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Gripping the light pole for balance, I pulled one heel, then the other off my feet and flung them into the deserted street. “I hate these damn heels. Who can dance in those things?” The pebbles bit into the soles of my now bare feet, but I hardly noticed. Looking around, I took in the wide eyes and judgmental faces around me. One girl scanned me from head to toe before taking a long drag of her cigarette and rolling her eyes. Bitch, at least I don’t smoke. I turned to the right and began my trek to the parking lot. I needed to get the hell away from the bar, and it’s musty smell. My stomach rolled as the urine and cigarette smell from the street hit me. 

Moving here to go to school seemed like a good idea. I thought Duluth was a sparkling clean place. Boy, was I wrong. The bar and club district were like any other city. It reeked of death and debauchery. Okay, really it was rot and urine. I wondered how many people had to piss on the street for it to permanently smell. I made it to the next block and still had enough sense to look both ways before crossing the deserted street. I didn’t even know the official time, I just knew it was home time for me.

“Zoe, wait up!” Theo called behind me. I wasn’t exactly ditching him when I fled the bar. I was just annoyed with my damn shoes and the way the floor swayed during my last dance. Drop it like it’s hot had a whole new meaning when the floor came up a little faster than I anticipated. My knees certainly didn’t appreciate the way I landed on them. I blame the shoes. “Zoe, what the hell? Why didn’t you wait for me?” he asked, out of breath. 

“Well, hello, Theodore. What brings you out on a night such as this?” I asked in my best British accent. I swayed a little when I turned, sweeping my arm across the night sky. 

“You, dammit! Will you please stop walking and put your shoes back on?” He held out my shiny black heels. I scoffed and turned back around to continue my stroll. “Where do you think you’re going anyway? I took your keys an hour ago.” 

“I was just enjoying a pleasant stroll through a beautiful city. Don’t you just love when you can feel the ground beneath your feet.” I swayed my hips as I continued my walk. 

“Zoe, please stop.” He took a deep breath. 

“Why, my dear Theodore, are you unable to keep up with a lady such as myself? Is it not you who wakes up ungodly early to go to the wretched gym?” I looked over my shoulder to smirk at Theo before I took off in a dead run toward my car. 

“Holy fuck,” I heard Theo say as he ran after me. 

I stopped at my car and jumped onto the trunk. Crossing my legs I smiled wide at Theo. “Are you going to take a lady home?” I continued with the accent even though it was more drunk Irishman at this point. 

“Oh my God, Zoe, you’re going to give me a heart attack. Yes, I will absolutely take you home. Although, I’m not sure I’m leaving you alone.” I watched as he dug the keys out of his pocket and handed me my purse and shoes. 

“Why thank you, kind sir.” I hopped down from the trunk and waited for him. He held the passenger door open for me. I cupped Theo’s cheek and slid my thumb over his cheekbone. I gazed into his ocean blue eyes for a moment. “You’re too good to me.” I watched as a reluctant smile forced its way across his lips. I knew I may have gone too far tonight. He had amazing patience with me over the years. 

“I know, now are we going home, or what?” his eyes were annoyed yet playful as he looked at me. 

“Wishing you would have gone to another school, yet?” I wiggled my eyebrows and lowered myself into the seat. I yanked my auburn hair off my sticky shoulders and neck. Theo got in and threw my shoes and purse in my lap. 

“You should probably hold onto those.” He rolled his eyes at me. 

“No, I hate these shoes. I’m never wearing them again.” I rolled down the window and chucked them as hard as I could. 

Theo blew out a breath. “Zoe!” he stopped the car and got out. When he returned he threw the shoes in the backseat and gave me a hard look. 

“What? I told you I’m never wearing them again. What’s the point of keeping them?” I pulled a scrunchie out of my purse and smoothed out my hair to put it up. I hated the feeling of hair on my neck when I was all sweaty. 

“Well, then I’ll just leave them in the backseat of your car until you’re sober and can make those kinds of decisions.” His eyes flicked over to me before returning to the road. 

“Whatever, I’m not that drunk. I think I can decide when I’m over a pair of shoes. Besides, I’m never wearing heels again. Who thought it was a good idea to invent heels. It was probably some guy who wanted women to be taller. Every stupid invention that women have had to endure since the beginning of time has been invented by a man. Like this stupid constricting dress and bra. Who invented them, a man? Well, I’m not going to put up with them any longer.” I began pulling down the straps of the dress. Theo’s hand whipped over to stop mine. His hand locked around my fingers, gripping so I couldn’t move. 

“Zoe, you are not getting undressed in the car right now.” His words were stern, but there was something else behind them. He sounded a little throaty when he spoke. 

“Why not, I thought all men wanted to see women naked?” I tried to pull the strap down, but his hand was like iron. 

“Oh, we do, I just want to get you to your apartment first. I don’t think you want the entire town to see you naked.” He held his hand over mine and tried to make a left turn with one hand. I was impressed with his skill. 

“Oh?” My eyebrow rose. “Does ‘we’ include you? You told me we were just friends, Theodore. How scandalous of you.” My hand flew to my chest, and I gave my best Scarlet O'Hara impression. 

“Well, my lady, I do have my reasons for holding you back. A good gentleman must court a lady first. It wouldn’t be proper of me not to protect a lady's modesty as I escort her home,” he said in a fantastic British accent. 

“Oh, Theodore, I adore you.” I clapped my hands together and turned in the seat to smile at him. I loved when he was playful with me. I was one of the few people who got to see his less serious side. 

“If you adored me so much, you would stop pulling these shenanigans every time we went out. It’s good I don’t drink when you do. Could you imagine if both of us were this drunk right now.” He rolled his eyes and pulled to a parking spot at my apartment complex. 

“Oh, my God, that would be fun. Next time we get an Uber, and we both get ridiculously drunk. That way you can be in the same mindset as me.” I beamed at him. He was fun when he was drinking. He always went along with my crazy ideas. On the other hand, that would mean we might both be walking around Duluth naked and drunk. 

“We would end up arrested. I think I’ll keep my drinking a solo affair.” He shook his head and got out of the car. He held the door open for me to get out. 

“I’m not sure I’m ready to go home yet,” I whined. “We were having so much fun.” 

“Zoe, you need to go to bed. I think you’ve had enough fun for one night.” He positioned himself in front of me. I think he knew I was thinking about running again. I liked running. It was so freeing. 

“One more run through the grass, then I’ll go to my room, I promise.” When I said the word run, he used his arms to encase me between him and the car. 

“No more running, Zoe.” He bent and threw me over his shoulder. “You are going into your house. I am not chasing after you again.” He shut the door and walked up to our building. Theo rented the apartment across the hall from me. I didn’t know why he bothered. We could have shared an apartment, but he insisted we live in separate spaces. He was a little old-fashioned sometimes. 

I screamed, “Whee,” as we walked up the steps. 

“You are going to get us kicked out of here one of these days.” Theo unlocked the door. 

“Have a good night?” Jamal asked. 

“It was such a good night,” I spoke as I tried to angle myself, so I could see him. 

“I can see you had a good night.” I knew his tone was sarcastic, but I ignored him. “You need any help with the door to her place?” he asked. 

“Yeah, could you unlock the door, so I can get her inside. She kept trying to take her dress off in the car.” 

“And you stopped her?” he asked. 

“Yes, because he’s the fun police. You’ll let me have fun, won’t you Jamal?” I asked, gripping Theo to push myself to the side. “I think Theo just picked me up, so I’d have to admire his ass.” I smacked his ass with my hand, and he bucked, trying to get his ass away from my hand. 

Jamal started laughing hard. “That’s priceless.” 

“Will you let me into her apartment? Please?” Theo hoisted me further up on his shoulder. I could feel his hard muscles as he held me. 

“Umph, Theo you don’t have to be so rough.” I wiggled my eyebrows realizing a little late that no one could see me do it. I smacked his ass again. 

“Zoe, will you please stop?” he asked. I could hear the restraint and annoyance in his voice. He held me firm against his shoulder and began climbing the stairs. 

“Why? Don’t you like to be spanked? I promise you can do me next.” 

I heard Jamal laughing all the way up the stairs. “You want to help me with her?” Theo asked. Theo trudged up the stairs with me still slung over his shoulder. 

“Oh no, honey, she’s all yours.” He gripped his stomach. He bent over to look me in the eyes. His long dark braids hit the side of his face, and he pushed them away to look at me. “Now, you be a good girl for Theodore here. You know he can’t resist your feminine wiles like I can.” He winked. 

“Oh Jamal, I adore you, too.” I yawned. 

“Oh honey, you do look like you’re ready for bed. Now, Theo, you be good. Put her straight to bed, no funny business.” He smirked. 

“Jamal,” I whined. “Now, you’re being no fun.” I slapped toward him but only hit air. 

“I know, sugar cakes, but you need to go to sleep. Midterms are this week. I know you want to pass all your classes since it’s your last year. You were complaining to me about it yesterday.” He smacked me lightly on the ass. 

“Hey,” I smacked at the air again. 

“Thanks, Jamal. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” He shut the door behind us. He carried me into my bedroom and dropped me onto the bed. “Now, you can take all your clothes off if you want. I’m going to bed.” He turned and took a step. 

I flew off the bed and stepped in front of him. “Have one more drink with me before you go home.” I stuck out my bottom lip. 

“Zoe, it’s been a long night.” He gave me his, ‘I need to be the adult here’ look. 

“Okay, I promise I won’t take off my dress, or try to run out of the room. We can put on a cartoon and sit in front of the television. It’s late enough that I might even have the new Rick and Morty recorded.” I wiggled my eyebrows at him. 

“You’re insufferable, you know that.” He shook his head. 

“I know, but you love me.” I pushed a piece of his hair back behind his ears. 

“Fine, I’ll stay for one drink. But I know you want to lose the dress, so you change and I’ll make us some drinks.” He stared back at me with those baby blues. I fawned over those beautiful blue eyes of his. 

I squealed and turned to my dresser. He dutifully walked into the kitchen. I threw on a pair of shorts and a cami before joining Theo. Theo handed me a mug and took the spot next to me on the couch. “I thought you were making drinks?” I asked, looking down at the mug. 

“I did, it’s hot cocoa with caramel vodka.” He smiled wide. 

“Oh, I so love you.” I sipped the hot liquid. It was a little too hot but so good at the same time. I tucked my feet under me and turned on the television. 

“I know you do.” He sipped from his own mug. “So, are you playing the show or what?” 

“I’m getting there, jeez.” I flipped through the menu until I found Rick and Morty. Theo smiled when the show began. Theo leaned back against the couch, setting his mug on the table next to him. I watched the hard lines of his face. I could tell he was stressed about something by the subtle tick when he clenched his jaw. “Theo, what’s bothering you?”

He turned to look at me, “What do you mean?” 

“You clench your jaw when something’s bothering you.”

“Well, that’s a random thing to notice.” His eyebrow rose as he looked over to me. 

“You’re evading.” 

“So, I see we’ve gotten to the reflective part of the evening. Are we going to move onto the deep philosophical conversations? If we are, I need some ideas for my paper on Kant.” He brushed the golden hair that fell over his eye out of the way. 

“I’m not helping you with schoolwork. I know what you’re doing, and I’m going to let it go. I suppose you’ll tell me when you’re ready.” I shifted slightly on the couch and took another sip of my cocoa. I inched closer to Theo on the couch. The exhaustion from the evening was catching up to me. 

“I promise if it was something really important, I’d talk to you about it.” The corner of his mouth lifted slightly. It wasn’t my favorite smile, but I knew he was trying. 

I slid closer to him. He lifted his arm and smiled. I tucked myself against his side and rested my ear against his chest. I could hear the steady thump of his heartbeat against my cheek. I loved being close to Theo. “You know you can talk to me about anything, right?” I lifted my eyes to meet the depths of his wise gaze. 

“I know, Zoe.” He bent and kissed my hair, his breath skating across my forehead. He squeezed me tighter and turned back to watch the show. 

A light glinted off the window across the room. Was the sun coming up already? Leaning up to look at the clock, I realized it was too early for the sun. I glanced back to the window. I could see the silhouette of a woman, looking longingly out the window. Her stricken face reflected back into the dark living room. I wondered who she was waiting for, who she was missing, as she gazed out into the night. 

A soft hand brushed along my forehead, pulling me from my reverie. “What are you looking at?” Theo asked. His voice soft in the stillness of the night. The credits scrolled stark white across the black screen. 

“Can’t you see her?” I asked. Her eyes flicked for a moment to me before returning to gaze out the window. 

“See who? What are you talking about Zoe? We’re the only ones here.” Theo’s voice rose in concern. 

“Come on? There’s a woman standing at the window. She looks so sad. I wonder who she’s waiting for.” I watched as a single tear fell from the corner of her eye and slid down her rosy cheek. 

Theo shifted beneath me. “Zoe, there isn’t anyone else here.” 

I sat up and held my palm open toward the window. “She’s standing right there.” 

Theo’s head turned toward the kitchen. “Zoe, I think you had too much to drink. Come on, I’ll take you to bed.” Theo stood and held his hand out for me. 

I angled my head around him to look at the woman. She was still there, oblivious to Theo and me in the adjacent room. “You really don’t see her? She’s in a long dress, apron tied around her waist. She’s got dark hair, hanging disheveled around her shoulders. You really can’t see her?”  

“No, Zoe, I don’t see anyone there. Come on, let’s get you to bed.” His mouth pressed together as he looked down at me. I could see the annoyance in the hard set of his jaw. 

“Fine,” I slipped my hand in his, and he pulled me up from the couch. 
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Scarlet walls surrounded me in an elegantly decorated room. A gigantic gold-covered bed took up the space before me. A gilded painting of a country landscape hung above the white leather headboard. A form shifted to the right of me drawing my attention. A beautiful brunette stood from the black chaise next to the bed. Something about this room felt off like I wasn’t really here. She glided toward me, her dark hair flowing behind her. 

“Oh Good, I’ve been so worried about you, Zoe.” Her perilous voice sang out. I was confused. How did she know who I was? 

“Worried about me? Why? Do I know you?” 

She let out a little laugh, “No, well, you may remember me but only as a deja-vu experience. I’m Hecate. I’ve been checking on you through dreams since you were born. It’s the only way I could communicate with you. I’m still not sure how they did it, but Morrigan and Bethany made us able to return to Earth from our Godly realm.” She paused, closing her eyes slowly and clasping her hands together in front of her. “But I’m getting ahead of myself. You need to know who you are, and your role among your sisters.” Her eyes softened. 

“Sisters? I don’t have any sisters.” I peered at this peculiar woman in confusion.  

“Oh yes, your parents never told you they were mages or magical beings born from Gods to protect humanity.” She paused, taking a deep breath. “I’m sorry they lied to you.” Her gaze stayed on me. She took a step toward me, her hands outstretched. I stepped back. I didn’t know this woman and now she was telling me my parents lied to me. The people I love more than anyone else. She had to be wrong. My parents would never lie to me, never. They loved me. 

I furrowed my brows as I looked at the lush cream carpet trying to figure out where the hell I was. Cream was the worst choice ever for a floor. What happened when you inevitably got dirt on it? There was no way that was coming out of the long fibers. Shit, I needed to focus. I looked back up to the stunning woman before me. There was something soft yet glamorous about her. I tried to think back to whether I had ever seen this woman. There was something inevitably familiar about her, but I couldn’t draw up any specific memories. “What are you talking about? My parents would never lie to me. They’ve always told me everything, including the fact that I’m adopted. Why would they tell me that but lie about where I came from?” 

“I’m so sorry to be the one to tell you this, Zoe.” Her face dropped as she looked at the chaise behind her. She floated over and took a seat. She patted the spot next to her. “Why don’t you have a seat? You may need to for what I’m about to tell you.” 

“I don’t believe you. My parents love me. They wouldn’t lie to me.” I stayed where I was. I didn’t need to take a seat, to hear another lie. Who the hell was this woman?  

“Oh my dear, Zoe, they lied because of the love they felt for you. Everything they did was out of love for you.” She stopped and extended a hand towards me. I walked over and took a seat next to her. “Zoe, my dear, you were born a mage. You are the blood of my blood. Your parents are mages as well. They understood the danger if anyone found out your true identity as a descendant. They lied to you to protect you.” Her hand rested over mine on my lap. I stared at it, uncomprehending. I had no idea what she was talking about. The room tilted as I stood. I needed to get out of here. This was one of those really weird dreams. Something about the extravagance of the room made it clear. There was no way this room existed in the real world. Damn, what was I watching when I fell asleep? 

“Sure, a mage, yep.” I sputtered. This woman was crazy, which meant I was crazy. 

“Zoe, you need to listen to me. You are a mage, you were born with magic. It’s important you figure out how to use your gifts because you are in grave danger.” I watched as the woman blew out a frustrated breath. “Mages are the protectors of humanity. You’re the guardians of the gate. You were originally created during a time of great turmoil. Demons and creatures from the demon realm were able to come here and harm humanity. Mages were created by my father and gifted to me. You’ve been the guardians of humanity for centuries. You have to take your place among the other descendents. You are important to the survival of everyone.” She sighed heavily, clasping her hands in front of her white dress. “At least that was your purpose before Morrigan.” She smoothed her hand down the flowing fabric of her dress. The way she said his name made me curious. Was that love and regret I heard? It was a strange combination. I had to admit, she was spinning quite the story. 

“Who’s this Morrigan guy anyway?” I asked. I figured if I was going to conjure up this elaborate dream, I might as well roll with it. 

“My husband, well he was my husband, and a great God. He’s the reason you’re in danger. He’s trapped me here and discovered where you are. He needs to find you to stop the other descendants from going after him. I’m not sure what his goal is at the moment. He kidnapped your sister, but I was able to get to her in time.” Her eyes looked distant before focusing back on me. “I’m not sure what he’ll do to you since I’m trapped here. You need to find the others. They will protect you and fill you in on what’s going on. You need to be together to stop him from his reign.” She clenched her hands into fists at her sides and flew up from the chaise. “Damn, you Morrigan.” She held her fists in the air. “I’m going to find a way out of here.” She called out to the ceiling. I wasn’t sure if she actually thought he could hear her. This was a really strange dream. Maybe I needed to lay off the drinking for a while. Something pulled at my consciousness and the woman turned to me, her face suddenly stricken. “Wait, you need to find your sisters. Kaira, Ivey, and Skyler will explain everything to you. Find them.” Her voice was urgent as I slipped away from the scarlet and gold room. 

A loud rapping on the door woke me from my dream. I cursed as I stumbled into the living room. “Oh my God, What?” I flung the door open. Theo stood there with his wonderfully disheveled hair and a drink caddy in his hand. The drink caddy caught my attention. 

“I brought you coffee and scones.” He lifted the caddy and smiled. “You can’t be too grouchy with me. I did put up with your drunk shenanigans last night. I figured the scones would pair nicely with that God awful British accent you were attempting.” 

“Whatever, you love me, even in my drunken state.” I grabbed for the caddy, but he moved it away. “Are you going to let me in? If you remember, we have midterms to study for.” 

“Fine, come in. Since you’re holding the caffeine hostage.” I shifted and opened the door wider, so he could come in. I noticed two mugs on the end tables from last night. “Did I really pull out the British accent? I don’t remember that part.” 

“Oh yeah, you also ran down the street barefoot. Your heels are in the backseat of your car when you decide to wear them again.” Theo set the caddy on the kitchen counter. “How are your feet feeling this morning?” He turned to face me with a cup in his hand. He held it out to me. “Although, I’m not sure you deserve this. I got you a caramel mocha. I figured you’d want a little more indulgence this morning.” 

“Oh, you thought right.” I took the cup and sipped at the delicious hot liquid.

“Alright lazybones, are we working at the table or on the couch?” He took a drink of his own coffee. He liked it black, but I suspected he was probably drinking a double shot Americano this morning. He would need the extra kick as much as I would. 

“The couch, definitely the couch.” I made my way over and set my cup on the end table nearest the door. I grabbed up the two mugs from last night and put them in the sink. There was a strange feeling of deja-vu when I looked at the kitchen window. There was something important I was forgetting about last night. I turned to study Theo. If there was something different between us, he didn’t show it. He was leaning forward on the couch, pulling several books from his black backpack. He was honestly here to study, how responsible. I knew I needed to follow suit, but there was something else vying for my attention. 

“Alright, are you going to stand there staring off into space or are you going to get your books?” Theo looked at me over his shoulder. “On second thought, maybe you should jump in the shower. You might need the extra pick-me-up.” His gaze swept from my bare feet to my tangled hair. I could only imagine what I looked like since I hadn’t stopped to look in the mirror on my tirade to open the door. 

“Yeah, you’re probably right. I have the weirdest feeling like I’m forgetting something.” I walked over and ran my finger over the windowsill. “There’s something about this window,” I whispered. I lifted my finger, it was coated in dust. Maybe I needed to clean more often. 

“Well, you did have a lot to drink last night. Why don’t you get in the shower and when you're refreshed, I’ll fill you in on all the gory details?” There was a quiver to his voice that wasn’t there a moment ago. It made me turn on him. What was he hiding? 

“Fine, I’m going. Although, I’m starting to wonder if you have ulterior motives for wanting me to shower.” I strode over to the couch and leaned over him, so he could get a good whiff of me. “I’d hate to put you through the torture of having to smell me all day.” I brushed my hand through his wavy hair. He plugged his nose with one hand and tried to hold me away with the other. “You might want to try to actually brush your hair before you leave your apartment.” 

“I believe you're the one who said my hair looked sexy unkempt.” The corner of his mouth lifted and his eyes sparked with mischief. 

“Was I drunk? Because anything I say when I’m drunk doesn’t count.” I batted my lashes and slid just a little bit closer to him. I felt a jolt of energy as the heat of his body touched mine. 

“You told me that you were your true and complete self when drunk. That when you drink you are free to be exactly who you are. I’m taking that to mean you say exactly what you think when you’re drunk.” He ruffled my hair. “I’m going to be my complete and true self while sober and tell you, as your best friend, that you need to shower. You smell like you ran down the streets of Duluth last night. You also smell like you spent hours dancing in a bar.” His brow quirked up. “Zoe, my favorite person to chase down the street, I say this with all my love. Go shower.” 

“Theo, I have some news for you. I lied about the hair.” I pushed off his shoulder and headed to my room. He was right, I did smell like I had a good time last night. 

After getting dressed, I sat on the edge of my bed. The feeling I had earlier wasn’t washed away in the shower. I kept thinking back to the dream. It was so vivid. Hecate felt so realistic. I’ve never had a dream that felt quite so realistic. She was insistent that I find these sisters. Could my parents really have lied to me? I wasn’t sure how to find out without going and talking to them in person. Accusing my parents of lying to me wasn’t a conversation I thought I should have over the phone. I glanced at the neon lights of my alarm clock. They would be home from church. Sunday was a good day to go talk to them. Otherwise, I would have to wait until dinner tomorrow. As it was, I would have to drive two hours to have this conversation. Living away from them was part of the appeal of going to school in Duluth. I pulled at the bottom of my navy shirt. Was I really considering accusing my parents of lying after a stupid dream? 

I shook my head. I was being stupid. My dream was just that, a dream. 

A light knock sounded on the door. “Zoe, are you okay in there?” Theo asked. 

“Yeah, you can come in.” I pulled at the bottom of my shirt as I thought about my crazy dream. Theo opened the door and leaned against the door jamb. 

“You were taking a long time getting ready. What’s going on in that head of yours?” 

“I had a really weird dream last night. I was actually considering going to my parent’s house because of it.” I chewed on the side of my lip and looked at Theo. 

“Why would a dream make you want to drive to see your parents?” He pushed away from the door and took the spot next to me on the bed. 

“The lady in the dream said my parents lied to me. She said that I’m a mage and my parents knew. I want to ask them, but that seems so crazy. I know it was just a dream, but it felt so real.” I rubbed my hands down my jeans. Theo was my best friend, but it felt weird to tell him about this. I’m not sure why though. I’ve always shared everything with Theo. Well, almost everything. 

“A mage, huh? What was this lady’s name?” 

My eyes flicked up to him. There was a tension in his jaw that hadn’t been there a moment ago. “Hecate, she said she was some Goddess who came to warn me of the great danger I was in.” I watched as he scratched his jaw. Dropping his hand after a moment, he shifted his leg on the bed, so he could face me. 

“Zoe,” he reached out, taking both of my hands in his. I recognized his calm voice. “There’s something I need to tell you, and I need you to listen to the whole thing before you freak out, okay?” His eyes darkened as they stared back at me. 

“Theo?” My stomach clenched, and I knew what he was about to say was going to be bad, real bad. 

“Zoe, it wasn’t a dream, it was a vision. Hecate is a Goddess and what she told you is true.” He paused as I slipped my hands out of his. “I’m sorry, I didn’t want you to find out like this.” I watched as he clenched his hands together in his lap. 

“What? It wasn’t a dream. She was telling the truth?” My voice was hollow as I spoke. I didn’t even recognize the sound coming from me. I stood and turned away from Theo. I stared at the empty wall for a moment as I tried to register what he said. Theo knew? He lied to me. How could he lie to me about something this big? I didn’t even understand what this meant. My stomach clenched again. The silence of the room expanded into a suffocating force, stealing the air from my lungs. I ran for my bathroom and wretched into the toilet until everything in my stomach filled the basin. I closed the lid and flushed, dropping all the way to the floor. 

“Are you okay?” Theo’s soft voice sounded from the doorway. 

“No, obviously I’m not okay.” I used the back of my hand to push my hair away from my face. “You lied to me. You all lied to me.” I dropped my head, resting my forehead on the edge of the lid. I wanted to scream and cry at the same time. How was I supposed to digest this new information? “Can you just leave me alone?” I asked. 

“Sorry, Zoe, I can’t. If Hecate thought it was important enough to contact you through a vision, you’re in danger. I was appointed your guardian. I can’t leave you.” Theo grabbed the hand towel off the hook and handed it down to me. 

“My appointed guardian, Theo, what the hell does that even mean?” I clenched my hand into a fist and stared back at Theo.

“It means that it’s my job to protect you.” He stayed tensed at the door. 

 “Your job?” I whispered. Everything I knew about Theo came crashing down. “Fine, stay, whatever, but can you get the hell out of my face right now?” I stared daggers at him. He flinched at my words and dropped his head. I wanted more than anything to hit him. I couldn’t believe, the friend I had known my entire life had lied to me. I threw the towel he handed me at him, and he blinked. “I said, get out!” I screamed. That got his attention. He backed out of the bathroom and closed the door behind him. After a minute, I heard water running in the kitchen. I didn’t much care what he was doing as long as he wasn’t in here.

I rested my arms on the lid and dropped my head to cry. How could they do this to me? My whole life, they lied. I wasn’t even sure what it all meant. Was Theo even my friend if I was some job? How could they lie to me for so long? Did they think I was too childish to know the truth? Questions filled my brain as I sobbed, my cheek pressed against the cold plastic. When I cried myself out, I moved to crawl under the lavender covers of my bed. I pulled my knees up to my chest and wrapped my arms around them. I heard more noise coming from the kitchen. I barely noticed, it felt like the entire world fell away around me. How was I going to talk to my parents about this? 

I saw the light filter in from the hallway before I heard Theo. “Are you ready to talk?” 

“How could you, Theo?” I asked, my voice a ragged whisper from crying. 

I heard the shuffle of his jeans as he walked around the bed. “It wasn’t my choice.” He dropped to his knees next to the bed. “I would never choose to hurt you like this. It was decided when we were both too young to understand. My parents raised me as a sage knowing I would have to protect you one day. I wanted you to know, but your parents forbid it. They said it was too dangerous for you to know about our world. I knew it would leave you even more vulnerable.” He dropped his head into his hands. “It’s why I’m so protective of you, Zo’. I can’t let anything happen to you.” His eyes lifted to mine. I could see the sincerity behind his words. It was hard not to trust Theo. He’d been there for me for so many years. Yet, what part of his being there for me was actually because he was ordered by our parents to do so? I didn’t know if I could ever trust him again. 

“Are you telling me that the only reason you’ve been my friend is because you were told you had to be by your parents?” I narrowed my eyes at him. I wasn’t sure I had much left in me to fight him. Every relationship in my life was a lie. My stomach clenched. I wanted to crawl in a hole and never come out. 

“Zoe, of course I’m your friend. I’ve known you my whole life.” His hand rested on my shoulder. “Come on, you know deep down I care about you. It’s not because my parents ordered me to, it’s because of who you are, Zoe. It’s always been you.” His voice softened. He let out a deep sigh. “I need to explain to you what’s happening. If Hecate warned you about danger, it’s already here and you need to be ready.” His jaw tensed. I stared down at the lavender sheet below me. I wanted nothing more than to stay in my bed for days. I wasn’t sure what part of that was my raw emotions, and what part was because I drank too much last night. Every emotion felt heightened. I ran my hand over the soft fabric trying to ground myself in the here and now. Apparently, being lied to wasn’t the end of the life-altering news for the day. 

“Theo, do we have to do this now? I’m not sure I even believe any of this. I’m a normal girl, nothing about me feels different. I’m a normal college girl who has midterms to study for, that’s it.” I pulled my knees tighter to my chest. I didn’t want to think about anything else. I wanted to lay here for as long as possible. A wave of exhaustion overtook me.  

“Zoe, you’ve never been a normal girl.” His smirk made me smile just a little. How could he still be playful in a time like this?

“Well, I was normal enough.” I rolled my eyes. I didn’t want to give in to Theo’s charms. He had this irritating way of calming me and getting me to laugh even when everything was going to shit. I would not let him do that now.  

“Fine, Zoe, you were blissfully normal. Now you’re not, and we need to talk about it. Do you remember the weird feeling you had by the window this morning?” he asked. 

This morning seemed so long ago. How long had I been in my bed since then? “Yeah, what about it?”

“The weird feeling was because you saw a woman standing there last night. The only thing is, I couldn’t see her.” His eyes bore into mine. 

“What? How could I see someone and you couldn’t?” I asked. 

“Because, Zoe, you’re a mage with a special gift. I think you have the power over spirit or something like that.” He scratched his chin. He always did that when he was nervous. It only seemed weird now that there was no stubble
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