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| CAN'T BELIEVE THAT THE FIRST BOOK IN THE CAPTRIX CHRONICLES SERIES IS FOUR YEARS
OLD (IN 2025)! | HAD NO IDEA WHEN | WROTE THIS BOOK WHAT KIND OF JOURNEY | NOULD END
UP ON, | WAS JUST PROUD | HAD SOMETHING | NANTED TO SHARE WITH THE WORLD. THIS
STORY IS NOW TURNING INTO A FOUR BOOK SERIES AND HAS TWO SPIN OFF SHORT STORIES
SET IN THE SAME WORLD. THESE CHARACTERS OCCUPY SO MUCH OF MY BRAIN SPACE SINCE
WE'VE BEEN HANGING OUT TOGETHER FOR FIVE YEARS NOW!

| WILL NOT LIE, READING THROUGH THESE CHAPTERS FELT CRINGY SINCE I'VE GROKWN SO
MUCH AS A WRITER, BUT THEN | REMEMBER SO MANY PEOPLE LOVE THIS BOOK AND
ATALANTA'S STORY. I'M GLAD THIS IS WHERE IT ALL BEGAN AND HOPE YOU ENJOY HEARING
SOME OF MY JOURNEY WRITING THIS BOOK IN THE ANNOTATIONS AHEAD.

HAPPY READING! - SHELBY

CHAPTER ONE

SHE PULLED THE BLOODY, silver knife from her chest and grinned.

“Was that supposed (o hurt?™ The creature stood in front of me examining the useless blade,

Litile spots ol blooed driblbsled anto the floor Fram the Enife, The witch creature stood 1o front
of me with red blood OOEiNg Onto her white lour-sack dress, The Blood ~.|1r|_'.~.|.| Ihr-nl.lz:'l': the fabric
like a dye, giving it a sickly brown-red starburst like a morbid tie-dye, 1 wasn't sure where to place
this dress, It didn't feel like it was a part of any particular time period, but it didn’t belong here,
cither. Why did she choose this outfit? Maybe for the way it allowed her to move? But | also didn't
know enough about witch creatures to judge their wardrobe choices. However, | knew her choice
to wear white made this encounter even more terrifving.

Her thick, black, wavy hair was a tangled heap framing her pale face. Without a few mone
brushes, this witch would have a head of nothing but ilthy knots she could never get through. |1
had a I.l.'-l_':llll; by hanrcare wasn'l & top preority b the WY she wis |-.:-|||-.|:|'.!; at me. Her black eViEs
stared deep into my soul as if they were judging its contents. Even though she had no visible pupils
or irises, it still felt like she was smiling at me with hungry eves, The fear 1| sgquashed down upon
entering the warchouse to face her for my first hunt crept up to the surface.

“You have got to be kidding me,” I groaned, realizing 1 had made a life-threatening mistake.
This broad wasn't the witch creature [ thought she was, and now, 1 was about to end up as some
tvpe of weird human soup in an abandoned warehouse lor my mother to ind.

1 myean, silver was a great chobce i 1 was a Br l.l_iil.l.‘lill'l." Her EEin grew |.||'=:|.'|. shioaw i|'||:: :|'|.']|11'|'.'|.1‘|
teeth, as she dangled the silver chef knife in front of her,

More blood dripped off the tip of the knife, making splatters on the concrete. As it dried on
the floor, the red blood faded into a mucky brown color. It appeared so human, but | knew this
creature in front of me was not human. She was a predator, and [ was her prey, even though [ was
meant to be hunting her down.,

Only four feet separated me from her, and 1 was runming oul of eplions. My brain rushed

through my limited knowledge, tryving to remember all the various witch creature derivatives |
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studied earlier 1oday, There wasn't much to ponder since 1 had only skimmed the book entries
unfil 1 decided what she was. | could have sworn she was a Brujadan. She lad the cackle and a taste
for babies according to the research | read out of my mothers hum notes, This description it what
I saw in Moms encyclopedin perfectly, Obviously, in this case, | was wrong,

Otherwise, when 1 stabbed her with a silver knife, she would have screamed from the metal
burning her skin and died after a few more jabs. On my way to the warchouse, 1 imagined her
death being like when Dorothy poured the bucket of water over the wicked witch and the witch
dissolved into a puddle. Not like this.

She dropped the knife causing it to land on the Hoor with a loud clang and glide across the
concrete further sway from me.  backed upa few steps, patting mvsell down to see if | remembered
any other types of weapons, She sauntered toward me, licking her lips, knowing this would be fum,
Her conhdemnce oozed out of her skin 50 much that it began to turn the ends of her black hair white,

Oh o, There was only one type of witch creature whose hair turmed when they were preparing
to slaughter their prev. 1 cleardy remembered this from my quick skim. This broad was a Venefica,
wary older than a Brujadan and way harder to kill. The worst part was [ barely read the entry before
I moved on. I had no idea how to actually stop her.

“Enough playing with my food. U'll suck vour soul out quickly, so it wont hurt,” said the
Vienelica,

The Venehea ran at me, chanting Latin words | dido't understand, [t seemed like the Latin
wirds |'|l|:||:|_'1 i the air, casting a '..]'IL"l]- I lesoked arounad, I!:r:.'il'lg 1o 20 1 her words affected :||1:|.'I!!|i.|'|i;.
but noticed nothing, Then, | sw my veins pulse beneath my skin and bubble, The heat i my
entire body was overwhelming, and 1 felt like my blood was going to boil out of my skin, Red
blotches appeared all over my arms, and [ knew 1 had to be right. The pain was excruciating. and
it was getting harder for me to focus. My blood leaked out of the pores on my body and began
making its own bright crimson red droplets on the floor. [ didn't have miuich time.

I reached into my pocket and found my copper 1943 dated penny my grandfather gave to me
betore he died. | kept it around for goad luck, but it did me no favors tonight, 1 knew certain metals
harmed witches 10 different WiY's, S0 | conild 1:|r'||':.' |'||:h|'l:_' the Vienehica was sensilive to COpper S
she didn’t react 1o silver.

The Venefica continued advancing as more red blood leakisd out of my facial pores, staining
my medium-length blonde hair. My entire face felt sticky and tugged with an uncomfortable crust
made from blood. It felt like I was doing a clay mask. but not as relaxing and a thousand times
more painful. The Venefica finally reached me, her yellow tecth fully exposed with her grin. She
opened her mouth and attempled to remove my soul.

I hadd ner idea if this would work, but [ had nothing else with me to iry. 1 said a quick goodbye
in my hexd 10 my penny and shoved it in her mouth, forcing her to swallow it. The Venehca
chomped down on my wrist, causing more searing pain and relywdrating the small bit of dried
Bloged, 1 palled my hand out of her mouth and glanced down at the hall-mooen teeth marks that

now lined my bloody right wrist, [ got wooey as more blood forced its way out of my skin, The

Venefica blurred in front of me.
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“Really? A penny? That won't actually kill—" The Venefica fell to her knees, vomiting red bile
with black swirls onto the concrete,

“Ip won't kill vou, but its a start,” 1 said, feeling hot blood running down my arms, 101 dadn'y
stop her soom, 1 would pass out,

The Venefica vemited again, sending my lucky penny into the pile of blood and previously
digested soul. I looked around the room for another weapon and saw nothing in my blurred vision
except the outline of the useless silver knife. | decided that if 1 was going to die, I wanted to die
fighting. She grabbed my ankle as [ ran for the knife and vanked me back. 1 fell to the ground,
hitting my head on the concrete. A throbbing pain invaded the side of my head, already forming a
swallen burmp, My blurey vision began turning red as my eves flled with blood. | kicked my leg,
attempting to break her grip. but she only clasped my ankle tighter. She dragged me toward her,
smearing crimson on the concrete, 1 thrashed, stll trying to break free, but she flipped me over
and pinned me down. The Venefica made me look at her and take in her black, hungry eyes.

"I'm 50 sorry,” | whispered o my ancestors and my mother, who weren't there, | prayed they
would forgive me for my ignorance when I reached the other side, wherever that was.

She forced my jaw open and inhaled deeply through her mouth. 1 tried to not stare at the
saliva strings coming off of the roof of her mouth, but 1 didn't want to watch her eves anvmore. The
Venelica took another deep breath, This time, | feli something come alive inside mysell and begin
stirring. adding to my discomfort. Turning my bloody eyes away from her face, | watched a piece
||l'|'|:|;r soil Bl oast of Ty mouth into the aie

My soul took the form of a small rabbit, resembling the rabbat featured on my family crest,
This rabbit wasn't opaque, like the way [ had seen it my entire life on the crest, Instead, the rabbit
was a transparent white that looked similar to a wisp. The soul rabbit pecred around the room,
panicked at its arrival. Its eyes bulged. recognizing it didn't belong out in the open. Then. it jumped
through the air, trying o escape the warchouse, nol knowing where it needed to run. Every time
the rabbit tried to scamper away, a gravity coming from the Veneficas mouth pulled it 1o her.

When the translucent rabbit was close enough, the Venefica let go of my shoulders and bt at
the air. 1.11.".'41||.ri|'|g the rabhbit as o hlrnlﬁﬂ.ucl 13 ]!u.r]!l Ay, I fele |,|1,-|.~p E'I'L'Ii.l"l i Ty heart. as if it had
been stablsed and crumbled into a ball to ease it, Another wispy rabbit exited my mouth as | chosed
my eyis, My soul rabbits terrified face as it endured its last momaents was (oo much for me 1o bear.,
1 couldn't watch her cat my entire soul.

The Venefica let out a chilling scream. and the rabbit ran back into my mouth. | gasped as
the fragment resettled itself back into my soul. I forced open my sticky blood eyes and saw the
witch laving on her side with a copper spear run through her, writhing in agony. Through blurred
eves, | noticed a tall woman with cropped Monde hair standing behind the witch. She wore a look
of disapproval, as if she knew me, The Venefica stopped twitching, and the copper spear caused
her 1o dissolve as | had onginally imagined. She became a sizzling heap of dust next 1o her pile of
vt and rivers of my blood. As the dust settled, the bloed stopped dripping out of my skin and

the pain in my chest eased,

“Mom,” | said in disbelief, realizing who the woman was.
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Mom walked over 1o me, content with the Veneficas demise, and started pulling me up to
my feet. 1 felt aint, and the entire concrete loor was slick, so it wasn't a simple task. Finally, after
a moment of struggle, [ stood up and commanded mysell o stay upright, | observed the ground,
realizing it looked similar toa murder scene, My smeared blood created an abstract painting on the
floor 1 never wanted to see again, The useless knife remained in the corner, a few feet away from
the witch’s vomit. My stomach turned, as | considered adding to her pile.

My entire bady felt bruised and exhausted. Wounds of defeat covered me, and | seemed to
belong in a crypt rather than standing before my overachieving mother. She observed me, noting
all the wounds that encompassed me. Most mothers would shower their daughters with kisses,
thanking a higher power that their child was safe, Mine was immune to those feelings, as far as |
coukd tell, All she saw when she looked at me was a blood-crusted disappointmaent,

“What are vou doing here?”™ | asked,

Her arrival annoyed me, but my gratitude for being alive overshadowed it, even if 1 didn't
reveal it IF she hadn’t shown up, 1 would be soulless and probably dead. 1 had no idea how she
realized 1 was here unless she followed me to the hunt. Maybe she went off of her Captrix intuition?
Al knew was that she was here now and | would never recover from this mistake.

“Atalanta! The better question is why vou're here.” said Mom, not having my tone. 1 pissed her
ofl, and | dreaded the CONSEUENCES -::Il'Li.'l.'inE 1|'||'|.r1||;|'| this.

Mom let go of me and [ fought to stay vertical, rather than laving back down. She reached
down to b‘.:l'il.l'l the COPPHET sper frosim the |'li|.-|: al witch duast, Mam |'lr|;:-.m:'-|.‘| a batton an the side of the
spear, and it retracted into a smaller spear the length of her forearm, With the spear in one hand,
she wrapped her arm around me to help me stagger out of the warchouse.

“Wait! My penny!” | turned around to see my penny shining bright even though puke covered
it.

I bet go of Mom and went back for my lucky penny. It took everything in me. but I reached
down into the witchs vomit to pull out my penny. [ wiped the black substance off it on my blood-
soaked pants and slipped it back into my pocket. The penny wasn't really clean, but a dirty penny
wikk befter than hil'.'il'lE il o i,

With Maoams help, | hobbled my way out of the warchouse, As | got into her truck, | winced
a5 1 realized my blood would stain the leather seats. It was another thing to add to the list of
transgressions | committed this evening. | looked back at the warchouse one last time, remembering
how | failed. I, Atalanta Capp, the daughter of the greatest witch creature huntress ever, had just
failed my first witch hunt and almost died. Now. 1 would be trapped forever in my mother's house.
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CHAPTER TWO

by BATHWATER RESEMBLED A murder scene when | exited the iub, Ii had taken me over an hour to
scrub off all the dried blood that encompassed my entice body, Every time | loaded my rag up with
anfibacterial soap and scrubbed, it never seemed like 1was getting any cleaner. 1 could never view
my skin or bathwater the same again without seeing the crimson blood making a disgusting poaol,
My skin ached from expelling blood out of its pores and felt raw from my scrubbang, The goose e
at the side of my head continued to throb and requested an ice pack. [ sighed. My body felt weaker
than a healthy eighteen-year-olds should. 1 didn't know how much blood the witch had boiled out
of my skin, but I knew it wasn't good.

After drying off, 1 walked to the medicine cabinet with my towel wrapped around me to find
some ointment for my wrist. The plan was to treat it like a rabid dog bite rather than acknowledging
the half moon, human teeth marks that remained. Before opening the cabinet, | caught a glimpse
of mysell i the cabinet’s mirror and shudderad ot my appearance.

I looked like o reanimated corpse. Popped blood vessels appeared in both of my blue eves,
creating a spotted display on the whites of my eycballs. The ocean blue color of my irises seemed
clouded, as if something had diluted the color. My dark under-cye circles and snow-white face
completed the look. 1 shook my head, trying to bounce the image from my mind, and opened the
cabinet. On the middle shelf. 1 found a triple antibiotic ointment and bandage wrap. I went to work
treating my “rabid dog bite” and wrapped the injury.

My clothes Laid in a pile in the corner of the bathroom, creating a stain on the tile, but [ was
too fRaint to worry about them. 1 would have to throw them away anyway, since there was no way
those stains were coming out. It saddened me o lose those jeans, though, They were the only ones
that looked good on my slender, athletic frame. They gave me the curves [ desperately wanted, But

I was built tes kill witch creatures, not attract male attention, so those curves had eluded me my

entire life. 1 exited the bathroom and put on some pajamas from my bedroom before descending
the stairs to the kitchen.
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The smell of steak overwhelmed me, Mom must have been making me her typical “you lost
too much blood™ meal of steak and orange juice. She created this meal for hersell after her witch
hunts to bring herself back wp to strength, Most of the time she dida’t need i, 1 couldnt remember
the last time she came back injured like [ was, Personally, 1 thought she enjoyved the meal instead
of consuming it for the health benefits, It wasn't the worst meal to cat after almost dying, but the
idea of red meat juices mixed with orange juice caused me to gag. A large meal also didn't sound
appetizing to me, but it was something | needed to endure to get an ice pack for my head.

I walked down the stairs carefully, counting each step as I went. The last thing I wanted was
a fall im my condition. When | reached the Kitchen, my steak and orange juice was already waiting
tor me at the dinner table, along with a disapproving mother, | considered going to the freezer first
to search for an ice pack, but angry brows and a tense jaw on Mom'’s Bce told me that was a bad
idea.

*1 can explain,” [ said, sliding my chair out from the table. 1 sat down and inhaled the scent
of conked steak.

*I sure hope so.” Mom took the seat across from me, putting us on opposite sides of the table.

I recognized it was a power move, but it was still intimidating all the same. If there was one
thing Artemis Capp knew how to do, it was how to scare people inlo submission. She sat there like
a regal queen, looking down upon an unloyal subject. Mom pulled off her Monde pixie cut and
slender frame with grace | didn’t possess, Her bBlue eves revealed the huntress beneath the grace,
I Vo |,'r-e.'|.-r-e.'|.|. al them oo I""'L'-' Vi could see her caleulated mamd 'm.':lgh the bex 1:|Er1i1:|r'|.'. 1o kill
creatures, Evidently, I stared too long because she rased her eyebrows, looked down at my plate,
and back up to me,

Understanding the message, 1 cut the steak into tiny bites and teok a sip of orange juice. |
gave a sigh of relief when 1 saw she cooked the steak well-done so | wouldn't have to sec or taste
any more blood. | pushed a few bites around on my plate to postpone the inevitable. The orange
juice was supposed to help with iron absorption from the steak. but the tangy flavor made my nose
wrinkle. Mom cleared her throat and looked down at my plate. To my dismay, 1 took a few bites
of The steak o :-.uli.'-.l":.' her, The tensiaon in the room thickened as 1 realized Mom was 'a'u'il.i'liﬂlE fesr an
explamnation,

"I found your finished notes, [ thought [ would save you some time and take care of my first
hunt,” | said, mentally preparing myself for the yelling response to come.

To determine if they were ready to face the world alone, at eighteen, a rising Captrix would
complete their first hunt. Before then, they were forced to live in their mother's home, hidden from
the world, until they completed this hunt. It was customary for the first hunt of a Captrix to be
observed so their mother could acknowledge they were ready to fight alone. The fact that | did it by
mivsell and failed was a spit in the face of tradition. But | was so tired of being trapped in this house,

“Apparently, you didn't read them well, otherwise vou wouldnt have brought this!™ Mom
slammed the chef knife on the table,

She hod cleamed it after the hunt, but it still had a faint murky brown spot she hadn't gotten

out. | struggled to remember when she went back to get it and drew a blank. 1 must have been

really out of it when we got to the truck. My body tensed. but | tried to keep up a confident facade.
&
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“I made a mistake. 1 gulped down a swallow of orange juice,

I drank more (o lengthen the silence between us. The fewer words 1 said. the quicker this
lecture could be over, My mind returned 1o the aching bump on my head, and 1 begged it to haold
on a little longer, A few more gulps of orange juice passed wntil 1 almost finished the glass, | gazed
at Mom's face, wishing she would say something. Her face was a mixture of fury and worry. I had
seen these emotions on her separately before, but now that they were together, I wasn't sure how
to reacl.

“A deadly one!” Mom banged her fist on the table, causing it to shake.

Her ﬁlr}' was winning over her worry. Every ounce of concern on her face draimed, replaced
only with anger. | slid my chair back a bit from the dinner table as my orange juice sloshed to create
some distance, The closer | was to the table, the harder it would be for me to leave when | needed
to, 1 took another bite of steak, trving to think of what to say,

*1 just wanted to complete my first hunt,” I said, breaking eye contact.

I couldn’t look into her eyes anymore as they were secthing in anger. 1 hadn't seen her this
angry since [ told her 1 didn’t want to be a Capirix.

*“If you were ready to complete your first hunt, then you would have realized that it was a
Venefica, nod a Brujadan quickly.” Mom slid me her notes | didn't read closely before,

I moved my plate and glass (o the side to see, There was still hall & steak there, but | higured
her proving | was inadequate was more impartant than my iron levels, | studied her note, searching

tor what | massed before,

Babies are dying in the hospital unexpectedly. Hearts are always mizsing. The rest of

innards remain. No medical diagnosis can be given, Definitely a witch crealure present.

I looked up from the note, still confused, Studving it again, | read the sentences for the thind
time, | came to the same conclusion as earlier.

“She should have been a Brujodan, She was eating babies, Venehca don't eat babies like that,”
1 said.

I was desperate to be right, so I could go upstairs to get some rest. 1 gave up on getting an ice
pack. My lack of energy was becoming a problem, and I was ready for this conversation to be over.

“The babics’ innards were still there. Brujadan always eats all the organs. Venefica eat hearts
when they suck your soul out of your body” said Mom matter-of-factly, like we were having an
angry science lesson. "You would have koown that if vou actually cared about this”

“Well, I'm sorry | got it wrong, Big deal” | rolled my eves and stood up from the table,

I dicln't wamt to be a witch huntress and didn’t care what witch ate hearts versus organs, [ just
wizntéd to be done with my first hunt, so [ could live a life out of these four walls,

Mom's nostrils flared. I knew [ said the wrong thing, but she didnt understand how closed off
I was. I was never allowed to go outside and leave this house. Instead, 1 spent the last cighteen years
stuck in this prison, forced to live by her rules. She expected me to rise and be the next greatest
Captrix to ever live, but I didn't want that for myself I wanted to be free to live my own life and
make my own choices.

“It is a hig freaking deal, Atalanta! That Venefica almost killed vou! You were almost soulless!”
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“Well, maybe if vou spent the time teaching me different witeh creatures before | was eighteen,
I wontld ko the difference., Or hell, if vou would spend any time witl me at all that didn’t involve
talking about witches, 1 would want this”

I needed 1o escape her now. If only [ could distract her like a Venefica by putting a penny
down her throat,

*1 was out there saving innocents from these creatures! I'm sorry I didn’t have time to baby
you inte doing your Captrix readings” Mom moved in front of me, blocking my path.

“I'm getting better. I just need to take more time to study. Then, | can do my hunt again.”

“Exactly. Which is why you're not going on any other hunts until | think vou're ready.”

“But that's not faie! I'm eighteen, You can’t keep me here anymore!”

"1 can keep vou here until | believe vou are ready” Mom stepped to the side calmly, trving to
simmer down her fury, and pointed upstairs, " Now, go get some res,”

I had waited for years to go on my first hunt for freedom, and 1 blew it for not reading enough.

“You're refusing me the right to my heritage, so you can keep me here” The anger left my
body. turning into sadness. *It’s a stupid tradition. I want 1o see the world. Maybe even go to
college.”

“Being a Capirix is a responsibility, not a choice. We don't leave our posts because we feel like
it. People need ug,” Mom’s lip quivered, "You understand nothing.”

"1 didn’t choose this, Why am | not allowed to have a life?”

“Becalse VOu e a ['Iil.|'ll::rix- Your life 15 o prodect '|!|:|.|'|'|ur'|i1:.' froamy wileh ereatures” Mom
motioned upstairs again. “Go to bed, We will ramp wp your training tomorrows.

"1 don't want to train any—"

“Atalanta, go to bed.”

I wanted to fight her some more, but ever since I left the warchouse, 1 felt awful. Apart from
the blood loss and random battle wounds, something inside me felt empty. 1 thought about the
soul rabbit again and wondered if the Venefica did something to me. Blood I could regenerate. but
it seemed like a piece of me was missing in a way steak could never fix.

I walked uE‘t.'.!..'lin back 1o the bathroom bo cdeal swath Ty clothes beefore EOInE o ke, Thae
clothes remained in a gross heap in the corner of the bathroom. | reachéed down o check the
pockets and the smell of iron and stomach acid smacked me in the face, Gagging, 1 continued my
mission. | fiddled through the pocket to find my lucky penny. Vomit stained the penny, so 1 ook it
over to the sink to wash it clean.

This penny was too special to stay covered in blood and witch bile. My grandfather, who had
lived with us, gave me it as a gift before he passed away. He knew that copper was a powerful tool
against certain witch creatures from my grandmother, who was also a Captrix. When he found
2 1943 penny, he kept the penny for me, The penny had a high concentration of copper al 95%,
It was more useful than today's zine pennies, which did nothing against witches, | cherished the
penny. ol only because it kept me safe, but because of the sentimentality,

After cleaning the penny, § rested it on the sink, so [ could pat my clothes mna black trash bag,

Mom kept contractor trash bags under the sink for these instances. | held my breath, placed the
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clothes in the sack, and shoved them back in the bathrooms corner. Normally, Mom would have
forced me to take it to the backyard and burn it in order 1o make sure the surroundings were clear
of Venefica magic, | was so physically exhausted that the idea of taking these clothes back down
the stairs felt impossible, Mom hadn't mentioned it before she sent me up here, 5o [ assumed the
clothes would be fine until the moming.

I walked to my bedroom and plopped down on my bed. Reaching over the nightstand. 1
flicked on the string lights behind my bed to fill the room with a soft yellow glow. [ knew 1 should
go to bed, but | wanted to look at my secret scrapbook, so 1 would dream about something clse
other than the Venefica's black eves.

I reached im the tiny gap between my bed amd the nightstamd and pulled out a purple
hardcover serapbook, When | bought the scrapbook, | tore out all the contents and filbed it with
beige cardstock coated in magazine clippings and photos from the internet, | ran my fingers over
the decoupaged pictures, taking in the beautiful pictures of California. I loved looking at the
beaches and seving the thick redwood forests, I 1 tired of nature, | could flip the page and look at
images of lofts in downtown Los Angeles. Everything seemed like it was a fantastical dream, and |
wanted to be in it more than anything. I dreamed of being able to go to college and actually make
friends. Hell, | would live ina van down by the river if that meant [ could get out af MWew Meadows,
Georgia,

A Capp family member hadn't escaped New Meadows in at least three generations as far as
I ks I wasst normal bor li'.uplri:-: 1o Bave rodls i oa EI.'FrilI:H_'!' for bows I""L'-' We wepe :-.|.|.|'l]:-|1:-.|."-|!
to b nomads, but this area had been a hotspot for witch creatures since it was founded after the
inguisition when the witches fled Europe,

We always ended up here, one way or another. The witch creatures liked it when all the
clements were close together, and New Meadows was a perfect landscape for that. We had a
swarnp, plenty of trees, and the earth was hot, yet damp at the same time. Especially now, during
the summer where humidity hung in the atmosphere like a steamy blanket.

I hated it. | wanted somewhere where | would have a temperatiire or season that wasn't
r'|1."|.'|.'r-|.'|'||.|.i|'|i'_ wel heat, Californi |'|ii5J!|I! med b the answer, but | 1|'|-::-|.|i¢|.l il |'|'|;.1:."|1|.'.| shart. F]im'-i.ﬂl;
the page, | touched a picture of people gathering in an outdoor mall, It could be an opportunity
to at least make friends. 1 turned to another page to view a collage of emo boys and girls holding
hands with cliche love sayings on them. I smiled. trying to imagine what that would feel like.
Maybe California would be a chance to find romance too.

In the very back of the scrapbook, I created a flap envelope. | opened the worn cardstock
and pulled out the cash 1 had stuck in it. The random bills equaled two hundred dollars. [ saved
the ones, fives, and twenties from various birthdays and tucked them away into this envelope. The
money was just encugh to buy me one bus ticket to Los Angeles, and | was determined to purchase
it after | successfully completed my hunt,

I inserted the money back inta the pocket and ¢losed the serapbooek, A giant vawn overtook
my body, letting me know it was time o rest. [ put the serapbook back imto its hiding place and

turned off the string lights. Tomorrow had to be a better day.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE sOUND OF WATER woke me from my deep sleep. Grogginess overwhelmed me at first, bt
annovance quickly replaced i, T managed to avoad any nightmares, but now | didn't want 1o risk
going back 1o sleep. The Veneficas grin and black eyes were drilled into my brain, Sometimes
when | closed my eves, [ would see her there, opening her mouth to suck out my soul, It was onlya
matter of time before my subconscious betraved me and | dreamed about her since my exhaustion
had passed.

I looked toward the window and noticed the subtle glow of the streetlamp shining into my
window. What time was it? Rolling away from the window, I felt around on my nightstand and
picked up my cell phone. I clicked the power button to show the time. With squinted eyes, 1 saw
three AM plowing on the screen. | had woken up right at the beginning of the witching hour. |
tl!'mul:.]!lt il was a weird coincidence, bt 1 set my P‘!ILIJIL’ haack an the I"Iik',ll:hlil.l'ul amd |.'-::Ir'|1-r.':'|'|]!||.=|!u'-|]
going back to sleep.

A crash echoed through the house, The sound of water overran my ¢ars again, and | realized
the noise that woke me wasn't a sleepy hallucination. I threw off my covers, ignoring the chill
bumps on my legs that appeared from wearing only an oversized t-shirt to bed. I grabbed the
doorknob, ready to check and determine what was going on. but stepped backwards as the sound
of water came closer.

The water sounded like crashing ocean waves as the noise came closer to my door. Something
in my mind gave me the feeling of danger as i it already knew what was going on, | wondered if
it was myy Captrix instingts kicking in. 1 knew we all had them, and they were never wrong, but
I had mever felt or heard mine until now, I they were showing up now, it may be a good time to
listen. | tiptoed 1o my accordion style slatted closet door and opened it, With my fingers in the slats,
I pulled it closed. Through the slatted door, 1 saw o distorted view of my room. The nodse grew

louder until it stopped at my bedroom.

Water leaked under my bedroom deor as the door creaked open. A woman with long turquoise
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hair walked into the room, Her feet were bare as far as | could tell, but were covered in tiny, shiny
scales to her ankles. She was sort of beautiful as her scales shimmered in the light pouring through
the window, but her beauty paled in comparizen 1o the pit forming in my stemach, This feeling
insicle my head was terrified of her and the water being in this reom. § kept trying 1o shut the sense
off by pressing my hand against my temples, but it refused to be silenced.

She stepped in further, motioning with her hands, causing water to rush through my entire
room as if it was scarching for something. | looked behind me for something to stand on before
the water could touch my feet. I wasn't sure what | was dealing with, but I knew her water couldn't
be great news for me based on my current mental response. Looking arcund the closet, | found a
cardboard shoebox and reached for it. The water continued coming closer to my closet, seeking me,
I had seconds before it would flow under the closet door and cover my feet.

I stepped onto the shoebox, This wouldn't hold me for long, so [ tried to think light thoughts
like it would somehow help. I distributed my weight onto the edges. trying to prevent the box from
collapsing, and held my breath, Water flowed under the doorway and surrounded my shocbox. As
if it sensed my presence, the water began forming small white-capped waves that licked the top of
the box. 1 released panicked air. It was going to find me. Another tall wave crashed near my big toe,
and [ felt the mist coming off of it. | swore the water touched me, but | wasn't sure.

A crash sounded from the other side of the house and all the water drew away back o the
scaled woman. My cardboard shoebox collapsed under moy weight, and [ balled myy fists, preparing
for the worst, As 1 was wilili:l:lg for the scaled witech o burst inlo the closet, | heard h|1:|l|'l]'li.rI$|
coming up the staircase,

“What are vou doing in here?” The voice sounded female, but it cracked through every word,

When the voice arrived at my door, my reom filled with warmth like a fire had been roaring
in here for hours. The room became unbearably hot, and 1 stifled the urge to fan my face. |
couldn't make out the new woman through the door. All | saw was red.

“I'm looking for the girl,” said the scaled witch, each word falling beautifully out of her mouth
like a Nowing stream.

“She’s med i|'|'|]'l1|i'li.1||[ righl oA

Had | ever been important? None of thess witch creatures were supposed to know that |
existed. To keep me safe was the entire purpose of being trapped in this house.

“She murdered one of us”

“That Venehca is none of our concern. Let’s go,” said the red blob that [ assumed was a witch.

The distorted red body began walking out of the door 1 didn't know how they thought 1
killed the Vencfica. The news of my batched hunt couldn't have spread that fast.

“What about Artemis?™ The figure of the scaled witch creature shifted and pulsed with
energy. Drops of water dripped off her fingers as she stopped focusing on keeping her powers
contained,

I Minched at the sound af my mothers name. | had to warn her about the witches in the
house, but my phone was still on my nightstand, It was impossible o reach as long as the two

witch creatures were in here. But [ also had a fecling that would do nothing. Knowing my mom,

il
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she already realized they were here, If they made it 1o my bedroom, something was clearly wrong,

“I've secured her, Now let's go.” The red witch exited the room, and the air coaled.

The =caled woman took one more look o the room and stared at my closet door, Then,
she shook her head and followed behind the other woman. 1 heard them move down the stairs
and cxited my closet. Immediately, I grabbed my phone from the nightstand and ran toward my
mothers bedroom to find her. Her bedroom door hung open, and black ash covered the entry. 1
entered the room to see everything singed, like a fire exploded and disappeared. How had a witch
set this place on fire without a smoke detector going off? | was way out of my league.

“Mom,” | whispered, already knowing she wasn't here, but | was holding on to what small
sharnd of hope | had.

Her metal dagger sat on the floor, untainted by black ash, | couldn't believe she had left it.
The dagger was special because the forger swirled the blade with six types of metal—=gold, silver,
copper, iton, tin, and lead. This made it incredibly lethal to all different types of witches, s0 Mom
never left it behind, 1 picked the dagger up, held it in my hand, and examined it. No blood dotted
the blade. She didn't use it against the creatures, or Mom didn't have the chance. 1 hunted for the
sheath of the dagger, but 1 didn't find it. 1 assumed the sheath was still on Mom's side since she
wore the dagger to bed sometimes in case of emergencies. Then, | scanned the room for any signs
of 2 t1r|:||;£|-r.', fll:ll.:l.lll.l." II.III]ﬁiI'IE bart the black ash |.'1Ii|.|.i|'|b" u'l.'..'l‘}'l!]hi.l'lg,.

I l:ghl:..-n:.-d my grip on il knife, preparing to stk 4|:||3.'I|1|r|-‘|_'| that |._'j|l||.1_'.]tl me ]1:.' -.|.|.r_|1|.'i-.|:. Thie
hovase was |.|1|.i¢_'l g, Bast 1 had 1o find Mo before the witch creatures |.]:|:|1:||;4.'|.|. their mnds amd
carne back for me, I rushed down the stairs, and my eves widened, They tore the kitlchen and living
room o shreds, Damp saltwater and burn marks covered the reoms, showing a visible strupple, |
pecred into the rooms, but Mom was nowhere (o be found.

Mo, no, no. Panic rose in my chest. | fought the urge to run around the house screaming for
her. | checked the kitchen, but saw nothing but flipped over furniture and burned spots. Giving
up, I walked into the damp living room and scanned it for signs of witch creatures or Mom. They
broke nothing except for the side lamp laving on the oo Surprisingly, evervihing in this room
wikkin | seorched, _ill.'q.l sokabed.

The bookcase in the hving room was soaking wet, like a gigantic ocean wave hitat. The witches
failisd to pet into Mom’s study, This explained why she left her dagger behind in her bedroom,
You needed it to pry open the secret bookcase door to enter the study. Nothing else would work
because there was a special place between the bookcase and the wall that the dagger fit into. She
didn't want them to get inside. How did the witches know the entrance to the study was there? My
mind rolled with unanswered questions.

A truck door slammed outside, separating me from my thoughts, 1 ran to the window and
stared outside. In the back of our family truck, wrapped in chains with a mouth gag on, was my
mother. She wore her pajamas, but fire singed the fabric on the edges. On her leg, | saw the missing
halster haliway hanging off like someone had pulled i, Her hair looked soqy, but she was still

thrashing in the truck bed, trving 1o free hersell Mom glanced at the window and found my eyes,

Before | made a plan to go save her, a giant ball of fire burst through the window. | ducked and
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the fireball narrowly missed my head, It landed in the corner of the room and began burning even
though evervthing was damp. There shouldn't have been anviling to catch fire, but the inferno
roared on amyway, burning up the walls and spreading across the floor,

I heard the truck door slam again and tires screeched away on the pavement.

*You need to feave,” said a dear voice in my mind.

My eves bulged out of my head at the sound of my intuition. 1 wasn't sure what it was meant
to sound like, but mine sounded like a mixture of a robot and my grandmaother’s voice. Her voice
was soothing and melodic with a cheery ring to it. Based on her career as a huntress, it made no
sense for her to have such a pleasant voice. However, in my mind, it now sounded mechanical,
taking away the cheer | grew up with,

I didn't bike it, bt [ idn’t know how 1o force it 1o change, either. This was all becoming too
much, My intuition coming in, my mother being kidnapped, witches trving to kill me, [ could feel
a mental breakdown coming on as my intuition tried to tell me what to do, but I couldn’t listen to
what it had 1o say with all the noise in my mind.

The fire spread from the room’s corner into a perfect trail toward me. Smoke filled my lungs
as the fire circdled around, trying to trap me. Coughing, | ran to the bookshelf and slipped the
dagger into the special place and pried. The flames touched my ankles, making me wince in pain. |
pried at the door again, but it wouldn't come loose. The flames climbed up my legs, and [ screamed
in agony. Adrenaline took over miy body, and [ used all my strength to pry at the door again, Finally,
it popped open as the flames reached the tail of my oversized t-shirt,

I ran into the concrete hallway and pulled the bookcase closed behind me, An ordinary
fire wouldnt be able to go past the secret dowr, This entire study was witch proof, including fire
prevention, but | had a feeling this wasn't a typical fire since it came sailing through the living
room window. 1 limped down the hall with my burned legs to the study and patted out the small
flame. trying to ignite on my t-shirt. | had to find the book and get out of here.

Since the Roman empire, when Captrixes became necessary to control witch activity, Captrixes
have kept a hand-written encyclopedia that detailed every witch creature they came across. Adding
o the book was the job af every Caplrix generation. It was their duty to detal new species amd
mixed-creatures, but to also add in new tactics on hunting them., | couldn’t leave the house without
this book. Even if 1 didn’t want to partake in adding to it, it would be a disservice 1o all of my
ancestors to let all of their hard work go to waste. It had to be in here since the witches didn't make
it into the study before escaping,

Tons of books sat in bookcases that lined the walls of the office. Colored spines and bound
leather pecked out the most with embossed titles about the written history of the famous Captrixes,
individual guidebooks on each witch creature, and potion books to help Captrixes prep their
wiapons for battle, This was all meant to be mine if | chose this lifestyle, and now 1 had w leave
behind this wealth of knowledge. Finding the encyclopedia was all that mattered at this point,

I limped over to Mom's desk where all of her recent lwnt notes laid waiting, ready for Aling
or transcription into the appropriate book, Siting in the meddle of the desk was the brown leather

encyclopedia, tied shut with a cord for protection. On top of the encyclopedia was a note written
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in Mom's sloppy handwriting, as if she didn't have enough time to make it look elegant. 1 read the

note and tried not 1o dwell on the "how did she know to write this™ questions that filled my mand.

Put the book in the backpack and find Bridgette. 250 BeeBrush Drive.

I had no idea who Bridgette was or where BeeBrush Dirive was, but 1 felt like | had no other
choice il my mom wanted me to do this, She hadn't told me this was coming, but she evidently set
up a -3.|::-|'|I!i1:||!14.'l|.|. ¥ E'-'|:|||. It was my rq.'s-.ihi:ll:r-nl!ri]:ll].' 1o ol low it i | wanted (o have any chance to find
her, 1 trsesd 1o 1.'.-r.'i5|'| iy OpLacas, bask the soumd ||I'-'.':|:|.-'.'LC|.i|'|1; fire echoed in the |'|u||1'..1:|'.

The warmith of the Browing fire came 1o mee from e ||-|]|.w:|':.'. The flames broke I||r-::-||i_;|:|.
the bookease door, and it was following me as if there wasn't am entire house to burn instead.
Smoke fAlled the ceiling, 50 1 knew it was time to go. 1 scarched around the desk until 1 found
the black backpack left for me. Inside there was water, a few snacks, and pain medicine. 1 shoved
the encyclopedia and dagger into the main compartment and placed my cell phone in the front
pocket. Clutching the note in my hand. 1 put the bag on my back.

The fire roared, building a wall at the opening of the study. There was no way | was going
o be able to go back into the main howse. | hobbled my way to the exit door in the back of the
'-||IJ|,|:. andd |.|||1|.'|1u|.| Y escape, Then, | ~.1:_'E'-|1r|.| ko Lhe "'FI“ i and skt the door behimd mee as
the siren of a firetruck got closer to the house, Staggering my way through the backyard, 1 found
the back street. so 1 could avoid the first responders before they saw me. 1 turned around to look
at the house one more time, anly toregret it Orange and yellow-white flames covered the entire
structure. All of my bus ticket money was being burnt up now, along with the tactile memories
of my grandparents and my mother. | now had nowhere else to go and no idea where Mom was.
5o, with a black backpack, wearing an oversized 1-ghirt and burnt legs, 1 began my journey to

BeeBrush Drive to hind the mysterious Bridgette.
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CHAPTER FOUR

I Limren pows THE street for thirly minutes before my phone GPS found BeeBrush Drive. As
I walked down the sidewalks, 1 felt naked in the evening light. It was pitch-black dark except
when | ran across a streetlight, For the first time in my life, 1 didn’t want to be seen, vet | was
visible, and not for the right reason. | was a teenager with severe burns and half of her butt
hanging out of a t-shirt. How would [ ¢xplain my wounds or owtfit choice? Even though no one
crossed my path, I still couldn’t shake the devastating thought of being hunted. I constantly
looked over my shoulder, expecting some sort of witch creature to be there. They released me
into the world with little protection and absolutely no idea what | was doing. It only made sense
for them to take advantage of me while I was vulnerable.

A dirt road was not what [ was picturing when I found BeeBrush Drive, but 1 wasn't sure
what | was expecting. Then again, [ didn't have much of a reference since | had never been on this
side af town. Goosebumps covered my body along with the throbbing of my begs, so the idea of
hobbling down a dirt road with no end in sight dida’t appeal to me, My burns had blistered, and
the exhaustion of losing bloed and being severely burned teok its toll. [ had never had so many
attempts on my life, but these witches tried to make up for lost time.

These years of hiding kept me safe from personal witch attacks, but also kept me from being
captured and used against Mom. The fact Mom had been kidnapped instead of me was irony not
wasted. It seemed ridiculous. OF course, 1 worried, but the best Captrix known to be alive was in
the back of a wehicle to who knew where. 18 should have been me inside that truck acconding to
evervihing | kearned, Not her.,

I hobbled down the dirt road for another ten minutes, and the pain along with the emotions
became too much. | wanted to give up and throw mysell into the ditch on the side. Chanting somse
witch hating language would cause at least one of them to find me. Especially since [ was the new
VILE it seemed. It would be over quickly. Mavbe a Venefica would come and suck out the rest of

my soul, so | could die in peace. Burning would suck, but that would be okay too. At this moment,
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I just wanted to die or for things to return to what they were before my hunt,

Tears ceowded my eves and escaped down my face, Mom was depending on me, though. I'm
nat sure why because | barely knew any witch ereature lore, | had proven myself incompetent on
my first hunt. Mot @0 mention, she anticipated a crazy witch creature plot to come to the house,
since she left me the dagger and note, but didn’t tell me. To add to my list of inadequacies, [ never
did my reading out of spite, figuring I would have sand between my toes by now, but also because
the threat of witch creatures seemed too far away. | was a useless Captrix, and I didn't even want
to be one. | laughed maniacally throwgh my tears at how ridiculous this whole situation seemed.

In the middle of my mental breakdown, a gold glitter-like substance rained down from the
trees on the right side of the road. The glitter was so beautiful that | stood there mesmerized umil
the hst flake fell 1o the ground, | wiped the tears off my Bee and turned 1o study an ornate sign
reading 250 BeeBrush Drive, Behind the sign was a short stone path leading 1o a cottage, The path
had green grass pecking through the cobblestones. A gravel driveway was to the left of the cottage,
but the ending of it faded into the trees. 1 looked down the road again to see if | could find the end
of a driveway, but it was too dark. 1 glanced back at the cottage and took in its quaint appearance.

It was a small cottage with a light grey stone on the outside and a brown-colored root
Accenting the windows were brown wooden shutters with flower boxes underneath them. If 1
didnt know amy bedter, | would have I!]|.||I.L5|'|I! that Snow 'White lived hese with the seven dwaris,
It was |11'|.'|.'I:.' and unlike ,1||:.'Ihi|1|; I had ever seen, | needed to learn what the inside looked like,

I dismissed the Fli'l'l:-r as a side-effect al LT mental breakdown and ambled down the
cobblestone path, Glancing down at my phone, [ read the time, Five AM. | hoped | wouldn't be
disturbing the Bridgette written on the note, but | didn’t ste any other way around it. 1 couldn’t
wait outside for the time o become appropriate. It amazed me [ hadn't been spotted thus far. |
reached the door, drew in a deep breath. and gave a soft knock.

Imrmnediately, 1 picked up movement within the coltage. A light came on inside and shone a
sliver of white onto the grass beside me. 1 could make out more flowers. but some plants in the
Hlower beds appeared to be cooking herbs as well. It interested me that they weren't contained in
4 |'|:|.r[|:|.'1||.|r i::tn!rn- '|']:||.':.' frew and roamed as |!]:||.-:.' |'||4.'..1~.|."-:!. I heard Iiml'-.lt_'i:l't. inside the collage
anad returned my focws to the door, [t only took a few seconds for the brown wooden door to crack
open, Barely half of a face revealed itself in the dark,

“Can 1 help you,” said the female voice behind the door. Her voice was as smooth as honey,
but concerned. It had a tinge of sleepiness, and she was stifling a yawn.

“Umm, my mom left me a note to find Bridgette. She wrote this address under her name,” 1
said.

She reached her hand through the opening. not allowing the door to crack anymore. Her
fingers were long, and her nails were a natural almond shape, left bare, | handed her Moms note,
and the hand shipped back behind the door, A moment passed while | assumed she scanned the
nake,

“Artens, she whispered, cluiching the note harder, The paper erinkled in her hand,

“My mom.” Relief flooded my body, She knew who Mom was,
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“And vou are?”

My excitement deained. | remembered no one would recognize me. This would actually
be one of the frst people | had met apart from my mom and grandparents, unless vou counted
random cashiers at the shoppes in town,

“Atalanta”

“Bridgette”

Bridgette opened the door, and 1 got a good leok at her in the hallway light. She was taller

than me. I estimated around 5'7 and lanky, since | was around 5'5. Bridgette’s long wavy brown

hair was lined with a few grey strands that glimmered in the light. Her eves were brown pools of

honey with small silver flecks in them. They were unlike anvthing | had ever seen. Beautiful, even
though sleep crust crowded in the corners, The beginming of lines on her pale forehead and around
the eyes creased her face, but her glowy skin overshadowed them, If my skin looked like tha, |
would never want to cover it in the long-sleeved blue satin pajama set she was wearing, Based on
her appearance, [ assumed Bridgette was close to Mom's age, early forties. 1 wondered how long
they had known cach other. Mom had never spoken about her before.

Bridgette gasped when she took in my appearance. I realized how awful I must appear and
immediately crossed my arms in front of my chest. Her eves looked me up and down in shock. |
wikk w0 embarrassed | E‘rr‘l:r|'l:|.'|:||.:.'-:,:||:||-:i have died |'i.5|'|l there, | stared al my feet, not 'u.'ur'l1i|'|5l!u ke
any more eve contact, bat svoiding eve contact forced me 1o look at my legs, which also looked
harrihe, Blisters and fras E‘H:n.']n.'l:-. coviered iy .'||.:'|'|i:|||5 I"'E"" A few of the Blisters had busted when
I was walking here and grew more painful, | was on a road straight to an infection if 1 didn’t get
those treated. Looking back at Bridgette, I tried to hold back tears. I wanted to appear strong, but
I felt =0 weak.

Bridgette looked at me with pity that I wasn't sure that | wanted. but needed. Her nervous
demeanor dissolved into caring and motherly. She gave me a soft smile that 1 took as everything
would be okay. In her presence, | encountered calm, something that eluded me the past few hours.

“Let’s see if | can fix vou up.” Bridgette motioned me to follow her down the hallway.

She led me 1o her |:i'|."|r'|1; pocrk v Poreed me o 510 o6 a |'|I||:5-|.' bBrown leather couch while she
wenl to gather supplies, 1 laid my backpack on the groumd, sank into the comiy sofa, and took the
rooam in, Thie room was smaller than my living room at home, but it made up for it with coriness,
All the furniture was dark wood with little knick-knacks and books lining the built-ins around
the stone fireplace. A large window sat to one side of the den where a leather recliner faced the
outdoors. A basket next to the recliner held quilting fabric, knitting needles. yarn, and various
embroidery hoops. There wasn't a TV anywhere, but it scemed Bridgette had plenty of crafts to
keep her occupied. | assumed she lived alone withouwtl many guests.

I found a homemade quilt at the end of the leather couch and pulled it close 1o me, | intended
to cover my kegs with it 1o hide their ugliness, but once the fabric touched my blisters, | winced,
These burns were going to make grotesgque sears, | feared | would mever look the same again.

Bridgente retwrned with gowee in hand and a homemade salve im o mason jar, The purple color

was unlike any other salve | have ever seen. Little pieces of flowers and herbs swirled throughout
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the purple balm. 1 thought itd make a lovely candle, but something to put on burn wounds? |
wisn'l really sure,

“What 15 in the jar” | sasd, The strange color and fexture made me nervous, but my new
intuition wasn't alarmed.

“It’s a homemade burn salve. Some different herbs mixed with butters and aloe vera, The
butters and aloe vera will keep everything moist, so you don’t dry out while the herbs will make
sure you don't get an infection,” said Bridgetie.

Bridgette unscrewed the lid of the purple salve and a woodsy floral scent smacked me in the
face. There was nothing medicinal about this salve at all. 1 had no hope that this concoction was
going to help my burnt legs or prevent scarring. If | didn’t end wp with an infection from i, 1 would
be lucky. Bridgette seemed confident about it, though, and | didn’t want to hurt her feelings after
her kindness 1o me,

“Now I'm warning you, this is going to hurt. Just try to remain as still as possible” Bridgette
scooped the salve onto her fingers. It shined in the low living room light.

I raised my eyebrows. A herbal salve was going to hurt me? 1 shrugged it off and peered around
the room, not paying attention. When she touched me with the balm, I screamed. Thousands of
tiny needles ripped my skin apart on top of the burns. The cooling sensation from the aloe vera
didn’t make it any better, My legs twitched away from Bridgettes hands, but she grabbed them to
hold them steady,

“I'm soosorey:, | promise it will be better in the morning.” Sadness flled her eves like she hated
puttang me in such pain,

I struggled to believe a woman 1 barely knew was invested in my well-being. even though
she just met me. It touched me. [ started to realize why Mom sent me here, but questions plagued
my mind. Why did Mom never tell me about Bridgette? Why would she want to keep such a kind
woman from me?

Bridgette continued spreading the salve on my legs. and 1 endured the pain. When she
finished distributing the salve, she wrapped my legs tightly in gauze. [ kicked my legs to determine
if I could still move them. The wound dressing constricted my legs, but moving mv knees was still
possible. 1 traed not 1o compare mivsell o s mummy, but the longer | glanced at the bandages, the
muore [ felt like one. However, 1 preferred being a mummy over having this gauze peel off before it
needed to.

“I'll se¢ if' 1 have some pajamas you can wear. | don't have a spare bedroom, so you'll need to
sleep on the couch.” said Bridgete.

I patted the leather sofa and delighted in the fact it was soft. It was long, so | figured 1 would
fit om it perfectly. This option beat sleeping on the street, so | nedded. Then, I realized how stupid
I was. Focusing on something other than my leg burns, | remembered the reason [ had come here,

“Wait, 1 meed to tell vou about Mom,” | saad,

"It can wait until after voa've had some rest,” Concerned passed over Bridgettes face, but
melted away like she had her own suspicion about what happened,

“But you don’t understand. Witches kidnapped her. Our house is burning to the ground!”
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“I know.” Bridgette placed her hand over mine, “She wouldn't have sent you here unless
something bad happened.”

It was meant to be o calming gesture, but being calm right now was insane,

“We have to do something.” My voice came out frantic, and 1 smatched my hand away,

“Atalanta, what time is it?"

The motherly tone Bridgette let out caught me off guard. She sounded like my mom during
my last lecture.

“It’s after five”

“Exactly. Witch creatures don't move in the daylight very often. The sun is rising. What do
vou want us to doi” Bridgette gave me a sertous look, waiting on my response, but it seemed like
nothing | sad would be right,

"1 don't know, 1 said.

*The best thing we can do for Artemis right now is to get some rest and to take care of you.
We can work out saving details in a few hours, Okay?”

I felt she wouldn't take no for an answer. so 1 stayed silent. Bridgette took this as her cue to
get up.

She rose from the couch and went to her bedroom. From the room, she returned with a cotton
tank top and pajama pant set with a black cat and moon pattern on them and an unopened packet
of underwear, 1 decided not to question why she had underwear laving around like this and took
the clothing with no profest, Bridgette poanted me toward her small bathroom, so 1 could change.
It 1ok a minute to change my clothes because 1 was avoiding messing up the gauze and my legs
felt sore. Getting out of my old ratty t-shirt made me appear more human and less mummy, since
I didn't realize how strong the smell of smoke and sweat had become until it was off of my body. |
looked around the reom for a black trash bag to put my clothes in like home, but 1 didn't find one.
I thought about calling out to Bridgette and asking, but I theew the 1-shirt and my underwear in
the trash can next to the toilet. Clasping the leftover underwear in their plastic package, | brought
the rest of the intimates back with me to put into my backpack.

When | returned to the living room, Bridgette laid me out a pillow and hixed the quilt into a
small bed. She also kel me a medium-sized decorative box that was empty for my things, | decided
to put thee rest of the clean underwear in this box, 2o it wouldn't be so cdose to the encyclopedia in
my backpack. Something about sitting underwear on top of it seemed dishonorable.

It had to be close to six AM. but | was too exhausted to care about sleeping through the
morning. | hoped wherever Mom was that she was okay until I could get to her. Stretching the quilt

delicately over my legs, 1 sank into the couch. Under the quilt, the final wave of sleep hit me, and

1 fell into a deep sleep.
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CHAPTER FIVE

INSTEAD OF WATER, THIS lime, | woke to blinding sunshine coming through the window in the
cottage lving room, | squinted af the light coming in as my eves attempted to adjust to the new
light. After falling asleep. [ sank into a deep, dreamless sleep. My exhaustion once again saved
me from any nighimares, There was a slight pain in my back from sleeping on the couch, but it
wins niothing [ couldnt rub out in a moment. | blinked my eves a few times until [ could stand the
light and looked out the window. The sun was high, so I estimated it had to be early afternoon. |
pulled my cell phone out of my backpack and clicked the power button to power the screen, but
it remained black. My phone was now useless without the charger from my bedroom—the one |
didn't have anymore. All the problems that led me to Bridgette’s cottage came rushing back in.

My mother. Was she alive? Was she dead? Where was she sleeping? Had the witches taken
her soail? The l|'|1:||.|1:‘]!|t:-. E‘Hul.r‘f.'l.l inles iy mind like 3 barst pipl:. I tried to take |.|-r.'|:|'l breaths, bt
thae uiestpns overwhelmed me, My heartbent |.|_1||:-|.']-::_'r|1,'|.|.. anned 1 ke iF 1 didint make 1||.':.'.-.:_'||'4.'..1||:|1
down, 1 would have a panic attack, | searched my mind through all the guestions for a solution.

My grandpa told me ence that Captrixes always knew when someone close to them died. He
said grandma claimed it had something to do with the deep intuition we possessed. Grandma told
him we could ask our intuition questions, but [ had never tried 1o ask my intuition anything. Now,
with it coming in full force, | hoped 1 could use it for something useful other than an alarm system.
I relied on general feelings since my intuition started making itself known, but now, if ever, was the
FH-:'I!'L'\-'.'I! Lirme bo ask my intuLitidsn L'lll:l.'htil.!l:lh. | wasemt sure if | peeded to have a CETEMONTY OF at, so
I decided to take a simple approach.

I leaned wp on the couch and crossed my legs to enter a meditative stance, [ flipped my palms
up toaccept information and closed my eves. Before now, my intuition hadn't required such pomp
and circumstamee, but this time, [ wanted to control it 15 1 was forced tohave anall-knowing voice

in my head, I desired it to work with me, not against me. [ sat in silence for a moment, staring into

a black abyss until 1 got the courage to ask.
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Iz Mom alive, | thought,

I continued to sit in the quiet, staring into the black. It felt like howrs had passed with no
response, Was | doing this right? 1 begged my intuition for an answer, Ages passed unti] | heard
the voice in my head,

“Yes, whispered my intuition.

The clang of china in the kitchen scared me and broke my trance. My eyes snapped open, and
I found myself in awe. | did something where my intuition responded like I meant it to. Maybe |
was getting the hang of it after all. Another clang sounded from the kitchen, so | stood up to follow
the sound,

I sturmbled along the hallway, trying to keep my gauze wreap secure, Luckily, Bridgette's
cottage was small, so 0 didn’t take me long to find my destination, When 1 reached the kitchen,
Bridgette sizzled bacon on a white stove, The bacon smelled delightful, and my stomach rumbled
in response. I'd ignored my hunger until now, but with fresh bacon cooking on the stove, there was
no denying it anymore. Bridgette laid bread, lettuce, and tomatoes on the counter. 1 watched her
work for a moment in the doorway and wondered why she wore long sleeves in the Georgia heat.
She was wearing a thin, long sleeve navy t-shirt tucked into a long cream-colored maxi skirt. It
looked sufiecating to me, even though | wore long pajama pants.

I iook 2 seal at ihe round wonden table in one of the our chairs, The kitchen was smaller
than the living room, but somehow the window over the sink made it feel spacious, Bridgette had
herh bunches !IILI'IE_JI:IS i thee windoaw iL]I:!lI'IE_ with some rainbow sun cilchers, The sun catehers
made beautiful rainbow designs on the plank flooring, On the opposite side of the kitchen, away
from the appliances, a large open shelving unit sat full of potted herbs, salves, and liguids in vials,
It was like Bridgette had her own apothecary shop in her kitchen.

Bridgette continued cooking at the stove and flipped the bacon when it was perfectly
conked —nol too crunchy, but also not too chewy, Her long sleeve shirt pulled uwp on the sleeves as
she removed the bacon from the pan, and I could see her forcarms. They seemed to sparkle in the
light like she covered them in fine glitter. 1 stared at them for a moment longer, but figured it was
|i§']!|.|. -:.'11||'|i|'|5 aff of the sun catcher, |:'|.1]-ii1!|g her skin shine.

“Oh, good. You're awake. sand Bridgette, turning to face me, “1s BLTs akay?™

I noddded in reply. She sliced the tomato inte thick slices. Reaching across the counter, shi
opened the bread and took out a few slices, then she spread something white onto the bread that
1 guessed was mayonnaise.

“You need to check your gauze to see if it needs to be changed.” Bridgette looked over her
shoulder at me.

I raised my evebrows at her. There was no way with how bad my burns were that the gauze
would be ready to be changed, My burns were secomnd-degree burns for crying out loud. A purple
salve couldn’t heal them in a few hours, Bridgette hadn't been wrong vet and helped me the night
before, 2o 0 felt like 1 owed it 1o her to follow her medical advice, | unwrapped the gauze with no
pain at all, Miraculoushy, when 1 fimished wnwrapping the bandages, my legs had healed except

for a few small scars. Both legs looked moisturized and healthy, as if I had just shaved them and
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applied a thick lotion. This was impossible. | looked at Bridgette with my jaw dropped. My eves
kept glancing from my legs to her.

=1 was afraid they wouldn’t beal up this soon, They were pretty nasty burns,” Bridgete saud,
amazed at her own skill,

“But how:" [ said, completely perplexed.

Bridgette placed a BLT in front of me and sat in the chair across from me. She ate bites of her
sandwich, ignoring my question.

I ate a few bites of my sandwich, wondering if Bridgette was going to ask me about what
happened last night. I didn’t know if she wasn't curious or if she was being gentle with my feelings.
I wondered if she grasped evervthing about Captrixes or if she didn't realize the gravity of this
situation, | didn’t understand how she could be so calm with her friend kidnapped by witch
creatures, Bridgette ate half of her sandwich and took a deep breath,

“Okay. Start from the beginning. What happened yesterday?” Bridgette reached for a notebook
and pen on the far side of the table and opened a fresh page to take notes.

“How much do you really know about Captrixes?™

“Everything. I thought that was obvious.”

“I just don't understand how vou can be so calm about this,” I set down the last fourth of my
sandwich on the plate,

"I a part of my nature, [ have to stay calm, Please tell me what happened vesterday”

I thoasght Bridgette was sweet and kind. She had been a blessing to me, bat the longer | staved
with her, the more mysterious she became,

1 had my first hunt yesterday. 1 guessed 1 was hunting a Brujadan, but it turned out to be a
Venefica”™ | searched for disappointment in her eyes.

Bridgette raised her brows at me as if she was surprised that 1 mixed those two creatures up.
I wondered if it disappointed her that Artemis’s daughter would make such a dumb mistake. She
remained silent and nodded at me to continue.

“1 obviously wasnl prepared, so Mom came in at the last minute and saved me” | wasn't
ready to mention the fact that my soul left my body and [ almost died.

Bridgette seribbled down a few words in her notebook, She chewed on the edge of the pen
clip. deep in thought,

“Did the Venefica curse you in any way?™ Bridgette looked up from her notepad.

“5ome sort of blood spell, maybe? I'm new at this, so 1 don't recognize a lot of Latin like 1
should. But whatever she said made my blood boil out of my skin,” 1 said, trying not to conjure the
image of blood coming out of my pores again.

Bridgette’s eyes widened. Whatever the Venefica did to me must have been a nasty curse. She
wrode down a few more nodes,

“After that, Mom and 1 went home, We had dinner and went to bed. Around three AM, a
strange naise woke me up”

I relaved the information abowt the sea witch cresture searching for me inomy bedroom and
the red witch creature telling her to leave me for another time.

“By the time 1 got downstairs, | saw they had Mom tied up in the truck. She was fighting

&2

et
NS

SOME OF THE
ORIGINAL MARKETING
PHOTOS FEATURING
TILLY




them. But when the red witch caught me looking, she started the fire that burned my legs.”

I continued the story about my journey to BeeBrush Drive 1o find Bridgette and concluded
the events of last night. Bridgette reread her nodes and tried to make sense af it all, She reminded
me of how Mom would always pour over her notes when she was hunting, Definitely a skill |
needed to pick up on il 1 was going to moonlight as a Captrix until [ got Mom back.

“That’s not a normal bunch of witch creatures to be working together” Bridgette chewed on
the end of her pen again.

“What makes vou think the Venefica was involved?™

“They wanted to avenge her, one, Second, a Mare and Ignis don't work together normally.
They are opposite elements, But, also, the curse could have allowed them ta track vou,”

I mulled the terms Mare and Ignis around in my mind, These terms must be the official
names of the witches 1 saw in the howse, 1 tried o remember seeing them in the encyelopedia, but
nothing came to me.

“What did you do with your clothes that night,” said Bridgette.

“I put them in a trash bag to burn the next day”

“Bingo. They could track the Veneficas magic through your clothes”

“That still doesn't explain why they wanted Mom, rather than kill her”

“I'm nol sure abaul that one, either. HLl‘I]:lilLE aboat this makes sense,.

Bridgette closed her notebook and looked lost in thought. She rose from the table and cleared
thae lunch |:l|u[|.':-.- In wvs ol ions we wodtldmt be ﬁ:lii.\]'l:illE e sandwiches,

I wondered how Bridgette knew so much about witch ¢reatures, She didn’t ook like any
Capirix 1 had ever seen in the books. We all tended to have straight blonde hair and blue eyes. It
was a part of the whole family lineage thing.

“Are you a Captrix toof”

“Not exactly” said Bridgette.

As soon as the words left her mouth, Bridgette knocked a glass off of the counter. Instead of it
crashing on the floor, she held her hands out and the glass suspended in the air. Her eves widened
a5 she realized what she revealed,

“No, no, no. You're a witch,”

I began looking for exit points. It all made sense now. The glitter before 1 found the house
must have been a hidden protection spell. The special burn salve that magically cured my legs in
six hours. The unlimited witch knowledge. The fact that her arms glittered in the sunlight. Mom
wouldn't lead me here. She would never put me in danger with a witch creature. It must have been
a trap set by one of last night's witch creatures to capture me. The line of thinking made little sense,
but | was so confused.

I stood wp from my chair and broke out into a run, | asked my intuition for answers, but it
only kept saving safe. This made no sense 1o me, either, unless it was referring 1o the book [ left in
the living room, [ knew now that 1 had to make it to the hving room 1o geab my bag before [ could
leave, The encvelopedia couldn’t be left for a witch creature to steal, 1 ran to the living reom and
reached for my backpack.

Bridgette let the glass crash and chased after me.
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