is all so confusing.

      I wish that Mommy was here. She would be able to tell all these people to leave me alone. I wish that Mommy was here. I am going to miss her forever.
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      Dear Diary,

      Today is the anniversary of Mommy’s death. There is a part of me, a part of me that is angry and tired and just wants to fight everything that she sees, that is angry at Mommy. I am mad that she left me. I am mad that she took the pills. I know what overdose means now. She took too much of a medicine and it killed her. And I know that the doctor always tells you how much of a medicine that needs to be taken and still she took more than she was supposed to.

      There is a part of me that refuses to miss Mommy because she made her choice and it was not me. I hate her, but then I remember those moments before she died. The moments when she would hug me. The time when she would look me in the eyes and smile and everything would feel like it was going to be okay. Those are the moments that I remember, those are the moments when I miss Mommy the most. And then I get angry because I cannot have those moments with her ever again. I will never see her again.

      I live somewhere else now. I live in a place called the Consortium. They said that children like me, children with powers, need to be here in order to learn how to use our powers so that no one will be hurt when we like get mad or something like that. They say that my powers are being able to see into other worlds and use their words. They call this a wordsmith.

      They say that the power that I have to use these words of power in order to alter the world around me. They said that I have to use this power in order to maintain peace in the world. I don’t really care much about maintaining peace in the world if I am being honest. I want to use my powers and see a world where Mommy is alive. A world where she chose me and not the pills.

      The worlds I see when I close my eyes are so big. They are full of people and places and things and everything that this world is not. I want to dive into those worlds sometimes. Sleep is the only place where I feel as though everything may be okay.

      Training with the other kids isn’t too bad. I have a couple of friends and the teachers are okay for the most part. I mainly keep to my circle of friends and try to help them. I am proud to say though that I am the best wordsmith that the teachers have seen so far. It is something that I am really proud of and super happy to hear.

      One of the teachers came up and told me that someone wanted to meet me tomorrow and that they are interested in my powers. I’m excited to see who it is I am going to meet tomorrow.
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      It has been days since I have seen the sun. Felt it on my skin. I am surprised that they allowed me to keep this journal after everything they took from me. Kaizer Broadbent said that nothing should distract me from the work that they are doing, but I guess he didn’t see the harm in allowing me this reprieve to journal and just get all my thoughts out in one go.

      I hate the way my life has turned out. It has been a long time since I have written inside of you, so let me update you on everything that has occurred in my life since I last wrote. The person that they wanted me to meet was the Broadbent, the one who united the whole world after the war. She said that she was very interested in my powers and what they could do for her.

      She wanted my powers for herself and so she sent me to some place far away from everyone else. I think she told everyone else that I died on some mission or something like that. Is I am stuck here.

      God, I cannot think about it without crying. They stick me with needles and pin me down and force me to drink these nasty ass concoctions. Every day they ask me about what I dreamed about the night before. Everyday they make me write down everything I see, and force me to speak every word that I can remember from the dream.

      They keep trying to make me drink that sludge. It is dark and black. And it tastes like trash. I always throw it up after I drink it. I know that it makes them upset that I vomit it back, but then they gather it up and it moves. It is like this living thing and I cannot hold it down.

      Thank God I can’t because who knows what would happen if I could hold it down. But I think the worst of it is the electrocution. Just sitting there as they zap my head over and over again forcing me to say words to try and get them to do something. Any thing. I hate it. I hate it so much. And I cannot do anything, everything I try they have a counter for and I feel like I have done everything. I cannot do this anymore.

      I want to kill myself.
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      I escaped.

      I did it. I finally got out of that place. I got out when they least expected it. I did it when they were transferring me back to my room. I attacked them then by sticking their feet to the ground with my magic. I ran as far and as hard as I could.

      The alarms went off and the hallways became red. That is when I needed to be the slightest bit more sneaky and so I pressed myself against the wall and wandered the halls looking for like a fire exit or something like that.

      Guards were gonna come down my hall so I slipped into a room. There were vials of things, all of them glowing white and iridescent. I knocked one over and it crashed agains there ground and then the guards were in the room pointing their guns at me.

      I had no other choice. I grabbed the nearest vial and swallowed it. I felt something big and powerful inside of me then. It was not the dark, slithering thing that they tried to make me swallow, but it made me feel light and airy and powerful. I blasted the guards with just a breath and from there I made my way over to the outside world. I had never felt so good or so powerful.

      I’m in a cave. I think that I am somewhere in the Appalachians. I’m scared and alone, but I am free from the pain and suffering that I experienced while I was in there. I am free.
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      My body aches. I woke up and everything hurt and everything felt wrong. I climbed out of the cave I was hiding in and I woke to find myself in a place that I did not recognize. It was not Appalachia. Or anything that I had ever seen in the world before.

      The sky was a dusty rose orange and there was two suns in the sky. Not one, two. I looked back into the cave and all of my things were there so the likelihood that someone had moved me was crossed off the list. The only explanation that I have for this is that I must have moved myself. Which is something I could not have done because I was asleep.

      But the longer I stood there and stared at everything, the more I came to the conclusion, that I had transported myself to another world, another place somehow in myself. Maybe I had said something or done something
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      Corvina’s eyes could have been closed for a minute or an hour, there was no telling how long she lay there in the darkness. She lingered there. In between a world of light and dark. It was something that she basked in. After everything that she had been dealing with, everything that she had went through, everything that she had ruined, it was nice to be alone. The darkness soothed something inside of her, the constant rush of light and sound got to be tiring after a long while and now she was just alone with her thoughts, alone in the ether.

      Then awareness and light slammed into her. Red and black flashed across her vision and her ears were assaulted with a cacophony of sound. There were screams — of delight? Pain? — there was a flash of green in front of her. She was shocked back into wakefulness. The blood moon and the several stars that lit the sky flashed across her vision. And just as fast as she saw them, her throat burned, stomach churned, and she was throwing up.

      The bitter and sour taste of bile coated her tongue and she smacked her lips. She panted, her breath hot with the stench of bile and whatever was in her stomach. She looked up. Standing there with hot pink fuzzy leg warmers was none other than the Star Child. She stood there with her hands on her hips.

      Crashing and clanking sounded all around. The moans of the pained and the dying rose over the din of battle and Corvina felt something clang through her, one thought: she still was not home.

      The Star Child, the progenitor of the multiverse stood before her dressed like she was about to go to a rave or EDM concert and yet she stood there with her hands on her hips and a slight smirk on her face. She looked down at the vomit on the ground and then turned her eyes back to Corvina.

      “We don’t have time for you to be passing out,” the Star Child sang. Her voice was light and melodious.

      Boots tromped through the woods and Corvina lifted her head to watch as a soldier ran from the battle. They did not want to die the same way that Corvina did not want to deal with this situation. They were scrambling, their movements poorly telegraphed. Blood and muck stained their clothing, their armor hung off them as though it was too big but straps and belts dangled from his sides. Corvina watched as they rushed from the battle, their pink eyes reduced to pinpoints as they rushed from the battlefield.

      “Hey,” Star Child said with a snap of her fingers. Corvina turned baleful eyes to the Star Child and stared. “There is no time for you to be sick. We have a battle to fight in.”

      Corvina turned her eyes back toward the sounds of battle and felt a shiver go through her. The Triumvirate wanted her to be a spy and now the Star Child demanded that she become some sort of warrior. No, Corvina was tired of being things that she was not. Everyone was trying to shape her, mold her into something that she was not. Corvina would not be shoved into another awkward position. She would not allow these people to shape her to their liking.

      “And do what?” Corvina wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and rose from the ground. Her eyes were trained on the Star Child. Corvina’s mouth was pursed and skewed to the side, her arms were crossed in front of her chest and she shook her head. “I am not a soldier. I am not going to fight in a battle. I am not fighter.”

      She thought of Zaharizad and the world that she had left behind. She had killed Sahura and ruined a whole world with her interference. She would not ruin a whole world just because she made the wrong decision. She would not ruin this world.

      “Send me home,” Corvina said. “You have that ability, don’t you?”

      The Star Child looked at her and tilted her head. “I could do that, but I’m all out of juice. Traveling from one world to another is something that takes a lot of power. I cannot do it all willy nilly, but there is something that we need to do in this world. Something that I have to teach you.”

      “Teach me?” Corvina asked with a derisive laugh. She shook her head. “There is always something to learn, there is always something that you people want to teach me. Well I am done learning. Send me home.”

      “I can’t. Are you listening to me?”

      “Then find a way to send me home.”

      The two women stared at one another. Her chest ached, her heart feeling as though it was nothing more than a painful open sore that beat in her chest. She imagined her emotions as a tangled knot of emotion. Every thread a separate emotion. Corvina could feel the red hotness of anger, the cool blue of sadness and the pale grey thread of confusion. All there emotions were jumbled up inside of her and Corvina did not know what to do with them.

      She wanted to scream. She wanted to cry out and throw a tantrum, but something was stopping her: the bright yellow thread of fear. The Star Child was more powerful than the god Juran. She was more powerful than Corvina could fathom and she could feel it.

      Sitting between them was a vast space, an ocean of power and understanding that Corvina could not bridge no matter how hard she wanted to. Corvina could not harm the Star Child, but the Star Child could hurt her and that was something that was a heavy handed thought in her mind.

      “Please I cannot do this anymore.” Corvina wrapped her arms around herself. She felt so small, and the world around her felt so much bigger than she was used to. A new world. New people.Her chest tightened with the grey feeling of guilt. After everything she had done, she wanted nothing more than to resign herself to her bed. She wanted nothing more than to curl up under the covers of her bed in her own home, but the small comforts that she had in her own world had long since been abandoned.

      “I think you are misunderstanding something,” the Star Child said. She stepped forward and the space between Corvina and her lessened with every step. The Star Child walked closer standing before Corvina with eyes that were like hot coals in her face. Corvina could hardly stand the sight of them, bright and ever so charming. Corvina felt her heart pounding in her chest. Every beat of her heart, shook her rib cage and made the veins in her body come alive.

      “And what would that be?” Corvina asked. She had to look down her nose in order to look into the eyes of the Star Child. The Star Child only came top to her chin and yet, it felt as though she was speaking with one of the Broadbents. Corvina wanted nothing more than to step back, but that would have been a concession, that would have shown weakness and Corvina could not help but feel like she could not show weakness.

      “I am the one that is calling the shots here. And I say that we have to go into the battle and help Amari. You listen to me or else —” she snapped her fingers. Another soldier who had been running from the battle, deserting the people that he had sworn to fight against cried out. His body exploded outwards, the blood and gore of him, splattered against the trees and the ground. Corvina gasped. “— You do as I say or you end up like that.”

      Corvina swallowed down the knot in her throat. She had such poor luck to be dealing with people who had so much power over her. The Star Child stepped away,  leaning back on her heels and looked up at her.

      “I think we need a change of scenery,” the Star Child said then. With another snap of her fingers the dark forest and red blood moon that was shining down on them disappeared. In front of her was nothing more than a table, a white table cloth, and two chairs. The space had changed from the forest to a white and gold parlor. Corvina gasped. “Sit.”

      She did not need to be told twice. Her eyes roved over the gold filigree on the walls and the gleaming white tiles on the ground. “I thought you said you couldn’t travel to other worlds.”

      “I cannot, this is just a pocket dimension I created when I want some time away from people,” the Star Child said as she took one of the chairs. Corvina slipped into the other chair. The Star Child’s clothing changed. From the white and hot pink of the rave outfit, suddenly she was dressed in a white sundress with a ruffled skirt that ended just above her knees. “I have a lot to speak to you about.”

      She placed her elbows on the table and dropped her head into her hands. Everything that had happened to her flashed through her mind in perfect clarity. Her body ached; she had been traveling for so long that the action of sitting, released something inside of her. She had ruined a world and then the fact that Grey, her friend from college and leader of the Consortium, was Savion, the primordial darkness.

      Sure, there were other worlds out there, but Corvina had never once thought that she would be able to go to those worlds and interact with the people that she wrote about. They were nothing more than dreams that she had when she was tired and people that she wrote about when she had the chance. She shook her head and then considered the biggest reveal of them all.

      Grey.

      For so long she had avoided him. After everything that had happened with Jesalynn and her death she thought that it was the end of their relationship and yet, here he was in this world pursuing her. But why? There had to be something more than this play on fate and romance that he was claiming.

      It didn’t matter. What mattered was the fact that he was trying to consume the world. He had already done that to a world. She thought of the djinn that she faced and the world that they said was nothing more than a husk of what it once was.

      “What do you want from me?” Corvina said when she was settled in her chair.

      “It is not so much what I want from you, but what I want to teach you,” the Star Child said. She looked down at her hands and then looked back up at Corvina with a nod of her head. “There is a lot that you do not understand about the world where you come from.”

      Corvina thought of the moments where she felt the pain of experimentation and the pain of a child that was unloved by his own mother. The very memory was another open sore on her body. It oozed with neglect and ached whenever Corvina thought about it.

      “You have seen bits and pieces of the picture, but not the whole thing,” the Star Child said. She shook out her pink and black braids and the Star Child placed her collection of braids against one shoulder and combed her hands through the mass. “I think the best place to start would be in the beginning.”

      “That tends to be the case.” Corvina steepled her fingers in front of her and stared at the Star Child.

      “My name is Aaliyah Oagile and I was born in the year 2135 in Connecticut.”

      “What?” The words clicked in her mind, but they had not place to fit in the worldview that she had crafted. Corvina knew that the Star Child had to be from somewhere but she new thought it was something no mundane.

      Corvina said the words, but there was no sense of true shock behind the words. The true shock came from the fact that she was so young and was well over a hundred years old. The Star Child, Aaliyah, smiled and nodded her head.

      “I was from your world before I became what I am now. It is because I drank something in my escape that I became this. But that is not what I want you to understand. I want you to understand that because of Grey, because of Savion, the multiverse is in danger.”

      “How?”

      “I think it better I show you.” Aaliyah snapped her fingers and before Corvina was a world that she was familiar with. It was the dead or dying world. In front of her the rains eroded everything away and Corvina felt the twist in her chest that she always did when she saw this world. “This world was populous, beautiful, before Hegemony at the End, of H.A.T.E. got to it.”

      “The Criers,” Corvina said as she looked at the dying world. The world world was like a rotten apple, everything from the core to the meat was dead or dying. “What is their goal?”

      “They want to make the world as it was before the Big Bang.”

      “Before you,” Corvina added.

      “Exactly.” Twin cups appeared before Corvina and Aaliyah. Tea filled the delicate china and Aaliyah leaned forward and grabbed one of the cups. “My job is the curtail these cults and make sure that the cult does not spread.”

      “So then where do I come into all of this?”

      Everything was well and good and it appeared that Aaliyah had a great handle on everything. So then where did Corvina enter into the equation?

      “You come in because you can handle Savion. He is obsessed with you. And I need someone to distract him while I fix the multiverse. This world for example is a world that is in danger to falling into Savion’s hands.”

      “There are people part of that cult — H.A.T.E. — here?”

      “Yes and I need to make sure that I end the cult. Savion is bound to find you here so I need you distract him when he comes here.”

      “Distract him?”

      “Yup, just keep him off of me and that is all that I need from you.”

      “And then I can go home?”

      The thought of her home, the bed and the life that she had cultivated there, made her heart ache. She wanted nothing more than to step into that room and be with her family and friends once more. They were sparse and few, but she wanted to be with them once again.

      “Yes, then I will send you home. But first we need to find Amari and make sure that she is alive. I need her for my plans.”

      With another snap of her fingers, Aaliyah and Corvina left the pocket dimension and were once more back in the forest. The blood moon shone out bright and red above them and the sounds of battle resounded around them. Corvina’s nose was assaulted with the stench of battle: sweat, blood, and feces. She nodded her head as she rose from the chair.

      In a blink her clothing changed from the white dress to something else. Silver armor shielded her body from harm and in her hand there was a silver sword. She slipped the visor of her helmet down over her eyes and she brandished her sword.

      Corvina looked down at her hands. Her mother had always said that she had soft hands and it showed that she had a soft life. It was evidence of the fact that her mother, her immigrant mother, had done her job in making sure that her daughter had an easy life. That she had done the right thing in leaving Haiti and making her way to the United States.

      But these hands, these soft hands that had only ever received paper cuts and hangnails were about to be bloodied. Her hands were about to see their first bout of hardship. She wanted to laugh in that moment. No, she had long since familiarized herself with hardship.

      What shape was she going to be in at the end of this trial? Who knows?

      Corvina nodded her head and readied her tongue. It was the only defense that she had, it was all that she needed to protect herself if Savion and Aaliyah were to be believed. Her mind was still reeling with the thought of the cult and the reckoning that Grey was Savion. Her mind was clanged about, thoughts crashed into one another and banged against the sides of her skull, but all she needed to focus on was the now.

      If Corvina focused on this moment and this piece of forever. All she would have to think about was keeping herself and the people in front of her alive. She clenched and unclenched her fist.

      Battle was something that she was scared of. Her stomach jumped with the shouts and screams and moans. Aaliyah took a step forward, and then another. Every time that she walked forward Corvina forced herself to walk forward. Her feet were lead weights that lagged behind her.

      But Corvina’s heart thumped in her chest and her mind dragged those lead weights behind her. At the edge of the forest, Corvina stared out into the battleground.

      The mud was not mud, but a mixture of blood and dirt that made everyone on the battlefield slip and slide around. People half dead and already dead lay on the ground moaning for someone, anyone, to save them.

      Vampires flew through the sky some in their human forms and others as a swarm of bats. Their fangs flashed red with the ichor of blood. Silver darts shot through the air and their weights landed in the chest of some waiting enemy. The vampires fought against the dhampires, their claws stained with blood.

      In the center of it all was that figure that Corvina could have picked out in any crowd. Standing there with sliver strapped to her chest and a bloodied silver sword was Amari. Her hair was in tight finger waves and her dark brown skin glowed pearlescent in the light of the blood moon. She stood fighting the Vampire queen in front of her. Usha was all cold beauty and sharp fangs.

      The vampire queen Usha had deep golden brown skin. Her dress was coiled gold and brown around her showing her curvaceous body. She did not fight with a weapon the way that Amari did. No, her fingernails lengthened and she fought with her claws. On her head was a silver crown with black stones that glittered with the light of stars inside of them: the Ever Night Crown.

      “You are flagging, Amari,” Usha said. Her voice was cold but held a mesmerizing quality to it. Corvina could imagine this woman singing sailors to their deaths. But that was the point of vampires was it not? Everything set up to attract their prey, humans. “You will not survive the night at this rate.”

      Amari’s outfit, a black dress with silver stakes crossing over her chest, held small rips and tears were blood sluggishly poured out. Her chest heaved in the tight dress and the boots that she was wearing were covered in muck and blood. Her hand tightened over the sword, her skin lightening to a sandy color as her knuckles poked through her fist.

      “I am still good enough to kill you,” Amari readied her sword. Her grip on the sword was practiced. How long had Amari been fighting on the battlefields? Since she was a child. Since she was sired by her father on her mother and sent to fight against the humans that had the audacity to rise up against the vampires. “I need only a moment.”

      But Usha did not look worse for wear in the slightest. Her dress was immaculate. Not even a hair was out of place. Corvina watched as the Vampire Queen glided through the air, her dress trailing after her like a ghost.

      “I need only to be lucky once, child, to end you. Ah, but then our dance would be over. No, I want to savor this,” Usha said.

      “Bring it you curd!” Amari shouted.

      “Curd? After everything that we have been through together?” Usha pushed close and whispered something into Amari’s ear and she shouted and began her attack.

      Corvina did not know much about battle, but she knew this much: fighting when angry throws you off your game. And Amari was enraged. She was baring her double fangs and branching her sword with none of the finesse that she was holding the weapon with before. These were the rough chops and slashes of a child. Amari did not care what she hit; she just wanted to hit something.

      Aaliyah chucked her chin toward where Usha and Amari were fighting. “She is going to die if we do not intervene.”

      The thought of Amari dying, of the world that she had been writing about ending made something in Corvina’s chest curl into itself. No, she would not allow for another world to be brought to ruin when she could do something about it.

      Amari was fighting for the dhampires. She was fighting for people who had never had a voice. Humans and vampires alike used dhampires as nothing more than disposable soldiers in their never ending war against one another. For so long the two sides had used Amari and people like her as nothing more than toys and now she was making a stand, fighting against the oppression she faced.

      “I will kill you!” Each word was punctuated with a wild slice or slash. Usha laughed as she danced around the hits. Everything was going to her plans. And when she reared back a hand, Corvina knew that she was going to land the final blow.

      No.

      It was all that she could think about. She would not allow someone so important to the world to die. She would not allow Amari to go the way like Sahura did. No, she would protect her.

      “No!” the shout rose from her throat and the power rushed forward. It pulsed in a bright turquoise light that washed through the battlefield. As each vampire was hit with the light they froze where they were. Corvina felt the power build and rush out of her the moment that she said the word. The turquoise light shimmered as it wrapped around every vampire leaving the dhampires to kill their foes.

      The power washed over Usha and Amari. Usha froze where she stood and Corvina could feel the twitching and shaking Usha was doing to get free.

      “What is this?” one dhampire asked.

      “Think not of what it is!” another dhampire said. He drove the silver stake into the heart of the vampire in front of him turning him to dust. “Just kill the vampires!”

      The dhampires wasted no time in killing their frozen foes. There was a force in the word that spilled out from her. Her body locked immediately, the muscles tensing and straining to start in the position that they were in when she said the word. The magic of that word, that no, poured out of her in waves that Corvina could not control. Aaliyah moved next to Corvina and patted her on the back.

      “Nice move there,” she said. “I’ll get our girl.”

      Aaliyah stepped on to the field. She danced through the crowd. It was as though Aaliyah was listening to her own music. She moved to a song that only she could hear. Aaliyah walked over to Amari who stood in front of the vampire queen.

      “Hello,” she said. Her eyes brightened when she saw Amari. Corvina could hear them clear as day and she did not know what magic allowed her to hear everything. Was this just another thing that the Star Child could do? “You are Amari Sitra right?”

      Amari turned, the points of her pointed ear glittering in the light. One of her ears were docked marking her as a dhampire. Her ears were decorated with rings and studs of silver despite the fact that it was poisonous to vampires. Did she wear it as some kind of fuck you to her vampire father?

      “Are you the one that cast this magic?” Amari asked, lowering her silver sword. She turned to face Aaliyah. Her finger waves were perfectly coiffed making her hair look like waves crashing against the shore of her forehead. “Who are you?”

      “There is a threat facing this world, one that surpasses that of the human and vampire queens,” Aaliyah said her voice soft.

      “There is no threat greater,” Amari bit out. Her teeth were different from her own. When vampires and humans only had one set of canines, dhampires had two. The back canines were slightly longer than the front canines and so their jaws were larger to accommodate the teeth.”The dhampires need to kill both the human and vampire queens if they are to ever be free from this never-ending war.”

      “There is something greater. A fight that will consume your world if you do not pay attention to it.”

      “And what is this threat then? What is so great that it threatens to eat the world whole?” Aaliyah had Amari’s whole attention, but Corvina’s muscles were straining and locking. She could not keep the spell for much longer.

      “Aaliyah!” Corvina called out.

      “We need to go. I cannot tell you about it here,” Aaliyah rushed to get out. Her legs were about to fall out from under her and Corvina could feel the tension building in her body to a fever pitch. She was going to fall and she was going to do it soon.

      Corvina fell to the ground, the breath that was trapped inside of her chest exploded out of her. And the magic extinguished from the vampires. The turquoise light faded to nothing and the vampires were free. Corvina only had a moment to raise her head and call out.

      “Usha!”

      Amari turned back around, her sword raised above her head. The claws of the vampire queen screeched against the sword. Amari and Usha were locked in a deadlock. The two of them would not move, but Aaliyah pressed a hand against Amari’s back.

      “We must speak,” Aaliyah said.

      “I’m in the middle of something,” Amari said, not once looking away from the vampire queen.

      “Then I’ll make you not busy.”

      Corvina looked down at her hands and sucked in a deep breath. It was like falling forward. One moment her hands were in the muck and blood and the next she was against ground that was much more solid and much less muddy. She looked up and she and the other dhampires were in front of the camp where Amari and her generals made their base.

      Amari was right in front of her, Aaliyah’s hand against her back. Amari lowered her weapon and turned back to face Aaliyah.

      “Send me back.” Her voice was low and cold. Corvina’s mind was immediately addled with the thought of a blue fire that burned cold despite it being fire. The look that Amari was sending Aaliyah would have sent shivers through Corvina. She did not know how the Star Child withstood it.

      Aaliyah stood as though there was nothing more in the world that she wanted to do than check her nails. “You said that you were busy and so I decided to remedy that.”

      “I was going to kill her!” Amari growled.

      “You and your people were going to die. I saved you.” Aaliyah waved a hand out to the people around her. “If Corvina and myself had not been there to give you all a moment’s reprieve you and the rest of the dhampires would have died and then this world would have fallen to darkness.”

      Amari looked out to the crowd and Corvina rose to her feet. She looked at the people that surrounded her. Their shoulders were slumped, some of them were supporting others, rising them from the ground only to find that they could not walk without a limp. Corvina knew their numbers from the start of the battle and this group was sorely lacking in manpower.

      She looked out to the crowd and she saw this, and Corvina knew that Amari was seeing the same thing. The dhampires helped themselves up from the ground, clasping hands and hugging survivors. A general stepped forward, his hair was long and his skin was pale, but what stood out from his face were his eyes. They were pink, the brightness almost neon in the redness of the blood moon.

      “Amari. Despite everything that happened tonight you know she is right. We would have lost. We are tired and do not have the endurance that the vampires have. Not after marching all night.”

      Amari’s lower lips rose and she chucked her chin, turning away from her tired soldiers. “If you had given me a moment —”

      “And do what? Look at you. You are covered in wounds and allowed Usha to bate you. You would not have survived the night,” Aaliyah said. She popped her hip and placed her hand atop it. “You’re lucky I was here to save you.”

      “And just who are you?” Amari asked turning wildly toward Aaliyah. Her red eyes were bright and her teeth were bared. “Who are you to pull me away from an honorable death in battle?”

      “Amari…” the general said, his voice low.

      “My name is Aaliyah, but in this world you may know me as Hesperia.”
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