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To those who can no longer see any light.
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One

“I can’t believe it. I’m sorry, Alex, but it just sounds so… impossible.”

Alex nodded in acceptance, knowing the story she’d just finished telling her three closest friends sounded fantastical even by Medoran standards.

“Trust me, Dix,” Alex said, swiping her third chocolate bar from the stash on Bear’s bed, “I know it sounds mental. But I’m telling you, I’ve spent the last three-and-a-half weeks in the past.”

Breaking off a square and popping it in her mouth, she noted the incredulous expressions on her friends’ faces. She couldn’t blame them. They’d already had enough emotional upheaval that night to last them a lifetime, beginning with the return of Jordan—something neither Bear nor D.C. had dared believe possible. And yet, after Alex had managed to Release him from Aven Dalmarta’s Claim earlier that evening, she’d delivered him safely to the academy, arriving in the food court partway through the welcome-back dinner. With the other students chattering excitedly and sharing their adventures from the Kaldoras break—not to mention, none of them having known Jordan was even under Aven’s control—their return hadn’t warranted a single batted eyelash. D.C. and Bear, however…

In hindsight, Alex realised she and Jordan should have planned their arrival differently, since the moment D.C. had clapped eyes on Jordan, she’d launched herself into his arms with enough force that he’d stumbled backwards. Wrapped around him, she’d burst into tears, with sobs so violent that he’d had to carry her to the Med Ward for Fletcher to give her a sedative.

Bear, on the other hand, had been struck silent. But when he and Alex had followed Jordan and D.C. outside, he’d reached for Alex’s hand and gripped her so hard that it was a wonder her bones hadn’t shattered. She’d taken in his haggard, disbelieving face and known he was only silent because his other option was to succumb to his own emotional breakdown. Seeing the pain warring with hope in his eyes, Alex had untangled their fingers and wrapped her arm around his waist, pulling him close as they’d hurried towards the Med Ward.

Darrius, Hunter and Caspar Lennox had burst into Fletcher’s domain after having witnessed the scene in the food court, but other than assuring them Jordan was no longer Claimed, Alex had disclosed no further details. Instead, she’d requested that she and her friends have a few hours alone together, partly to avoid an on-the-spot debriefing, but mostly so she could consider what could be shared, and what should be kept secret.

“Let me see if I have this straight.” Bear pilfered the half-eaten bar from Alex’s hand and threw it to Jordan, who was lying with D.C. on his own bed. Catching Alex’s frown, Bear added, “Don’t look at me like that. You’re going to be sick if you eat any more.”

Her stomach was already beginning to churn uncomfortably, so she conceded. “Go back to what you were about to say.”

“Right,” Bear said, resting his arms across the top of the chair he was straddling beside where Alex sat on his bed. “So you travelled back in time thanks to a draekon you bonded with, then you hung out in Meya for twenty-five days where you befriended Aven before he went all super psycho bad, and during your time there, you found some old book that explained how to save Jordan.”

“And when you returned here, it was in the middle of a war breaking out between the Meyarins, with Aven’s best friend having escaped prison to murder the king, and one of his gifted humans placing Roka under some kind of sleeping spell,” Jordan jumped in. “Yet somehow in the midst of Aven taking over Meya and Claiming everyone left in the city, you managed to be my hero and safely bring me home.”

Alex winced inwardly at Jordan’s misled belief that Niyx was responsible for killing King Astophe. In truth, Jordan was the one who had murdered the king, under Aven’s mental command. But Niyx had made Alex promise to repress Jordan’s memory and conceal the truth so that he could remain by Aven’s side, acting as a double agent.

“That about sums it up,” Alex said, having left out a few details, such as her having Claimed Niyx to save his life thousands of years ago, and that they were still bonded, at least to a degree.

“And you actually got to train with Roka back then? As a Meyarin?” D.C. asked, sounding as if the very idea was enthralling.

“Sure did,” Alex answered truthfully, even if it was more Niyx than Roka who had taught her how to access the Meyarin blood in her veins and fight like one of the immortal race.

“It all sounds mad,” Bear said, scratching his cheek, “but I can’t ignore the physical evidence.” Seeing Alex’s puzzlement, he added, “Your skin. It’s different.”

Alex choked and glanced at her hands, worried the glow of her vaeliana bond with Xiraxus was now visible. But while her heightened senses could make out the golden shimmer of her skin, there was no way Bear should be able to see it.

“Uh, what do you mean?”

Hearing her strangled tone, he sent her a questioning look. “It’s winter here, but you said it was summer there. And you’re definitely more tanned than when Dix and I saw you in Woodhaven a few days ago.”

Alex released a slow, quiet breath. “I’m tanned. I have a tan.” She swallowed and nodded. “I did spend quite a bit of time in the sun.”

“He’s right,” D.C. said, scrutinising Alex. “No way should you have that much extra colour, not without being burnt. And you’re not pink at all.”

“So you believe me on the basis that my skin is darker?” Alex asked wryly. “Thanks for the trust.”

“Hey, I was there for part of it and I still don’t believe it,” Jordan said, finally peeling back the wrapper of Alex’s chocolate bar and finishing it off.

“Don’t get us wrong, Alex,” Bear said, reaching out to pat her knee. “We’re stoked that you figured out how to free Jordan. But even you have to realise it might take us a while to process everything you just shared.”

“Take all the time you need,” Alex said. She then amended, “But in saying that, try and limit it to overnight, yeah? Because now that Aven has control of Meya, we need to start preparing for what’s coming. And I could really use you guys by my side.”

“We’ll always be by your side, Alex,” D.C. said. She offered a teasing smile and finished, “Even if we do think you might have been knocked out in Combat one too many times.”

Alex rolled her eyes and took the gentle ribbing with grace while her friends chuckled, then she rose to her feet.

“Where are you going?” Jordan asked, sitting up and drawing D.C. with him, since his arm was wrapped tightly around her. There were shadows lurking in his eyes, shadows he was trying to mask, but Alex saw hints of them all the same. While he was acting just like his old, cheerful self, the scars from his time with Aven would likely be with him forever. Alex’s certainly would—both the physical and the mental ones.

Giving him a smile of reassurance, Alex answered, “There’s only so much time before Darrius comes barging in here demanding explanations.” She paused. “Or Hunter, more likely. I’m going to go fill them in while it’s all fresh. Relatively speaking.”

Bear snorted. “Good luck with that. Fletcher’s gonna drag you straight back to the Med Ward for a psych assessment.”

Alex knew that was a very real possibility—if she told them everything. “I don’t see any reason why they need to know about my journey through time. I can just as easily lead them to presume I found the book in the Meya of today. But they do need to hear about Aven’s hostile takeover and how the Meyarins who escaped are now hiding up in Draekora. We’re all in this mess together. They need to be warned.”

“Do you want company?” D.C. offered.

Taking in the way the princess was snuggled so closely to Jordan that Alex had trouble seeing where one of them began and the other ended, she couldn’t keep her lips from twitching. “Ah, no. You stay here and keep Jordan company. You’ve already heard what I’m going to tell them, anyway.”

“I can come, if you want?” Bear said, his lips also twitching as his eyes flicked towards the pair on Jordan’s bed.

“Really, I’ll be fine,” Alex promised. She couldn’t help herself and added, “I think these two need you to play chaperone more than I do.”

“Chaperone?” Jordan said with mock innocence. “What in the world are you implying, Alexandra Jennings?”

When D.C.’s skin flamed, Jordan couldn’t keep up his charade and instead chuckled, leaning in to kiss her blushing cheek. She groaned and moved to hide her face in his chest, mumbling something that sounded very much like, “Shut up, Jordan.”

Alex’s heart melted at the sight of her two friends. Not wanting to make either of them uncomfortable, she only said, “If I don’t get back until late, I’ll try not to wake you, Dix.” She turned to the boys. “I’ll see you both at breakfast. Hopefully I’ll have a better idea of what our next steps are after tonight’s meeting.”

“Good luck,” D.C. said as Alex left the room.

As soon as she was in the hallway with the door shut between them, Alex leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. She loved her friends. Adored them. But after spending weeks in the past, she felt as though she’d aged a thousand years while they’d been frozen in time. What she’d experienced—no words could help them understand everything she’d been through.

… Everything she’d done.

“You look like you need a holiday from your holiday.”

Alex snapped her eyes open to find Kaiden standing across from her, mirroring her position on the other side of the hallway. She had no idea how she’d missed him, especially with her Meyarin senses.

“Hey,” she said, acutely aware of how lame she sounded.

One side of his mouth curled up. “Hey, yourself.”

“Did you, uh, have a good break?” She gave herself a mental shake, wondering why-oh-why she was making small talk with him. Ignoring the warmth spreading through her body, she schooled her expression into what she hoped was nothing more than casual interest.

“Better than yours, I’d wager.”

Alex thought that was an odd response. “What makes you say that?”

Kaiden didn’t answer. Instead, he pushed off the wall. “Are you heading back to your room?”

“No, I—uh—” Alex stumbled for a reply and settled on the truth. “I have to go see the headmaster.”

Kaiden nodded. “I’ll walk you.”

His instant offer and lack of curiosity brought Alex up short. “What? No, really. Thanks, but I—”

“Call me paranoid,” he interrupted, “but it’s late. Nearly curfew. I don’t think you should be out wandering on your own.”

“Really, Kaiden, I—”

“Especially given everything that happened earlier today.”

Alex sucked in a breath. “Everything that… happened?”

Kaiden’s blue eyes captured her own, but again he didn’t answer. Instead, he turned and started down the hallway.

Alex scrambled after him. “What happened earlier today, Kaiden?”

“You’d know better than I would,” he said as they descended the stairs, with a warning glance indicating the students coming and going from the Rec Room and up to their dorms. Being the first night back after the holidays, more people were mingling in the public spaces than normal—too many listening ears.

As soon as they stepped outside into the blistery cold and were far enough away, Alex placed a hand on Kaiden’s arm and drew him to a halt.

He didn’t make her wait. “Is it true Aven Dalmarta now sits on the throne of Meya?”

Alex hugged her arms, chilled to the bone—and not just because she had changed from her wintery Meyarin outfit and was now being snowed on in clothes that weren’t insulated by Myrox. “Who told you that?”

“It’s true, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Alex whispered, unable to lie to him. “It’s true.”

Kaiden slowly closed his eyes before looking at her once more. “What are you going to do?”

Her voice still quiet, Alex asked, “What makes you think I’m going to do anything?”

“Because for whatever reason, you’re in the middle of all this,” he said without hesitation. “And even if you weren’t, I know you, Alex. When the people you care about are in trouble, you do whatever it takes to help them.”

Alex was unable to hold his gaze. “I think you’re giving me too much credit.”

Kaiden stepped closer until he was right in front of her, his fingers lightly tipping her chin up so she was looking at him again. He didn’t say anything, but she could hear his voice whisper across her mind; a memory from her time in the past when the Library had conjured up an image of him to be with her as she watched the devastating future that might occur if Aven remained in power. The imaginary Kaiden had explained his presence using only five words—five words that, try as she might, Alex couldn’t deny.

‘You feel safe with me.’

Swallowing, Alex struggled to look him in the eye, but he gently curled his fingers around her jaw, keeping her from turning away again.

“I disagree,” Kaiden finally whispered. “I think you’re worth all the credit I’m giving you—and much more.”

Heart pounding, Alex didn’t know how to react. She didn’t know what to say, she didn’t know what to do. Some kind of response was needed, but she could barely draw air into her lungs, let alone offer a coherent reply.

After what felt like an eternity of waiting, Kaiden dropped his arm, only to entwine his fingers with hers as he turned and began walking again.

“It’s freezing out here. Let’s get you to Marselle.”

Alex wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed as she followed him towards the Tower, so she focused on the feeling of his hand holding hers and ignored those five words repeating over and over in her mind.

After ascending the staircase and arriving in the antechamber outside Darrius’s office, Alex stared at the door and wondered, since Kaiden already knew about Aven’s takeover of Meya, if she should invite him to stay. But there was also so much he didn’t know. So much she couldn’t explain to him.

So much he wouldn’t believe.

Alex did the only thing she could. She untangled their hands and forced a smile onto her face.

“Thanks for escorting me here,” she said. “I’ll make sure someone walks me back once I’ve finished, um…”

“Sharing the news that the human race is in mortal peril?” Kaiden offered when she was unable to finish. “And the other races, too?”

Alex winced at his candour. “Something like that, yeah.”

Kaiden watched her intently before he sighed and said, “When you’re not holding urgent meetings about saving the world, come find me. I need to talk to you about that weapon of yours.”

At that, Alex stood up straighter. “You’ve learned something about A’enara?” she asked, remembering that before the Kaldoras break, he had offered to research her mysterious blade.

“Nothing that can’t wait.” Kaiden gave her a gentle nudge towards the doorway. “And I have a feeling most of it you already know by now, anyway.”

Alex shook her head. “I hardly know a thing about it.”

“And yet, I’m guessing after your time spent in the past, you know more than you did the last time we spoke.”

Alex swung to look at him so fast that she failed to note a crack in the stonework and tripped forward. But since Kaiden was close enough to be nudging her towards the door, he was also close enough to wrap his arms around her, catching her just inches before she hit the ground.

With his firm grip encircling her waist, Alex twisted around to look up at him as the blood drained from her face.

All she could manage was to wheeze out a choked-sounding, “What?”

But at that moment, the headmaster’s door opened, drawing Kaiden’s attention. Alex, however, remained speechless and gaping up at him.

“Sorry to interrupt,” Hunter said, sounding anything but sorry. In fact, he sounded downright amused, which prompted Alex to tear her eyes from Kaiden. In doing so, she realised she was still wrapped in his arms, their contact misleading given the circumstances—and easy enough for Hunter to mistake as an intimate embrace.

“This isn’t what it looks like,” Alex blurted, pushing Kaiden’s chest until he released her and took a step back. She chose to ignore the laughter in his eyes as she added, perhaps a little too desperately, “Really, Hunter. I fell.”

“Uh-huh.” Hunter’s tone made it clear he didn’t believe her. And also that he didn’t care. “We were about done waiting for you to come to us, so if you don’t mind…”

He left the sentence hanging and Alex knew that was her cue to skedaddle into the room where presumably Darrius, Fletcher and Caspar Lennox were all waiting.

Despite knowing she had a lot of explaining to do, Alex was torn about entering the room. And that was because of the bombshell Kaiden had just dropped on her. How could he possibly know about her travelling through time? No one knew, other than Niyx and Lady Mystique, and now Jordan, D.C. and Bear. Not even Kyia and Zain knew, since their memories of Alex—or ‘Aeylia’, as she had been known to them—had been altered by Lady Mystique to preserve the timeline. Heck, not even Aven remembered that Alex was the main reason he now hated mortals—and humans in particular.

So… how on Earth did Kaiden know?

“Anytime you’re ready, Alex,” Hunter drawled pointedly.

Kaiden caught her eye and said, “I’ll catch you later.”

“But—”

“Later, Alex,” he repeated, a promise in his tone. He turned to Hunter and said, “Don’t let her walk back to the dorm alone.”

If Hunter had any objections to the command in Kaiden’s voice, he didn’t say anything. All he did was raise an eyebrow and nod, before gesturing for Alex to advance through the doorway.

Short of demanding answers from Kaiden—answers that would lead to questions she didn’t want Hunter and the other teachers to wonder about—there was nothing Alex could do. So she walked into Darrius’s office, bracing herself to share the tragic news regarding the fall of Meya.


Two

Alex didn’t see Kaiden the next day.

Or the next.

… Or the next.

In fact, she didn’t see him at all for the rest of the week. Not in the classes they shared, Combat and SAS, nor when she attempted to hunt him down, going so far as to ambush his roommate and closest friend, Declan, demanding he reveal Kaiden’s whereabouts. But all Declan knew was that Kaiden had been called away from the academy urgently, and he had no other details for her.

Perhaps it was for the best, since even without the paranoia of wondering what Kaiden knew—and how he knew it—Alex already had enough to deal with. Her meeting with the headmaster hadn’t gone very well, mostly because it wasn’t just Darrius, Hunter, Fletcher and Caspar Lennox who had been there. The entire academy’s teaching staff had been called to attend, many of whom point blank refused to accept Alex’s dire warnings. Most notably outspoken against her claims was the crotchety old librarian, who believed she was overdramatising the situation and it couldn’t possibly be as bad as she’d inferred. Professor Marmaduke had nodded emphatically along with him, but her pale features had indicated her solidarity was driven by fear and the hope that Alex might be wrong.

On the opposite end of the scale were those who believed immediate—and impulsive—action should be taken. Finn thought they should gather the human army and storm the city of Meya, arguing that a surprise attack would cripple Aven and his forces before he could rally his own defences. Varin was all for that plan, if only because it meant action, and the heavily armoured Species Distinction instructor wasn’t one to sit around waiting for disaster to appear on his doorstep.

There were also a number of teachers who were on the fence, accepting what Alex had to say but remaining unconvinced that Aven was an urgent threat. Professor Luranda, Fitzy, Doc, Tayla and Administrator Jarvis all believed more evidence was required before taking any action.

Alex had wanted to hit them over the head.

The only people who seemed to understand the gravity of the news were Darrius, Hunter, Caspar Lennox and Fletcher, as well as Karter and, surprisingly, Maggie.

Or… perhaps that wasn’t so surprising, given what Alex discovered about her Archery instructor the moment she’d stepped into the headmaster’s office.

Magdelina Llohilas was a Meyarin.

The teacher had always looked like an actress straight out of a fantasy movie, but Alex’s enhanced senses now allowed her to see that Maggie’s appearance was of the otherworldly, immortal kind, and not just blessed human genes.

Other than a swift inhale, Alex hadn’t outwardly revealed her shock. As for Maggie, aside from a slight widening of her eyes, the instructor had given no indication she’d noticed anything different about Alex—namely, her golden skin. For the entirety of the meeting, both were careful not to expose the other, but Alex had mentally scribbled Maggie’s name to the top of her follow-up list, knowing they would need to have a conversation—and soon.

“… know you have reasons, Alex, but I still think we should all come with you.”

Jolted from thinking about her teachers, Alex turned her attention to her friends. They’d been back from holidays for almost a week—a week where the academy staff continued to debate the pros and cons of various plans amongst themselves while Alex followed their order to attend classes as if there wasn’t a war brewing; a week where she spent every frustrated minute painfully aware of the time passing and what Aven might be doing while they sat around twiddling their thumbs; a week where she failed to find Kaiden and learn how he knew about her trip to the past; and a week where Alex didn’t hear anything from Niyx through their mental bond or in any other way. Despite her Meyarin friend having warned her that he was surrounded by mind readers and other gifted humans and he couldn’t risk discovery, his continued silence still put Alex on edge. But she wouldn’t endanger him by reaching out just to ease her anxiety—not when he was in such a perilous position.

Instead of dwelling on everything currently outside of her control, she focused on what she could do, and that was continuing her own plans to spread word about what was coming. While it hadn’t gone well with her teachers, Alex refused to give up. Now that the weekend had arrived, she would reach out to those with the real power in Medora—the royal family.

“It doesn’t make sense for anyone other than Dix to come,” Alex replied to Jordan, ordering an extra side of eggs from the food court menu. “And besides, once we’re done, I’ll be heading off to Draekora on my own, anyway.”

“I get that Zain and Kyia are protective of Roka,” Bear said, spreading peanut butter across his toast, “but surely they won’t mind if we tag along. It’s not like they don’t know us.”

Alex shook her head. “I’m guessing the surviving Meyarins will be really tense after everything that’s happened. I don’t want to risk upsetting them more, not until I make sure they’re okay with you coming next time. Better to be safe than sorry, especially if they’re all a bit… trigger happy.”

Jordan, D.C. and Bear all grimaced, likely recalling their first encounter with the Meyarin race when Kyia had threatened to shoot them with her bow.

“I don’t like the idea of you going off on your own without us,” Jordan said, his eyes concerned. “You won’t have anyone with you for backup.”

“Dix’s parents know we’re coming,” Alex told him between mouthfuls. “It’ll just be the four of us having a quiet chat, so there won’t be any backup needed.”

“Then I don’t like the idea of you going to Draekora on your own,” Jordan said, relentless. “You have no idea what you’ll be walking into up there.”

“All the more reason for me to go alone.” Seeing his furrowed brow, Alex put down her fork and reached across to lay her hand over his. “I promise, Jordan. Nothing’s going to happen to me.”

Alex ignored the guilty churning of her stomach, hating that she couldn’t tell her friends the real reason she needed to be alone that afternoon. Normally she would take them with her to Draekora despite the edgy Meyarins, but at the end of her SOSAC class on Tuesday, Caspar Lennox had reminded Alex about his promise to contact someone who might be able to help her strengthen her willpower gift. The unknown man owed the Shadow Walker a favour and had grudgingly agreed to meet Alex and judge whether he thought her worthy of his time. But the only way he would see her was with a demand for secrecy. No one was to know about their clandestine meeting—not even the people she trusted most in the world.

If there were only one or two humans Claimed by Aven, then Alex wouldn’t need this stranger’s help. She could just hunt down the individuals and Release them the same way she’d freed Jordan. But there weren’t just a few humans Aven now controlled—there was a worrying number of them, as well as an entire city of Meyarins. So it was vital that she learn the scope of her gift and whether or not she could somehow amplify it and share it with others. Then perhaps everyone under Aven’s Claim could be liberated, all at once. That was her hope, at least, and the reason she was willing to meet with Caspar Lennox’s mysterious friend—to find out if it was even possible.

“Dix will be back for lunch and I’ll be back in time for dinner, I swear,” Alex said, before draining her apple juice and rising to her feet.

“If you’re not, we’re coming after you,” Jordan said, everything about him showing how serious he was.

“Even if we have no idea how we’ll do that,” Bear added, just as serious, “we’ll still find a way.”

D.C. stood and offered Alex a smile, which was enough to help settle her nerves, at least until the princess said, “Let’s go tell my parents about the end of the world.”

Alex couldn’t fathom how D.C. managed to sound so upbeat given her doomsday declaration.

Reading Alex’s look, D.C. laughed, and even Jordan and Bear managed to brush aside their sombre moods to chuckle with morbid humour.

Wondering if they’d overdosed on dillyberry juice without her realising, Alex headed for the exit with the still-snickering D.C. following behind her. Once outside, she reached into her coat for the authorised Bubbler vial Darrius had provided and threw it to the ground, watching as the glass disappeared and the colourful portal rose up in front of them.

“You want to go first?” Alex asked her friend, gesturing towards the bubble mass.

D.C.’s face was devoid of her previous humour when she replied, “What I want is to know the real reason you don’t want any of us to come with you to Draekora.”

Alex’s eyes flickered, but she wasn’t overly surprised. More than anyone, D.C. knew Alex well enough to sense when she was hiding something.

“I can’t tell you,” Alex said quietly, not wanting to lie to her best friend, but also not willing to risk forfeiting her opportunity to meet Caspar Lennox’s contact.

D.C. swallowed. “Is it—Is it because of Jordan? That you don’t trust him after… everything?”

Frowning, Alex said, “Of course not.” Then, seeing D.C. chew her bottom lip, something she only did when she was anxious, Alex asked, “Why would you even think that? What don’t I know?”

D.C. was quick to shake her head. Too quick.

“Dix,” Alex said, stepping closer. “Talk to me.”

Shaking her head again, D.C. said, “It’s nothing.”

Alex brushed her hair off her face and considered her next words carefully. Every night that week, she had awoken to find D.C.’s bed empty. The first time she hadn’t given it any thought, but when it continued, she’d been concerned enough to seek out the boys, only to discover Jordan missing as well. Worried, both Alex and Bear had stumbled out onto the snowy grounds long after curfew, finally spotting D.C. and Jordan huddled together beside the frosty lake. They had looked so peaceful that Alex and Bear had retreated without disturbing them, and Alex hadn’t brought up the midnight search to D.C. in the time since then.

She had no idea why her two friends visited the lake every night, nor what they did while out there. And given everything Jordan had been through, Alex couldn’t help feeling as if their time together was… important. A time of healing for him, where D.C. offered whatever he needed to get through the darkness of what Aven had done to him.

But D.C.’s line of questioning had Alex wondering—did she really think Alex didn’t trust Jordan? Or… was D.C. perhaps fighting her own inner battle, dealing with uncertainty and fear when it came to the boy she cared so deeply for?

The princess rarely brought up her childhood; rarely shared any details about her past. Alex knew D.C. had grown up building walls around her heart, and her trust issues were beyond compare. But with Jordan… if there was any hope of D.C. getting through to him, she would have to be vulnerable with him—something the princess was no doubt struggling with.

While Alex felt like the worst friend ever since she was so focused on her plans to rally the mortal races against Aven, she still wanted to offer whatever support she could. No matter how scarred Jordan was, Alex knew D.C. was perhaps the only person who could help him heal—just as long as D.C. didn’t surrender to her own insecurities before she could get through to him.

“I know you’re missing sleep to be with Jordan,” Alex said quietly, meeting D.C.’s surprised gaze. “I can’t imagine what it must have been like for him, spending so much time trapped under Aven’s command. I know his pain must run deep, even if every time I ask how he’s doing, he laughs it off and says he’s fine. I’m so glad—” Her voice broke, but she cleared her throat and tried again, “—I’m so glad you’re out with him every night. I’m so glad he’s not alone in this, even if he might want to be.”

Tears welled in D.C.’s eyes as she whispered, “I don’t know if I’m helping him. I don’t even know how to help him.”

Alex reached for D.C.’s gloved hands and gave them a firm squeeze. “It’s enough that you want to,” she whispered back. “I’m not sure what’s going through Jordan’s head these days, but I do know how he feels about you. Aven may have stolen his will, but he couldn’t steal his heart. Don’t ever doubt that, Dix.”

A tear leaked down D.C.’s cheek, dropping off her chin and onto the snow. “It’s just—it’s so hard, Alex. I hate seeing him like this. I hate not knowing how to make it better. I hate not knowing if I even can.” Even quieter, she admitted, “And I hate being afraid of why I so badly want to try.”

Alex wished she knew what to say to ease D.C.’s mind, to ease her heart. She called to mind the wizened old Lady Mystique and the counsel she might offer. “Nothing worth anything is ever easy,” Alex said. “If you open yourself to him, we both know you won’t regret it. Give him time, give him comfort… give him you. And whatever you do, don’t give up.”

A final tear escaped before D.C. straightened her spine, her blue-green eyes steeling with resolve. “I’m not going anywhere. Even if that means I have to freeze my backside off every night from now until summer.”

That’s my girl, Alex thought, prouder than she could say. She offered a smile and another hand squeeze before releasing her grip. “Warmth is overrated.” She wiggled her brows and added, “And besides, you could always use him as a human-sized hot water bottle. A little snuggling might be just what the doctor ordered.”

D.C. snorted, wiping her glove across her face to dry the remaining wetness. “Maybe you should listen to your own advice and find someone to—”

“We’re not talking about me,” Alex hastily cut in, not wanting to hear whatever her friend might have been about to say.

“You’re no fun,” D.C. teased, her humour returning. She did, however, let Alex off the hook, and instead went on to say, “Now that my emotional crisis has been dealt with, how about we go and have that chat with my parents?” She gestured to the waiting Bubbledoor and invited, “After you.”

Moving forward, Alex made sure to imagine the palace’s receiving room clearly in her mind before she stepped into the portal. Within seconds, she was transported thousands of miles away to Medora’s capital city.

“Right on time.”

Alex spun around and grinned at the young woman waiting for her. “Jeera. Good to see you.”

The Warden smiled back, the resemblance between her and Kaiden startlingly obvious now that Alex knew they were related.

“You as well, Alex,” Jeera said. “Though, I have a suspicion I won’t be feeling that way when you leave.”

Alex looked at her in question.

Jeera’s lips rose up at the corners. “Call it intuition.”

Before Alex could ask, D.C. stepped out of the Bubbledoor and Jeera bowed deeply.

“Princess Delucia,” the Warden greeted.

“Jeera, how many times have I told you to call me Dix?”

“About as many times as I’ve said how inappropriate that would be,” Jeera returned, her blue eyes sparkling. D.C. only had time to utter a longsuffering sigh before the Warden continued, “Don’t shoot the messenger, Your Highness, but I have some bad news.”

Both Alex and D.C. looked warily at Jeera.

“The king and queen wish to speak to Alex alone,” she said, pulling a Bubbler vial from the folds of her fitted black uniform and holding it out.

D.C. didn’t take the vial. “My parents… don’t want to see me?”

While Alex knew little about her friend’s upbringing, the one thing she did know was that her family loved her more than anything. There was no way they—

“Of course they want to see you,” Jeera quickly reassured D.C. “It’s just… Given the nature of this meeting, they want to be careful to avoid any distractions.”

D.C.’s eyes narrowed. “I’m a distraction?”

When others might have swiftly backpedalled, perhaps even begged forgiveness, Jeera instead held D.C.’s stare and said, “Think about it, Princess. You’re their beloved daughter and the news they anticipate hearing won’t bode well for anyone. They need to focus on solutions rather than fearing how the ensuing discussion might affect you.”

Alex wondered how the king and queen had any idea what she was there to share, since to the humans of Medora, Meya and its inhabitants were still nothing but a myth; a legend long lost to the past. While the mortal rulers knew more than most—thanks to Alex’s misadventures and their daughter’s role in them—she doubted the news she brought had yet reached their ears. But she couldn’t think of that now, not when D.C. looked seconds away from storming through the palace and demanding answers from her parents.

Alex placed a hand on her friend’s arm and said, “It’s fine, Dix. I’ve spent enough time around royals to be comfortable speaking with them on my own.”

D.C. looked as if she wanted to argue, but then she loosed a deep, frustrated exhale and grumbled, “I’ll definitely be talking to them about this later. Feel free to tell them that.”

Alex nodded despite having no intention of doing so and watched as D.C. took the Bubbler vial, smashed it on the ground—with considerably more force than was necessary—and stepped through.

Hearing a chuckle, Alex turned to find a smirk on Jeera’s face.

“Jordan’s going to have his hands full with that one,” the Warden said, prompting Alex to wonder just how much Jeera knew about their lives—and how.

Before she could ask, the Warden turned and began leading the way through the palace’s opulent hallways. The home of Medora’s royal family was beautiful, but it didn’t come close to competing with the brilliance of the Meyarin palace. Where once the golden staircases and crystal chandeliers of the Tryllin palace would have wowed Alex, she now felt only a stab of nostalgia for all she’d left behind.

… And for who she had left behind.

The very reason she was even striding through the Tryllin palace was because Aven was no longer the friend she had once known. He was now her enemy. And if he ever discovered that she was Aeylia, he would never stop until she and everyone she loved were dead. She’d seen it. And she was determined to do everything in her power to prevent that future, even if it meant forgetting the Aven who once was and seeing him only as the enemy she needed to defeat.

But that didn’t mean her heart hurt any less, knowing what was ahead. And what was behind.

Lost in her melancholy, Alex didn’t realise Jeera had been speaking, only focusing in time to catch the Warden’s last words, “… and they’re all ready to hear what you have to say.”

“All?” Alex repeated as they turned a corner and stopped in front of a large, gilded door. “It’s just the king and queen, right?”

Alex couldn’t read the look on Jeera’s face, just that it was partly amused, partly sympathetic and partly something else entirely. And when the Warden opened the doors, Alex understood why.

The circular room was bordered by arching gold panels reaching high up to the ceiling like stained-glass windows. The walls were covered in maps and ancient scrolls—some written in languages Alex had never seen before—and displayed an array of bejewelled weapons that would have had Jordan and Bear whimpering with glee. But Alex didn’t have time to marvel, since she was frozen in the doorway and gaping at the people within—all of whom were seated around an oval table and staring directly at her.

“Alex, welcome,” King Aurileous said, motioning her over to him. As he rose, the rest of those at the table stood as well, their chairs scraping back as they took to their feet.

Eyes wild and heart pounding, it took a pointed shove from Jeera to propel Alex into the apparent war room and approach the king.

“Hello, Your Majesty,” she said with a respectful curtsy. She repeated the gesture to the smiling queen who, unlike the others, remained seated by his side. “I, um… Am I interrupting? I can wait outside until you’re done here.”

The king’s eyes, as unique as his daughter’s, were kind and steady as he looked at Alex, but they were also darkened by shadows that hadn’t been there the last time she’d seen him.

“I understand you wished to speak with the queen and myself, but it has come to my attention that what you intend to share today should be heard by key members of my council,” the king explained, moving his arm to indicate the table. “Those in this room are my most trusted inner circle of advisors, the ranking human leaders of Medora.”

Once again, Alex wondered how he could possibly have any idea of what she needed to tell him—let alone who would need to hear it. Darrius had sworn not to breathe a word when he’d given her the Bubbler vial, just as D.C. had promised to be vague when she’d contacted her parents to arrange the meeting.

“If you’re certain, Your Majesty,” Alex said, if hesitantly. It was one thing to convince the king and queen of the impending threat—and now without D.C.’s support—but another entirely to convince a group of strangers.

But as Alex glanced around the room, she realised most of them weren’t strangers. Aside from the king, queen and Jeera, there were five others in attendance, only two of whom Alex didn’t already know.

“If you would like to take your seat, I’ll make the introductions and you can get started,” King Aurileous said.

Jeera touched her fingers to Alex’s elbow and motioned for her to follow towards the far end of the table. As they moved, Alex couldn’t help making eye contact with those she had met before. Major Tyson was there, as was General Drock, whose scorching gaze narrowed dangerously as she passed him.

Alex knew the general’s ire was well deserved, thanks to the ruse she had pulled when she and her classmates had infiltrated the Soori Outpost during Hunter’s overnight SAS trip. As for Major Tyson, being Hunter’s inside man meant he’d known Alex wasn’t the princess she’d claimed to be—a feat he still found amusing, if his poorly concealed grin was anything to go by.

Moving her eyes quickly past them lest she start blurting out apologies and excuses, she fixed her attention on the last familiar person in the room—a welcome face, thankfully.

“William,” she greeted, surprised—and relieved—to see Bear’s father in attendance.

“Long time, no see, Alex,” he joked. To his mind, he’d seen her just a week ago. Regardless, he still wrapped her in a quick but warm embrace, his casual affection—and lack of formality—soothing her nerves. When he let her go, he kept his hands on her shoulders and his eyes roamed her face. “You must’ve been in the sun a lot this week. You’re much more tanned than when I last saw you.”

Alex forced out an awkward-sounding laugh in an attempt to deflect any further observations from the keen-eyed Warden. She then took the seat between William and Jeera at the opposite end of the oval to King Aurileous and Queen Osmada.

Not wasting any time, as soon as everyone was seated, Aurileous began his introductions. He gestured to the woman seated next to the queen who, like Jeera and William, was dressed in the familiar Warden uniform—head to toe in black with the golden emblem of two swords crossed behind a crown stitched over her heart.

“This is Commander Nisha James,” Aurileous said, “who is in charge of Medora’s armed human forces—both the Wardens and the standard military.”

Alex examined the commander. “James?” she repeated, her gaze flicking between Jeera and Nisha as she noted the similarities between them, from the bright blue eyes to the dark hair, fading slowly as it was to grey in the older woman.

“I believe you’re well acquainted with my niece and nephew.” Nisha’s face remained stoic, but there was a familiar spark in her eyes as she looked at Alex. “They both speak very highly of you, Alexandra Jennings.” That spark brightened as she finished, “My nephew in particular.”

Feeling heat flood her cheeks for no logical reason, Alex stammered out her thanks and turned back to the king.

“Next is General Alan Drock who heads up the western half of Medora’s active military. I believe you’re… acquainted.”

Alex bit her lip as she took in the king’s twinkling gaze before turning to the general. “Uh, hello, General. It’s… good to see you again.”

Drock’s eyes were narrowed. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t drag you out of here and have you imprisoned for fraudulent misconduct, trespassing upon a high-security military base and identity theft—of a royal, no less.”

Alex curled her fingers under the table, her nails pressing into her palms. “I can’t give you one,” she admitted quietly. “But I can say it’s in your best interest that you don’t.”

Drock crossed his arms over his chest. “Confident little bugger, aren’t you?”

Despite the situation, Alex still found humour in his response. “I see your language hasn’t improved since we last spoke.”

Wonder of all wonders, Drock’s mouth twitched. “If you remember, Princess,” he mocked, sounding amused rather than remaining enraged, “I seem to recall owning up to my bad habits.”

“And I recall you agreeing to refrain from such habits when I’m around,” Alex returned light-heartedly.

“Unfortunately for you, that agreement was for Princess Delucia, not Alexandra Jennings.”

Alex dipped her head in acceptance, mostly to avoid letting him see the hope in her eyes. Despite the cantankerous general being an intimidating man, Alex had come to see him more as a kind of uncle figure. She only hoped he might move past her deceit and give her another chance to earn his forgiveness—and his respect.

“Perhaps one day Alexandra Jennings might wrestle the same agreement from you, General,” Alex said softly. “Until then, sometimes a combination of letters can be more powerful than a sword, so I’ll look forward to hearing some of your more… creative descriptions and expanding my own arsenal of words. You never know when a well-placed expletive will come in handy.”

General Drock surprised Alex with a chuckle, his fierce features softening. “Get ready to take notes, kid. I’ll have your ears burning in no time.”

Alex grinned at him and then the king spoke up again, continuing his introductions.

“Warden Jeera, you already know,” Aurileous nodded towards the woman seated to Alex’s right. “She’s here to represent the Swords branch of the Wardens.” The king repeated the gesture to Bear’s father, adding, “And Warden William is here on behalf of the Shields.” The king paused. “Do I need to explain…?”

Alex shook her head and assured him, “I already know the difference.” She called to mind what Kaiden had once told her—that the Shields were responsible for intelligence gathering and analysis, while the Swords were field agents who acted on that intelligence and neutralised any threats to the kingdom.

Aurileous accepted her response and moved to the next person along. “General Tyson is another acquaintance of yours, or so I hear.”

Alex raised her eyebrows at the new title.

Catching her look, Tyson offered a humble smile and said, “Promotion.”

“Indeed, General Tyson has recently been promoted and now oversees the eastern half of Medora’s military,” the king confirmed.

“Congratulations,” Alex said, returning Tyson’s smile. She then winced and added, “I think.” When Tyson cocked his head in question, she shrugged and avoided his eyes while saying, “Now’s not the best time to be a soldier—leader or otherwise.”

Unable to repress the memory of the future she’d seen, Alex shuddered as she recalled the Library’s vision of both his and Drock’s deaths.

“You’re wrong, Alex,” Tyson said, his voice quiet but firm. “Now is the most important time to be a soldier.”

He had a point. But she still couldn’t ignore the mental image of him lying amid a pile of the dead.

“Lastly, we have the advisor to the throne, Jaxon Stirling.” The king indicated the elderly man seated at his side, his grey hair coupled with a thick moustache leading into a bushy beard, all of which covered a wrinkly, weathered face.

“Any relation to Declan Stirling?” Alex asked.

“He is my grandson. And I’ll thank you to leave out any personal anecdotes regarding him, as you’ve already wasted enough of our time today.”

Alex recoiled at his caustic words. But judging by the way everyone else suddenly looked away and attempted to hide their smiles, it seemed he was an abrasive man by nature. She decided to roll with it and follow the lead of those around the table—those of whom she actually liked.

“Your loss,” she said, determined to keep her voice casual. “But if you change your mind, I have loads of entertaining stories about him.”

Jaxon’s eyes narrowed into slits. “Duly noted.”

Coughing slightly—to hide what Alex was certain was a laugh—the king jumped in again. “Now that the introductions have been made, I believe it’s your turn, Alex.”

Leaning forward, Alex placed her hands on the table as she scanned their faces. “Since you’re all here, I gather you’ve already heard something about what I have to say.” She waited for their nods before she continued, “Then I’m sorry to confirm that last Sunday, Aven Dalmarta took control of Meya and all those who didn’t manage to flee in time.”

Murmurs rippled around the room, but Alex pressed on.

“King Astophe was killed,” she said quietly, hearing gasps in response. “And Prince Roka has been…” She looked down and had to take a steadying breath before she managed to finish, “He’s indisposed. Indefinitely.” She raised her eyes again. “I’m sure I don’t need to explain just how dire the circumstances are, but it gets worse. Worse than you could possibly imagine. And that’s why I’m here today—because I need your help.”

The room was silent and brimming with tension. Finally, the queen spoke, her voice a calming balm against the raging storm within Alex.

“Why don’t you start at the beginning, sweetheart,” Osmada said. “None of us will interrupt you. And once you’re finished, we’ll come up with a plan to make everything better. Don’t you worry, Alex. Everything will be all right.”

Alex had to blink back tears in the face of the queen’s kindness. But despite Osmada’s words, Alex knew no such assurances could be made. Because unless she found a way to change the future, nothing would be all right.

Start at the beginning, Alex repeated in her mind. That was asking a lot, given the many secrets she held. But in order for them to trust her, she needed to be as honest as she could. So she took yet another deep breath, opened her mouth and began her unlikely tale.


Three

“Forgive me for being the voice of reason here,” Jaxon said, sounding anything but apologetic, “but you’ve just told us that not only are you from another world entirely, you also overcame a blood-bonding ritual that has—supposedly—left you with the same abilities as an immortal being. A ritual you claim has been performed on an entire city of Meyarins, all of whom are now under the mind control of their evil overlord.” He raised his eyebrows and glanced around the table. “Does anyone else have difficulty believing this preposterous account of teenage fancy?”

“In my defence,” Alex said, struggling to keep her tone diplomatic, “I never used the words ‘evil overlord’. You came up with that on your own.”

The advisor glowered at her. “Indeed. Though the implication was there.”

“Oh, I’m not arguing,” Alex returned. “That’s exactly what Aven is. But you already knew that, otherwise none of you would be here for this meeting.”

As promised, Alex had told them everything—or at least, everything they needed to know, leaving out her visit to the past just as she had with her teachers.

“Let’s say we believe you,” General Drock said in his gruff voice. “What exactly would you have us do? If Aven is the threat you claim he is, we’re already as good as dead.”

Alex grimaced, knowing he wasn’t far off the mark.

“I’d rather go back to the vision you saw,” Commander Nisha cut in, her focus solely on Alex. “You said the Library showed you a possible future and claimed it would come true if you—specifically you—fail to stop Aven?”

When Alex nodded, albeit reluctantly, it was Jaxon who spoke up again.

“How ludicrous.” His weathered face was filled with scorn. “The child obviously has delusions of grandeur. I don’t know why we’re listening to her when she’s clearly an attention seeker of the worst kind.”

It was only William’s warning glance coupled with a comforting squeeze from Jeera that kept Alex from lashing out at the older man.

“Whether you choose to believe me or not,” she said, keeping her voice level, “the truth will reveal itself in time. And that’s why I’m here today—so that you’re prepared when that time comes.”

Jaxon sneered his disbelief, but before he could interject, Alex continued, “Worst-case scenario and I am an attention-seeking brat, then what’s the harm in making a few contingency plans?”

“The kid does have a point,” Drock mused. “Whether or not her account is true, it won’t hurt to be extra vigilant.”

“It’s not like she’s asking us to plan an offensive attack against Meya,” Tyson put in. “She’s just suggesting we increase our defences in preparation for when Aven comes for us.”

Alex tried not to show how relieved she was by both generals’ support. Tyson in particular, she knew, was somehow connected to Hunter, and since Hunter trusted Alex, it was clear that Tyson was of the same mind.

“What would such preparations require?” asked the king, the shadows beneath his eyes further darkened by this new burden.

“The cities are already well defended, but we should send out troops to protect the smaller villages and lesser populated townships,” Tyson said.

“We should also consider increasing the number of scouts we have out on patrol, as well as extending their range,” Drock added. He tipped his head towards Jeera. “I suggest a minimum of one Sword to accompany each unit in case your Wardens detect something the soldiers miss.”

Alex remembered Kaiden telling her that only Akarnae graduates could become Swords. That meant Wardens like Jeera all had gifts—gifts that might help with reconnaissance.

“We should also set up a special task force of trusted Shields dedicated solely to investigating the threat and what we should expect to face,” William put in. He’d grown paler after hearing Alex’s news, making the scar running along the side of his face stand out more than usual. “At the very least, we should attempt to learn what Aven is planning before he decides to make any kind of move against us.”

“And how, exactly, do you plan on doing that?” Jaxon asked in a scathing tone. “Everything we know comes from a pretentious fifteen-year-old who received psychedelic visions of the future from a sentient library, of all things.”

“Excuse me,” Alex couldn’t help snapping, “but I’m seventeen. And a half.”

If she could go back and change one moment of the meeting, that would be it. But of everything he’d accused her of, it was the only part she could confirm as completely factual.

“The greatest leaders of our time are in this room,” Jaxon continued, ignoring Alex entirely. “Surely—surely—you can’t be buying into this girl’s claims.”

His statement was met with silence. Alex knew there was nothing else she could say without appearing desperate for their validation. And while she was desperate, she also knew she had to let them make the decision on their own.

“It doesn’t matter what any of us believe,” Nisha eventually said. “A threat has been assumed, so regardless of personal opinions, we are duty bound to follow protocol.” Her eyes locked onto the king and queen. “With your majesties’ permission, precautions will be carried out as suggested by the generals, and with the assistance of the Wardens, we’ll monitor the situation—both in the field and with William’s specialist team. Until we know more, we’ll remain on high alert with around-the-clock surveillance from both the Wardens and the militia.”

“Agreed,” King Aurileous said without hesitation.

Despite Nisha’s plan and the king’s easy acceptance, Alex still didn’t feel as if it was enough.

“What about the others?” she asked.

The king just looked at her. “Others?”

“The other races—the other mortals Aven will target. What will be done to warn and protect them?”

Jaxon snorted but at a searing look from the king, the advisor kept his thoughts to himself.

“Why don’t we wait and see what intelligence William and his team uncover before we discuss a diplomatic means to warn the rest of Medora,” the king said, more a statement than a question.

Alex shook her head. “They need to know. They’re in as much danger as the rest of us.”

“So you say,” Jaxon mumbled under his breath.

Alex ignored the surly man and kept her eyes on the king.

“The inter-species political environment isn’t the most stable at the moment, Alex,” Aurileous said, his tone apologetic but unyielding. “Until we can offer proof of a threat against them, it’s best we keep this to ourselves.”

It took a great deal of courage for Alex to quietly say, “With all due respect, Your Highness, you’re wrong.”

“Insufferable child,” Jaxon said, again under his breath, and again Alex ignored him.

“They need to know what’s coming,” she continued. Her body rigid, she finished, “And if you don’t tell them, I will.”

Jaxon leaned forward. “You do that, and it will be considered an act of treason.” He seemed almost gleeful at the thought.

“Enough, Jaxon,” the king said, rubbing his face before looking sternly at Alex. “But he’s right. If you go against my word on this, Alex, you risk damaging years of diplomatic negotiations. I’m sorry, but I can’t allow you to act—not until we know more. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Alex looked down at her fisted hands and deliberately relaxed them. Yes, she understood what he was saying. But that wouldn’t be enough to stop her. None of them had seen the future where multitudes of mortals—human and otherwise—suffered and died at the hands of Aven’s forces. Alex would do everything she could to warn as many races as needed—treason be damned.

“I understand,” she said quietly, still looking down.

“Good,” the king said, just as quietly. He did, at least, sound remorseful, and Alex had to remind herself that he too was in a difficult position. The relationships between the various mortal races were a mystery to her, especially when it came to politics. But she was determined to continue with her own plans despite the consequences. She was doing the right thing—she was sure of it.

“I guess we’re done here,” Alex said. “If I hear anything else, who should I contact?”

“Commander, with your permission, I volunteer as a go-between for future communications,” Jeera said. When Nisha nodded her consent, the younger Warden turned back to Alex. “Do you have your ComTCD on you?”

Alex pulled it from her pocket and handed it over.

Jeera played around with some of the more complicated settings Alex had never experimented with and then passed it back.

“I’ve input my details using a secure network connection,” Jeera said. “No one will be able to monitor our communications, so feel free to holo-call me any time, day or night. I’ll always make time for you.”

Something in Jeera’s voice made Alex realise her offer wasn’t just to gather information—it was also to simply talk. Because of that, she gave the Warden a small smile and a quiet, “Thanks, Jeera.”

“We’ll also be sure to let you know if we find anything more on our end,” Queen Osmada said. She had remained mostly silent during the meeting, only offering a gentle word here or there, but her calming presence had still been very much appreciated by Alex.

“I’d be grateful for that, Your Majesty,” Alex said.

“I’ll show you back to the receiving room,” Jeera offered, standing.

Alex paused halfway out of her own chair when General Drock spoke up.

“Actually, Jeera, I’d like to have a word with the kid, so I’ll take her. She still has some grovelling to do.”

Alex turned to Jeera, eyes wide, but the Warden just flashed her a smile and shook her head slightly, denying Alex’s unspoken plea for help.

“No problem, General,” Jeera said. “She’s all yours.”

“Traitor,” Alex mumbled, causing Jeera’s smile to widen.

“I’ll speak with you soon, Alex,” William said, embracing her again. Before he let her go, he whispered in her ear, “Try not to worry. Aven is just one man—immortal or not. We’ll find a way to stop him.”

Alex swallowed the lump in her throat, pushing away the image of William and the rest of the Ronnigan family being strung up in Myrox cages outside of the Meyarin palace and left to die long, slow deaths.

“I’m sure you’re right,” she lied. “Good luck assembling your team—I hope you discover something useful.” And in time to save us all, she thought.

After bidding farewell to the king and queen, as well as Nisha and Tyson, Alex attempted to offer a gracious goodbye to the advisor. But Jaxon simply snubbed his nose up at her, so she rolled her eyes, waved to Jeera and William, and followed General Drock out of the room.

Her steps were reluctant as she kept half a pace behind him, waiting for the moment when he would say his piece. But he didn’t speak at all until they arrived in the abandoned receiving room, where he leaned in close and kept his voice hushed.

“You might have fooled them, but I’ve seen you in action, kid.”

Alex feigned offence. “I—”

“Don’t give me any of that,” he interrupted. “We both know you only came here as a courtesy. You’ve got your own plans and you’re going to see them through, no matter what.”

Wincing at his astuteness, Alex wasn’t quick enough to school her features.

Reading her guilt, Drock cursed—quietly but colourfully. “You’re a pain in my ass, kid.”

Alex crossed her arms. “What are you going to do, General? Lock me up as you’ve already threatened? Because that’s the only way you’ll keep me from doing what needs to be done.”

“You think I don’t know that?” he bit out.

Alex didn’t say anything, she just waited to see what would happen next.

With another quiet curse, and then a creative stream in quick succession, Drock reached into his black uniform and pulled out a pen-like stylus. He then latched his sword-calloused fingers around Alex’s hand, yanking her arm towards him with the underside facing up.

“What—”

“Quiet,” he ordered as he placed the nub of the stylus against the soft flesh of her wrist.

Alex hissed in pain when he started moving the tool along her skin and she tried to tug her hand back, but his grip was unyielding.

“What the hell are you doing?” she demanded in a shrill voice, tugging more forcibly but still unable to detach from his hold.

Drock’s piercing gaze flicked up to glare at her. “Shut it, kid. It’ll only hurt for a second.”

True enough, the pain started to abate until she only felt a faint throb. Looking down at her wrist, Alex noted with disbelieving eyes that the stylus was some kind of tattooing device and Drock was carving a sideways figure-of-eight into her skin—the eternity symbol.

“It might have been nice if you’d asked permission before permanently inking me,” Alex said through gritted teeth.

Drock didn’t respond. He just went back and forth over the symbol with the nub of the stylus, deepening the design with each pass. Unlike most tattoos, the ink was a white colour, barely noticeable even against her golden skin. She actually liked it enough that she might have chosen it for herself—if given the choice, which she was not.

“I presume there’s a reason you’ve suddenly decided to share your artistic side?” Alex asked when Drock finally released her hand.

“That,” the general said, pointing to her wrist, “is what’s called a Beacon. It’s next-gen experimental tech.”

“Experimental tech?” Alex looked from her barely-there tattoo back up to his face. “Why do I not like the sound of that?”

“If you were going to have a reaction, you would have already keeled over by now,” Drock grunted, returning the stylus to his pocket. “You survived the imprinting, so you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

Survived? Alex wondered exactly what kind of tech Drock had just ‘imprinted’ her with.

“Care to explain what it is?”

“I told you,” Drock said. “It’s a Beacon.”

Alex tapped her foot impatiently, her expression demanding more.

“You and I both know you’ll be going off on some half-assed attempt to commit treason by warning the other races,” Drock said. He didn’t wait for her confirmation—or denial—before he continued, “If you get in trouble, trace the symbol three times with your finger and it’ll send out an invisible signal flare, like a homing beacon, with coordinates that can be used to program Bubbledoors to your location. It’ll only work once without being reactivated, so use it only if you absolutely have to.” He glared at her as if to add weight to his words. “After you’ve traced it three times, follow that with one more trace if you need an extraction, or two more traces if you need an army of reinforcements. There’s no middle option—we either retrieve you quietly or we deploy for a battle. Understood?”

Alex looked at the general with suspicion. “Why are you giving me this? If you know what I’m going to do, why aren’t you throwing me in a dungeon?”

“Because you’re right,” Drock said without hesitation. “The other races need to be warned. Everyone in that room knows it.” He paused. “Well, everyone but that scurvy asswipe, Jaxon. But to be fair, he’s been the royal advisor for a long time, and while he’s set in his ways, he usually does offer sound advice.”

Drock shook his head and continued, “Never mind all that. The point is, you need to do what we can’t. I know that—and they know it, too. But our hands are tied, at least politically. And neither the king nor the commander is in a position to offer you the support you might need. So this is me doing what I can in the hope that you’ll never have to use it—for both our sakes, since I’ll likely be court-martialled if they find out what I’ve done. But I’d rather you have it and never use it than don’t have it and need it, consequences be damned.”

Feeling warmth bubble within her, Alex reached out a hand and wrapped her fingers around his muscled arm, giving a gentle squeeze. “Thank you, General,” she said, her voice slightly hoarse.

“Go on, get out of here, kid,” Drock said gruffly in response, but Alex could hear the emotion in his tone. He might be a formidable general who commanded half of Medora’s military, but he was also an old softie. Mostly. “Don’t get yourself killed.”

His words startled a chuckle out of Alex. “Same goes for you, General. And fair warning, if my parents see this ink and learn who it came from, you might not be able to keep up your end of the deal.”

It was Drock’s turn to chuckle, but his only other response was to make a shooing gesture with his hands, so Alex pulled out her return Bubbler vial and threw it to the ground, grinning at the general one last time before disappearing from the palace.


Four

When Alex arrived back at Akarnae, she weighed up whether she should visit the food court for a quick lunch before continuing on with her plans for the day. But she decided against it, knowing her friends would want to hear how her royal meeting had gone—especially D.C., after having been sent back early. Not to mention, they would try again to tag along on her afternoon mission, something she simply couldn’t allow. She didn’t know when or where her mysterious stranger would meet her, only that Caspar Lennox had said, “He’ll find you.” Without anything else to go on, all she could do was go about her day and wait for him to turn up.

Skipping lunch to instead head directly into the Tower building, Alex descended the staircase leading to the foyer of the Library. The surly librarian wasn’t at his desk, so she was able to sneak past without enduring his barbed commentary.

Alex scurried down the next set of stairs, feeling the phantom welcoming embrace of the Library as she continued past where most people were able to venture. When she reached the bottom of the staircase and hit a dead end, she willed a door to open, concentrating on where she wanted it to lead.

“First things first,” she said to herself as she stepped through to Ancient Egypt.

After battling the windswept sand and searing heat as she slid down the side of a large dune in the fake-but-oh-so-real desert, Alex entered the colossal pyramid where she knew she would find her parents.

While it had technically only been a few weeks since their last family reunion before Alex had left for the Kaldoras break, for her it had been nearly two months since she’d seen her parents. She missed them, especially with the vision of their tortured deaths burned into her brain.

Just as expected, as soon as Alex walked a few steps along one of the flame-lit passages, she heard their excited voices and headed towards the sound, only to find them both fussing over an open tomb. Inside was a sealed sarcophagus, with Rachel using a small brush to dust the symbols carved into it, and Jack taking notes based on her findings.

“… and I think whoever is inside must have been important, though perhaps not royal. There’s not enough gold, even if it does have a gilt inlay around the edges. But see these markings here? I’m thinking this was a high priest or priestess—someone of great renown. I can’t wait to analyse these hieroglyphs and discover the story behind—”

Alex interrupted by clearing her throat, knowing from experience that they would never notice her unless she made them aware of her presence.

“Alex!” Jack said, placing his notebook on the edge of the tomb so he could wrap her in a hug. “Has it really been a fortnight already?”

Caught up in their own world, Alex wasn’t surprised her parents had lost track of time. “Almost three weeks, actually. I’ve been back at school for nearly a week now.”

“Wow, time sure does fly when you’re up to your elbows in mummified remains,” Rachel said, moving to embrace Alex as well. “You’re looking well, sweetheart. Very tanned.”

Enough with the tanning observations, Alex thought. She wasn’t that much darker after her summery trip to the past.

“It looks good on you,” said Jack, wrapping an arm around her. “Like a golden sun goddess.”

Alex smiled at him. “Thanks, Dad.”

“I know it’s winter out there, but I’ve always said we catch more UV in the snow than we do in the sun,” Rachel said, dropping her brush and wiping her hands on her khakis. “We don’t think about applying sunscreen when it’s so cold, but it’s the first thing we reach for in the heat.” She hesitated. “Wait. Do they even have sunscreen in Medora?”

It was such a mother thing to ask, but Alex had no answer for her.

“I’m sure they do, Mum.” Alex quickly moved on before she had to invent otherworldly brand comparisons or SPF details on the fly. “I can’t stay long, but I’ve missed you both and wanted to check in and make sure you’re still okay down here.”

“Okay?” Jack repeated, incredulous laughter in his voice. “We’re more than okay, honey.” He waved his free arm. “Every day we discover something new and fascinating. This place is brilliant.”

Rachel was nodding emphatically and pointed to the tomb in front of them. “See this sarcophagus? I estimate it to be over five thousand years old.”

Unlike her parents, Alex had no idea what the expected reaction to such news was. “Uh, cool?”

“Very cool,” Jack said. “As in, the coolest.”

There was something greatly disturbing about his repeated use of such a youthful term.

“Your father is right,” Rachel said, still nodding so enthusiastically that Alex feared she would earn herself a neck injury. “As far as intact sarcophagi go, the oldest one discovered back on Earth was from the reign of Khufu—the second pharaoh of the Fourth Dynasty who we credit as having commissioned the Great Pyramid of Giza. That means the mummified remains inside were around four-and-a-half thousand years old. But this”—she rapped her knuckles on the side of the tomb—“is even older, if you can believe it. You can tell because—”

“I say this with love,” Alex gently cut in, “but I’m not really in the headspace for an ancient history lesson right now.” Or ever. “I’m stoked you’ve found a long-dead pharaoh, priest, or whoever is inside, but do me a favour and don’t open Medora’s version of King Tut until you’re certain you’re not going to be cursed or anything.”

Alex was surprised when both her parents laughed.

“Oh, honey,” Jack said, using his arm around her shoulder to give her a squeeze. “You’ve watched too many movies.”

“That stuff happens,” Alex disagreed. “For real.”

“Don’t be so superstitious,” Rachel said with an indulgent smile. “We raised you better than that. And besides,” she waved a dismissive hand, “the Curse of the Pharaohs which acquired the most fame thanks to Tutankhamen has never held up against science.”

What her mother said was true, but still…

“Just don’t forget you’re in a new world here. I’ve seen my fair share of the impossible, and a curse isn’t too far a stretch of the imagination—even if it can be explained away as an ancient pathogen or microorganism. So please, just… be careful.”

“Of course we will be,” Rachel promised. “We wouldn’t want to contaminate the findings, anyway.”

Alex sighed internally, grateful that, if nothing else, their respect for science would keep them at a healthy distance. That, and she presumed—or at least, hoped—the Library wouldn’t provide them with something to study that would lead to some kind of flesh-eating disease.

“I’ll try to stay longer next visit,” Alex said, hugging first her father and then her mother again. “Please do me a favour and resist the urge to practise any mummification techniques on yourselves between now and then.”

Jack chuckled. “No promises.”

“There never are,” Alex accepted with reluctant humour.

“Before you go,” Jack said as she started to move away, “how’s your elf situation going? Anything we should know?”

Popular culture certainly had its hooks in her parents, since no matter how many times Alex tried to explain exactly what the Meyarins were, her mother and father still compared the immortal race to The Lord of the Rings-inspired elves. And they claimed she was the one who watched too many movies. Hardly.

“No, Dad,” Alex said, lying through her teeth. “Nothing you need to know.”

She would have to update them eventually, but the future vision was still too fresh. Still too… real. She couldn’t imagine telling them of the danger—not when her throat began to tighten at the very thought of explaining how she’d watched them die. Soon—she would tell them soon. Just… not yet.

“You stay safe out there, honey,” Rachel said, reaching for Alex’s hand. “And we’re here if you ever…” She trailed off as she looked down, her eyes squinting. “Is that—Did you get a tattoo?”

Alex yanked her hand back, but the damage was done.

“You’re not even eighteen yet! Shouldn’t we have had to sign something first?” Jack said, trying to catch a glimpse of the design Alex was now hiding against her stomach.

“I hope you’re not going through one of those punk rock stages,” Rachel said. “Or is it Goth? Whatever it is, we’ll love you no matter what you do to your body, but please, before you get any more tattoos or begin to pierce yourself in strange places, imagine yourself as an eighty-year-old woman with sagging skin. Over time, I guarantee your attempt at body art will morph from Michelangelo to Picasso. Trust me on this.”

Alex wrinkled her nose at the mental image that inspired. “It’s not a tattoo. Really.”

Both her parents raised disbelieving eyebrows.

“Okay,” Alex admitted as she shuffled her feet in the sand, “it kind of is, but it also isn’t.”

Rachel’s eyes narrowed. “Next you’ll be saying you kind of experimented with illicit drugs, but you also didn’t.”

It was at this juncture that Alex decided against mentioning the Meyarin flower, laendra, which at one stage she had—incorrectly—equated as a Medoran equivalent of magic mushrooms.

“I just mean that, yes, it looks like a tattoo, but it’s actually kind of…” Alex searched for the simplest description and settled on, “… a tracking device.”

“Like a CIA implant?” Jack asked. “Do they have those here? Is there a Medoran James Bond?”

Alex had to bite back a groan. For all his love of science, her father was also a huge fan—and conspiracy theorist—when it came to government agencies and acts of espionage.

“Something like that,” Alex said, referring to the implant, not the James Bond question. “It’ll allow me to send out a signal if I’m ever in trouble so others will know where to find me.”

“Isn’t that handy?” Jack raised her arm to inspect the white symbol. “I must say, if you’d told us you had a spy device like this sooner, I would’ve slept much easier at night knowing you have people watching over you so closely.”

Alex decided not to mention that the Beacon was a new acquisition. “Sorry, Dad. But I did already tell you I have a lot of people keeping an eye on me.”

“That you did, sweetheart,” Jack said, dropping her hand. “But it’s nice to know you weren’t just speaking figuratively.”

Alex struggled to keep the ‘seriously?’ expression off her face, wondering if her parents thought she’d been pulling the imaginary friends card with them for all this time.

“Right,” she said, letting it go. “I’m off. Love you both and see you again soon.”

After they returned the sentiment, Alex walked back out of the room and willed a doorway to appear, leaving the ancient environment behind and stepping through to a now familiar corridor of doors deep within the Library’s depths.

Taking a moment to compartmentalise her thoughts and focus on the next phase of her day, Alex cleared her throat and called out, “Excuse me, Library?”

Even though there was no verbal response, she knew the sentient Library was listening.

“Is there a way for me to reach Draekora from here?” she enquired politely.

In answer, a door flung open a little further down the hallway.

Alex heard him before she saw him, and a smile stretched across her face at the approach of the familiar knight in shining armour.

“Sir Camden, as always, a pleasure to see you.”

“Well met, Lady Alexandra,” the knight said with a flourishing bow. When he rose again, he tilted his armoured helmet to the side. “The fair lady doth appear to be… glowing.”

Alex couldn’t hold back her eye roll this time. “Yeah, I know. I’m tanned.”

“Nay, Lady Alexandra,” Sir Camden disagreed. “I speaketh of thou vaeliana bond with thine draekon.”

Alex stilled. “You can see that?” She had no idea how he could see anything, given that he was made entirely of animated metal.

“Indeed, this here knight be seeing much, like the fair lady hath embraced thou immortal abilities.”

Alex wondered how he could possibly note something like that, but before she could ask, he continued.

“Forgive me, Lady Alexandra, but with thine quest to seeketh the ancient kingdom, thou ought know there be no flying beasts left in Draekora. Many eras hath passed since the majestic creatures of old graced the skies of this fair world.”

“Oh,” Alex said, “I know there aren’t any draekons left.” If only that weren’t true. She would give anything to go flying with Xiraxus right now and clear her head of all her troubles. “You don’t happen to know where they went, do you? Or why? Or even when?”

Alex had been curious since returning to her time and she’d planned on asking Niyx when next they spoke. But if Sir Camden knew anything, she wouldn’t need to wait for answers.

“Alas, their fate be not a pleasant tale,” Sir Camden said in a low voice. “After the slaughter of their leader and many of their kin, those whom survived the massacre fled this here world, never to be seen again.”

Alex’s body locked. “What massacre? Which leader?” She struggled to draw a full breath. “You don’t mean—You can’t mean—”

“’Twas a sad day for the Sky Kingdom,” Sir Camden said. “Indeed, for all the races of Medora. The fleeing of the draekons was felt by all, but perchance none more so than the Meyarins.”

That part, Alex already knew. Because of the Z’ao—the draekon tears that created Myrox and myraes and a host of other things. Tears that had been freely given to the Meyarins twice a year until the Draekorans had left.

What Alex didn’t know was when that had happened. Nor did she know if Xiraxus had survived whatever calamity had befallen the ancient race.

“Please, Sir Camden, if you know anything else…”

“’Tis little else I can offer you, fair lady,” he said, “for I know not what led to the grievous deed, nor how events unfolded in the wake of such dire happenings. All this here knight knows is that the draekons hath been gone for many a generation. So pray tell, Lady Alexandra, why dost thou searcheth for their domain above the clouds?”

Before she could answer, Sir Camden’s body started to vibrate and he held out a finger, asking her to wait.

While doing so, Alex decided that—for the moment—she would have to compartmentalise the news he had given her. For all she knew, his facts might be wrong. Both Zaronia and Xiraxus, along with the rest of the draekons, could be fine; safely tucked away somewhere after having decided to leave Medora for peaceful reasons. And until Alex had more details from a verifiable source—namely, Niyx—then worrying would do her no good. So rather than obsess over the ‘what ifs’, she instead chose to focus on why she was standing with the knight in the Library and where she was trying to go. Right now, that was all that mattered. It had to be.

After a few seconds of vibrating, Sir Camden stilled again, and only then did he speak.

“This here knight hath fallen behind on current events,” he said. “Thou seeketh Draekora not for the sky creatures, but for the Meyarin refugees who hath fled from Aven Dalmarta’s tyranny.”

Alex’s eyebrows rose. “How do you…?”

“The Library shares many secrets. One must only be willing to listen.”

Well, okay then. Alex was just pleased that she didn’t have to recite her story all over again. Once that day had been enough, let alone the numerous times she’d had to repeat herself for the teachers and her friends over the course of the week.

“So is there a doorway I can use to get there?” Alex asked. “I know there’s only one way into Meya and that’s through Raelia, but I’m hoping since Draekora isn’t technically part of Meya, there might be a way to travel there directly.”

“Indeed, thou wouldst require a doorway with thy link to the Valispath invalidated at present.”

That certainly was inconvenient. Alex was actually a little envious of the Meyarins Aven had Claimed since, unlike her, they had their own immortal inheritance to counteract Aven’s exiled blood and could still access the Eternal Path.

“Unfortunately, you’re right,” Alex told the knight. “So are you able to help me?”

“But of course, Lady Alexandra.”

With an about-face so abrupt that Alex jumped, Sir Camden turned and began walking down the corridor. He then stopped almost instantly, causing Alex to jump again when he turned back to her.

“The path to Draekora, ’tis not like the doorway to Meya,” he told her as he gestured with a gauntleted arm to the hallway. “Unlike the Lost City, there be no protection or warding upon the Sky Kingdom, so we needeth not travel the hallways to reach thine destination. Since thou hath previously stepped upon Draekoran soil, thou needeth only call forth a doorway at will.”

Relief filled Alex, because until then, she hadn’t known if she’d be able to make it back to Draekora so easily. “That’s fantastic news. Thank you.”

When Sir Camden didn’t say anything further, Alex fidgeted and wondered if she was supposed to do something more.

“Um, well, it was good to see you,” she said, retreating a few steps in preparation for opening the door she wanted. “I guess I’ll just—”

“Before Lady Alexandra travels afield,” he said, causing her to pause her steps, “thou needeth hear how to venture forth in thy next questing journey.”

Alex’s forehead creased. “My next what?”

“Thy quest to visit the races of Medora and warn them of the impending evil threatening the lands.”

How did everyone know what she was planning?

“Does the Lady Alexandra remember the first day thou happened upon this here knight?”

Alex barely managed not to laugh, since there was no way she would ever forget their meeting. It wasn’t every day that she was chased by a deranged, headless suit of armour hell-bent on murdering her with his axe.

“I remember,” was all she said in response.

“When thou seeketh the old kingdoms of this world, that be the corridor of doorways thou shalt need to calleth upon for thy first foray into the yonderlands.”

Alex recalled the unending hallway they had travelled together. Each doorway they’d opened had led to fantastical places the likes of which, at the time, Alex had struggled to fathom.

“But there were so many doors,” she said, unable to keep the trepidation from her voice.

“When thou ventures there next, the number shalt be much lessened,” Sir Camden promised. “And Lady Alexandra needeth only access the corridor until thou hath familiar knowledge of where to guide thy doorways in the future. Once the first journey hath been made, thou shalt be able to return there again by calling forth a door from anywhere and willing it to thine destination.”

That wasn’t as bad as Alex had feared. She considered it to be like a Bubbledoor—as soon as she knew where she was going, she’d be able to open a doorway from anywhere in the Library and avoid the overwhelming corridors altogether.

“And if the Lady Alexandra should require assistance at any time, all thou needeth do is call upon Sir Camden and I shalt cometh to thine aid.”

“Thank you, Sir Camden,” Alex said, with feeling. “You’re the best.”

“As always, it be an honour and a privilege to serve the fair Lady Alexandra.” He bowed again before walking through the nearest wall, disappearing from sight.

“Uh, bye, then,” she called, startled by his abrupt departure. She was more amused than offended, and she chuckled quietly at the eccentricities of the strange knight.

“Let’s do this,” she said to herself, straightening her shoulders.

Seconds later, she summoned a doorway in the middle of the corridor, and stepped through it.


Five

Within moments of walking through the doorway, Alex was transported high above the clouds and into a familiar mountain-rimmed valley.

Nostalgia hit her like a knife to the stomach as she took in the barren, icy wasteland. When Xira had first flown her up to this particular floating island, the meadow of bioluminescent wildflowers had glowed like rainbows in the darkness. But that was all gone now, as if without the draekons, there was no point for life to remain.

Shivering from more than just the cold, Alex turned away from the miserable sight and towards what could only be described as the Meyarin refugee camp. They had done much in the last six days, including assembling more of the Myrox-lined structures—some large huts, others smaller tents—that made it seem more like a longer-term settlement. But it was still a far cry from the glory of the city they had previously inhabited.

As Alex wound her way through the shelters, she was relieved to see the Meyarins she passed were no longer shell-shocked, even if their faces remained grim and lined with the horrors of what had happened. She knew that if they managed to move past their trauma, they would be more likely to fight back when the time came. And that was exactly what Alex needed them to do.

Feet crunching as she tracked a path through the snow, Alex mostly kept her head down as she travelled directly towards the large, circular hut at the centre of the settlement. Murmurs rippled through the camp as the Meyarins began to notice her presence, and soon a crowd started trailing in her wake.

Skin prickling, Alex sensed a growing discontentment from those behind her and picked up her pace, eager to find Zain and Kyia.

She was only a few feet away from entering Roka’s shelter when fingernails latched painfully onto her arm and spun her around.

Her reflexes kicked in immediately and she yanked herself free of her assailant’s grip, crouching into a defensive stance.

“You are not welcome here, human,” spat the enraged Meyarin before her—a familiar face, to her despair.

“Loro Gaiel,” she said, before stretching the truth—considerably. “I’m glad to see you made it out of the city.”

“No thanks to you, mortal,” he hissed through his teeth.

As the head of House Varsae, Gaiel had never been pleasant to Alex, except during her time in the past when he’d thought she was Meyarin. But aside from being scornful and derisive to her human self, he’d never been outwardly antagonistic towards her, especially not physically.

“Have I done something to upset you?” Alex asked hesitantly, wondering why neither Kyia nor Zain had come to her aid yet, since surely they would have heard the commotion outside their tent. But then she realised that the Myrox coating the canvas also offered a soundproofing barrier, so her friends had no way of knowing she was there.

“Have you done something to upset me?” Gaiel repeated in a whisper, his feline features darkening with every word. He leaned forward and yelled straight into her face, “You’re the reason we’re stranded here, you filthy human kregon!”

Alex cringed at his harsh words, but otherwise didn’t have time to react to his accusation. And that was because he drew his sword and continued to shout, this time in Meyarin—a language he didn’t know she understood.

“You helped the Rebel Prince return to our city!” Gaiel roared. “And now our king is dead and his rightful heir lies sleeping forevermore!” His furious eyes pinned her. “There is no escape for you, human. If we send Aven your head, he may offer us leniency. Or indeed, he may not. But either way, I shall feel better when you no longer infect this world with the taint of your mortal blood.”

Alex felt her resolve strengthening in the face of such clear hatred. She had been through too much to be bullied by the likes of Gaiel, Meyarin council member or not.

Grateful her bond with Xiraxus allowed her to interpret his words, she was ready when he made his first move, swinging his sword straight at her neck. Part of her couldn’t believe he was actually following through with his threat. She knew he was desperate—just like the rest of the Meyarins, who didn’t step in to stop him—and while she felt compassion, it wasn’t enough to give up her life.

Summoning A’enara with a single thought, Alex met Gaiel’s blade mid-swing, with blue sparks leaping off her own weapon as the flames trailed harmlessly up the skin of her arm. She knew she presented an unorthodox sight to the surrounding Meyarins; a human who not only had the golden vaeliana bond, but also commanded the Sword of the Stars—a Tia Auran weapon held in great esteem amongst those from Meya. From her peripheral vision she saw wide eyes and heard gasps from the crowd. And not just because of her shining skin or magical blade.

It was also because of her swift reaction.

None of them, least of all Gaiel, had expected her to block his attack. She was only human, after all. And a human shouldn’t be able to match the speed or reflexes of a Meyarin.

His face reddening with anger, Gaiel pulled back before lunging at her again. And again. And again.

In barely a handful of moves, it became clear to Alex that her opponent had never been a member of the Zeltora—Meya’s elite guard—nor did he have much fighting experience. She swept aside his attacks with little effort, grateful for Niyx’s ruthless training that made holding a defence against Gaiel as easy as breathing.

Having no desire to prolong their skirmish, when he came at her again, Alex ducked under his sword and spun behind him using a burst of Meyarin speed, kicking out one of his knees as she did so and circling A’enara around his blade until she had the leverage to force his weapon from his grip and onto the snow. In the blink of an eye she had him unarmed and on his knees, with A’enara pressed against his windpipe as she stood above him from behind.

“Are you done?” she demanded.

When he remained silent, whether in shock or defiance, she leaned down and hissed into his ear the same words, but in Meyarin. “Noran sae rellis, Loro Gaiel?”

He jerked in surprise, enough for A’enara to nick his skin and blue flames to touch his flesh. Alex wasn’t sure which hurt him more, but she presumed it was the fire since she knew the heat was blisteringly painful to anyone not bonded with the weapon. But given that Gaiel had just tried to decapitate her, she couldn’t bring herself to feel much guilt.

“What I would give to throw you off the side of this island right now!” Gaiel seethed in his native language. “No one would stop me—no one!”

“You’re hardly in a position to make such a threat,” Alex responded coolly, reverting to the common tongue. “Are you ready to get up? Or are you going to attack me again?”

Gaiel spat—actually spat—onto the snow in front of him.

“Sae teron mot devarsa!”

“Now, that’s just not very nice,” Alex said. But before she could decide whether or not to let him up despite him saying, ‘You deserve to die!’ another voice interrupted.

“In the name of the light, what is going on out here?”

Alex looked towards the hut and found both Zain and Kyia frozen outside the entrance and staring at the gathered assemblage with incredulity. She opened her mouth to respond, but a searing pain in her leg had her crying out and whipping back around to discover that Gaiel had thrust a concealed dagger deep into the flesh of her thigh.

Shoving the weaselly Meyarin away from her, she banished A’enara and wrapped both hands around the hilt of the dagger to yank it out, remembering afterwards that leaving it in would have helped stem the flow of blood.

“You slimy son of a—”

She didn’t get to finish her curse before Zain had the council member pinned by his neck up against the side of Roka’s tent.

“What is the meaning of this, Gaiel?” Zain roared in Meyarin, as Kyia crouched beside Alex to inspect her wound.

“The human has deceived us!” Gaiel shouted. “And in doing so, she has ruined us all!”

“What are you talking about?” Zain demanded. “Alex is a friend to Meya. You know this.”

“That girl,” Gaiel spat, his eyes glaring daggers at Alex, “is no friend of mine. She might know our language and have fighting skills beyond those of a mortal, but as far as I’m concerned, she has doomed us to a fate worse than death. She returned Aven to our city—everything that has happened since then is her fault. She might as well have killed the king herself!”

It was Kyia who spoke up next, also in Meyarin, still kneeling beside Alex. “Stars, Gaiel! What’s the matter with you?”

“Me?” Gaiel spluttered. “She’s the one who—”

“Enough!” Kyia snapped, standing again and brushing snow from her leathery pants. She gestured to a pair of armed Meyarins who had exited Roka’s tent along with her and Zain and said, “Take him away. We’ll deal with him later.”

Somewhat hazy from the pain in her leg, Alex realised that with Roka out of commission, as his betrothed—and therefore Meya’s future queen—Kyia must be the highest-ranking Meyarin amongst those safe from Aven’s control. Either that, or perhaps Zain, as the leader of the Zeltora. Both options boded well for Alex, especially if Gaiel wasn’t the only one to believe they’d be better off with her dead.

“Let’s get you inside and have a look at the damage,” Kyia said in the common tongue, taking Alex’s arm and helping her limp towards the hut as Gaiel was dragged away.

Zain didn’t follow straight after them, and Alex had a feeling he was interrogating the crowd for details of what had happened. She would have been more apprehensive about her own upcoming answers, but it took all her concentration to keep from using some of Drock’s more colourful expletives as the blood flowed freely down her jeans with every throbbing step.

Finally Kyia had her in the tent and pushed her down onto a wooden chair. Unlike when Alex had last been there, the area in which Roka lay was now curtained off, but she could still see his vague outline through the wispy material. There was no Lady Mystique by his side this time, nor anyone else.

“Is he…?”

“No change,” Kyia said. She wandered around the room, grabbing items as she moved, and continued offering up information. “His condition hasn’t worsened, which was our main concern. The supernatural effects of his stasis appear to be keeping his body in pristine health despite the lack of hydration, nourishment and muscle movement. He’s simply frozen in time.” Kyia swallowed. “If he were to wake up in five minutes or five years, his body and mind would be as perfect as the moment before Grimm Helkin struck him with his gift.”

Grimm Helkin. Alex had never met the gifted human under Aven’s control—the person responsible for Roka’s current state—but she was determined to hunt him down and Release him, and in doing so, awaken Roka.

Or… that was her hope, at least.

“If we were anywhere but here, I would be able to give you something that would heal you in an instant,” Kyia said, sitting beside Alex and prodding her wound.

“Ouch!” Alex hissed, jerking her leg away. “Easy, Kyia. I’ve just been stabbed by six inches of Myrox.”

The only reason Alex was able to string a sentence together and wasn’t just sitting there wailing or even passing out was because she’d been injured similarly during her training with Niyx—many, many times. Stab wounds were, unfortunately, a common experience for her.

“As it is,” Kyia continued, pushing the torn edges of denim aside and dabbing a clean bandage against the entry wound, “our supplies are alarmingly low, especially the amount of laendra we have on hand since we used much to heal those injured in our escape.”

After mopping up as much blood as she could, Kyia unstoppered a glass bottle and, without warning, poured its contents over Alex’s leg.

The pain was instant, and so much worse than when the dagger had pierced her flesh. Alex would take a repeat of that a thousand times over rather than the torture of the excruciating liquid.

“Deep breaths,” Kyia said, reading Alex’s agonised expression. “I know it stings a little—”

“A little?” Alex gasped, trying not to scream.

“—but Gaiel is notorious for coating his weapons with poison,” Kyia continued, ignoring Alex. “For Meyarins, the dose is just strong enough to make us a little sick; to incapacitate us in a fight so our opponent can get the upper hand. It doesn’t last long in our systems since our blood is quick to rid us of the toxins. But since you’re human, I’m not willing to take any risks.”

“So the liquid?” Alex wheezed, still affected by the burning pain.

“An antidote,” Kyia said. “Just in case.”

Given the agony she was in, Alex might have been willing to take that chance rather than endure the cure.

“I’m afraid this is all I can offer you,” Kyia said, handing a single silver petal to Alex. “You’re fortunate Gaiel didn’t sever an artery, since that’s the last of our laendra.”

Grateful—and a little guilty that she was using the last of their supplies—Alex put the glowing portion of the flower in her mouth, finding almost instant relief thanks to the sweet-tasting medicine.

“It’s not enough to heal you completely, but it should take the edge off and speed up your tissue regeneration,” Kyia said as Alex chewed. “Once you’re back at the academy, I suggest you visit your Doctor Fletcher and he’ll give you something to complete the healing process.”

“I don’t understand,” Alex said, swallowing her mouthful. “Why can’t you or Zain just zip down on the Valispath and pick up a handful of laendra and whatever other supplies you need?” Remembering then that neither of her friends were willing to leave Roka in case Aven decided to attack, she amended, “Or why not send one of the others?”

“It’s not as simple as that,” Kyia said, looking more exhausted than Alex had ever seen her. “We’ve tried and failed three times to retrieve supplies. The first and second Meyarins we sent out never returned. And the third made it back here with grievous injuries. It’s only because of her that we were able to learn Aven has teams scouring the forests surrounding Meya. Gifted humans—mind readers, mostly—are paired with Claimed Zeltora in search of anyone not yet bound to him. With the range of their gifts, we’re cut off from the Silverwood, since the moment we set foot down there, they know. And while Aven can’t access the Valispath, those Claimed by him can use it just as we can.”

Alex couldn’t believe how bad things were, or how quickly they were escalating. She felt so helpless. And yet…

“You can take the Valispath elsewhere to restock food and other supplies, right? Just not close to Meya?” Alex asked. At Kyia’s nod, she said, “Keep doing that, and next time I visit, I’ll make sure to bring some laendra with me.”

“Absolutely not,” came Kyia’s immediate and firm answer.

“My gift won’t let them read me,” Alex reminded her.

“That doesn’t matter—there’s sure to be a constant guard at Raelia by now.”

Kyia had a point. If Aven was smart—and, unfortunately, he was—he would definitely have people watching the only place where Alex could infiltrate his defences.

But… she never said she would be the one to retrieve the laendra from the Silverwood.

“Promise me you won’t set foot in Raelia, Alex,” Kyia ordered in an unyielding tone. “Not without backup. Preferably an entire army.”

Alex hid a smile at the image of so many people pouring through the Library and out into the mushroom-circled clearing. “I promise, Kyia. I won’t go on my own.”

Kyia pursed her lips. “Your friends, as courageous as they are, don’t count as acceptable backup. Am I clear?”

Alex actually laughed. “Don’t worry, I hear you. I’d never put Jordan, Dix or Bear in that kind of danger anyway.”

“Jordan?” Kyia’s golden brow furrowed. “Isn’t he…?”

With everything that had happened, Alex had forgotten she hadn’t yet shared that Jordan was free. But just as she was about to explain, Zain stalked into the tent, his face like thunder.

“You,” he said, jabbing a finger towards Alex, “had better start talking. Right now.”

Alex had seen Zain angry before, both in the past and in the present, but that didn’t mean she enjoyed being on the receiving end of his wrath.

Fortunately, she was prepared. In the few days since she’d last seen her Meyarin friends, she had decided that, while Niyx had advised against it, she couldn’t keep the truth from Zain and Kyia. She certainly wouldn’t be telling everyone, but they needed to know, since they were close enough to notice she was different now. It was better to confess and enlist their help, rather than deceive them and risk losing their trust.

“You’d better sit down,” Alex said, stretching out her leg and grimacing at the pain. The laendra had helped considerably, but she was far from healed.

Kyia noticed her wince and began wrapping a bandage around the wound, strapping it tightly.

“Seriously, sit,” Alex repeated when Zain didn’t move. “Because I’m going to tell you something that you’re going to have trouble believing. And I want your promise that you’ll hear me out before you decide I’m crazy.”
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Unsurprisingly, both Zain and Kyia did think Alex was crazy. The only thing in her favour was the fact that their memories of the past weren’t wiped entirely—they just remembered a blurred, forgotten face. That was how Lady Mystique’s memory modification had worked—keeping Alex there but also… not. To Kyia and Zain, she was an unidentifiable Meyarin of no importance, with not even the golden shimmer of her vaeliana bond present in their minds.

What finally convinced them was her knowledge of them personally. The memories Alex shared—there was no way she could have known such things without experiencing them for herself. And that was ultimately what persuaded Zain and Kyia that she was telling the truth.

“This is unbelievable,” Kyia whispered, rubbing her temples. “I mean, I remember there was someone with us—I remember standing on that waterfall with Aven, Niyx, Roka and someone else… but no matter how much I try to visualise the memory, I can’t picture who it was.”

Alex offered an apologetic shrug. “Lady Mystique—Aes Daega—made it so you wouldn’t remember me. If you had, I might never have found my way back to the past, and our current timeline would have been all stuffed up.” She scrunched up her face. “It’s one of those weird time paradoxes. Cause and effect, and all that.”

Zain was just staring at her in shocked bewilderment. “That’s how you knew my name.”

Alex blinked at him. “Sorry?”

“I haven’t forgotten that storm and what happened at Narsae de Trigon with that foul beast, Skraegon,” he said, his tone sour at the name of the Meyarin brute. “I’ve never been able to remember your face, but it always bothered me that someone knew who I was when, at the time, I was careful with whom I shared my identity.”

Alex laughed as she recalled the promise she’d made him that night. “You made me swear by the stars that one day I’d tell you how I knew your name.”

Zain grinned wolfishly at her, humour replacing his shock. “That I remember, too. I just had no idea you would make me wait thousands of years.”

Alex returned his grin. “I didn’t specify the timeframe.”

“I’ll have to make note of that for next time, you devious little human.” His amusement faded and his face turned pensive. “But I guess we’ll call it even, since I have a feeling you’re the reason Roka never stopped badgering me to join the Zeltora.”

“I couldn’t have my favourite elite guard-slash-babysitter stay a criminal forever,” Alex said lightly. “I just gave Roka a little… nudge of encouragement.”

Zain chuckled, and both he and Alex turned back to Kyia who was still rubbing her temples.

“What a mess,” Kyia said, sighing. “If what you’re saying is true and you really are the human who led to Aven’s desire for vengeance against mortals, then I can see why Aes Daega made us forget you.”

“If we’d recognised you, there’s no doubt someone would have stopped you from travelling back through time,” Zain agreed. “You would have been killed the moment you first stepped foot in Meya.”

Kyia was shaking her head. “No. If I’d known who you were and what you’d done, I likely would have put an arrow through your heart when I first discovered you in Raelia.”

Alex couldn’t keep her face from flashing with shock—and hurt.

“I’m sorry,” Kyia said quietly, placing her hand on Alex’s uninjured leg and offering a squeeze of comfort. “Of course I mean you no harm now. You are as much a victim in all this as the rest of us. I merely wanted to point out that if knowledge of your past identity was to be made public, we might have trouble rallying the remaining Meyarins to our cause. There’s no way we can tell anyone else about this.”

“I can’t think of a reason why anyone but you two and Roka would have to know,” Alex said. “I wasn’t even going to tell you both, but I couldn’t stand the idea of lying to you.”

“You would have also had a hard time explaining how you managed to free Jordan,” Zain said. “I still have trouble believing that part of your recount.”

Thinking about her friend who was trying so hard to act like nothing had happened to him, Alex only said, “I don’t blame you.”

After a weighty pause, Kyia clapped her hands together once and announced, “Very well. Let’s choose to see this as a good thing.”

Raising one eyebrow, Zain said, “How so?”

“For starters,” Kyia said, “Alex won’t need anywhere near as much training if Roka spent time teaching her how to fight in the past.”

It took a great deal of effort for Alex to keep her face blank, and she only managed to do so for Niyx’s continued safety. Her Meyarin friends had to believe as her human friends did—that Roka was solely responsible for her current level of competence.

“By her account, Alex only spent a few weeks with us in the past,” Zain argued to Kyia. “She’ll still have much to learn if she wants to have a chance of surviving Aven—not to mention, his Claimed Zeltora.”

“We’re focusing on the positives here, Zain,” Kyia ground out.

Alex bit her cheek to keep from laughing at the female Meyarin’s lethal glare.

Zain raised his hands in apology, the corner of his lip twitching. “Positives. Very well. She’s partly trained and has fully embraced the Meyarin blood in her veins. What else?”

“She can speak fluent Meyarin,” Kyia said.

Zain nodded and added, “She’s seen a vision of the future so she knows what to watch for and the kinds of preparations we need to carry out.”

“She’s also spent time with Aven—intimate time—and had the chance to get inside his head,” Kyia said, causing Alex to wince at her word choice, since ‘intimate’ wasn’t quite how she would have described their relationship, at least from her end. “That could benefit her in their future confrontations.”

“But he doesn’t remember her,” Zain pointed out. “Not as Aeylia.”

Sick of them talking about her as if she were no longer present, Alex said, “Guys, I’m right here. Quit with the ‘she’ business.”

“We’re brainstorming,” Zain said. “No offence is intended, but when discussing strategy, it helps to keep it impersonal.”

“Just… don’t leave me out of the conversation.”

“You’re welcome to jump in at any time,” Kyia said.

“Let’s talk about where we go from here,” Zain suggested, redirecting their conversation.

“I know we were all somewhat… out of it… the last time you were here,” Kyia said to Alex, her eyes flicking sorrowfully towards the curtains hiding Roka, “but we did hear the plan you proposed. I trust that you’re still intending to warn the other races as well as strengthen your gift?”

Alex nodded. “I met with the human leaders this morning—the king and queen and their closest military and royal advisors. It didn’t go very well, but it wasn’t awful, either. They’re going to take extra precautions and wait to see if Aven will act. While they’re doing that, I’ll be off sharing what I know with the other races, and hopefully they’ll be willing to consider forming an allied defence.” She didn’t mention that she hadn’t exactly been given permission to do that. “And as for my gift, I’m hoping to learn more about how I can develop it sometime later today.”

Kyia made a sound of approval but thankfully didn’t press Alex for any details.

“Then we won’t keep you much longer,” Kyia said, “since that’s one of your highest priorities right now. When the time comes to act, you must be ready.”

No pressure, Alex thought, her shoulders slumping.

“For our part,” Zain jumped in, “unless Roka was a miracle worker in the past, you’ll still need more training. Kyia and I will work out a schedule for when and where we can meet.”

Knowing that Niyx intended to continue working with Alex once he figured out how to sneak away from Meya, she was about to decline the offer, especially since neither Kyia nor Zain should be leaving Roka unattended for long periods of time. But she snapped her mouth shut at the last second, remembering they couldn’t know about her spying friend.

“That, um, sounds good,” Alex said, hoping her hesitation came off as apprehension rather than reluctance.

Zain grinned at her. “Don’t worry, little human. We won’t go easy on you, but we won’t kill you, either.”

Alex pulled a face. “What a relief.”

Even Kyia managed a quiet laugh, a heartening sound given how devastated Alex knew she was.

“How’s your leg?” Kyia asked. “Do you think you can put weight on it and return through your Library doorway?”

“The laendra helped a lot,” Alex said, rising to her feet with only a slight wince as the throbbing in her wound reawakened. “I won’t be running any marathons today, but I’ll survive until I get back to see Fletcher.”

“I only wish I had enough to help you heal completely,” Kyia said, standing as well.

Alex almost said, ‘Next time’, but she didn’t want Kyia to start demanding more promises from her, so she remained silent.

“I’ll escort her,” Kyia said to Zain. “Just to make sure none of the others try anything like Gaiel did.”

Eugh. The last thing Alex wanted or needed was to get in another fight on her way back to the academy. As it was, Fletcher was not going to be pleased that she’d been stabbed.

… Again.

After bidding Zain farewell, Alex limped out of the tent. She expected to hobble to the doorway, but she’d forgotten that she was amongst Meyarins again, and Kyia saved her the additional hurt by sweeping her up in the Valispath, quietly asking for directions to where the doorway was located.

As they moved rather slowly through the settlement—but much faster and less painfully than walking would have been—Alex noted the curious and sometimes furious eyes watching her. Seeing them, she asked Kyia how the Meyarins were adapting to their new conditions, but the answer wasn’t positive. Not at all.

When the Valispath finally came to a stop at Alex’s earlier entry point, she didn’t hesitate to recall the doorway. Just as she was about to step through, Kyia reached for her arm.

“I don’t know how you’re managing to keep it together, Alex,” the Meyarin said, her voice hushed enough that no other immortal ears would be able to hear. “The burden on your shoulders—I can’t imagine what that must feel like. And I know it must seem as if we expect a lot from you, as if we expect that you alone will have to face Aven. But that’s not true.”

Kyia’s brilliant emerald eyes flared with an inner light as she continued, “You’re not alone in this, Alex. Whatever the future brings, whatever you have to face to see this through, we will be with you every step of the way. I swear by the stars that we will not leave you to fight this war on your own.”

Alex had to blink back tears at Kyia’s steadfast declaration. To keep from curling into a ball and sobbing from the unyielding burden that she did indeed feel weighing heavily on her, Alex instead leaned in and wrapped her arms around her Meyarin friend.

“Thank you, Kyia,” she whispered. “That means more than you can know.”

Kyia held her tightly for a moment before pulling back, quickly swiping under her own eyes as she did so. “You’d better go, especially if you’re still supposed to learn something about your gift.”

“I don’t even know how that’s going to happen,” Alex said carefully, her tone revealing her frustration. “I feel as unbalanced as when I’m dealing with Lady Mystique who pops up out of the blue, leaving me to navigate her riddles and ‘sage advice’—none of which I understand until after the fact.” Scratching her chin, she went on to ask, “Speaking of, have you seen her much this week? Has she come by to check on Roka?”

Kyia shook her head. “Aven has his best trackers hunting her, so Aes Daega has been forced into hiding. It’s unlikely we’ll see her again until she is confident she can avoid capture. And there is nothing she can do for Roka right now, anyway.”

The thought of Lady Mystique being on the run from Aven distressed Alex, but she knew the ancient Tia Auran was capable of looking after herself—and in doing so, keeping Aven from exploiting her ability to open the abrassa through time. Alex felt certain she would resurface again—but only when she was ready.

“Next time you visit, we’ll have that training plan for you,” Kyia said. “And hopefully a better idea of what more we can do from up here to help with everything happening on the ground.”

“Take care of Roka,” Alex said in return, and when Kyia offered a smile and a nod of agreement, Alex limped through the open doorway and back to the Library’s corridor of doors.

Only… that’s not where she ended up. Because with a dizzying swirl of colour mid-journey, Alex was transported somewhere else entirely.
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Exhaling with a groan, all Alex could do was mutter an irritated, “Not again.”

At least this time she wasn’t stranded in the middle of a forest, so that was something. She also wasn’t near any kind of camouflaging bushes, so that meant no hidden Hyroas lying in wait to tear her apart. Also a bonus. But that didn’t mean her new location wasn’t without its own challenges. Because as far as her eyes could see, she was completely surrounded by water.

And deep water, if its dark colouring was any indication.

“On the list of weird stuff that has happened to me, I wish I could say this was at the top,” Alex grumbled as she tried to balance on the dinner plate-sized floating stone she stood upon—the only solid surface in sight. “But sadly, it’s not.”

Leaning her weight forward and hastily back again as her stone started tipping, Alex wobbled to and fro for a few breathless moments before she was stable again, her injured leg throbbing in protest.

With her arms out to steady herself, she slowly crouched down to the water’s edge, her thigh screaming at the wound-inflaming move. When she was close enough, she reached out her fingers, hoping to discover some kind of illusion. But when her hand came away wet, Alex knew she was fresh out of luck.

Rising painfully again, Alex had one last idea up her sleeve that helped stave off her panic. It was possible she had been transported to a room in the Library similar to her parents’ ancient environment. If that were the case, she’d be able to call forth a doorway and leave in an instant. If, however, she had been transported to somewhere else in Medora, that would be problematic, since she couldn’t call back a doorway that she’d never technically created. She’d intended to go straight back to Akarnae, not this… place.

With a silent plea, Alex tried to summon a door.

… And her shoulders drooped when nothing happened. Wherever she was, she actually was.

“Finn’s water survival skills did not prepare me for something like this,” she muttered, pivoting carefully on her rock and squinting into the distance. Not even her Meyarin sight could pick up anything on the horizon. Even if she were willing to risk going for a swim, there was no way for her to know which direction to head in. She’d be travelling blind.

Just when she decided that perhaps her only means of escape was to use one of the two walks left in her Shadow Ring—something she was loath to do, having not enjoyed the experience the first time—a cloaked figure materialised before her.

With a startled scream and a reflexive jump, Alex overbalanced and tumbled straight into the water.

She noticed two things almost immediately.

The first was that it was cold. As in, nearly bone-shatteringly cold. The second, perhaps worse, was that it was salt water, causing her stab wound to flare up as if Kyia were pouring the antidote onto it all over again.

Blinded by the renewed agony and freezing from the temperature, Alex couldn’t yet pay any mind to the cloaked figure who stood still and silent above the now lightly rippling waves. Her sole focus was on getting out of the water.

Shaking, gasping and spluttering, it took Alex an exasperating number of attempts before she was able to heave herself up onto the narrow rock and keep it balanced under her weight.

Chilled to her core and dripping rivulets of water, Alex panted heavily as she slowly managed to rise from her crouched position and up to her feet.

“It is a pity you fell,” said the figure, a male voice being the only identifying feature. That, and he was tall—very tall. “This will be much more challenging for you now.”

There was no compassion in his bland tone. He might have been commenting on the colour of the sky, for all the inflection there was in his voice.

“Wh-Who are y-y-you?” Alex managed between chattering teeth.

“I am here to see if you are worthy of my time, Alexandra Jennings.”

Alex’s eyes widened. “Y-Y-You’re C-Caspar Le-Lennox’s f-friend?”

“Friend is an inaccurate descriptor,” the man said in his monotonous voice. “But for the purposes of this conversation, yes, I am acquainted with the Shadow Walker. And yes, that is why I am here, when there are many things I would prefer to be doing right now. None of which include taking on new students, least of all one not of this world.”

“H-H-How do you know w-where I’m from?” she asked, seeing no point in denying her origins, since the cloaked figure obviously had some kind of power. Not only had he redirected her Library doorway, but he’d also appeared out of nowhere and was currently standing on the water’s surface as if it were solid ground.

“It matters not what I know,” he said, an impatient edge to his voice now. “As far as you’re concerned, all that matters is what comes next.”

He held out his gloved hand and a glass materialised between his fingers, filled almost to the brim with what appeared to be crystal clear water.

“Take it,” he said, passing it to her.

Fingers wet and shaking, Alex was barely able to keep her grip on the glass.

“Now, hold it at a distance.”

Brow furrowing, she stretched out her arm, the rock under her feet wobbling in the water at her repositioning.

“Your task is simple,” the man said. “Do not spill anything.”

“What?” Alex asked, pleased that she was able to get the word out without stammering. Her body was still frozen, but her blood was slowly pumping heat back through her veins.

“If a single drop falls into the lake, you will have failed,” he told her. “And if you fail, you shall never see me again.”

Alex gaped at him. “You’re joking, right?”

Silence was his only response, enough to show how serious he was.

“How long am I supposed to stay like this?” she demanded, the water in the glass already dangerously close to spilling thanks to her shivering body—which was thankfully beginning to settle, if slowly.

“There are three phases to this test,” he said, ignoring her question. “This is the first phase. If you manage to complete it, you’ll move on to the second. Remember, not a drop.”

And with that warning, he disappeared.

Cursing under her breath, and then not so much under her breath, Alex took stock of her situation.

When it came down to it, she could give the metaphorical finger to the cloaked man, toss the stupid glass of water, and activate her Shadow Ring to get the hell out of there. But he might be the only person who could help her strengthen her gift enough to save the world. So while she longed to throw the water into his face, she instead decided to play along with his task.

If it was a game he wanted, it was a game he would get. But that didn’t mean she wouldn’t invent her own rules.

Carefully going back over everything he’d said to her, Alex was confident that she had found what Niyx would call a loophole.

Crossing the fingers of her free hand and desperately hoping she wasn’t about to unintentionally disqualify herself, Alex drew the glass to her lips, guzzling down every last drop of water.

The moment she was done, the figure appeared again, but this time she was prepared enough that she didn’t topple back into the lake.

“Explain yourself.”

Two words, neither giving Alex any indication as to whether she had just ruined all chances of him helping her.

“You told me I’d fail if I spilled a drop into the lake.” She jiggled the empty glass. “There’s no possibility of me doing that now.”

Alex wanted to raise her thumb to her nose and wiggle her fingers while sing-songing a mocking ‘nah-nah-na-naaah-nah’, but she thought that might be pushing it.

Once again, the silence stretched on between them.

“Faster than anticipated,” he finally said in a gruff, yet somehow still monotonous voice. Alex wondered if that was what passed as praise until he continued, “I’m not sure whether you’re impatient and careless, or cunning and courageous. Either way, what you did was impudent without knowing more. You’re fortunate the glass only contained water.”

Alex decided not to admit that she hadn’t considered what the liquid was before swallowing the contents. “I prefer the cunning and courageous assessment. But that’s just my opinion.”

Ignoring her—yet again—the man said, “You’ll find there is no ambiguity with the guidelines of the second phase.”

The glass in her hand was suddenly filled to the brim again. “Once more, you are not to spill a single drop,” the man said. “But this time you are to complete the task while standing on only one leg. I advise using your non-injured one, but if you desire an added challenge, then by all means, disregard my suggestion.”

When Alex just looked at him in befuddlement, he barked, “Arm stretched out, leg up. Now.”

In the face of his abrupt order, Alex automatically followed his command, throwing her arm out and shifting her weight onto her good leg, the platform swaying precariously beneath her.

“And in case you’re tempted to try the same trick twice, you should know that’s not water you hold this time,” the cloaked man said.

“What is it?”

“It’s known in Medora as oxytophamine,” he said in his bland tone. “But in your world, you would liken it to hydrochloric acid.”

Alex’s hand jerked, the liquid sloshing alarmingly close to the edge. “You’re bluffing.”

“If you’re willing to risk it, feel free to test your hypothesis and see.”

Once again, he disappeared, leaving Alex balancing like an idiot on one leg and holding what he claimed was a glass of highly corrosive acid.

“Think, Alex,” she said to herself. “Think.”

As the seconds turned into minutes, the glass in her hand transformed from something that started out as being reasonably light in weight, to something that felt like tonnes of pressure pulling down on her arm. And more than that, the platform underneath her was growing less and less steady as she attempted to remain upright on a single, shaky leg.

I have to be missing something, she thought, her mind flicking from one hypothetical solution to the next, all of which would result in her failing. He wouldn’t have given me this task if there wasn’t a way out.

Her muscles began to cramp, telling her that if she didn’t hurry up, both she and the acid were going to end up in the lake.

“Come on,” Alex cried, looking wildly around for anything that might help. But as before, it was just her and the floating rock surrounded by miles of water.

When her limbs started to spasm, Alex knew she was down to her final seconds, and she quickly debated her options. The first was to keep going as she was and, ultimately, collapse—and in doing so, spill the acid. The second was to lower both her foot and arm and risk being disqualified for not holding her position. And the third was to call the cloaked man’s bluff and hope that it really wasn’t acid in the glass.

The first two options would certainly lead to instant failure. But the third…

The third could lead to death.

The odds weren’t stacked in her favour no matter how she looked at the situation. But if she failed and the man refused to help her with her gift, then it wasn’t just Alex who would reap the consequences—it was the whole of Medora. So despite the odds, it was a risk she would just have to take.

Worst case, she’d take a sip, burn her mouth—she refused to consider more than that—and drop the glass, before activating her Shadow Ring and running straight to Fletcher. Or, even better, heading straight to the Silverwood for some laendra, heedless of Aven’s patrols and her promise to Kyia. Sure, she would fail the task, but hopefully she would find a way to survive it.

Best case—and what she was counting on—was that the man had lied to her, and it really was just water.

Being sure to keep her wounded leg in the air so as to not eliminate herself, Alex drew her arm in before she could lose her courage.

“Bottoms up,” she murmured, taking the smallest of sips. With her entire body shaking on the rock—and not just from the strain of holding her one-legged position—Alex waited for the burning.

It never came.

Tentatively, she took another sip. And another. When still no screams erupted from her mouth, Alex felt relief flood her and tipped back the glass, chugging down the remainder of the liquid. She found it remarkably difficult to drink while keeping balanced on one very strained leg, but she managed to hold her position long enough to drain the glass—and for the cloaked figure to pop back into existence.

“Slower this time,” he said. “But not unexpected. Trust is clearly your weakness.”

Presuming she could now lower her leg again, Alex did so, bending carefully at the waist to massage the cramped muscles of her uninjured thigh.

“What are you talking about?” she demanded. “If I’d trusted you, I’d still be standing like that, since I would have believed you about the acid.”

“It’s not your lack of trust that’s the problem—it’s that you’re too trusting. It took you too long before you were willing to consider I had lied. Had you distrusted me from the start, you wouldn’t have waited so long before testing the liquid.”

“But—”

“Your final task continues with the theme of the first two,” he interrupted before she could argue how ridiculous his point was.

Once again, at his words, the glass filled with water. But something new appeared this time as well. A second floating rock rose to the surface of the lake within stepping distance.

“This time you need not keep your arm outstretched while you deliberate what to do, nor must you remain on just one leg,” the man said. “But you also cannot drink the water. When you reach the end, the glass must be as full as when you started.”

Swiping a tendril of wet hair off her face and behind her ear, Alex asked, “When I reach the end of what?”

Of course, that was when he disappeared again—and without answering her, surprise, surprise.

“I do not like that guy,” she muttered to herself, not caring that he could likely hear her.

At least this time she had a fair idea of what she had to do—that being to take a step of faith onto the next floating platform and hope that it would hold her weight.

Psyching herself up for the possibility of tumbling into the water, Alex covered the top of the glass with her free hand just to be safe. She then bent slightly—and painfully—at the knees to help with her balance, and reached forward with her good leg until her foot rested on the second platform.

Putting a little pressure on it, only when she was confident that it wasn’t a trick did she step onto it fully, with the stone wobbling dangerously underfoot but not submerging.

“Ha!” she cried, holding her glass up in triumph.

The moment the exclamation left her mouth, the rock she had first been standing on moved. One second it was behind her, and the next it circled around until it was in front of her, within stepping distance once again.

All of a sudden, Alex had a very bad feeling as she recalled the cloaked man’s words. ‘When you reach the end…’

With a gulp, she looked between the two floating platforms and then lifted her eyes up to the horizon. Having moved barely a foot, the scenery hadn’t changed; there was still no sign of land.

“You have got to be kidding me,” she said, understanding the full extent of her task—or perhaps not, since she had no idea how far she would have to travel.

Raising her voice, she cried, “Hey, Mr. Mystery Man! You can’t be serious about this?”

Unsurprisingly, there was no response.

With nothing for it, Alex sighed loudly and wobbled her way across to her original platform. When the second rock circled around in front of her again, she wobbled her way onto it once more, resigned to continue the tedious balancing act until the cloaked figure decided he was done messing with her and was ready to accept her as his student.


Eight

Step. Balance. Step. Balance. Step. Balance.

It was all Alex could do to keep moving across the lake at a snail’s pace as the hours crawled by. Having skipped lunch to visit her parents and Draekora, Alex was both starving and exhausted. Not to mention, with continued use and a distinct lack of medication, her wounded leg was absolutely killing her.

Added to everything else, Alex was still damp and miserably cold from her earlier submersion, but she pressed on, balancing from rock to rock to rock as she made her way across the unending lake.

The bad news was that despite how much time passed and how far she estimated she’d travelled, there was still no land in sight.

The good news was that she’d had a lot of time to consider what the cloaked figure had said, and once again he’d tried to trip her up with his words. For the third task, he’d never said she couldn’t spill the water—just that she couldn’t drink it, and that the glass had to be full when she reached the end. Upon realising that, Alex had promptly tipped the liquid out and secured the glass inside her jacket, intending to scoop up some lake water when she arrived at her destination. The move had freed both her arms and enabled her to balance easier—and therefore, move at a faster pace.

When she hit what she presumed to be the five-hour mark, Alex knew something wasn’t right. Given the temperature of the water, it must still be winter wherever she was, so the sun should have long since started setting. And yet, it remained high in the sky as if it were still noon.

If she hadn’t already tested her theory, Alex would have been convinced that she was inside the Library, because nothing about her situation made sense. Who was the man who kept appearing and disappearing at will? How was he able to refill the glass as if by magic? Where did the lake come from, and where did it end? How were the floating stones circling into new positions? Why did it appear as if time wasn’t moving?

All of those questions could easily—if unorthodoxly—be answered if Alex was indeed still somewhere inside the Library. But if that were true, then why wasn’t she able to call forth a door to spirit herself to freedom?

Step. Balance. Step. Balance. Step. Balance.

On and on and on Alex walked, pausing to rest more frequently as the hours continued to pass. When it reached the stage where she was certain it should have been well into nighttime, she became convinced that she must be inside the Library. She certainly hoped that was the case and time was frozen in the outside world, since she had told her friends she would be back for dinner, and the last thing she needed was for them to carry out their promise to begin searching for her.

Step. Balance. Step. Balance. Step. Balance.

Step… Wobble.

Wobble.

Woooobbblllleee.

When Alex lost her footing and nearly plunged back into the icy water, she knew she couldn’t continue any further. Her stomach was cramping from hunger. Her throat was parched with thirst. The muscles in her good leg were burning from the strain of balancing her weight. The stabbing pains in her injured leg, which was again bleeding freely from constant use, were becoming more than she could bear. She was shivering from the cold, but also feverish from the effort of her journey.

She had, without a doubt, reached the end of what she could manage.

Alex’s mind and body stilled as she repeated her last conscious thought and then replayed the cloaked man’s instructions.

‘When you reach the end, the glass must be as full as when you started.’

All along, Alex had presumed the floating rocks were leading her somewhere tangible—like land. But what if the instructions weren’t about reaching the end of the lake, but rather, reaching the end of herself?

Barely able to keep her feet under her any longer, Alex withdrew the glass and, body screaming in protest, kneeled down on the shaking platform to fill it with water.

She didn’t have to rise again before the scenery around her abruptly transformed, with her now empty-handed and crouching on a plush rug in front of a burning fireplace.

Whimpering with relief, Alex stretched out her aching limbs until she was collapsed flat along the rug, soaking up the heat and allowing her muscles to relax for the first time in what felt like decades.

“I am reluctantly impressed.”

Alex didn’t move from her position, but she did flick her eyes up to the cloaked figure now standing above her.

Watching him, she couldn’t hold back a moan when he created another glass of water out of thin air and passed it down to her.

“No more tasks,” he said, and while his tone remained bland, there was a hint of reassurance in it. “This one’s to quench your thirst.”

At that, Alex forced her body up into a seated position and reached for the offered drink.

“Ten hours, fifty-four minutes and thirty-two seconds,” the man said as she guzzled down the water. “You’re tenacious, I’ll give you that.” He made a pensive sound and added, “I’m curious how different your result would have been without your Meyarin blood strengthening your balance and endurance.”

Alex was past the point of surprise when it came to what secrets this mysterious man knew about her.

“I’m not sure it works like that,” she croaked out between swallows. The glass somehow offered an unlimited supply of water, and only when her thirst had been sated did she set it aside and watch it promptly disappear from sight. “I can tap into the heightened senses, speed and reflexes of the immortal race, but I’m still limited by certain aspects of my human nature. Balance being one of those.”

He made another sound, perhaps agreement this time.

“Yet with training, any skill can be developed,” he said.

“Not the least of which is balance.”

“Are we speaking figuratively or literally?” she asked, too tired to keep up if he was still playing word games.

“Both, of course.”

Alex sighed. “Of course.”

Noticing her wound dribbling blood onto the rug, Alex unwound the soggy bandage to inspect the damage. It wasn’t as bad as when she’d first been impaled, but the healing effects of the laendra were nowhere near as good as they had been before she’d travelled for nearly eleven hours on it.

Re-bandaging her leg and wincing at the renewed compression, Alex asked, “Any chance you’ll explain what all that was about?”

Given the lack of answers she was generally offered by most people in her life, Alex was downright shocked when a plush armchair appeared in front of her and the man sat down, heeding her request.

“Three tasks I gave you to judge your worthiness,” he said. “The first was to assess your complex reasoning skills by testing the speed by which you solved a problem while under pressure.” He paused. “You passed with acceptable swiftness.”

Alex snorted, since she’d practically inhaled the water in her first test. There was no way she could have acted any quicker than that, and he damn well knew it. Acceptable swiftness, my ass, she thought.

“The second task was to test how willing you were to put aside your natural inclinations towards trusting those around you and instead follow your instincts in high-risk situations.” He repositioned his hood as if to keep the light of the flames from revealing his face. “Again, you passed, but only just. There may come a time, Alexandra Jennings, when no matter how close you are with your loved ones, the only person you will be able to trust is yourself.”

Alex didn’t like what he was implying. “If I can’t trust the people I care about, then we might as well give up now.” She remembered Kyia’s words from earlier that day—relatively speaking—and added, “There’s no way I’ll be able to face what’s ahead without them by my side.”

“You of all people know that no one is safe from Aven’s reach—no one except for you and, perhaps, those once bound to you,” the man said. “What assurances do you have that your closest friends aren’t already Claimed by him, just like what happened with Jordan Sparker? Tell me this, Alexandra: without first Claiming them yourself, how would you know?”

Alex turned cold all over again as his point clutched painfully at her heart. The truth was, she hadn’t realised Jordan was Claimed, because Aven had ordered him to act as normal as possible. Sure, she had felt as if something was off about him, but she’d attributed it to other factors, like his miserable family.

“For the challenges you’ll face, you will need your friends by your side,” the man said, his monotone softening as if to comfort her—albeit slightly. “But you need to be aware of the possibilities and willing to put aside your faith in them if your instincts are telling you something different. Had you not decided to test the water in the glass and therefore distrust my word about its acidity, you would have soon fallen and, consequently, failed.”

Alex nodded, unable to form words of agreement yet also understanding what he was telling her. “And the final task?”

“That was to see how far you were willing to go to reach your goals. How stubborn your will, as it were,” he answered. “It was aimed to test the strength of your character in the face of what appeared to be an impossible, unending quest.”

“And I passed?”

“You didn’t give up, not until you reached your very end—and far beyond it, I dare say,” he responded.

Since that wasn’t quite an answer, Alex repeated, “So… I passed?”

The flames flickered across his cloak and the silence stretched on until he finally confirmed, “You passed.”

This was a good thing, Alex tried to remind herself. But in her current physical condition, she found it difficult to call forth any excitement.

“So that means you’ll take me on as a student?” she clarified. “That you’ll teach me how to strengthen my gift so I can expand the range and share it with others?” She paused, realising that she’d never actually confirmed his ability to do so. “You can do that, right? Teach something like that, I mean.”

“With the right level of dedication, almost anything can be taught.”

Again, that wasn’t exactly an answer. And he was now just repeating himself from earlier.

“Is that a yes?”

The man’s cloaked shoulders rose and fell in a shrug. “It is not a no.”

Alex frowned at him. “Could you be less vague? The fate of the world kind of rests on your answer.”

“Tenacious you might be, but I see you also tend towards the dramatic.”

Closing her eyes and counting to ten, Alex waited until her urge to throw a burning log at his head passed before she spoke. When she did, her voice was hushed, serious. “You seem to know more about me than most, so don’t act like you’re ignorant of what’s happening out there and the role I have to play in it. Tell me right now—are you just wasting my time, or can you teach me what I need to know?”

A shuffle of material as he shifted in the seat. A long moment of weighted quiet. And then, “I can teach you what you need to know. However,”—he pointed a gloved finger at her—“whether you will learn is something only you can decide.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes,” Alex whispered her promise.

“I know you will, Alexandra Jennings. You showed me that in ten hours, fifty-four minutes and thirty-two seconds. That dedication is the only reason I’m agreeing to help you. Because without it, you would fail before we even began. And I don’t need to tell you what that would mean for this world.”

Alex drew her legs up and, ignoring the throbbing pain, wrapped her arms around her knees, staring into the fire while slowly nodding.

“What happens now?” she asked, her voice hesitant.

This time, he didn’t make her wait. “As you have likely guessed, we are currently confined within the walls of the Library. But before you interrupt with the questions I can see in your eyes, no, I am not Chosen, nor have I ever been a headmaster of Akarnae. I am also not Meyarin, thus I am not in any way related to Eanraka. The reason I can wander these halls and utilise the secrets within is not knowledge you have yet earned, so do not ask.”

Alex hadn’t seen the man’s face, let alone learned his name, so while he clearly knew her secrets, she wasn’t surprised that he didn’t plan on sharing his own.

“All you need to know is, while in here, my authority supersedes yours.”

“Is that why I couldn’t open a door to leave the lake?” Alex asked.

A dip of his cloaked head was all the confirmation she received. “The Library, as you know, is sentient. As such, it understands that there will be times when you will have to struggle through obstacles to learn the things you need to learn.”

He leaned towards her, his posture demanding her full attention as he continued, “Make no mistake, Alexandra. There will be nothing easy about the tasks I set you.” He waved a gloved hand in her direction. “Consider your gift as a muscle. You cannot strengthen it without hard work, discipline and patience. It must be pushed to its limits—just as you will be.”

Alex drew even tighter into herself, uneasy about what she might have to endure under his tutelage.

“Now,” he said, sitting back again, “presuming you still wish to continue, I have one requirement and one rule. The requirement is that you tell no one about me. You may share that you are attempting to strengthen your gift, but you will give no other details about how that is being done or who is teaching you.” He hesitated before allowing, “The only exception is the Meyarin to whom you are mentally bound, though you must swear him to silence.”

Alex didn’t like the idea of keeping such an important secret from her friends, but if that was the price she had to pay, then so be it.

“As for the rule, there is just the one,” the man continued. “Break it once, and you’ll experience my displeasure. Break it twice, and you will no longer be my student.”

From her huddled position on the ground, Alex raised her eyebrows. “And that rule is?”

“Never question my training methods,” he told her. “Everything I do is for a reason, whether you comprehend that reason or not. I will suffer no demands for explanations. You either follow my instructions without comment, or we’re finished.”

Well. That was about as black and white as he could make it. No room for ambiguity there.

“So,” Alex said, “what you’re saying is, it’s your way or the highway?”

Predictably, he didn’t respond. Until he did.

“That, Alexandra, sounds very much like you questioning me.”

Crap.

“I—”

“But since we have not officially begun your training, I’ll allow you a grace period—for today only.”

Alex swallowed. “Uh. Thanks. And, um, sorry. Habit, and all that.”

“A habit that you’ll want to break swiftly if you plan on spending any time with me.”

Nodding, she muttered, “Duly noted.”

The man stood. “You’ve had enough for now.”

With his words, the armchair disappeared, as did the fireplace and the rug, along with the nothingness of the rest of the space around them. Instead, Alex found herself still curled in a ball but now sitting on the rocky ground in a familiar underground cavern divided by a narrow river—the place where she’d first discovered she could step back through to Freya.

“Your curfew is ten pm,” the man said. “You will therefore meet me here every evening promptly at nine. How long we train each night will depend on how quickly you complete the tasks I set you, but the Library will ensure that, while you are with me, time will not pass for the rest of the world.”

Alex opened her mouth to point out a problem, but he beat her to it.

“On Tuesdays and Thursdays when you have your Stealth and Subterfuge class until nine-thirty, you will come here directly from there. Tardiness on any other day will be considered unacceptable.”

This guy was something else.

“Do we have an agreement?”

Like I have much of a choice, Alex thought. Either she put up with a grumpy, monotonous taskmaster, or she didn’t. But since the latter would doom the entire world, her answer required little consideration.

“Yes, we have an agreement,” Alex said, uncurling from her ball and rising to her feet. “Do you have a name? Or should I just keep calling you Mr. Mystery Man?”

“If you do turn up for your first lesson tomorrow night, I shall give you a name. In the meantime, I suggest you get some rest—and some medical attention. You must be prepared to work tomorrow, and work hard.”

With those sombre words of warning, he disappeared, leaving Alex alone in the cavern with a thousand questions and the knowledge that, thanks to his rules, she couldn’t ask any of them.


Nine

When Alex finally hobbled her way out of the Library, it was well past dinnertime and fast approaching curfew. This, however, was not a result of her nearly eleven-hour trek across the lake, since time had indeed paused while she’d laboured through her tasks. Instead it was because, after returning to the foyer of the Library with the intention of heading straight to Fletcher, hunting down some food and sleeping for the next twelve hours, Alex’s plans were derailed—all thanks to the prickly librarian.

The moment his owlish eyes had spotted her through his comically thick glasses, he’d wagged a finger until she’d limped her weary, injured body to his desk.

Barely peering up from the mess of papers in front of him, the librarian had made the obnoxious assumption that she’d had nothing better to do, and he’d insisted she help him clean the frames of the paintings that hung on the walls.

Glancing apprehensively around the sizable foyer, Alex had known the task would be much more involved than it seemed, since the entire history of Medora was revealed through the paintings. As such, they were constantly self-updating, appearing and disappearing through the walls as they were swapped out and shuffled around by some invisible Library power. It could take years for them all to be cleaned—if not longer.

Stammering out an excuse hadn’t helped Alex, not even when she’d pointed to her blood-soaked jeans and said she needed to visit the Medical Ward. The librarian had simply flicked his goggling eyes to her bandaged leg for the briefest of seconds before turning back to his papers and saying, “It’s still attached. I’ll consider allowing you to leave if that changes.”

Gaping at him, Alex had squeaked out, “Are you… Is that a joke?”

His only response had been to sniff and turn his nose up while answering, “Dismemberment is no laughing matter. Really, Alexandra. Your sense of humour is sickening.”

Alex hadn’t had any spare energy left to argue with him. She’d been cognisant enough to recognise he was lashing out irrationally, pinning his frustrations about the Meyarin situation and all it might lead to on her. So instead of fighting back, she’d taken the cleaning supplies he’d shoved towards her and dragged her failing body to the nearest wall.

Her only break had come when the librarian had left his desk to assist a younger student who couldn’t remember the name of the book she was after. In the scant minutes he was gone, Alex had remembered to pull out her ComTCD—belatedly grateful that it was waterproof—and called Jordan. All she’d been able to offer was a quick assurance that she was back safe but stuck in the clutches of the unrelenting librarian—to which he’d been sympathetic but also amused—and promised she’d catch up with him and the others later.

Later ended up being much, much later than anticipated. But finally the librarian was now satisfied with her cleaning enough to release her, saying that if she was ever bored again, there was always plenty of work he could find for her.

Dead on her feet, Alex had neither the mental nor physical strength to respond. Instead, she stumbled out into the night, gritting her teeth through the pain she’d endured for the last seemingly endless hours.

Just when she thought her unnaturally lengthened day couldn’t get any worse, she finally staggered into the Med Ward—only to find it empty.

“Seriously?” Alex groaned as she looked around.

Having no idea where Fletcher was or when he would return, Alex decided that if she wasn’t going to receive pain relief anytime soon, then she needed to at least be in the comfort of her own bed. So she called upon the last reserves of her Meyarin blood—since she was way past the limits of her mortal body—and hobbled back out of the Gen-Sec building, painstakingly making her way to her dorm.

By the time she arrived in her darkened room, D.C. was already fast asleep. Not wanting to wake her, Alex didn’t turn the light on, she just blindly stumbled her way forward.

With her eyes still adjusting to the darkness, Alex let out a startled yelp when she collapsed onto her bed only to discover it wasn’t cushiony like it should have been.

… Because someone else was lying on it.

Scrambling off the unknown figure, Alex was ready to scream bloody murder until a familiar voice broke through the haze of her alarm.

“You’re not my favourite person right now, kitten.”

Heart pounding, Alex gasped out, “Niyx?”

Half a second later, the room flooded with light as Niyx turned on the power and returned to Alex’s side in record time. If she hadn’t tracked the movement, she would have wondered if he’d activated the Valispath for the quick manoeuvre.

Taking stock of yet another surprise for the day, Alex’s concerned eyes swung over to where D.C. lay, but she was shocked to find her still fast asleep.

“Don’t worry about her,” Niyx said, following Alex’s gaze. “She’ll be out of it until morning. You could set her hair on fire and she’d never know.”

Alex turned back to him with a glare of suspicion. “What did you do to her?”

Niyx grinned unrepentantly and flicked Alex’s nose with a playful finger. “Nothing you need to worry about. Plausible deniability, and all that.”

Sighing loudly as she rubbed a weary hand across her eyes, Alex closed the distance between her and Niyx, collapsing forward and planting her face in his chest.

He hesitated only a fraction of a second before wrapping his arms around her, supporting most of her weight as she leaned into him.

“Today has been awful,” she mumbled into the material of his wintery cloak—something he hardly needed considering he barely felt the cold. “But I’m so happy to see you’re okay. You have no idea how worried I’ve been.”

“‘Okay’ is a relative term,” Niyx said, pushing her from his body and gently onto the bed. “I meant what I said about you not being my favourite person at the moment.”

Alex furrowed her brow. “What’d I do?”

“That.” He pointed a finger towards her blood-soaked jeans.

“And therefore, this.” His finger turned to his own leg, where silver blood stained his dark pants.

“I’m so sorry,” Alex said, wincing. “I didn’t think—”

“For light’s sake, eat this before you waste time apologising,” he interrupted, reaching into his cloak and shoving a handful of laendra into her open palm.

Alex smiled tiredly at him. “My hero.”

Scarcely chewing before she swallowed, Alex closed her eyes as she practically inhaled the glowing flower and felt the effect of its healing. Her relief was so acute that she could have wept.

“Truly, Niyx,” she whispered as the pain disappeared entirely, along with her hunger and bone-weary exhaustion. “Thank you.”

“Now that we’re not both bleeding to death, let me set the scene for you,” he said, standing in front of her with his arms crossed. “There I was in the middle of the throne room with not only Aven and his closest Garseth, but also his strongest mind reader, Signa Zu, the telekinetic Calista Maine, and half a dozen Claimed Zeltora, when suddenly I felt a stabbing pain and found my leg covered in blood.” His voice was pleasant, as if he was reciting events that happened to someone else. “Naturally, all eyes swung my way as I clutched at my wound. So, to cover, do you know what I did?”

Alex bit her lip and shook her head.

“I am Niyx Raedon, firstborn son to Cykor and Kosett, and heir to House Raedon of the Meyarin High Court,” Niyx said, most of which Alex already knew. “I’m also a Zeltora-ranked warrior, and the only reason I wasn’t actively serving in the elite guard before my imprisonment was due to the obligations required of me as heir to my House.”

That Alex hadn’t known, but she didn’t attempt to say as much since his blazing amethyst eyes warned her to keep silent.

“Given all that, I’m sure you can appreciate that I wasn’t pleased when, in order to come up with an excuse for your unexpected wound, I knew I had only one choice.”

Hesitant, Alex asked, “What did you do?”

Niyx speared her with a look. “I told them all that I’d accidentally stabbed myself in the leg.”

Alex bit her lip again—but this time to keep from bursting into laughter. “You did what?”

“By the stars!” Niyx ran agitated fingers through his hair. “I’ve never felt more humiliated in my life!” He slumped onto the bed beside her with a belligerent scowl. “I don’t know what’s worse—having to admit to doing something so foolish, or the fact that they believed me.”

Alex didn’t say anything. She couldn’t, in fact, because she was shaking with laughter and wasn’t willing to risk opening her mouth and inciting his wrath.

“Ergo,” he finished, his narrowed eyes showing he hadn’t failed to notice her humour, “you are not my favourite person today.”

Alex hoped he couldn’t see the amused tears welling in her eyes. When she finally had a handle on herself again, she said, “I can see how that might have been unpleasant.”

Niyx made a growling sound from the back of his throat. But then he sighed and peered at her with concern. “Not unpleasant enough that I didn’t spend all day worrying about you, kitten.”

His words filled Alex with warmth. “I’m okay, Niyx.” At his disbelieving look, she amended, “Or, I am now, thanks to you and your laendra.”

“What happened, Aeylia?” he asked, using the name he was most familiar with. “And why didn’t you seek medical attention sooner?”

Shuffling into a more comfortable position, Alex told him of her day, from her time in Tryllin to Gaiel’s attack in Draekora, including the settlement’s depleted laendra supplies. She then shared her entire Mr. Mystery Man lake experience, before finishing with her grumpy-librarian encounter and her absentee doctor.

“And I thought my day was rough,” Niyx said.

“Told you it was awful,” Alex said around a yawn. The laendra had taken the edge off her exhaustion, but she’d essentially lived almost half a day more than everyone else.

“It’s interesting—I’m curious what would have happened if you’d been injured while inside the Library,” Niyx mused. “I’m not sure I would have known, not until you’d left the time-space vacuum and stepped out into the real world again.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because if that lake was as icy as you say, then I should have at least felt the phantom cold of your physical distress. Plus, time had paused for me, remember? The world didn’t start again until you stepped back into it.”

Alex realised he was right. “Note to self: injuries in the Library, okay. Injuries outside the Library, not good for Niyx’s street cred.”

Rolling his eyes at her, Niyx said, “There’s at least one good thing we’ve learned today.”

“What’s that?”

“You know how I wasn’t sure if my link to you would protect me from mental gifts in Aven’s army?”

“Uh-huh,” Alex said.

“Well, like I mentioned before, Signa was in the room when Gaiel daggered you,” Niyx said. “Knowing you must have been hurt, my thoughts naturally jumped to you before I could get a lock on them.”

Alex turned rigid.

“Do they know?” she gasped out. “Are you in danger?”

“That’s the thing,” Niyx said. “Signa didn’t blink. Not even when I risked double checking by mentally yelling creative instructions for where Aven should shove his new throne.”

A startled giggle left Alex’s lips. “Signa couldn’t read you?”

“He couldn’t read me,” Niyx confirmed. “And since he’s the strongest mind reader in Aven’s arsenal, the others won’t be able to, either. That means the next time you get in a fight, you can give me the mental heads up before you lose so I can excuse myself from becoming the continued laughing-stock of Meya.”

“Technically, I won the fight,” Alex felt the need to point out.

“Which makes your injury almost as embarrassing as what I had to do to cover for us.”

“He was on his knees in front of me!” She threw her hands in the air, exasperated. “How was I supposed to know he had a hidden dagger?”

Niyx shook his head in consternation. “One week without training and you’ve already forgotten everything I taught you.”

Alex’s only response was to purse her lips and refrain from arguing.

“Now that we know the mind readers can’t get into my head, I won’t have to be so cautious about sneaking out of the city,” Niyx said. “Aven still thinks I’m Claimed despite having no mental connection to me, so while I have to stay close and keep being careful around him, at least we don’t have to worry about the gifted humans discovering I’m not loyal. I’ve carried out enough of Aven’s orders that he has no reason to doubt me, either.”

Niyx grimaced slightly, the flash of emotion travelling across his face so swiftly that Alex barely caught it. But it was enough for her to realise he was trying to shield her from whatever he’d witnessed—or been forced to do.

“Niyx,” she whispered, not knowing what else to say.

He mustered up a half grin. “It’s not that bad, kitten. I know what I’m doing and I know why I’m doing it, so don’t feel sorry for me. And besides,”—his grin shifted into a smirk—“from tomorrow, you’ll be too busy feeling sorry for yourself to worry about anyone else.”

She looked at him in confusion.

“Your training hiatus is officially over,” he said, his smirk deepening. “I’m hauling your ass out of bed first thing in the morning to see what else you’ve forgotten in the past week. Knowing you, we’ll have to start right from the beginning all over again.”

Alex scrunched up her nose. “Tomorrow? Since today was so traumatic, can’t we wait until—” She broke off upon seeing his unyielding features, knowing she had no chance of changing his mind.

“I’ll be here at dawn,” he said, and the look he levelled her offered a silent threat that he would drag her away in her pyjamas if she wasn’t up in time. “Just like when we trained in the past, I’ll have you back before anyone notices either of us missing. Better safe than sorry—for us both.”

Alex sighed but nodded her agreement. She knew training with Niyx was important—if she couldn’t fight her way through whatever skirmishes she was yet to encounter, then there was no point in her learning how to strengthen her gift or anything else, since she wouldn’t survive to see that day.

“I’ll bring as much laendra as I can carry—some for you to give to Kyia, but also some for you to keep for yourself.”

Alex sighed again, fully aware that she would likely need copious quantities just to survive her session with Niyx. Their bond might make him feel every injury she sustained, but his pain tolerance was much, much higher than hers. He was truly merciless when it came to pushing her to her limits.

“Dawn. Laendra. Inevitable ass kicking,” Alex said, trying to inject some enthusiasm into her voice. “Can’t wait.”

Chuckling lightly, Niyx stood. “You need to rest. When we’re finished tomorrow, we’ll consider how you’ll keep Kyia and Zain oblivious to my involvement in your training—and everything else.”

Alex picked at the fraying edge where her bloodied jeans were sliced open. “It’d be easier if I just told them the truth about you.”

“Maybe one day,” Niyx said, “but it’s too much of a risk right now.”

Alex knew he was right, even if she wished he wasn’t.

“Try not to get stabbed by anyone else between now and dawn,” Niyx told her, his eyes sparkling.

“Try not to fall off the Valispath on your way back to Meya,” came her immediate retort. “You wouldn’t want to ruin that pretty face.”

“Stars above, that would be a tragedy,” Niyx agreed, and with a grin and a wink, he disappeared from her room.

See you in a few hours, kitten, his mental voice called out to her.

You’re making it very hard for me to remember why I’ve missed you this past week, Alex responded.

If it’s any consolation, you’re making it just as hard for me to wonder why I’ve missed you for the last few millennia.

A pause, and then she said, You win this round.

Niyx’s deep laughter rumbled across Alex’s mind as she stood up and turned off the light. Stumbling fully clothed back into bed, she fell asleep with a smile still on her face.


Ten

Despite Niyx’s claim that Alex had forgotten all her hard-earned fighting skills, when he dragged her out of bed the next morning, she quickly proved him wrong. But that didn’t mean their workout on the summit of Mount Paedris—the peak resting high above the academy and overshadowing Lake Fee—wasn’t brutal. Because it was.

“How are you still so fit?” Alex panted when they finally finished for the day. She collapsed bodily onto the snow, the icy coolness at once both a relief and a discomfort. “You’ve been stuck in a prison cell for the last gazillion years. Your muscles should have, like, atrophied or something.”

He took a quick swig from the flask of warmed laendra nectar he’d brought with him—in addition to the rest of the flowers they’d left hidden back in Alex’s room—and sent her a cocky grin. “We all have our secrets, kitten. But I won’t judge you for wanting my skills. It’s only natural that you’re jealous.”

“Nice to see you’re just as modest as I remember.” Alex sat up and swiped the flask from him, chugging back the heated liquid. Almost immediately, her aches and pains from their vigorous session disappeared, along with the mild hypothermia she’d developed from their early morning, high-altitude exposure.

“Don’t you worry,” Niyx said with a wink. “I managed to keep all the best parts of me. My modesty is just the tip of the iceberg, but let’s not forget my charm, my intelligence, my animal magnetism and, of course, my incomparable good looks.”

Capping the flask, Alex threw it back to him with a roll of her eyes. “How was there enough room in your cell for both you and your ego?”

“I asked myself the same question every day.”

“Presumably while staring at your reflection and marvelling at your, ahem, ‘animal magnetism’ and ‘incomparable good looks’?”

“Naturally.”

Alex couldn’t hold back her laughter anymore. “You’re something else, you know that?”

“It’s an impossible task, given my vastly impressive attributes, but do try not to fall in love with me, kitten,” he said with a teasing grin. “I don’t do inter-species relationships.”

A surprised snort burst from Alex at his sheer audacity. “You’re breaking my heart here, Niyx. I’ll have to come up with a new five-year plan.”

“Five years, huh? Good to know you were giving me a fair time limit.”

Laughing again, Alex said, “For the record, before this becomes any weirder, no.”

“No?”

“No.” Alex’s repeated word was firm even if it was still bubbling with amusement. “Just to be clear—”

Niyx raised his hands in front of him and interrupted, “Don’t worry—it’s clear on my end.”

“Because you know I think the world of you,” Alex continued over him. “But just not… in that way.”

Eyebrows raised, Niyx asked, “What part of ‘it’s clear’ did you misunderstand?”

“I’m just making sure,” Alex said. “The last thing I’d want between us is—”

“Unrequited love?” He couldn’t even say the words without his lips curling upwards. “Trust me, kitten. You and me, not gonna happen. For a myriad of reasons, not just because you’re mortal.”

Alex narrowed her eyes. “I’m choosing not to take offence to that.”

Niyx shrugged. “Hey, you can’t help being human.”

“I’m talking about the ‘myriad of reasons’, Niyx,” she ground out.

“Oh.” He laughed. “Smart decision, then.”

Alex grabbed a handful of snow and pelted it in his direction. He, of course, responded in turn. And that led them to a snowball fight, Meyarin-style—which meant it was fast, it was ruthless and it was unrelenting.

Only when they were both covered in ice—and, in Alex’s case, shivering from head to toe—did they call a truce. Seconds later, Niyx summoned the Valispath and returned her to her dorm, where D.C. was still sleeping soundly from whatever he’d drugged her with the previous night. Alex felt a twinge of guilt as she wondered if Jordan had been waiting for D.C. to join him out by the lake as she had for the rest of the week. But it was too late now for Alex to do anything other than hope he had managed to sleep through the night.

“I need to get back to Meya,” Niyx said after drying his wet hair with a towel Alex offered him.

She swallowed the last of the heated laendra—at Niyx’s demand, since he was experiencing an echo of her discomfort through their bond—and said, “Wait. I need to ask you something first.”

“Better make it quick,” he said. “I don’t want to risk being gone much longer.”

Her stomach knotting, Alex asked, “What happened to the draekons? To Zaronia? To—To Xira?” When Niyx’s expression froze, the knots in her stomach tightened. But she somehow managed to continue, “Sir Camden told me yesterday that there was a massacre. That the Draekoran leader was killed along with—along with some of the others.”

Sympathy washed over Niyx’s face, alarming Alex further. “Kitten…”

Her heart pounding, she whispered, “Niyx, tell me he’s okay.”

Niyx moved forward and took Alex’s hands in his own, looking straight into her eyes. “I’m sorry, Aeylia. Being imprisoned in Taevarg, I had trouble hearing all the details.”

Through stiff lips, Alex asked, “What details did you hear?”

Niyx was hesitant to respond, that much Alex could see. But he held her gaze and said, “I know Aven was involved.” He paused. “And… I’m sorry, kitten, but Zaronia didn’t survive.”

Alex closed her eyes, feeling the weight of that wash over her as she thought about the majestic purple matriarch. “What did Aven do?”

“Again, I don’t know. But it wasn’t—” His throat bobbed, then he continued, “It wasn’t long after you left. I always wondered just how much Aven remembered; if perhaps while he forgot the particulars of you like everyone else, he was still able to recall visiting Draekora with the faceless mortal who broke his heart. Perhaps he wanted to wipe that memory from his mind, and he chose to do so in the most horrific way possible.”

Shaking now, Alex forced herself to ask, “Xira?”

Niyx shook his head and she felt her lungs seize until he answered, “I don’t know. I only heard about Zaronia.”

Alex sagged with relief, since no news meant there was a chance Xiraxus had survived Aven’s massacre. Where he had fled to or how long he had lived—perhaps even if he was still alive—she didn’t know; all she could do was hope he truly had escaped Aven’s wrath and led the draekons to safety.

“That’s awful about Zaronia,” Alex whispered, feeling even more upset at the idea of Xira losing his mother. “But I’m glad you didn’t hear—I’m glad he might still be—”

She couldn’t finish her sentence, but Niyx squeezed her hands, understanding, before releasing her and stepping back. “I know, kitten. I feel the same. Then and now.”

Swallowing thickly, Alex nodded once and said, “Thanks for telling me. And now you’d better get back to Meya before someone starts looking for you.”

Knowing Alex almost better than she knew herself, Niyx clearly read that she didn’t want to dwell on the fate of the draekons—or of Xira—anymore. So he did what he always did and made her feel better, this time by offering her a distraction.

“Before I go, we should quickly discuss Kyia and Zain.”

Alex’s forehead crinkled. “I already agreed not to tell them about you.”

“I’m more concerned with them figuring it out on their own.”

Alex just looked at him, waiting for an explanation.

“I told you last night that I’m Zeltora-trained, but what you won’t know is that each Meyarin warrior has their own individual fighting style. It comes out in the way we execute certain moves, almost like a personal signature. And since most of your more advanced training can be credited to me—”

“—then I’m probably copying your signature when I fight,” Alex finished, understanding. “That’s a bit of a stretch to think they’ll make that comparison though, isn’t it?”

Niyx scratched his ear. “We’d be unlucky. And I did complete my training alongside Roka, so they could just as easily read the similarities between his and my styles as your own take on what he supposedly taught you, rather than thinking about me at all.”

Alex chose to focus on that as a positive—just as she focused on the fact that Niyx had successfully managed to pull her from her melancholy over what she’d learned about the Draekorans. She was still upset by the news, but whatever had happened had been over and done with thousands of years ago. Lingering on the past would do her no good—both Xira and Zaronia would have wanted her to continue onwards.

“Then what’s there to worry about?” Alex asked him, determined to remain optimistic—about everything. “Nothing’s a problem until it’s actually a problem. And right now, the possibility of Kyia and Zain learning about you is not a problem.”

“But if it becomes one—”

“Then we’ll cross that bridge if we come to it,” Alex interrupted firmly. “As for problems that do require our immediate attention, I desperately need a hot shower and some breakfast. So, if you don’t mind…”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m going,” Niyx said, throwing the now sodden towel back to her. “I’ll see you at dawn tomorrow.”

Alex stilled. “What? Why?”

He looked at her as if the answer should have been obvious. “Training, kitten. You know—that thing we’re doing so you can survive long enough to save the world?”

“But tomorrow’s a school day.”

Those were the words that came out of her mouth, and judging by Niyx’s expression, he wasn’t certain whether to laugh or lecture.

“Wait, don’t say it.” She held up a hand to cut him off before he could do either. “I know that sounded stupid. Just leave before I say something even more idiotic.”

“As you wish,” he said, his voice bubbling with humour. “Good luck with your Mr. Mystery Man tonight. Check in with me once you’re done so I know you survived.”

Fully aware that he’d be the first to know if she didn’t survive, since he wouldn’t either, Alex still nodded her promise. She then watched as he activated the Valispath and took off, leaving her alone with her still comatose roommate.

It was only after Alex had finished her shower and made a deliberate amount of noise while getting ready for her day that D.C. finally let out a huge yawn, stretched and sat up in bed.

Blinking groggily at Alex and still very much out of it from whatever Niyx had doped her up with, D.C. said, “I had the best sleep ever. How ’bout you?”

Resisting the urge to throw a pillow at her best friend in a show of misplaced irritation, all Alex could manage was a fake smile and a half-hearted, “Same here,” before she left their room to hunt down some much needed food.
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Alex felt a pang of relief when she entered the food court and couldn’t locate Jordan. Every other morning for the past week, his ‘secret’ sleepless nights had meant he’d been waiting for them with a mound of untouched breakfast and a wide smile on his face. Just how fake the smile was, Alex wasn’t sure, but he was certainly good at continuing to act like everything was peachy—even if his yawns told a different story.

Today, however, he wasn’t anywhere in sight, which eased some of the concern Alex felt about him possibly being alone out by the lake the night before. He certainly needed a proper sleep, so Alex assumed he must have finally had one. It would take time for him to heal from what he’d been through, but Jordan was one of the strongest people Alex knew, and she had no doubt that he would get through this.

… Especially with a tenacious princess by his side.

Smiling inwardly at the thought of her two friends finally being together—something Alex hoped would happen soon—she seated herself at a table with some of her other fourth year classmates: the elementally gifted O’Malley cousins, Connor and Mel, as well as Pipsqueak and Blink.

Looking at the latter two, Alex reflected on the difficult week they’d shared together in SAS class—and not just because of Hunter’s challenging tasks. An undercurrent of grief had shadowed both lessons in the wake of Skyla’s death. The fifth-year girl may have been considered a lofty airhead, but her passing was a tragedy felt by them all—especially Alex and Jordan, who had been present when Aven had given the execution order. There was a gaping hole where once Skyla had been, an unspoken emptiness to their class, one that they all knew would never be filled.

“If you add any more syrup, we’ll have to swim our way out of here.”

Alex looked up to find Mel’s amused eyes, her words taking a moment to sink in. When they did, Alex glanced back down at her pancakes to find them drenched, her plate overflowing.

She made a startled sound and jerked the glass bottle upright. “I’m so out of it today.”

“First-week-back exhaustion,” Connor said, passing her a pile of serviettes and helping to mop up the mess. “That’s normal. You’ll get back into a routine soon enough.”

Ordinarily, Alex would have believed him. But her circumstances were somewhat… different.

“We only had a fortnight off,” Pipsqueak said, watching Alex and Connor try to contain the pool of syrup as it leaked further across the table. “You shouldn’t need any time to recover.”

As always, Pip could be counted on to state the obvious.

“I sure need time,” Blink said, dipping his waffle into the puddle and raising it to his mouth. Clearly, he wasn’t concerned with hygiene. “I spent those fifteen blissful days surfing off the north coast of Mardenia. Such a rush, but I’m, like, totally wiped, even after being back here a week.” He double-dipped more table-syrup. “Or maybe it’s because we’ve been back a week.” He chewed thoughtfully. “How long ’til we’re done for the year?”

“Too long,” Mel grumbled.

“But not long enough,” Connor said. When the rest of them looked at him, he explained, “Next year is our last year here, unless we’re offered apprenticeship positions. Either way, fifth year is going to be wicked challenging. I’m not in a rush to get there.”

As her classmates began debating their opinions and went on to discuss what they were considering doing after graduating, Alex found herself removed from the conversation. What they were taking about, it was all so… normal. None of them had any idea what was going on in the world, what was going on with Aven, and what it might mean for them. They had no idea they might not make it to see their fifth year at all, let alone beyond that.

Agitated and jittery, Alex rose abruptly enough that their conversation paused and all eyes turned to her again.

“I’m just—I forgot I need to do something.”

Pipsqueak raised a dubious eyebrow. “Sure you did.”

Unable to offer an explanation, Alex turned away and called over her shoulder, “I’ll catch you guys later.”

Once outside the food court, she reined in her volatile thoughts by compiling a mental to-do list, heading in the direction of the Tower to speak with Darrius. Halfway there she did an about-face after catching sight of a familiar figure out in the middle of the archery fields.

Wading her way through the snow, Alex made sure to approach her instructor with caution, mostly because Maggie had her bow drawn and was taking aim at a target much further away than any human would be able to hit. Or even see.

“You’re Meyarin,” Alex said without preamble once she was a few steps away.

Maggie released her arrow. It hit the bullseye with a satisfying thwack that Alex only saw and heard because of her heightened senses.

“I am.” Maggie flicked her eyes towards Alex, nodding pointedly at her golden skin. “And at a guess, I’d say you’re the fabled Aeylia.”

Alex’s eyes widened and she stuttered to a halt. “How do you know that name?”

Maggie drew another arrow from the quiver strapped to her back and notched it on her bow, aiming once again. As she did so, she said, “A long time ago, a Meyarin babe was abandoned in a forest and left to grow up amongst mortals.”

She released her second arrow and—thwack—it spliced straight down the centre of the first.

“That Meyarin eventually found her way to Meya, where she was taken in by the royal family who taught her the ways of the immortal race—her race.”

Maggie drew and released a third arrow. Her aim was again perfect, and it speared down the length of the two already in the target before she finally rested the end of the bow on the ground and turned to face Alex.

“Time passed. Not much, but enough for her to decide she missed her mortal family and the life they’d shared with her, so she left the city and returned to them.” Maggie’s striking grey eyes never left Alex as she finished, “She was never seen or heard from again.”

During her instructor’s short tale, Alex had remained frozen. And that was because, while missing massive chunks of information, that was the story of ‘Aeylia’—or at least the beginning part, if not the end.

“No one remembers her name; not her face nor her voice nor, indeed, anything about her at all,” Maggie continued. “She is a blur in the minds of those who happened upon her during her brief stay in Meya. But she left her mark, even if those affected by her time there are, for the most part, unable to recall her role in the events that played out.”

Alex shivered. “How do you know all this?”

“Because, Alex,” Maggie said, “I have been acting as if I were her—as if I were you—for thousands of years.”

A choked breath was all Alex could manage, along with a whispered, “What?”

Maggie didn’t say anything for a long moment. But then she released a sigh and glanced around. Satisfied that no one was in sight, she caught Alex unawares when she stepped closer and activated the Valispath, and within seconds they were inside her much warmer, much more private quarters in the Tower building.

“Have a seat,” Maggie offered as she hung her bow and quiver on the rack mounted to her wall, unfastened her cloak and fluffed out her glossy black hair.

Alex felt numb with trepidation as she stumbled towards the couch in front of the fireplace and sank down into the corner of it. Her gaze wandered around the room, taking in the numerous bows lining the walls and the multitudes of arrows in all shapes, sizes and colours. She catalogued it all before Maggie joined her on the couch, shoving a steaming mug of hot chocolate under her nose.

“I just had breakfast,” Alex found herself saying as she inhaled the mouth-watering aroma.

“There’s no such thing as a bad time for hot chocolate.”

Unable to fault that logic, Alex took a sip of the comforting liquid and waited while Maggie settled on the other end of the couch.

“I only know about you because of Aes Daega.”

Startled, Alex took too large a mouthful and ended up scalding her tongue. “What?” she hissed around the pain.

“She told me everything about you. That you were from the future, that you were bound to the Draekoran heir, that you were human. She also told me your name,” Maggie said. “But until you returned from the holidays shimmering with your draekon bond, I didn’t know Aeylia was you, specifically, Alex.”

“Why did she tell you all that? What did you mean when you said you were acting like you were me?”

“Your story had a beginning, but it needed to have an end,” Maggie said. “What I told you before, about the babe left in the forest and raised by mortals—that part you knew, that part you were there to act for yourself. But when you left, there needed to be a decoy in place on the off-chance someone came searching for you.” She lifted her mug to her lips. “You did, after all, leave a trail of destruction in your wake when you disappeared. But it wasn’t safe for that trail to vanish like you did.”

Alex paled, but before she could say anything—apologise, defend herself, anything—Maggie quickly hurried on.

“Not that it was your fault, I know that, Alex,” she said. “There was nothing you could have done to stop the effects of time and what occurred while you were in the past. You just had to watch it play out.”

“That doesn’t make the guilt feel any better,” Alex said quietly.

“Nevertheless,” Maggie said, “there’s no point dwelling on what can’t be changed.”

Alex sipped more of her hot chocolate even though it now brought her little comfort.

“I was in a unique position back then,” Maggie continued. “I had just completed my varrungard and been offered a place to train as one of the Zeltora, mostly thanks to my skill with a bow. But my family situation was… not wonderful. Neither of my parents approved of my decision to enter the elite guard, and they made life very… difficult for me. My brother was the only one who supported me, who told me to reach for my dreams no matter what our parents wanted. He said he was stuck following in our father’s footsteps, but that at least he’d get to live vicariously through me.”

Maggie laughed quietly. It was a soft, sad sound. Bittersweet. Telling.

“What happened?” Alex whispered.

“Aven is what happened.” Maggie’s knuckles whitened as she gripped her mug so tightly Alex feared it would shatter. “He convinced my brother to become one of his loyal Garseth, and in doing so, he stole the only real family I ever had.”

Maggie’s voice lowered until Alex could barely hear her as she finished, “The day Aven killed those humans and fled the city was the day my brother lost his life following the cause of that tyrant.”

“I’m so sorry,” Alex whispered around her clogged throat, remembering the blood in the street and the battle in the throne room, upset but unsurprised to hear Meyarins had died that day, too. “So, so sorry.”

Maggie shook her head sadly. “I already told you, Alex, it’s not your fault.”

“But it is,” Alex argued, her voice just as sad, just as soft. “If Lady—Aes Daega told you everything else, then you must know I’m the reason Aven went and slaughtered those humans. Which means I’m the reason his Garseth were fighting alongside him that day. Your brother lost his life because of me.”

“My brother lost his life because of Aven,” Maggie said, her voice strengthening. She placed her mug on the coffee table and took Alex’s free hand, holding it firmly between her own. “This is important and I need you to hear me on this, Alex. You did not establish and lead a group of rebels to incite revolution and challenge laws that had been in place for millennia. You did not slaughter innocent humans and coat the streets with their blood. You did not attack your father and brother with the intent to kill them and take the throne. And you did not flee rather than face the punishment for your crimes, resulting in your banishment and the warding of Meya so that neither you nor anyone else could find the city without aid ever again.”

Alex chewed on her lip as she thought over Maggie’s words and admitted, “This is true. But I am the reason he did most of those things.”

“Aven had a choice—just as we all do.” Maggie’s tone was unyielding. “He chose wrong.” She released a shallow breath. “And so did my brother. Now it’s up to the rest of us to clean up the aftermath of their actions as best we can.”

Alex closed her eyes as Maggie’s unwavering resolve struck a chord deep within her.

“I left everything behind to keep anyone from discovering the truth about you, Alex.”

Her eyes snapped back open.

“Without my brother, I had no one,” Maggie said. “That’s why Aes Daega came to me. She knew—somehow, some way, she knew there was nothing left for me in Meya. I wasn’t strong enough to go through the Zeltora training without my brother there. I just… I couldn’t do it on my own. So when I was offered a way out, especially knowing that it could help someone who might one day stand a chance at defeating Aven, I knew I had to take it.”

Maggie looked into the fire, her gaze unfocused. “Loro Eanraka offered me a place as an instructor at his school—at Akarnae—and I settled into a life living amongst mortals. The years passed and knowledge of my race began disappearing from the memories of humans. And all the while I stayed here on the off-chance that one of my own would seek out the Meyarin who had been but a blip on the timeline of Meya’s history, but who had left her mark on the world as we know it.”

Silence descended around them, until Alex asked, “Did anyone ever come looking for you? For me, I mean?”

“No one other than Aven.”

Alex jolted. “Aven came?”

“He has more blurred memories of you than most,” Maggie said. “Enough for him to want to seek you out, if only to question why he failed to remember you, given the normally perfect recall of our race.”

“What happened when he found you? I mean, me. I mean, uh, Aeylia.”

Maggie shook her head. “I never let him find me. Of all Meyarins who might have come searching, he was one of the few who I couldn’t let see me. Don’t forget—my brother was one of his Garseth. Aven knew me back in Meya. He would have recognised me instantly and known some deceit was afoot.”

Alex ran her fingers through her hair. “I can’t believe you’ve stayed here so long, and in the end for no reason. No one else came searching. You could have remained in Meya. Or gone back at any time.”

“There was nothing for me there,” Maggie said, her features grim. “I couldn’t have lived in the place where my brother was taken from me. I wouldn’t have survived. Despite what you might fear, I don’t regret my decision. In fact, I’m grateful for everything Aes Daega offered me. I wouldn’t be here without her—or without ‘Aeylia’.”

“Well, I’m grateful, too,” Alex said, meeting her eyes. “Because even if it wasn’t needed, it might have been. You could have covered my ass a thousand times over and not even known it.”

Maggie’s gaze narrowed. “Regardless of this moment we’re sharing, I’m still your teacher, Alex.”

“… Huh?”

“‘Ass’,” was all Maggie said in response.

Alex bit back a smile, forgetting that, while some of her instructors allowed freedom of speech in their classes, others, like Maggie, did not. “Sorry.”

“I’ll give you a pass this time, considering the circumstances.”

Alex dipped her head in thanks and stood to her feet, presuming their conversation had come to an end. “I’d better go make sure Dix is still alive and not going to sleep through the next three hundred years.” When Maggie opened her mouth, Alex added a quick, “Don’t ask.” Then she continued, “If you’re free in an hour, I’m holding a meeting in Darrius’s office. It’d be great if you can make it.”

Maggie cocked an eyebrow. “Does the headmaster know about this meeting?”

Alex grinned. “He will when I tell him.”

And with Maggie’s graceful laughter ringing in her ears, Alex left the Tower building and headed for her dorm, ticking one thing off her list and trying not to panic at the thought of just how much was left to do.


Eleven

Just over an hour later, Alex stood beside the window wall of Darrius’s office, staring out across the snow-dusted academy. When the final person arrived in a swirl of colour, she turned from the view and looked at those she’d asked the headmaster to contact using his ComGlobe, summoning them to this meeting.

Hunter, Karter, Maggie, Caspar Lennox and Fletcher, as well as Darrius, Jordan, Bear and D.C. all sat along the large conference table, looking at her with various levels of curiosity and, in some cases, resignation.

Alex didn’t make them wait.

“I need your help.”

She took a seat before saying more.

“I know you’re still in discussion with the other teachers about what to do,” she said, flattening her palms to the table, “and until you can all come to an agreement, you don’t want to act. I get that. Diplomacy is important.”

It was just, in this case, extremely frustrating.

“But I can’t just sit around and wait,” Alex continued. “A whole week has passed, and while Aven hasn’t done anything concerning in that time—”

“That we know of,” Jordan mumbled, an odd expression on his face as he looked to Hunter.

“That we know of,” she agreed. “But while he’s not yet outwardly attacking mortals, we have no idea how long this grace period will last. I won’t—I won’t—have more blood on my hands just because we were all too determined to sit on them than to act.”

Darrius made a helpless gesture. “You said yourself that the human leaders of Medora are waiting to learn more before taking action. What would you have us do, Alex?”

“You?” Alex shook her head. “Nothing.”

Karter grunted, “Then what’re we all here for?”

“You can’t do anything,” Alex said, keeping her eyes on Darrius. “You once told me that the Library’s protection wards are strongest when the headmaster is in residence. Now more than ever you can’t leave the academy. We need a secure place, especially when there are so many gifted people here Aven would want to… exploit.”

Grimaces from all around the table.

“We have no intention of allowing that to happen,” Fletcher said in a conciliatory tone. Despite the doctor’s normally comforting bedside manner, not even the confidence in his voice could ease the tension in Alex’s shoulders.

“This academy has stood for millennia without Aven breaching its wards long enough to gain a foothold here,” Maggie said—and she would know, having been around to witness those millennia. “He will not manage to do so now. Not while we’re all here to stop him.”

“Which is exactly why I need you all to stay here and keep everyone safe—including anyone who might come seeking refuge in the coming times,” Alex said, her gaze unfocused as the future vision passed across her mind. “And it’s also why I need you all to understand what I’m going to say next.”

“Well, I’m intrigued,” came Caspar Lennox’s melodic voice. “Don’t keep us waiting.”

“The other races need to be informed so that we can stand together as a united front. And while you have to stay here,”—Alex took a breath—“I don’t.”

Hunter, silent until now, was the first to understand. There was an approving light in his eyes—as opposed to the alarm dawning on the faces of the others—as he asked, “What do you need from us, Alex?”

She didn’t hesitate. “I need to know where to go. And I need to know what to expect.”

Hunter was nodding, his expression thoughtful, but he was one of the few around the table who looked pleased by her demands.

“Alex, don’t you think—”

“I’m sorry, Darrius, but I didn’t intend on this being a debate.” She halted the headmaster’s opening argument with an apologetic but firm look. “I’ll be doing this with or without your approval. It’s too important. But I respect you—all of you—and it’ll be easier and less risky if you can offer me advice on who to see—and how.”

“The Flips, the Jarnocks, the Shadow Walkers and the Dayriders,” Hunter said, leaning in and resting his arms on the table. “Along with us, they’re the leading powers amongst the mortal races, the ones you’ll want to bring into this.”

“Hunter,” Darrius admonished. “I’m not sure—”

“You’d rather she search blind and stumble upon them unprepared?” Hunter interrupted, eyebrows raised. “Because she will. Everyone here knows it.”

Alex wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or not.

“But she’s just a child,” Darrius argued, causing Alex to turn narrowed eyes his way. He, of all people, knew better than to say something like that. But surprisingly, Karter spoke up before she could.

With a snort, the Combat teacher said, “Since arriving in this world, Jennings has never been a ‘child’. If I’d known everything, I would’ve continued her training myself so she can get out there and do what she has to do.” A thoughtful pause. “I think she’s in much better hands with the Meyarins, though. That Zain sure knows what he’s doing.”

That much was true, so Alex didn’t say anything. But she was touched by the thought of Karter semi-offering his time again, even if she would have hated every moment of his drill-sergeant regime.

“It’s natural that you want to protect her, Headmaster,” Maggie said. “But now more than ever, Alex is capable of looking after herself.”

While the teachers didn’t know about Alex’s trip to the past, she’d told them of her Meyarin blood and her heightened, as well as trained, abilities. Having not witnessed her in action and therefore struggling to believe her claims—because even in the past week of Combat classes she had been careful to switch off her Meyarin-ness and fight as a human—they still understood what Maggie was referencing.

“You are a student at this academy, Alex, and I have a responsibility towards you,” Darrius said. “If you do this—if you go out there—I can’t guarantee your safety.”

A burst of laughter escaped Alex. “Where was this concern when you sent me off to Meya the first time, Darrius? How’s that hindsight treating you?”

He flinched, and for a moment Alex felt awful. She didn’t blame him for what had happened, not at all. With everything she now knew, she had no doubt Aven would have found a way to return to Meya sooner or later. She just would have preferred it was later. And if Darrius had never asked her to visit Meya the first time, though he’d certainly had his reasons, then the following events wouldn’t have spiralled as far—or as quickly—as they had.

Darrius, Alex knew, was only human. He couldn’t have known what was coming. But this time Alex had forewarning of what to expect, and she was determined to use that knowledge to her advantage.

“Don’t you get it, Darrius?” she said quietly. “From here on out, you can’t guarantee my safety anywhere. You just have to trust that I’m doing what needs to be done and, hopefully, it’ll lead to a time when we’re all safe again.”

She held his eyes, watching as the emotions passed over his weary, lined face. Guilt. Fear. Sadness. Resignation…

… And then, finally, hope.

It was the last that Alex focused on, and she sent him a small smile, relieved when he returned it with a slight nod of acceptance.

“Hunter is right,” Darrius said, sitting taller in his seat with his new resolve. “Flips, Jarnocks, Shadow Walkers and Dayriders. If you want to warn the mortal races and bring them on board as allies in this war, they’re the ones you need to convince.”

“It will not be easy,” Caspar Lennox said. “The Jarnocks and Flips keep to themselves, their territories far enough removed that they will not believe in the danger. And my race, in particular, is known for being obstinate and detached. We are unmoved by the plights of humans, so if you fail to convince the elders of Aven’s intent towards all mortals, then they will be of no aid.”

From what little Alex knew of her stoic Shadow Walker professor, that didn’t come as much of a surprise.

“The Dayriders are even worse than us,” Caspar Lennox continued, a sour note to his lyrical voice. “An imperious, overbearing race, the lot of them. You would be better to count them out of the equation, for all the good reasoning with them will do you.”

That certainly didn’t bode well.

“Don’t listen to him,” Maggie told Alex, looking strangely amused. “Shadow Walkers and Dayriders have been on opposite sides of the same coin since the beginning of time.”

And here I am, hoping they’ll agree to work together, Alex thought woefully. Aloud, she said, “Well, let’s try to be optimistic and believe this’ll be a case of, ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend’.”

If the doubtful looks in the room were any indication, she had her work cut out for her.

“I know you have to do this,” Darrius said, “but I still don’t like the idea of you going out there alone.”

“I’m not going alone.” Alex motioned to Jordan, D.C. and Bear, who had remained silent for most of the meeting. “They’re coming with me.”

A weighty pause.

Then came Hunter’s dry voice. “Well, I feel comforted.”

Alex wasn’t sure which of her friends she heard grumble with offence, but she thought it might have been all three.

“A never-before-seen alliance between the mortal races rests on the wits of four teenagers,” Caspar Lennox said, shadows swirling around him as he shook his head. “I, too, struggle to find comfort in this.”

“Have a little faith,” Fletcher said, his lips twitching. “If anyone can do it, it’ll be Alex and her friends.”

Karter grunted. “Stubborn as an ox, Jennings is. They won’t stand a chance.”

It was another one of those not-quite compliments that Alex wasn’t sure how to take, so she just offered a smile to the room.

“Now that we’re in agreement,” she said, “tell me everything.”
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After spending hours with her teachers and finding they possessed an appalling lack of knowledge about the other races, Alex pulled Fletcher aside as everyone was leaving, waving her friends ahead and saying she needed to have a word with the doctor.

Intrigued, Fletcher humoured her request to speak with him along with both her Chemistry and Medical Science teachers, and he led the way to finding them. Once the four were holed up together in Fitzy’s quarters—an accident waiting to happen, with all the bubbling experiments and mini-explosions occurring around the room—Alex got straight to the point.

“I know you two are on the fence about the whole Aven-Meyarin-army deal, and that’s your prerogative,” she said to Fitzy and Luranda. “But I have a question for you all, so if it’ll make you feel better, consider it hypothetical.”

Luranda smoothed the material of her multi-coloured coat and narrowed her eyes at Alex. But the stern effect was lost when one of Fitzy’s experiments exploded with a loud pop and an eruption of neon pink sparks, causing Luranda to jump in fright and direct her scowl towards her colleague.

“Sorry! Sorry!” Fitzy cried, leaping up from his armchair to smother the sparks before returning to where they all sat, patting down the smoking ends of his hair. “What were you saying, Anastasia?”

Alex didn’t correct him about her name. She’d long since learned that he was a genius regarding certain things and a complete scatterbrain when it came to others.

“Meyarins are immortal, but they can still die of fatal wounds,” Alex said. “Of course, they also have great speed and strength at their disposal, so it’s hard to inflict those fatal wounds, but it’s certainly not impossible.”

“I’m not sure I like where this is going,” Luranda said primly.

Alex raised her hands. “Give me a second. I have a point.”

The Medical Science professor pursed her lips but didn’t argue further.

“If the war I believe is coming, comes,” Alex continued, “I don’t think it’s right that the Claimed Meyarins should be forced into a battle where they might die.”

“What are you suggesting, Alex?” Fletcher asked. “That we don’t fight back?”

“Not at all. That would be suicide.”

“Then what—”

“I want to know if it might be possible to come up with a weapon that could inflict enough damage to incapacitate, rather than kill them,” Alex interrupted.

Fletcher looked thoughtful as he said, “Do you mean like a tranquilliser?”

“Something like that,” Alex agreed. “But the problem is, there’s only one thing other than a fatal wound or crippling injury that can take down a Meyarin.”

The doctor’s eyes brightened with understanding. “Hyroa blood.”

“Hyroa blood,” Alex confirmed. “Or as they call it, Sarnaph blood. It’s so toxic to them that the slightest contamination can lead to death. But somehow you were able to save Zain after he’d been poisoned by Aven’s laced arrow. That must mean you have a cure.”

“It wasn’t a pleasant experience for him,” Fletcher said, “but yes, I was able to dilute the foreign blood and break it down until it was drawn from his system through a process similar to osmosis.”

“Do you think you could mass-produce that kind of treatment?”

Fletcher considered her question and said, “I… believe so.”

Alex nodded and turned to her Medical Science teacher. “Professor Luranda, you had a sample of the blood in class a few months back. Do you have more?”

Behind her shrewdness, Alex could see a flare of respect in her eyes. “Not enough for what you require. But I believe Hunter would be able to procure more if asked.”

Alex didn’t want to know how her SAS teacher might get his hands on Hyroa blood. She only hoped it wouldn’t involve a class field trip.

“And what would you say is the best way for it to be administered?” Alex asked the strict but medically savvy teacher.

Luranda appeared torn, like she was considering the consequences if she answered. But then she straightened her spine as if coming to the realisation that ultimately Alex’s idea would be helping to save innocent lives—Meyarin and mortal alike. “We can dip weapons into the blood, but that would still require each target to receive an open wound. The better way would be to make it airborne.”

“Like a pathogen?” Alex asked, mentally likening it to a biological weapon. “Something for them to inhale?”

“No,” Luranda said, her eyes losing focus as she concentrated. “For there to be any weakening effect, the Hyroa blood has to at the very least make physical contact with a Meyarin’s skin. But if we can create a spray device to distribute the blood across a large surface, it could debilitate all those in the splatter range.”

At the imagery that sprung to mind, there was no way Alex could fight against scrunching up her nose. ‘Splatter range’? Gross.

“That’s actually a clever idea,” Fletcher said, stroking his chin. “The Hyroa blood will be much less toxic if it doesn’t hit the bloodstream straight away. Without an open wound, it will still make them very ill, but it will also be unlikely to kill anyone before a cure can be administered. Much less risk to all involved.” His eyes lit with possibility as he finished, “We might even be able to come up with a serum that includes the antidote within the spray, something that self-activates after a certain amount of time.”

Thinking that sounded like a perfect solution, Alex turned to Fitzy, knowing he was the final voice to say whether any of it was possible. “What do you think, Fitzy? Can it be done?”

“Oh, most assuredly, Annabelle!” he cried, seemingly overjoyed at the idea of a new project. “It may require some trial and error to design the most suitable device and come up with a working prototype, but it shouldn’t take much longer than a fortnight.”

A lot could happen in a fortnight, but it was certainly better than nothing.

After hashing out a few more ideas with her teachers, including contingency options for administering the cure in case it couldn’t be included as a time-delay antidote with the initial spray, Alex left them to it. She knew she could trust them to figure out the rest without her and to seek her out if they had any further questions.

As she left the Tower building, she only hoped she would be far away from any place inside the ‘splatter range’ when the time came.
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When Alex entered the Library that night, she wasn’t sure what to expect for her first official training session with Mr. Mystery Man.

Thankfully, the librarian was busy helping a student when she arrived in the foyer, so she was able to sneak past without attracting more unwarranted cleaning duties. As soon as she was free and clear down the second staircase, she willed a doorway open and fell through the familiar pitch-black nothingness until she arrived in the cavern.

She was five minutes early, just to be safe.

Mr. Mystery Man showed up right on time.

“You’ve returned.”

“Try not to sound so disappointed,” Alex said. Though, given his monotone, she struggled to pick up any kind of emotion from his voice, disappointment or otherwise.

“Follow me,” he said, ignoring her statement. A door opened in front of him and he immediately stepped through.

Alex followed right on his heels and found herself entering a nondescript room. Four walls, a ceiling and a floor, the only noteworthy thing about it was the colour: from top to bottom, it was near-blindingly white.

“Sit.”

Alex blinked at the man’s abrupt command. “Sorry?”

“Sit,” he repeated. “Or you will fall. And if you fall, you will fail.”

Forehead crinkling, Alex looked around the room again. The floor was solid; there wasn’t even any furniture she would be at risk of tripping over. Unless she was suddenly debilitated with a dizzy spell, she couldn’t imagine falling—or, indeed, where she would fall to.

“Last chance, Alexandra.”

Looking at the unidentifiable, cloaked figure in bafflement, Alex decided to humour him and sat cross-legged on the ground. The instant her backside hit the floor, everything about the room changed.

All of a sudden, she was in the middle of the night’s sky—as in, so-close-she-could-almost-touch-the-stars night’s sky—and sitting on a metre-wide, circular platform hovering in the air.

Adrenaline shot through Alex’s system like a bolt of lightning and she scrambled as far into the centre of her limited space as possible, curling tightly around herself.

“What the hell?” she shrieked, heart pounding. Then she shrieked again when the cloaked man appeared before her, standing on nothing but air, his outline bathed in the moonlight.

“Your task is to reach the doorway without falling,” he said.

Alex’s voice was shrill when she asked, “What doorway?”

As soon as the words left her, an open door materialised. It was close enough that she could see it led straight back into the underground cavern, but it was far enough away that there was no chance she could reach it without sprouting wings.

“Fall, and you fail,” the man repeated.

Alex knew—or at least, presumed—she was still in the Library, and having had a similar extreme height experience after falling from Darrius’s personal office above the clouds, she at least was able to calm herself with the knowledge that if she did fall, the Library wouldn’t allow her to get hurt.

Or so she hoped.

But…

“What will it mean if I fail?”

“Aside from the obvious?” the man said, gesturing a gloved hand to the empty space beneath them. “You will no longer be my student.”

Alex closed her eyes tightly and when she reopened them, he was gone.

“I’m guessing I can’t ‘phone a friend’ on this one,” she muttered, taking deep, steadying breaths to calm her rapid pulse.

Soon enough, Alex realised that this had to be some kind of illusion. She’d never left the white room—she’d literally been sitting on the floor when her scenery had changed.

Certain she was right and her task was a somewhat simple—if extreme—test of faith, Alex leaned forward and dropped her hand over the edge of her platform.

Nothing. There was nothing there but empty space.

Frowning, Alex stretched her hand out further, knowing there had to be a solid surface somewhere that she could walk over to the door on. But no matter how far she reached, all she encountered was air.

Once she got her shakes under control and focused her attention onto the problem itself, she trusted in the strength of her own body and, very carefully, hung over the side of the platform. Swinging her hands underneath it, she was confident she would find an explanation for what held it in the air—and the means for her own escape—but after dangling almost completely over the edge from four different sides of the circle, she found no evidence of anything supporting it. It was just… there. Floating in space.

Easing back into the centre again, Alex rubbed her forehead.

“Think, think, think,” she chanted to herself, staring at the open door.

But no matter how hard she considered, nothing came to mind. She had nothing on her person that would help—other than her Shadow Ring, but she presumed that would be considered cheating and it might not even work inside the Library. A’enara was of no use in this situation, and she wasn’t wearing nearly enough of her wardrobe to fashion a rope of required length.

She was, to her mind, entirely without the means to reach the door.

After attempting a last-ditch effort to will a new doorway open in front of her which, unsurprisingly, yielded no results, Alex took a stab in the dark and called out, “Hey, Library, any chance you want to lend me a hand?”

Silence. And then—

“What kind of hand would you like, Alexandra?”

Surprised but pleased that the Library had answered, she said, “How about a hint?” Or, you know, a bridge might be nice, too, she mentally added.

“You have within you all that you need to complete your task,” the Library said.

Alex shook her head. “I don’t. And I’m not just saying that. Unless I can figure out how to magically warp distance and space, there’s no way for me to reach the doorway.”

A pause. “I did not say anything about a doorway.”

Confused, Alex asked for clarification, but the Library didn’t respond. She had asked for advice and it had answered, but now she was more baffled than ever.

All Alex knew was that she couldn’t fail. She had to remain Mr. Mystery Man’s student, just as she had to trust that this ridiculous task was somehow going to help strengthen her gift—at least in the long run.

Rising carefully to her feet, Alex weighed her options. When that took her all of two seconds, she weighed them again.

Still nothing.

Sighing, she sat back down and waited for inspiration to hit.

Minutes turned to hours while she sat there, trying to come up with a plan. When she estimated it would have been after midnight had time in the outside world not been paused, she couldn’t resist the pull of sleep any longer. So, curling up carefully on her platform, she cushioned her head in her arms and closed her eyes, hoping that when she woke, she would be back in her dorm and this impossible task nothing but a strange dream.


Twelve

A drop of liquid hit Alex’s cheek. Another hit her eyelid. A rumble of sound followed another sprinkle, enough to draw her awake, only to discover her situation hadn’t improved—it had worsened.

It was still night. She was still in the middle of the sky. But thunderous rain clouds now obscured the stars, with flashes of lightning illuminating the otherwise dark emptiness surrounding Alex.

“Aw, come on!” she cried, not sure if she was aiming her ire at the Library or Mr. Mystery Man.

As she rose carefully on the narrow platform, the rain began coming down in earnest, lashing against her in stinging waves and disappearing into the clouds amassed beneath her.

“This is impossible!” she yelled up into the stormy sky. “I don’t know what to do!” She lowered her head and looked down at her feet, repeating in a choked whisper, “I don’t know what to do.”

There was no way for her to reach the door. No matter which way she looked at it, she couldn’t come up with a solution; she couldn’t figure out how to not fail the task.

Another rumble of thunder, much louder this time, as well as a blazing streak much too close for comfort. Before that streak, Alex had presumed the storm was just for show, certain the Library would keep her protected. But she’d felt the energy brush against her skin, the tangible static of warning as the air around her filled with the heavy weight of anticipation. Whatever was happening, she wasn’t safe from it. And worse, with her position on the platform, she was a ready-made lightning conductor.

But… if she made a move, if she took a metaphorical leap of faith and ended up falling, then her lessons with Mr. Mystery Man would be finished before they’d properly begun.

Swiping her sodden hair off her face, Alex knew her chances weren’t good. She squinted against the lightning now streaking all around her, aware that every second she delayed increased the danger. And so, with a shuddering breath, she made her decision. Alive but without Mr. Mystery Man’s help was better than dead and… well, being dead. She wouldn’t be able to save anyone if she was dead.

“I’m sorry,” Alex whispered to no one—and everyone. A crash of thunder drowned out her words, but she didn’t wait around to repeat them. Instead, she stepped off the platform.

Time seemed to slow for a fraction of a moment as Alex began to fall, just long enough for her to see a spear of lightning strike the platform where she’d been standing, causing it to explode in a shower of sparks.

All of this she witnessed in a heartbeat because, before she could so much as gasp, she had fallen too far to see any more.

And she continued to fall.

Lungs frozen in her chest, Alex plummeted down through the darkness, through the clouds and the rain, through the eerie flashes of light against the night’s sky. Until, suddenly, she wasn’t falling anymore.

Between one breath and the next, one blink and another, she found herself lying on the floor of the bright white room again, the cloaked man standing impassively above her.

With water dripping from her body, Alex rose on shaky legs and waited dejectedly for him to say the words.

She didn’t have to wait long.

“You fell.”

Eyes downcast, Alex said, “I did.”

“That means you failed.”

She focused on the liquid pooling at her feet and responded with a quiet, “I know.”

Silence.

And then—

“I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

Alex’s neck snapped back up to stare at his hidden face. “What?”

“I’ll thank you to no longer refer to me as Mr. Mystery Man,” he told her with an offended sniff.

Alex could only stare at him and repeat, “What?”

“Athora is my name. You will remember my requirement and not share it with anyone other than your once-Claimed Meyarin. Is that clear?”

More staring. “I—Wait, didn’t I fail?”

“You said it yourself, Alexandra,” Athora said. “Indeed, you screamed it to the heavens in quite the dramatic pique. It was, as you claimed, an impossible task. One in which you were doomed to fail.”

Alex gaped at him. “Then why—”

“What’s my rule, Alexandra?” he interrupted sharply.

Cringing, she answered, “Don’t question your training.”

With a rustle of his cloak as he crossed his arms, Athora said, “Sometimes I will tell you why I do things. Other times, I will not.”

When he said no more, Alex decided to press her luck. “Any chance I get to pick and choose which time is which?”

“No.”

“I didn’t think so,” she mumbled, toeing the steadily growing puddle around her shoes.

“But in this case, I will allow you to hear my reasoning.”

Alex glanced back up with curious eyes.

“I told you that your task was to reach the doorway,” he said. “That if you didn’t manage to do so, if you fell, you would no longer be my student.”

Alex nodded, fully aware of his words.

“I lied. On both counts.” His monotonous voice was without the faintest trace of shame. “Your true task was to learn the hard lesson of failure.”

“Wha—”

“You needed to fail, Alexandra,” he interrupted, “because you needed to understand that sometimes failure is unavoidable. Success is never a guarantee, in any area of life. You needed to accept that. You needed to embrace that. And you needed to take a step forward while knowing your actions were unlikely to result in victory.”

As Alex processed his words, Athora continued, “On the path ahead of you, with the challenges you are yet to face, you will see your share of failure. It is inevitable. And when it comes, you need to have the strength of character to continue on, to rise again after you fall. Because you will fall, Alexandra. Of that much, you can be sure.”

“Are you saying—” Alex swallowed. “Is this some kind of warning that I’m doomed to fail? That I won’t be able to stop Aven?”

Athora’s cloaked head tilted to the side and he took a long moment to study her. Just when she thought he wasn’t going to respond, he quietly said, “I would not waste my time on a lost cause.”

A spark of hope reignited in Alex.

“However,” he added, “whether my confidence in you is misplaced or not, only time will tell.”

And just like that, her spark was snuffed out again. But the memory of it remained with Alex as she left the Library, sent a quick mental call to let Niyx know she had survived, and returned to her dormitory for the night.

She was not fighting for a lost cause. If the sombre Athora could believe that, then Alex could, too.
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A strange kind of routine settled upon Alex’s life over the next few days, but so too did a growing sense of urgency to start putting her plans into action—a feeling that had only increased since her meeting in Darrius’s office.

While part of her questioned whether she should skip her schooling and leave the academy to begin warning the other races of Medora immediately, she couldn’t forget Lady Mystique’s insistence that she remain on campus and continue her studies.

‘I can’t stress the importance of this enough, Alexandra,’ is what the ancient Tia Auran had said.

So, despite Alex’s better judgement—and with the assurances of her teachers that the world most likely wouldn’t end if she waited until the weekend before venturing from the academy—Alex reluctantly kept attending her classes.

It was surreal for her to wander through her days like a regular student, acting as if her biggest concerns were finishing her homework on time or helping Jordan and Bear avoid detention. Her instructors, at least, were treating her like a normal student regardless of her purported role in the upcoming war.

But she wasn’t a normal student. No longer did she have fears of getting beaten up in Combat, prodded by Finn’s Taserstick in PE, or being trapped by a snare in SAS. Her Meyarin abilities made her Gamma-level Archery targets almost too easy, while Equestrian Skills left her suppressing tears from the acute realisation that riding a horse was nothing like flying the skies on the back of Xira.

Somehow, though, she managed to play her role perfectly. Like her peers, Alex scrunched up her nose when she learned the health benefits of Korsobear droppings in Species Distinction; she ingested different toxic berries in Medical Science and then concocted their corresponding antidotes; and she hid her laughter along with everyone else when Fitzy failed to notice that he’d set his moustache on fire during Chemistry. In Core Skills, Alex encouraged her classmates when they struggled to control their gifts, while in History and SOSAC, she spent her time trying not to not show how mind-numbingly restless she was.

The drain of acting like a normal student was taking its toll on her. But that was mostly because, with every passing day, Alex was growing more and more concerned about what Aven was doing—or rather, what he wasn’t doing.

Although Niyx assured her daily that the new ruler of Meya was too busy reacquainting himself with his city to make his next move, Alex wasn’t convinced. Aven had spent millennia planning his overthrow of the Meyarin throne. It didn’t make sense that now, when he was exactly where he’d always wanted to be, he was willing to take his time settling in rather than utilising the formidable forces he had at his disposal.

To avoid lingering on her fears, Alex kept her mind on the upcoming weekend. At Hunter’s suggestion, on Saturday she would be visiting the Undersea Islands—the territory of the Flips—and afterwards, Maroo—the treetop city of the Jarnocks. Presuming things went well enough that she and her friends returned in one piece, they would tackle the Shadow Walkers and Dayriders the following day.

Until then, Alex had to figure out how to balance everything else in her life—something that was much more challenging than she would have liked.

There were only three reasons why she was able to get through the week with her sanity intact. The first was her friends, who offered their silent support when she went on—and on—about how concerned, frustrated and powerless she felt while she waited for the time to come when she could act. Jordan, Bear and D.C. must have heard the same ravings from her every day, and yet they didn’t snap at her, they didn’t avoid her and they didn’t rebuke her impatience. Instead, they listened. They offered moral support in the form of hugs and comfort food. And they reminded her that no matter what happened, they would be with her through it all.

It helped that there was another bright light in the darkness thanks to her friends. And that was because something had happened with Jordan early on in the week. Alex wasn’t sure what, exactly, but the shadows under his eyes were fading, his overzealous appetite had returned and, most notably, his smiles weren’t as fake anymore. It was as if a weight had been lifted from him, like he’d found some inner peace to act as a balm against what he’d been through.

That balm may have been in the form of a fiery red-headed princess, because the one thing Alex did know was that Jordan and D.C. had finally admitted their feelings for each other—to each other. The two of them were now joined at the hip—and the lips, more often than Bear and Alex cared to witness. A hint of pain still swirled in Jordan’s eyes when Alex looked at him sometimes, usually when he didn’t know anyone was watching, but for the most part, it seemed as if he had begun to recover from his time with Aven, inasmuch as he could.

Alex had no doubt that D.C.’s continued devotion was largely responsible for the change in him, for helping him step out of the darkness he’d been so determined to make them all think didn’t exist. It helped Alex feel less guilty that her time and attention were divided elsewhere, knowing that her friends were there for each other just as much as they were for her.

The second reason she was able to maintain her sanity was because of her daily training with Niyx. While his sessions were more ruthless than ever before, every morning when he hauled her out of bed and whisked her up to the top of Mount Paedris was another morning where she increased in strength and skill—which meant one more notch of confidence in her ability to go up against Aven and his Claimed warriors when the time came.

Noticeable improvement or not, Alex still had to rely on a steady supply of laendra to survive their workouts, as well as to provide the energy she needed to get through a full day of classes afterwards. But ingesting the sweet flower was hardly a sacrifice given how pleasant it tasted and how good she felt afterwards. That, and having her own personal stockpile meant she spent less time in the Med Ward with Fletcher after some of her more injury-prone classes, something for which both she and the doctor were grateful.

The third and final reason she was able to stay relatively sound of mind was due to her nightly training with Athora and the fact that he claimed she was already making discernible progress.

She had feared after their first two encounters that his continued tasks would all be just as extreme and time-consuming as the lake and air-platform tests, but that wasn’t the case. The challenges he set her were varied and, to Alex’s thinking, utterly bizarre, but she stuck by his one rule and didn’t question him.

She didn’t question him when he had her stand on one leg with a banana resting on her head for as long as she could hold her balance, and then made her repeat the task but while hopping.

She didn’t question him when he had her roll what had to have been at least a hundred balls of yarn, before unrolling them and then re-rolling them once again.

She didn’t question him when she had to spend hours putting together a jigsaw puzzle where the seemingly unending pieces were all completely blank with no distinctive marks whatsoever.

And she didn’t question him when he gave her a book and told her to read aloud, but ordered that she do so by shifting the letters of each word to be spelled backwards. That had been an arduous task, and by the end Alex had been very tempted to mumble, “Ereht dah retteb eb a tniop ot lla siht, uoy suoiretsym, ylkcirp nam.”

Eccentricities aside, Alex found an unanticipated kind of comfort in Athora’s presence. She was a curious person by nature, so having to stifle the urge to ask questions was frustrating but also oddly liberating. If he wanted her to know something, he would tell her. Full stop. He was the teacher and she was the student. All she had to do was follow instructions and forget, at least for a time, the outside world and all its demands.

Her hours in the Library were like a sanctuary, a break from the pressures that smothered her as soon as she stepped back outside. And so, along with her friends and Niyx, her time there with Athora somehow made its way onto the list of reasons why Alex was able to get through her week without losing her mind.

She could only hope it would last.

But when Friday night rolled around, something happened at the end of her session with Athora.

… Something that smashed her carefully maintained sanity to pieces.

[image: image]

“Before you leave, there’s someone you need to meet.”

Alex looked up at Athora in question. She was sitting cross-legged on the rug in front of the blazing fireplace, back in the same darkened room where she’d been transported after her experience with the lake. He was once again seated in an armchair that had materialised from nothing, and he’d remained unmoving the whole time she’d been sprawled out across the floor attempting to assemble the frustratingly blank jigsaw puzzle.

Now that it was done, she knew they should be finished for the night. Normally, Athora wasted no time in dismissing her, so she was intrigued by the delay to her departure.

“Someone I need to… meet?” she repeated, her voice full of curiosity.

“Another student of mine,” he said, and her brows rose with surprise. “My only other student. And someone who I have been working with for much longer than you.”

Sitting up taller, Alex couldn’t help asking, “You have another student?”

“Regardless of what some might allow you to believe, Alexandra, the universe does not revolve around you.”

Alex chose not to feel stung by his words or his uncharacteristic acerbic tone. She was actually somewhat proud of herself for prompting him to break out of his near-constant monotone.

“Who is it?” she asked. “And why do you want me to meet them?”

“I have business to attend to this weekend, so I’ll be unable to continue our sessions until next week,” Athora said, not answering her questions, though she was relieved by this news given the busy weekend she had planned.

“You need to meet him now,” he continued, “because from Monday’s session onwards, you will be training together.”

That, Alex thought, was unacceptable. And she couldn’t keep from immediately saying as much. “That’s not going to happen.”

She actually felt the air in the room change, right along with Athora’s mood.

“I beg your pardon?”

Resisting the urge to backtrack and immediately beg forgiveness, Alex stood her ground—or at least, she did so from her seated position. “There’s too much at stake here for you to divide your focus between me and some other random student of yours. If you need to change the time we meet, then change it, but you can’t expect me to only receive half of your attention when what I need from you is so important.”

Alex thought her reasoning was logical and eloquent. The silence that met her ears led her to believe Athora must have thought so, too. But when he finally spoke, it was in a tone Alex had never heard from him before. A tone that made even the fire dim in the hearth until it almost went out entirely, casting the room into near darkness.

“You were offered one chance to break my rule, Alexandra,” he told her, his voice sending shards of ice down her spine. “Now that you have done so, consider yourself warned. If you question my judgement again, it will be the last you ever see of me.”

Alex sucked in a stuttered breath.

“Do you understand?”

The intensity emanating from him was like a tangible force, freezing Alex in place. She couldn’t speak. She couldn’t even nod. All she could do was sit there in the shadows and stare up at the outline of his cloaked figure, her body numbed to the core.

“Do you understand?”

She jumped at his hissed question and, as if waking from a trance, was able to choke out a whispered, “I understand.”

Just like that, the heavy atmosphere lifted. The fire roared back to life in a surge of flames, and with Alex’s heart pounding, warmth began returning to her veins while she rubbed feeling back into her limbs.

“Now,” Athora said, standing to his feet and gesturing for Alex to do so, albeit shakily on her part, “had you given me the chance to explain, this would have been one of the rare cases where I told you why you will be training with a partner.”

Alex was still so intimidated that she couldn’t utter a word in response, not even to offer an apology.

“My other student has a unique gift,” Athora continued, “one that has required much training on his part in order to learn control. He has studied with me for years and is now well adept at managing his ability. And, indeed, using it in extraordinary ways.”

Alex finally summed up the courage to re-enter the conversation. “I don’t understand what that has to do with me.”

“This student, his gift acts as a conduit.”

Shaking her head in bafflement, Alex said, “I don’t—”

“That means,” Athora spoke over her, an edge of warning in his again monotonous voice, “that he is able to take on the gifts of others whom he comes in contact with.”

Alex’s eyes widened as she comprehended what he was saying. “That’s insane,” she gasped out. “The things he might be able to do—” She broke off, and then whispered an awestruck but somewhat fearful, “No one should have that much power.”

“Which is why it was integral for him to learn control—how to control his own gift so he doesn’t take on the abilities of others without choosing to do so, and how to control the gifts that he decides to adopt as his own.”

Alex couldn’t believe what she was hearing. This student of Athora’s… he could, hypothetically, do anything—assuming he encountered the right person with the right gift. He could be telekinetic, like Calista Maine. He could nullify the gifts of others, like Lena Morrow. He could read minds, like Signa Zu. He could turn invisible and walk through solid objects, like Jordan. He could shape-shift, like Skyla. He could charm others with his words, like Bear. He could manipulate people’s emotions, like Pipsqueak. The options were limitless.

“I’m presuming by your expression that your thoughts have wandered from what this has to do with your training,” Athora said. “You appear… alarmed.”

“Alarmed?” Alex squeaked out. “I’m not alarmed—I’m full-on panicking!”

Athora’s head cocked to the side. “Why?”

“Because… Because…” She couldn’t even form a complete sentence. “Because who is this guy? How do you know he won’t go all Anakin Skywalker on you?”

Athora’s head cocked even further. “Who is this Anakin—”

“Eugh, never mind,” Alex said, waving a frazzled hand dismissively while pacing back and forth. “My point is, we already have one megalomaniac to worry about, we don’t need—Flipping hell!” Alex cried out as she was hit with a terrifying realisation. “What if Aven learns about this guy? We’re already screwed, but we’d be even more screwed!” She threw her arms in the air and finished, quite hysterically, “That’d be, like, an unfixable amount of screwiness!”

Near on hyperventilating, Alex almost didn’t process the quiet chuckle she heard over her rapid breathing. But then an amused—and familiar—voice spoke up as its owner moved out of the darkness and stepped into the glow of the fire.

“I have to admit, Alex, I’ve never been called a megalomaniac before. But it’s always nice to know I have options.”

Stunned to silence at who she was seeing, not to mention, where, and, apparently, why, all Alex could do was stand there, frozen mid-step, and stare.

Athora broke into her silent shock, a touch of smugness in his otherwise bland tone as he said, “I believe you’re already acquainted.”

Son of a biscuit, Alex thought as she continued her wide-eyed staring.

“Alexandra Jennings,” Athora said, “I give you your new training partner.” He paused, before unnecessarily finishing, “Kaiden James.”


Thirteen

“Where the hell have you been?”

Those were the first words Alex managed to get past her frozen lips when she was able to string a thought together. Not, ‘How are you in this part of the Library?’ or, ‘Do you really have a gift that can do everything Athora said?’ or even, ‘Sorry I compared you to Darth Vader’. No, what popped out was a question about where he’d been for the last two weeks, as she hadn’t seen him at all since that first night back at the academy.

Before he could respond, a memory whispered across her mind that, until this moment, she’d never thought twice about, nor had she experienced any déjà vu when she’d first learned her cloaked instructor’s name. But now her recall was practically slapping her in the face.

‘You’re Master Athora’s talented protégé…’

Aven had spoken those words to Kaiden months ago at Sir Oswald’s manor. They hadn’t meant anything to Alex then, but now… a lot of things were beginning to make sense.

“Did he tell you about me?” Alex said, jerking a finger towards Athora, only to discover that he’d disappeared, granting her and Kaiden some privacy. “He seems to know everything about me—is he how you know I went back to the past? Is he how you’d heard about Aven taking over Meya before I’d told anyone?”

Kaiden’s posture was relaxed as he stood bathed in the firelight, but his eyes were alert as he focused on Alex, almost as if he were watching a wild animal and wasn’t sure how it would react to any sudden moves.

“He only confirmed what I already knew,” Kaiden said.

Alex’s eyes narrowed. “How could you possibly have known anything in order to have him confirm it?”

Kaiden moved a step closer, but when she backed away from him, he halted and raised his hands in a ‘take it easy’ gesture.

“Athora wasn’t exaggerating the scope of what I can do, Alex,” he said. “I only have to make contact with a gifted person for a second in order to take on their ability as my own.”

As Alex processed that, Kaiden continued, “Before Athora stepped in to help me learn how to control it, I had no choice about the gifts that transferred over to me. But thanks to him, I can now decide if I want to swipe someone’s gift or not, just as I can compartmentalise those I’ve taken on and no longer want to use.”

While fascinated, Alex said, “I presume you’re telling me this for a reason?”

“My sister, Jeera, she’s gifted with unfailing intuition,” Kaiden shared. Alex only had a moment to appreciate how handy that would be for the Warden before he continued, “Marcus Sparker is a strong mind reader—almost as strong as Signa Zu, who we’ve also had the displeasure of crossing paths with.”

Alex cringed at the memories.

“Headmaster Marselle has unparalleled wisdom with special insight into a person’s character and whether they are gifted—which is how he knows which students to recruit,” Kaiden said. “And Declan can tell when someone is being deceitful, whether it’s spoken lies or things left unsaid.”

Alex hadn’t known either Darrius’s or Declan’s gifts, but she couldn’t dwell on how interesting they were because Kaiden wasn’t finished.

“Declan was onto you from the moment you turned up to Combat that first day. And since his gift is one that I’ve adopted, both he and I have known you’ve been hiding something for well over a year now.”

Alex shuffled her feet, feeling strangely guilty.

“The others I mentioned, they’re only a few of the gifts that I’ve taken on and learned to control, but I’m sure you can see how intuition, mind-reading, wisdom, character insight and deceit detection are enough to help me form a reasonably clear picture about all that is Alexandra Jennings.”

Shuffling again, Alex said, “But, um, those things—or at least some of them—they wouldn’t work on me. Not with my gift.”

“And that has been beyond frustrating, let me tell you.” Kaiden offered a self-deprecating yet intrigued shake of his head. “You’re officially the only person whose gift I’ve never been able to acquire.”

Alex wasn’t sure if she was supposed to apologise or not. She decided against it, given the circumstances.

“When you first arrived from Freya—”

Alex jerked violently.

Kaiden changed his tone to one that was deliberately calming. “There’s no need to look so worried. I’ve known that much since the first time I saw you.”

“What?”

“Back then your gift hadn’t fully activated,” he said. “I was able to pick up some surface thoughts in those early days—nothing too deep, but enough to give away a couple of your secrets, like your otherworldly origins. And a few… other things.”

His eyes sparkled and Alex frantically tried to recall what kinds of thoughts she might have had. But it was impossible—she could have thought about anything.

… Including Kaiden.

Heat flooding her cheeks, Alex cleared her throat and tried to act unfazed. “If you read my mind and learned I was from Freya, why didn’t you say anything?”

“I figured you had your reasons for keeping it secret,” Kaiden answered. “And besides, we weren’t close, not back then.” A grin tugged at his mouth. “That, and it was hilarious watching you bumble your way through acting like you were from this world.”

“I did not bumble,” she stated with a frown.

Kaiden laughed. “You did. I have no idea how no one else noticed, especially on our SAS overnight trip.” He shook his head again. “I’ll never forget when you thought we had to hike our way across the Durungan Ranges before Jordan ‘reminded’ you that there were other options.” He laughed at another memory and added, “And remember when I used the Quick-Dry dust on you after the river rapids? There’s not a human in Medora who hasn’t experienced that powder before. You had no idea what you’d given away by saying it was your first time.”

Alex gritted her teeth and said, “Can we please get back to what you were saying earlier?”

If anything, Kaiden seemed more amused, but he did as she requested.

“What I was saying,” he said, “was that from the moment you first arrived here, you were a mystery. That mystery only deepened as time went by and strange things began to happen—strange things that revolved around you.”

That was the story of Alex’s life.

“While it soon reached the stage where I couldn’t use any kind of gift on you, I could still use them on those you were close to,” he said. “It took time, but with enough access to the right people, including, or perhaps, especially, during our encounter with Aven and his followers at Sir Oswald’s, I was eventually able to put enough pieces together to come to my own conclusions about you—and everything happening around you.”

Alex didn’t want to ask, but she forced the words through her lips. “And those conclusions were?”

Kaiden shrugged, but despite the gesture, his body was lined with tension, like he was worried about her reaction. “Let’s just say I know more than you’d likely be comfortable with me knowing.”

That, Alex knew, was true. And yet…

You feel safe with me.

Those five words from imaginary-Kaiden whispered across her mind and she couldn’t hold up against the weight of them. Needing to escape his knowing eyes, she turned her back on him and looked down into the fire, allowing the hypnotising flames to sooth her spiralling thoughts.

You feel safe with me.

Imaginary-Kaiden was right—she did feel safe with him.

… And that absolutely terrified her.

“There’s something else you need to know,” Kaiden said quietly, and Alex inhaled a fortifying breath at his careful tone. “And it may freak you out.”

A disbelieving laugh left her lips as she turned back around, finding him much closer than before—only a few steps away now.

“I doubt there’s anything you could say that would freak me out any more than I already am,” she said honestly.

When he remained hesitant to share, she mustered up the will to encourage, “Go on, sock it to me.”

“The reason I know you were in the past,” he said, “is because over the holidays, I had a dream about you.”

That certainly wasn’t what Alex had expected to hear. “You… dreamed about me?”

“D.C.’s gift,” was all Kaiden had to say.

“Oh,” she murmured. “You mean you had a true dream.”

Alex knew that Lena Morrow was still neutralising D.C.’s ability to access her own gift—something that frustrated the princess to no end—but apparently the same didn’t hold true for Kaiden.

“I only saw snippets of your time there, but it was enough to get an idea of what went down while you were ‘gone’, including flashes of the future you witnessed—cities burning, blurred faces of screaming people, so much death and chaos,” Kaiden said, his eyes unfocused as he recalled the memory.

Alex desperately wanted to know if he’d seen himself in that vision—the avatar of him guiding her through it, or the part showing his own death at Aven’s hands—but she couldn’t bring herself to ask.

He shook off his stupor and finished, “I also dreamed enough to see what you discovered upon your return to the present.”

“So that’s how you knew about Aven taking over Meya,” Alex said.

“That’s how I knew,” Kaiden confirmed.

Everything he’d told her was utterly mad. But Alex couldn’t deny that it made a startling amount of sense, regardless of how vulnerable she now felt with him knowing so much about her.

“Why did you disappear afterwards—no explanation, nothing?” Alex asked.

Kaiden made an apologetic face. “The timing of that was terrible, I’ll admit. And I swear it wasn’t deliberate. But my aunt needed me to do something and, well, I hear you’ve met her, so hopefully you’ll believe me when I say that when she wants something done, she won’t accept any excuses, not even school.” He caught her eyes and finished, “I promise I wasn’t avoiding you.”

Alex rubbed the inside of her elbow, unable to keep from fidgeting. “It looked suspiciously like you were.”

Kaiden grinned and moved a step forward, then another, closing the distance between them. This time she didn’t back away—mostly because it would have meant walking into the fire.

Quietly, he said, “You should know by now, Alex. You’re not someone I want to avoid.” An upward quirk of his lips as he added, “Quite the opposite.”

“And on that note, I think we’re done here.”

Alex jumped at the interruption from Athora who had reappeared out of nowhere.

She frowned at him and demanded, “Were you eavesdropping that whole time?”

“I was,” he said, shameless. “And all that’s left is for you to hear the answer to why you will now be training with Kaiden.”

Alex, however, had already figured that much out. “I’m guessing it’s so he can aim his various gifts at you and I’ll be tasked with seeing if I can stretch my gift to keep you protected. Right?”

All Athora said in response was, “For you to learn what you must, it will take time.”

That didn’t surprise Alex. Especially if he continued to have her balance bananas on her head.

“For now, we are finished for the night,” Athora said. “I shall see you both on Monday.”

And just like that, he was gone. But so too were Alex and Kaiden, who found themselves standing in the foyer of the Library.

Hit by a dizzy spell from their unanticipated change of location, Alex wobbled on her feet, with Kaiden reaching out to steady her.

“I take it he doesn’t normally relocate you like that?” he asked, amused.

Alex looked around in bewilderment. “Usually I make my way back up here myself.”

Kaiden made a knowing sound. “It’s because of me—I don’t have access to the Library like you do. I can’t create my own doorways, so he has to collect me and return me every time we meet. We’ve done it like that for years.”

“No one’s ever noticed you disappearing into thin air? Or reappearing from nowhere?” Alex asked, brushing aside her surprise at his casual admission of her access to the Library. Yet another thing he knew about her.

“If anyone happens to be watching me,” Kaiden said, tipping his head towards the librarian sitting at his desk and speaking sternly to an abashed-looking Blink, “all they would see is a flicker between when I leave and when I return.”

Alex crinkled her forehead before understanding dawned. “Right. The time paradox.”

Kaiden nodded. “One second I’m here, then Athora swoops me off for training, then the same second I’m back here with no one any wiser.”

Alex marvelled at the wonder of it all and followed when he started moving towards the staircase leading up from the Library and out of the Tower building.

As they headed towards their dorms, Alex tried to sort out the enormity of what she’d learned. Of what Kaiden knew about her. Of what Kaiden himself could do.

“I have a question,” she said as they trudged their way through the snow.

Kaiden paused, so she stopped as well and turned to face him.

“Just one?” he said with a wry smile.

Alex returned his expression and admitted, “Well, no. But just one for now.”

“Then shoot.”

“If you have the ability to use so many gifts,” she said, still struggling to comprehend the scope of his power, “then when we were at Sir Oswald’s and you realised Jordan and I had been taken captive, why didn’t you just storm in, all guns blazing?”

“All guns blazing?” Kaiden repeated with a chuckle. “I’m presuming that must be a Freyan expression.”

“Shhhh!” Alex hissed, jumping forward to cover his mouth and looking wildly around.

She felt his body shake under her hand, and when she turned back to him, his eyes were bright with humour. Hastily, she dropped her arm and stepped back again.

“It’s after nine at night and we’re standing outside in the middle of winter,” Kaiden said. “Only an idiot would be out here spying on us. And,” he added, “with your heightened senses, I’m pretty sure you’d know if they were.”

Alex cringed both internally and externally at him knowing yet another secret of hers. “You really have figured out a lot about me, huh?”

“I knew something had changed after watching you fight Aven at Sir Oswald’s,” he said, not bothering to deny her words. “I even told you I’d never seen a human move or fight like you, let alone hold their own against a Meyarin.”

“You didn’t demand answers,” Alex said, remembering how he’d let it go but made her promise to ask for help if she needed it. Softly, she added, “I was really grateful for that.”

Kaiden offered a one-shouldered shrug. “To answer your question about that night, and calm your earlier fears about my hypothetical megalomania,”—he still looked way too amused by that—“while my gift means I can potentially do a lot, I also have some strict limitations.”

Alex just looked at him, waiting for him to go on.

“It’s extremely challenging for me to use the gifts of others,” he admitted. “It requires a great deal of concentration if I want to have any kind of control.” He waved a hand around the campus. “Akarnae students study for years just to learn how to manage their own, single gift. Now multiply that by how many abilities I can choose between and you’ll have an idea of how much discipline it takes for me to control what I can do.”

“Sounds exhausting,” Alex guessed.

“It is,” he confirmed. “Depending on the particular ability I use, it can drain my energy very quickly. So I have to be careful what I do and for how long.”

Alex nodded, knowing from people like Jordan and Skyla how keeping some gifts activated took effort and became tiring after a while.

“I can also only use one gift at a time,” Kaiden said. “I can’t read someone’s mind while also using Jordan’s transcendence, for example. It’s one or the other.”

Alex nodded again, since that made sense.

“So, that night at Sir Oswald’s,” Kaiden continued, “once we figured out something had gone wrong, I decided that using Hunter’s perception and awareness gift was the best way to go, so that when Declan and I did burst in ‘all guns blazing’, I knew exactly where to shoot off a few Stabiliser rounds to drop people before that telekinetic woman caught us in her grip. But unfortunately,” he added, “I didn’t know about the nullifying woman who stopped me from then being able to do anything else after that.”

“Why didn’t you just steal Lena’s gift and turn it back around on her?” Alex asked, pulling her coat tighter around her body. “Nullify her nullification? Then the others could have been freed from her grip, too.”

Kaiden shook his head. “I can only take on someone’s gift by physically touching them, and that night was the first time I’d ever encountered her.” He let out a sound of frustration. “I wish I’d had a chance to steal her ability, though. Then I’d be able to stop what she’s doing now.”

Alex peered at him in curiosity and repeated, “What she’s doing… now?”

Kaiden cocked his head to the side. “You don’t know?”

Even more curious, she asked, “Know what?”

He looked astonished. “I thought you were close to the headmaster?”

Not sure what that had to do with anything, Alex said, “I am.”

Kaiden just continued looking at her in surprise. “Then he didn’t tell you how he and others both at the academy and out in the rest of the world are being targeted by Lena? How they’re unable to use their abilities because she’s neutralising them?”

Alex paled. “What are you talking about?”

“She has to know the person and the specific gift they have in order to stop them, but some people’s abilities, like Marselle’s, are common knowledge,” Kaiden informed. “He, as well as a stack of others, have been blocked for months now.”

Alex’s stomach plummeted as she thought again of Lena nullifying D.C.’s gift—and she wondered how she’d never considered the possibility that others were being targeted as well.

“I thought you knew,” Kaiden said. “Without Lena’s interference, Marselle and his supernatural wisdom would have been way ahead of Aven and his plans by now.”

That explained so much. It explained why Darrius was so full of doubt, so concerned for Alex, and so hesitant to speak up amongst the other teachers to force a plan of action. He was used to being guided by his gift, but now he couldn’t even access it.

“I didn’t know,” Alex said quietly. “Who else is Lena targeting?”

“I’m not sure,” Kaiden answered, “but I think a few of the teachers, as well as some of the higher ups in the military. Jeera’s mentioned some Warden friends who haven’t been able to use their abilities for a while now, too.”

“Is she…?”

“She’s fine,” Kaiden assured her. “Lena doesn’t know about Jeera’s gift.”

Alex toed the snow with her boot. “And you? Does Lena—does Aven—know what you can do?”

“Are you kidding?” Kaiden laughed. “At the risk of sounding arrogant, Aven would have tried to Claim me long before now if that were true.”

“But at Sir Oswald’s, Lena nullified you. And Aven—he recognised your name. He knew you were training with Athora.”

“Firstly, Lena was in close range then—her ability acted like a blanket over everyone in that room without her needing to know personal specifics,” Kaiden said. “And secondly, very few people in this world know who Athora is. Those who have heard of him tend to believe the rumours that he is highly proficient in the mind arts. That’s true, but Aven is one of a very small list who know there is much more to Athora—more than you or I will ever know.”

Mr. Mystery Man strikes again, Alex thought mildly, wondering if she’d ever learn any of Athora’s secrets.

“But Aven is also condescending enough that, even though he knows exactly the kinds of things Athora might teach a student, he would never imagine Athora would deign to share those things with what Aven considers to be a lowly human.”

“I’m not sure I’m following,” Alex admitted after a pause, sensing there was more.

“My aunt is the commander over the entirety of Medora’s human intelligence and armed forces,” Kaiden said, shoving his hands in his pockets. “From the moment Jeera and I could form coherent thoughts, we were both trained to protect our minds from gift manipulation. To guard our secrets—and any secrets we might overhear deliberately or by accident.”

Alex recalled how Signa had been frustrated when he’d been unable to read Kaiden’s mind, something she’d wondered about at the time but later forgotten.

“The rumours circulating about Athora are, predominantly, that he is the most adept instructor for anyone wanting to learn how to fortify their mental defences,” Kaiden said. “So you’re right—Aven had heard of me. But since Signa couldn’t read me, Aven concluded that Athora was teaching me how to protect against mental manipulation. He was blinded by his contempt for humans and didn’t once consider that I might be training with Athora for other reasons, as well.”

“So…” Alex summed up what she really wanted to know. “He doesn’t know about you?”

Kaiden chuckled and confirmed, “He doesn’t know about me.”

She nodded once. “Good. Let’s try and keep it that way.”

Drawing his hand from his pocket, Kaiden reached out and curled his arm around Alex’s shoulders, pulling her close and leading her forward along the path once more. “I can promise you that’s my intention.”

“Good,” she somehow managed to utter, despite being wholly distracted by his new, unexpected proximity.

“Do you have any other questions before we freeze to death or reach eavesdropping ears?” Kaiden asked.

Alex struggled to think of anything while she was held so closely against him. Even through their layers of clothing, she felt the comfort of his heat enveloping her. And that smell—how could he possibly smell so good? She was certain she must reek of wood smoke after sitting in front of Athora’s fireplace for the last few hours. Never before had she wished so much for a change of clothes and a bottle of instant shampoo.

“Alex?”

She glanced sideways at him. “Huh?”

Kaiden pressed his lips together in what she knew was an attempt to repress a smile. “Any other questions?” he repeated.

“Oh, uh… No,” she said, somewhat dazed. Then she came to her senses and cried, much louder than was necessary given the lack of distance between them, “Wait! There is something else.”

“You’ve got about thirty seconds before we hit the dorm building,” Kaiden said, and she took that as an invitation to continue.

“A’enara,” she said. “You told me you’d learned something.”

“I also said you probably already know most of it by now,” Kaiden reminded her. “It’s frustrating how little information I’ve managed to find.” He paused before correcting, “Or rather, how little verifiable information.”

“Verifiable?”

“That weapon of yours is drowning in legend,” Kaiden said. “Many of the stories I’ve uncovered are so outrageous that it’s impossible to tell fact from fiction.”

“That doesn’t surprise me,” Alex mumbled, knowing how strange her magical blade was.

“I do know that it was created by the Tia Aurans back before they banished the Meyarins to Medora.” He paused to ask, “You know who they are, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, from what I’ve gathered, A’enara goes by several names. The Sword of the Stars, the Bringer of Light, the Blade of Glory—”

“And the Weapon of the Ages,” Alex cut in, already knowing this.

“And one final name,” Kaiden said when she didn’t add more. “The Balance of Power.”

That one, Alex hadn’t heard before. “What do you think that last one means?”

She felt him shrug, given that his arm was still wrapped around her. “Beats me. But amid all the mythological hyperbole, the name A’enara was synonymous with another name, both used together frequently in ancient texts.”

“What name?”

“Vae’varka.”

“Vay-eh-var-kuh.” Alex repeated his pronunciation, the word feeling unpleasant on her tongue. “What is it? This… Vae’varka? Is it a person? A Tia Auran? A Meyarin?”

Kaiden shifted his grip on her shoulder but didn’t remove his arm. If anything, he was now even closer than before. “I’m sorry, Alex, but I don’t know. There were even less documented notes about Vae’varka than A’enara.”

Alex sighed. “Another dead end.”

“Maybe not,” Kaiden said, giving her a squeeze. “I still have a few sources left to try. Something might turn up.”

Alex didn’t place much hope in his success. If Aven-of-the-past hadn’t been able to tell her much about it, she doubted Kaiden would be able to dredge up anything useful. And when it came down to it, as long as A’enara continued to save her life, she didn’t really need to know the weapon’s secrets. She was simply curious.

But despite all that, she still mumbled her thanks as they entered the dorm building and he escorted her to her room.

Long after they’d said goodnight, she still felt the phantom embrace of his arm wrapped tightly around her as she drifted off to sleep.
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“Are you guys ready for this?” Alex asked the next morning.

She, Jordan, Bear and D.C. were standing in the Library’s corridor of doors where Sir Camden had told her to go when she was ready to visit the ‘old kingdoms’ of Medora—or the ‘yonderlands’, as he’d also referred to them, though she would never repeat that word aloud.

“Is that a trick question?” Jordan asked, bouncing on his feet.

It was nice to see him so animated after everything he’d been through, but still…

“This isn’t meant to be fun, Jordan,” D.C. said with mild but still clear reproof. “What we’re doing is important.”

“I’m aware of that,” Jordan returned, no less excited. “But can you honestly tell me you’re not looking forward to this? Just a little bit?”

Bear jumped in and added, “It’s not every day that humans set foot in Nialas.”

“That’s because we value life,” D.C. pointed out. “And I hear drowning is one of the worst ways to go.”

D.C.’s concerns were valid. Nialas was the Flips’ capital city and part of the Undersea Islands. By definition alone, ‘undersea’ implied enough cause for alarm—that being because the home of the Flips was, indeed, underwater.

But Alex also knew from her Species Distinction class, as well as her refresher meeting with the teachers earlier in the week, that the Flips were capable of breathing in both atmospheric and aquatic conditions. Despite being more amphibious than humanoid, they needed oxygen to survive. Kind of like whales, or at least that’s how she compared them in her mind. Because of that, their underwater municipalities were pressurised and contained, like massive air bubble cities deep in the ocean.

“Don’t be such a princess,” Bear said with a teasing grin, nudging D.C. in the ribs. “Your parents have travelled to Nialas, haven’t they? They clearly survived the trip. We’re going to be fine.”

“It’s still not meant to be fun,” she repeated, grumbling slightly—most likely from the ‘princess’ dig.

“Then we’ll do our best to act mature and avoid asking if they have a waterslide theme park we can visit while we’re down there,” Jordan promised, somehow managing to keep a straight face. “As hard as that will be.”

D.C. pursed her lips and, from way too much outsider experience over the last few days, Alex knew that if she didn’t intervene, Jordan would take that as an invitation to kiss his girlfriend, so she quickly said, “I guess this means we’re good to go, right?”

“Right,” Bear said.

“Right!” Jordan agreed.

“… Right,” came D.C.’s less eager but still willing response.

Alex nodded and did what only she could by calling out to the Library and asking, “Can you please show us the way to Nialas?”

As Sir Camden had promised, the corridor had only a few doorways in it this time, considerably less than when she had been wandering it with the knight, so Alex was able to see when a door clicked open only a few feet along from where they stood.

“I guess that’s our stop,” Alex said, walking forward. Only, when she arrived and was close enough to see through the doorway, she realised they might have a problem.

“So,” Jordan said, peering over her shoulder. “Anyone bring a snorkel?”

Alex stared through the barrier separating the corridor from the outside, seeing nothing but deep, dark water. Intrigued, she moved her hand over the threshold only to have her fingers come back dripping wet.

“Let’s try this again,” she murmured, taking a step backwards. Louder, she called out to the Library again, “It’s nice to see you have a sense of humour, but how about a doorway so that we can reach Nialas? Preferably without having to grow flippers and gills first.”

Alex could have sworn she heard a quiet chuckle echo in her ears as another doorway opened a few more feet away. This one, Alex was relieved to discover, led to somewhere above ground.

“I know that place,” D.C. said as she looked ahead of Alex. “It’s the harbour at Tryllin. We could have just used a Bubbledoor if we’d known that’s where we have to go.”

Alex squinted through the door and, sure enough, she recognised the seaside boardwalk the two of them had walked along just a few months ago, the day after D.C.’s seventeenth birthday.

“Either way, no drowning for us,” Bear said with a satisfied nod.

“Not yet, anyway,” Jordan said, his tone way too cheerful given the subject matter.

Hoping she wouldn’t regret bringing friends along with her—and so far, the verdict was still out on that one—Alex stepped into the bright Tryllin sunshine. The moment they were all through the doorway and shielding against the sudden glare, a new voice spoke up.

“I was beginning to wonder if you would ever arrive.”

Whirling around, Alex was beyond shocked to see Jeera leaning casually against the harbour railing.

“Um…” Alex mumbled, having no idea what to say. “Hey?”

“This is so not good,” D.C. whispered, attempting to hide her royal self behind Jordan.

Alex feared her roommate just might be right.

“So, uh, what are you doing here, Jeera?” she asked when the Warden didn’t respond to her hesitant greeting.

“I could ask you the same question, Alex, but we both already know the answer to that.”

Alex decided to drop the act. “I know I was told to stand down, to just wait and see what Aven does. But I’m sorry, Jeera, I can’t do that. And if you try to stop me…”

She trailed off, not knowing how to finish her sentence. While she was confident she could take Jeera in a fight, that didn’t mean she wanted to.

“I’m not here to stop you,” Jeera said, pushing off from the railing. “I’m here to help you.”

That brought Alex up short. Until another new voice filled the air, increasing her surprise tenfold.

“You know, when you have a family member in the ISDS, it kind of makes sense to get in touch with them if you plan on meeting with any of the other races. Especially when that person is currently on assignment as a human ambassador for the Flips.”

Alex’s head whipped sideways to see Bear’s brother moving towards them with powerful strides, his light brown hair ruffling in the breeze.

“Blake!” Bear cried, his face paling. “What are—I mean—Uh—” He stopped and then tried again. “You didn’t tell Mum about this, did you?”

“Are you serious?” Blake asked. “She would have grounded you for life.”

Bear waited, and then said, “That’s a no, right?”

Shaking his head—whether in amusement or exasperation, Alex wasn’t sure—Blake moved to Jeera’s side.

“Can someone please tell me what’s going on here?” Alex asked.

“I spoke with Kaiden last night,” Jeera said.

Alex froze, fearing what might come out of her mouth next. But she needn’t have worried.

“I don’t usually let people know what my gift is, for the obvious reasons which I believe you now have some understanding of,” Jeera said, and Alex knew she meant Lena and her long-distance nullifying ability. “While my brother had an uncharacteristic moment of sharing, I’m glad you know, since that’ll make it easier for you to accept when I say I had a feeling you’d be coming out here today.”

Jeera’s words were evasive, yet also telling enough to reveal her intuition had clued her in to Alex’s plans.

“The problem is, as of three days ago, the Flips closed their borders to uninvited visitors,” Jeera continued. “The only humans who are allowed access to the Undersea Islands right now are those who have gone through the official channels to orchestrate a meeting.”

“People like me,” Blake jumped in, “who have a legitimate excuse for actually being there. You know, since it’s my job to liaise with the other races.”

Alex could have kicked herself. Blake’s work with the Inter-Species Diplomatic Service meant he should have been one of the first people she’d consulted for advice on the other races, but she’d never once considered asking anyone other than her teachers. She realised now how shortsighted she’d been, how unprepared she truly was.

With a pointed look, Blake’s next words mirrored Alex’s thoughts as he said, “You really should have come to me, since I’m guessing you have no idea what you’re doing.”

“We know a bit,” Jordan defended. “Just not… all the bits.”

“Like the bit about the closed borders,” D.C. mumbled, still huddling behind Jordan, for all the good it did her.

Jeera sighed. “I’m not going to drag you back to your parents, Princess. You don’t have to hide.”

D.C. looked torn between wanting to trust the Warden and questioning whether she could. She also flicked worried eyes towards Blake, but he didn’t react to the royal title, showing that he already knew her identity. Hesitantly, she stepped out from Jordan’s shadow and, true to her word, Jeera didn’t pounce.

Instead, the Warden turned back to Alex and said, “Once I realised you were coming today, I asked Blake to make a few holo-calls. He’s organised a meeting with the Clan—the leaders of the Flips—claiming that a delegation of humans have something urgent to report.”

“I’m probably going to lose my job for this,” Blake said, aiming a not-so-happy look towards Bear, as if it were solely his brother’s fault, even if only by association. “Or at least be put on suspension until I can prove it was for a good cause.” His gaze softened considerably as he looked at Jeera, wrapping an arm around her waist. “You’re lucky I think you’re worth the trouble I’m going to face once I get back.”

When Jeera smiled brightly and pushed up to kiss him lightly on the lips, Alex, while surprised by this unknown development, still struggled to resist melting at the sweetness of the moment.

Bear, on the other hand, made a strangled-sounding noise, revealing that he had also missed the memo about Blake and Jeera being… well, Blake and Jeera.

Hearing the sound, Blake turned to his brother with a half grin. “You need to check in with me more often, little bro.”

“I saw you two weeks ago!” Bear spluttered. He waved a hand between the two of them. “How long has this been going on?”

Blake looked thoughtfully at Jeera and answered, “A few months, give or take. But we’ve been keeping it under the radar. I didn’t say anything when we were home for Kaldoras because I didn’t want to risk Mum or Gammy overhearing. Can you imagine?”

Bear’s shoulders relaxed and a hint of a smile touched his lips. “Mum would’ve started designing the wedding dress.”

“And Gammy would have begun experimenting with cake recipes,” Blake said.

Jordan smacked his lips together. “Mmm. Wedding cake made by Gammy. I’m happy to volunteer as a taste tester. Anytime, day or night.”

Jeera, Alex noticed, looked partly amused and partly terrified at the unanticipated marriage talk. Considering she’d only been with Blake for a few months, Alex didn’t blame her and decided to intervene before the Ronnigan boys and Jordan made the young Warden run for the hills.

“So this meeting that you may or may not lose your job over,” Alex said, redirecting the conversation. “When is it?”

Blake pulled his ComTCD from his jeans and checked the time. “I told them we’d be finished with them before lunch. Flips are notorious for napping in the afternoon, so the sooner we go, the more time we’ll have and the better their attention spans will be.”

“Plus, the sooner you get out of here, the less chance there’ll be of someone trying to stop you,” Jeera put in. “Advisor Jaxon’s on a war path against you, Alex. He’s determined that you’re just telling tall tales to get attention, and he’s warned both the increased military scouts and the Wardens to keep an eye out for you.”

Frustrated, Alex had nothing she could say in response that would be anywhere near appropriate to verbalise in public.

“Fortunately, Commander Nisha has more sway over them than Jaxon does,” Jeera said, her blue eyes twinkling. “And my aunt seems to like you, Alex. Which means, should you be recognised, your spotter just might be willing to turn the other way.”

Alex felt her own smile grow. “Is that what you’re doing, Jeera? Turning the other way?”

Jeera laughed. “Goodness, no. I’m actively disobeying direct orders by helping you. I’m also breaking about a thousand secrecy regulations by bringing Blake into the fold.” She tilted her head and finished, “And, of course, exploiting him in the process.”

“Then why…?” Alex trailed off, but she didn’t have to finish her question for Jeera to understand.

“Drock spoke with you, didn’t he?” When Alex nodded, Jeera continued, “He offered you assistance in his way, now I’m doing the same for you in mine. I’m sure he would have mentioned that our hands are tied, politically. But even the king and queen wish we could do more.” Jeera gestured to Blake. “This is me doing more.”

“Technically, it’s me doing more,” Blake said dryly.

“And you’ll receive my gratitude for it,” Jeera told him sweetly, before pointedly finishing, “later.”

Grinning at her and ignoring Bear’s gagging sound, Blake looked back at Alex and said, “I presume you know what you’re going to say once we get there?”

Alex decided not to admit that she had no idea and intended on winging it. “Sure.”

He nodded once and pressed a kiss to Jeera’s temple before releasing her. “Right, then. Let’s signal our transport.”

Intrigued, Alex watched as he pulled what looked like a glowing piece of coral from his leather jacket and tossed it over the railing and into the ocean.

“No one can know I had anything to do with this, so I need to go before your escort arrives,” Jeera said, looking to where the coral had submerged. She then turned serious eyes to Alex and whispered, “Good luck,” before she threw a Bubbler vial to the ground and stepped through it.

Seconds later, the water started bubbling. Great, heaving gasps of air rippled across the ocean until a vessel rose up from the deep. About the size of a large car, it was spherical in shape and fully transparent, like a glass dome bobbing to the surface. Upon closer inspection, Alex could see the bottom surface was flat, making her liken it to a human-sized snow globe.

In the centre of the vessel stood a female Flip, her luminescent green skin splashed with bright orange tribal markings. She was covered just enough to be considered decent, with clothes made entirely from seaweed, shells, coral and other oceanic matter, including what looked like live starfish attached to her webbed hands and feet.

“Ambassador Blake,” the Flip said in a timid voice, a foreign but not unpleasant lilt to her tone. “Is your delegation ready for passage?”

“Yes, thank you, Glyn,” Blake said as he fiddled with a latch on the railing that Alex hadn’t noticed before, revealing a small gate that swung inwards.

As he did so, the Flip—Glyn—bent down and ran her fingers along the vessel’s floor, and a moment later, the transparent dome over the top dissipated, leaving only the base she was standing on. With the upper barrier now gone, Blake moved through the gate and jumped down onto the invisible platform beside her, balancing his weight when it rocked slightly in the water.

“The first step’s the hardest,” he called up to them. “But this thing”—he stomped his foot on the bottom of the globe—“is as solid as a rock, so don’t be afraid.”

Alex’s frequent use of the invisible Valispath meant she wasn’t the least bit daunted at the thought of dropping barely a few feet down onto the glass-like vessel, and she did so without hesitation. Her friends followed her lead without needing more coaxing, since they too had travelled on the Eternal Path, if not as much as she had.

Blake seemed disappointed by their lack of fear, almost as if he’d been hoping for more of a dramatic reaction. Alex had to hide her smile at the thought of him experiencing the Valispath for himself and thus realising why they weren’t fazed by the sea transport.

“Is everyone ready?” Glyn asked in her timid, accented voice.

“My companions have never travelled by Airlock before,” Blake said, “and no matter how many times I make the journey, it never sits well with me. Can we trouble you for some aegon before we depart?”

Glyn tugged what looked like a strand of seaweed from her already minimalistic skirt, handing it to Blake.

“Cheers,” he said, tossing her a winning smile, to which the poor Flip appeared flustered in response and hurried to drop down and press her hand against the floor of the globe again. Instantly, the sheen of the transparent dome rematerialised over their heads, and the vessel began its descent into the water at an incredible speed.

“Chew on this,” Blake said, shredding the aegon into five pieces and handing them to Alex and her friends, keeping one for himself. “It’ll help stave off any pressure sickness.”

Alex looked dubiously at the slimy, brownish offering, not at all thrilled by the idea of putting the foreign weed in her mouth.

“The Undersea Islands are deep on the ocean floor,” Blake explained, reading her hesitation. “The cities themselves are protected by compression fields, but the journey there and back is swift enough to be taxing on the human body.” He nodded encouragingly towards the weed in her hand. “Take it, or I can guarantee you’ll experience what feels like the worst migraine imaginable once we resurface.”

Trusting him, Alex placed the aegon in her mouth, gagging at the salty flavour. She could manage barely three chews before she had to swallow the rest of it whole, but at least the deed was done.

Satisfied, Blake gave a chin jerk, gesturing for her to follow his gaze, and she did so, her eyes widening as she realised just how rapidly they were moving underwater.

Their glass-like vessel offered a crystal clear view, but since the surface was now impossibly far above them thanks to their unprecedented speed, there wasn’t much to see with such little light filtering so deep into the water. But that didn’t mean there was nothing to see, especially when they reached the ocean floor and continued along it in a stream of movement.

Flashes of sea creatures in all sizes flew past Alex’s vision, from tiny luminescent fish to large, sharp-toothed beasts she didn’t want to know the names of, let alone encounter outside of the Airlock vessel. Underwater landmarks came and went, along with large caverns rising up from and descending into the ocean floor. There were coral reefs and gaping chasms and even a long-abandoned wreck of some ginormous vessel. It was like a whole new world, and Alex was mesmerised by it.

Finally, their transport began to slow from what felt like warp speed to something much more appropriate for sightseeing as they approached a ledge in the sea shelf. When the drop-off area spanned out in front of them, all Alex could do was gape at the vision before her.

Resting on the lowered ocean floor were what looked like hundreds, maybe thousands of glass domes, all like upside-down goldfish bowls. They ranged in size from being large enough to fit a house, to large enough to fit the entire campus of Akarnae. And Alex could see this, because inside each of the spheres were softly illuminated buildings, sometimes just one or two, sometimes a whole spread of them in various shapes and sizes. All of these spheres were connected to a massive central dome by transparent, interlinking bridge-tunnels—a central dome their Airlock vessel was heading directly towards.

Flashes of architecture whirled by Alex’s vision as they sailed through the underwater city, allowing her to compare the buildings to something that might have been found in Ancient Greece; pillars and arches and enough splendour for her to liken what she was seeing as the Medoran equivalent of the mythical Atlantis.

It was, in a word, breathtaking.

“Welcome to Nialas,” Blake said, breaking into her reverie. “The capital of the Undersea Islands.”
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“Please prepare for docking,” Glyn said, and even though her voice remained timid, it still seemed loud to Alex’s ears, so engrossed as she was by the domed city.

“This is beyond cool,” Jordan whispered, his tone reverent.

Alex looked over at her friends and noted the marvel on their faces as they took in the view all around them.

“This place… just… wow,” Bear said, unable to articulate more than that.

As for D.C., she could only nod in agreement, her eyes full of awe.

Alex turned back to watch through the glass as they made their approach for ‘docking’. The Airlock vessel slowed further as they glided towards the central dome, the speed now allowing Alex to note the figures inside the transparent spheres surrounding them. Green-skinned Flips with all different coloured tribal markings walked within the domes and along the glass tunnels between them, going about their business as if living thousands of feet underwater was a normal everyday experience. For them, it was, but even seeing it with her own eyes, Alex struggled to believe it.

Even more fascinating to watch were the Flips outside the domes, swimming through the ocean like finless merpeople, using their webbed hands and feet as easily as flippers as they moved casually between any domes that lacked connection tunnels.

“Docking in three…” Glyn said, “two… one.”

Alex had forgotten the Flip’s earlier instruction to prepare, but she needn’t have worried, since docking merely involved the Airlock flying into the mouth of a smaller sphere just off to the side of the central dome, lowering until it rested on the transparent base. Alex barely jolted as they came to a stop, her attention focused on Glyn as she ran her webbed fingers along the floor of their transport again. The Flip’s actions prompted the open mouth of the sphere to become sealed as if by an invisible shield, making it just as whole as all the others they had passed during their journey. A final swipe of Glyn’s fingers had the trapped water draining away until, within a matter of seconds, the space surrounding them was filled with nothing but air.

Apparently satisfied that they would be able to breathe outside the safety of their Airlock vessel, Glyn deactivated the barrier around their transport. It disappeared instantly, with the outer sphere now their only protection from the weight of the ocean.

“At the risk of repeating myself…” Jordan said, his eyes full of wonder. “Cool!”

“If you’ll please follow me, Ambassador Blake,” Glyn said shyly, “I’ll deliver you and your fellow representatives to the Clan.”

Blake trailed behind Glyn as she led the way through one of the interconnecting tunnels leading towards the central dome, with Alex and her friends following closely at their heels.

“Back where I’m from,” Alex whispered to D.C. at her side, “they have these aquarium parks where you can walk through glass tunnels in manmade underwater environments and watch the sea life swim all around your heads.” She paused to watch a school of strange, glowing fish flit past the transparent barrier. “Those aquariums have nothing on this.”

D.C. appeared to be so amazed that she wasn’t able to utter a response.

Once they reached the central dome, Glyn led them past structures that could easily have been plucked straight from the legend of Mount Olympus itself and relocated deep under the ocean. The architecture was undisturbed by time or decay, with white marble decorated by gold laurel wreaths and vines painted in whirls and spirals overhead and underfoot.

Their Flip escort only brought them to a stop when they reached a massive tower-like pillar streaming right up to the top of the dome, and it was there that she asked them all to step inside a circle marked out on the marble floor.

As soon as they were all in place, a mini dome appeared around them and lifted them off the ground, like a spherical glass elevator.

Higher and higher they moved up the pillar, with D.C. giving a faint groan and even Bear murmuring his concerns about how safe their bubble-like elevator was.

Repressing a smile at their distress, Alex locked eyes with Blake and saw that he wasn’t trying to hide his humour, but rather grinning wickedly. He sent her a sly wink, knowing she was just as amused.

When they reached the top, Alex was transfixed by the sight of the city stretched out at their feet. Nialas appeared all the more incredible from the bird’s-eye view their position at its centre afforded. She only tore her eyes away when Glyn cleared her throat, gesturing for them to follow her into a glass-walled, circular room that spanned the very top of the tower.

In the centre of the room sat four Flips, two male, two female, behind a marble bench, all of whom were staring unblinkingly at Alex and her friends.

Feeling like she’d entered an underwater courtroom, Alex looked to Blake for guidance, but her focus moved to Glyn when she left them to take the only remaining seat behind the bench.

The five Flips all looked at each other and began to make humming noises in the back of their throats. Alex realised they were communicating, but her inner translator wasn’t interpreting the hums, which meant Xiraxus had never learned their language. Not surprising, since they lived underwater and he in the clouds. But that left Alex feeling fidgety as she waited, thankful when the hums stopped and the Flips faced forward again.

“We offer greetings to you and your fellow representatives, Ambassador Blake,” said the male with yellow tribal markings seated in the centre of the five.

Looking at him more closely, Alex realised that she knew him. He’d come to the academy last year and spoken to her Species Distinction class.

“Tork?” she said, remembering his name and unable to contain her surprise enough to wonder if there was some kind of etiquette she should be following.

The Flip—Tork—looked at her with bright, thoughtful eyes. “You are a student at Akarnae.” His gaze swept over D.C., Jordan and Bear. “You all are.”

Shocked that he remembered them, Alex only nodded.

“What, may I ask, are you doing here?”

It was exactly the opener Alex needed, but now that she was before them, she didn’t know where to start.

She turned helpless eyes to Blake and he, fortunately, took the lead.

“Honourable members of the Clan,” he said, “I would like to introduce you to my companions: Alexandra Jennings, Jordan Sparker, Barnold Ronnigan and Del—uh, Deluh Coselle.”

Blake’s near slip with D.C.’s name would have been entertaining if it hadn’t been so potentially catastrophic. With their visit risking political complications, the last thing Alex needed was for the Flips to know the human princess was one of their number.

“Warm greetings to you, representatives,” the other male said with a polite dip of his head, his blue tribal markings complementing his luminescent green skin. “I am Neiko, and these are my fellow Clan leaders, Ayva and Eefi,”—he motioned to the two unknown females, one who had pink markings and the other purple—“and of course, you already know Tork and Glyn.”

Alex bowed her head in turn with each consecutive introduction, wondering at the end why Glyn—a leader of her people—had been sent to collect them in person. But perhaps that was the way of the Flips; she didn’t want to risk asking and appearing more naïve than she already was.

“Thank you for agreeing to meet with us on such short notice,” Alex said, stepping forward. She was grateful that there were no other chairs in the room since she was already looking up at them, seated as they were behind the tall, judicial bench. It would have been even more intimidating had she been asked to sit.

“Vee ver led to believe zer vas an urgent matter zhat needed our attenzion,” Ayva said, her words heavily accented. “But you are no more zhan younglings. Students, still, if vhat I ’ear is correct.”

“I assure you, what I have to say is urgent, and it does need your attention,” Alex said, her tone careful but also firm. “My age shouldn’t factor into my credibility as a witness.”

“And yet, you come in ’ere already mizleading uz to believe you are reprezentatives of your people,” Ayva said, “vhen you are nozhing but children to zhem.”

Before Alex could offer a defence, Blake jumped in.

“Clan leaders, you have known me for a number of years now,” he said, stepping up beside Alex. “My companions may seem young, so I understand you might not be inclined to trust them. However, I’m asking you to trust me. What they have to say is of vital importance. Please listen to them.”

Humming arose as the Flips looked at each other and communicated in their wordless language. A minute or so passed before they turned forward again.

It was Eefi who addressed them next, her voice almost as timid as Glyn’s. “Speak, humans, and we shall listen.”

Releasing the breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding, Alex felt D.C. reach out to quickly squeeze her hand in support. It was enough to give her the courage to begin her tale.
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“So it wasn’t a total win.”

Alex looked up at Jordan who was sitting across from her in the food court and said, “It wasn’t any kind of win. I’m surprised they didn’t make us swim back up to the surface, considering how fast they wanted us out of there.”

She picked at her food, frustrated by the failure of their morning. While the Flips had accepted her announcement that Aven was now ruling Meya, they didn’t see how that was any concern to them, given that their city was protected so deep beneath the ocean. As such, they had been wholly unreceptive to her warnings, even so far as humming out their laughter—something Alex hadn’t needed a translator to understand.

No matter how hard she’d tried to convince them, they were confident in their own safety. And because of that, they weren’t willing to so much as entertain the idea of providing support should the time come when it was needed.

“We are a careful race, Alexandra Jennings,” Tork, the most diplomatic of the five Clan leaders, had said. “We avoid enmity at all costs. That requires us to avoid meddling in the affairs of others. I am sorry, but we cannot help you.”

When D.C. had cautiously stepped forward and asked what they would do if Aven did target them, the Flips had all laughed again, with Ayva saying, “Zhat vill not ’appen.”

Her certainty had alarmed Alex. The only thing worse than them not respecting her warnings was if they ignored them entirely. But short of screaming at them to wake up and look outside their goldfish bowls, there was seemingly nothing Alex could do to convince them they were in danger.

The only thing that helped ease her concern, if slightly, was that once they’d returned to the Tryllin harbour after a silent, miserable trip back in the Airlock, Glyn had caught Alex’s eye and visibly summoned the courage to speak.

“My brethren speak true when they say we are a careful race,” the Flip had said, her timidity even more acute with Alex’s full attention on her. “We’ve heard whispers of a coming threat which is why we closed our borders. We are nothing but cautious, and despite what you believe, your warnings will be taken to heart. I’m sorry we cannot offer more.”

Alex had been grateful for the Flip’s acknowledgement, even if the result wasn’t what she would have liked. She only hoped Medora’s other three most powerful races would be more willing to ally themselves with the humans—or at least consider her warnings to be more urgent.

“Chin up, Alex,” Bear said, passing her a bowl of ice cream. “So the Flips weren’t all that fired up to jump on board—it’s not the end of the world.”

Alex winced, and she heard Bear give a hiss of pain when the table jerked after either D.C. or Jordan had presumably kicked him in the shin.

“Bad choice of words, mate,” Jordan murmured.

Leaning down to rub his leg, Bear sent a scowl towards D.C.—his apparent attacker—before arguing, “Maybe so. But think about it. If they’re as careful as they claim, they wouldn’t be much use fighting Aven and his army, anyway. They’d be just as likely to run back to their ocean and swim as far away as possible.”

Perhaps Bear was right, but Alex still wished the morning had produced more encouraging results.

“At least we don’t have to worry about them reporting us or Blake to my parents and their council,” D.C. said. “One of the benefits of them not taking us seriously.”

That much was true; it was one of the few positive outcomes of their morning. The Clan had let them off with a warning, claiming they wouldn’t be lodging any formal complaints with the ISDS. Alex and her friends, along with Blake and Jeera, were in the clear.

“It can only get better from here, right?” Jordan encouraged, swiping Alex’s ice cream when he realised she wasn’t going to eat it. “We’ve got Maroo next. And we know the Jarnocks are anything but timid and careful. I’m sure this afternoon will go much better.”

Alex’s only experience with the Jarnocks was again from Species Distinction, when one of them named Mareek had visited the class. The small, dirt-covered man had remained behind a barrier during his stay because, while he had mostly been civil and happily answered questions about his race, he had also started screaming at them on a whim in between shooting poisonous darts.

As Jordan had said, if the rest of the Jarnocks were anything like Mareek, then they would definitely be neither timid nor careful. And perhaps that was exactly what Alex—and humankind—needed.

The only extra knowledge Alex had learned from her meeting with her teachers was that the tree dwellers’ canopy city, Maroo, was located on a small island to the northwest of Tryllin. The entire island was warded against Bubbledoor entry, meaning the only way to get there was with a transport vessel. Alex was confident the Library would offer her direct access to Maroo without needing a vessel, but the teachers—Darrius in particular—had warned her to take note of where the door they arrived through was located in order to travel back using it, otherwise she and her friends would be stranded without the means to return.

Alex had promised she would do so, and while she wasn’t worried per se, she was certainly on edge about how their afternoon would proceed.

“Here’s the plan,” she said to her friends. “One hour from now, we’ll meet in the Library’s foyer and head straight to Maroo. Fingers crossed we’ll have a better outcome than this morning.”

“Fingers crossed you still have fingers to cross once Kyia and Zain are through chewing you out,” D.C. said, spooning up some of Alex’s—now Jordan’s—ice cream.

Alex cringed, fully agreeing with D.C.’s statement.

The reason she and her friends weren’t heading to Maroo straight away was because as soon as they’d arrived back from Nialas, Alex had found a note on her bed in Kyia’s elegant script: three words, followed by her name.

Where are you? – Kyia.

The note, Alex knew, wasn’t referring to her Saturday morning location. Instead, Kyia wanted to know where Alex had been all week. But between her morning and evening training sessions, not to mention her actual academy classes during the day, Alex simply hadn’t had the time to return to Draekora.

Desperate to keep her training with both Niyx and Athora a secret, Alex knew she needed to visit her Meyarin friends and ease their minds. She also wanted to keep them from seeking her out again, since she was concerned Kyia had left Roka’s side to deliver her note. She wouldn’t have done that if they weren’t worried—or very, very annoyed.

“One hour. Foyer,” Alex repeated to her friends, not responding to D.C.’s comment lest she give away her own apprehension.

After receiving their nods of agreement, she took off and swung by her dorm to collect the laendra she’d hidden in her wardrobe—to avoid having to explain to D.C. where, and who, it came from—and headed directly to the Library.

As soon as she stepped through the doorway to Draekora, she headed swiftly towards Roka’s tent, not making eye contact with any of the Meyarins wandering around the settlement. She made it to her destination without being attacked this time, and didn’t hesitate before entering.

The moment she did, she realised she should have found a way to announce herself first. Because inside the tent, Kyia and Zain were in the middle of a yelling match that had been soundproofed by the Myrox.

… And they weren’t alone.
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Three others were in the tent, all of whom turned silent at the sight of her—and all of whom were on the royal council.

The first was Loro Gaiel, who glared daggers at Alex upon her unannounced entry.

The second was Loro Roathus of House Lorenn, who she had first met during a formal dinner with the royal family in present-day Meya. Even after Alex’s weeks spent wandering the ancient city and meeting those inhabiting it, the wisened Meyarin was still the oldest of his race that she had encountered, his grey hair and lightly wrinkled features paying tribute to the many, many years he had lived.

The final Meyarin was Loro Cykor, who Alex had only encountered during her time in the past. He had met her as Aeylia, so he had no idea who she was in the present or that they had been acquainted once upon a time. Even in the past she hadn’t known him well, but she did know that he was the head of House Raedon—and Niyx’s father.

“What are you doing here?” Gaiel snapped at Alex. He was so incensed that she was surprised he didn’t bare his teeth at her. “I thought I made it clear that you weren’t welcome amongst us.”

“And I thought I made it clear that I don’t care what you think,” she returned, striding further into the room.

“Alex,” Kyia admonished, a quiet warning in her tone.

Alex couldn’t read the look on her face, nor could she understand the caution in her voice.

Before she could think of a way to ask without revealing her obvious confusion, Zain exhaled loudly and said, “There’s certainly something to be said for your timing, little human.”

Alex dumped her sealed satchel containing the laendra on the floor and asked, “What’s going on in here? Why are you arguing?”

When no one answered, she placed her hands on her hips and stated, “I haven’t had a good morning and despite my fervent hopes to the contrary, with my luck of late, my afternoon is bound to be even worse. I can’t stay long and I don’t have the patience to put up with any crap right now, so someone had better answer me.” She leaned in meaningfully and hissed to finish, “Now.”

It was Cykor who responded, though he didn’t actually answer her. “I can see what Astophe meant about her spunk. Tel de sondrae nevara sesa dom.”

Alex only just kept from jumping when the four others repeated his words: a murmured, ‘May the light guide him home,’ in their native tongue.

Figuring it was the Meyarin equivalent of ‘May he rest in peace,’ Alex felt uncomfortable and unsure about what to say next, let alone if she should attempt to address Cykor’s ‘spunk’ comment. She decided against it, and waited for one of them to speak again, tapping her foot with deliberate agitation.

Reading Alex’s mood loud and clear, Kyia, looking as tense as a brick wall, said, “Gaiel went to see Aven.”

Alex stopped breathing. Then she gasped out a gargled sound of disbelief, unable to articulate how she felt at the very idea of him doing something so idiotic.

“The norot thought he could barter with the false king,” Zain said through clenched teeth.

Alex turned blistering eyes to the insufferable council member. “Tell me you didn’t.”

Gaiel crossed his arms. “I did. And I’m sure it won’t come as a shock to hear that he is willing to negotiate.” He shot a glare at Kyia and Zain before finishing, “Unlike some.”

Alex released a harsh-sounding laugh as she recalled what Gaiel had said the last time they’d crossed paths, now understanding why Kyia and Zain were so tense. “You offered me up, didn’t you? You said you’d deliver me on a silver platter.”

Gaiel didn’t answer except to raise his chin imperiously and look down his nose at her.

“Tell me, Loro Gaiel,” she spat his name, balling her fists to resist summoning A’enara, “am I worth more to Aven dead or alive?”

“When we hand your useless human hide over, Aven is going to allow us back into our city with the guarantee that he won’t Claim us,” Gaiel hissed.

“There is no ‘when’, Gaiel, nor is there even an ‘if’,” Zain ground out. “We’ve already made that perfectly clear.”

Alex didn’t attempt to debate the matter of if versus when versus at all. Instead, she said, “Aven won’t hold up his end of the bargain—the moment you hand me over, you’ll have lost any bargaining power you had. He’ll Claim you on the spot. In fact…” Her eyes skimmed his body, searching for any silvery scars. She found none, but anything could be hidden under his clothes. “How do we know he hasn’t already? If you met with him in person, how can we believe anything you say? You could just be his messenger right now.”

“I am no fool,” he snarled at her, despite all evidence to the contrary. “I waited until he was alone on his balcony and I remained on the Valispath in open air where he couldn’t touch me. We spoke. That is all.”

“We only have your word on that,” Alex pointed out.

Tersely, he said, “My word is more than enough, human.”

The only sure way to know if he was Claimed was for her to personally force her will upon his, just like she’d done with Jordan, and Release him if need be. But there was no way Alex was going to get close enough to him to risk something like that, not if he was liable to snatch her away on the Valispath and deliver her to Aven, regardless of whether he was already Claimed or not.

Besides, she was… mostly… confident that if Gaiel truly was Claimed, he wouldn’t be so antagonistic towards her. If Aven was the puppet-master, he’d be more inclined to lull her into a false sense of security and nab her when her guard was down. Instead, Gaiel’s prickly attitude was causing her hackles to rise enough that she refused to trust him, and that wouldn’t work in Aven’s favour at all.

Aven, Alex knew, was a renowned strategist. There was no way he wouldn’t use Gaiel to his full advantage if he’d taken over the council member’s mind. Gaiel, therefore, was acting on his own reckless impulses.

Alex just wasn’t sure if that made him less of a threat… or more of one.

“So you met with Aven,” Alex said, “and he said he’d trade me for free access back into the city?”

Gaiel offered a narrow-eyed nod.

“How did you respond?”

When Gaiel didn’t answer, Roathus spoke up for the first time since Alex had arrived.

“Gaiel told the Rebel Prince that he would bring the offer to the council.” Roathus paused. “Or what remains of it.”

“Before your untimely entrance, we were debating the matter,” Cykor drawled. “Aven’s proposition is tempting, I must admit. I’m with Gaiel in the belief that you’ve caused us enough trouble and we’re better off rid of you. The odds of this meeting, young mortal, were not entirely in your favour.”

“What a load of shogot,” Zain growled. “It was two against two, with Roathus left as the deciding vote. That’s an even balance, with even odds. And even if it weren’t…” His voice lowered, becoming significantly more threatening. “It wouldn’t matter. Because we will not hand over Alex—for anything.”

“Why do you think Aven wants her so badly?” Kyia demanded of the council. “Aven is no fool. He knows she is a viable threat to his reign, perhaps the only threat, since she alone is capable of resisting him. Within her, she has the power to Release our people from his Claim, to unseat him from his stolen throne and to restore us to our city as free Meyarins. That is why Aven wants her. Because if he has her, then his victory over our race, his victory over all the races of this world, is assured.” Kyia’s voice quieted as she finished, “Without Alex, there is no hope for any of us.”

Silence descended upon them. Until—

“That is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard,” Cykor said, his amused tone ringing with derision. “It’s laughable, really. I mean, look at her.” He glanced at Alex and added a condescending, “No offence.”

How, exactly, was she not supposed to take offence to that?

Niyx, I’m sorry to say this, but your dad’s a jerk, she shot off quickly through their mental bond, unable to help herself.

His response came just as swiftly, and it was telling enough about his own relationship with his father that he didn’t ask for details. All he said was, Tell me something I don’t know.

“There is no real choice here,” Gaiel said. “We can accept Aven’s proposition of freedom and return to Meya to make the most of his rule within the comfort of our own homes, or we can remain trapped up here like cowards and wait for a pitiful human to… what? Save us all?” He laughed. It was a harsh, mean sound. “I would rather take my chances and risk being Claimed.”

“Your opinion has already been noted, Gaiel,” Kyia said curtly. “It is only Roathus who is left to vote.”

Zain cracked his knuckles and reminded, “And that vote is a token gesture only. As I said, Alex isn’t going anywhere.”

“You—” Gaiel started, his features livid, but Roathus interrupted.

“Enough,” the ancient Meyarin said, switching over to his native tongue, his tone brooking no argument. “You’re acting like a bunch of spoilt younglings. We have enough to be worried about without you fighting each other along the way. Open your eyes and see that this is about more than you, just as it is about more than the mortal girl.”

Guilty shuffles met his statement, and he continued in Meyarin, “It is never easy to cast the deciding vote, but in this instance, Gaiel is correct: there is no real choice here.”

Alex felt her heart sink. Gaiel looked smug, Cykor looked bored. Zain and Kyia both tensed and opened their mouths to argue. But Roathus held up a hand for silence and continued speaking.

“If we don’t hand the girl to Aven, then we may end up in a war for our city—indeed, for our world—where we have to fight against our own people, our families, our friends, all of whom are under Aven’s control. We may lose those we care about, and there is no guarantee we will triumph.”

Gaiel’s haughty look only deepened, enough that Alex half expected him to start crowing.

“However,” Roathus said, causing Gaiel to glance at him sharply, “if we do hand the girl to Aven, then, as Kyia said, there won’t just be no guarantee of triumph—there will be no hope for it. Our loved ones will live but half a life, mindlessly forced to obey Aven’s every whim. And even if we could trust his pledge not to Claim us, how could we live with ourselves if we trade our own freedom at the sacrifice of the only hope for our race?”

Roathus shook his head and continued, “No, there is no real choice here. This is no longer just about Aven’s vendetta against mortals. He has declared war against Meya, and those of us who remain free have a responsibility to our home and to our people.”

With resolute eyes moving from person to person, Roathus quietly finished, this time in the common tongue, “We cannot hand the girl to Aven. To do so would mean the end of the Meyarin race. And, I believe, the end of Medora as we know it.”

Alex actually wilted with relief. Not because she doubted Kyia and Zain would have found a way to get her safely out of there if the three others demanded she be handed over, but because, if she was reading Roathus’s declaration correctly, then he was firmly on board in the fight against Aven. Not just for Meya—but for Medora. And if his was the deciding vote, then his decision would have to be upheld by the rest of the council, along with all the Meyarins who remained free in Draekora.

“This is outrageous!” Gaiel cried. “She’s just one human!”

“And Aven is just one Meyarin,” Roathus returned calmly. “Yet look at what calamity he has brought upon us. A solitary rock shifting from the top of a mountain can snowball into an avalanche. Do not underestimate the power of a strong-willed individual, Gaiel—human, Meyarin, or otherwise. ”

Seething, but unable to argue in the face of Roathus’s composed wisdom, Gaiel let out a snarl and spun on his heel, stomping from the tent without looking back.

Cykor followed closely behind, but only after a respectful nod to Roathus—and a calculating look at Alex that made her feel like a specimen under a microscope.

When it was just four of them left, Roathus turned to Alex.

“I sincerely hope you live up to our expectations, Alexandra Jennings,” he told her, his ancient eyes locked on hers. “Know this: the battle within is often greater than the battle without. Much of this war will be fought amongst those claiming to be friends, with words rather than swords. Do not let the politics discourage you, and never forget who you are truly fighting—and what you are fighting for.”

With those sage words, he bowed his head and then turned and walked from the tent.

“You know,” Alex said pensively to Kyia and Zain once they were alone, “I only came here because I found your note and figured I should prove I was still alive. I was not expecting any of that.”

“Consider it an unanticipated boon, little human,” Zain said, dropping a hand onto her shoulder and giving her a friendly shake—one that was so forceful that it rattled Alex’s bones. “We scored a great victory today: the assurance that Meya—those of us who remain free—will side with you in the coming war.”

“Not to sound ungrateful, but ignoring the whole sacrificial-me offering, unless you all planned on staying up here forever, your options were limited,” Alex pointed out. “Fight Aven, or join him.”

“Alternatively, we could have attempted to dislodge Aven on our own,” Kyia said. “In which case, had we prevailed and banished him again, he would still then be free to exact vengeance on mortals, just without his throne.” She paused. “Though, the likelihood of our success would have been minimal without you.” She paused again. “And he still would have had an entire city of our people bound to him.”

“We all know the outcome of us officially aligning ourselves with the mortals was inevitable,” Zain said, crossing his bulging arms, “but just appeal to our egos and accept the victory.”

Alex grinned. “That I can do.”

“Good,” Kyia said. “Now, do you want to tell us why we haven’t heard from you for a week?”

“I’m sorry,” Alex said, meaning it. “I should have come sooner. It’s just… things have been somewhat… hectic… since I last saw you.”

Zain raised an eyebrow. “Would you like to be more vague, little human? Because really, we’re not at all curious.”

Alex offered a shrug of contrition and looked down at her feet. In doing so, she saw the satchel she’d dropped and bent to collect it.

“Peace offering,” she said, handing it to Kyia. “Consider it my apology for neglecting you.”

Kyia opened the bag with interest, but her features hardened when she saw what was inside. “Alex, I told you—”

“I swear, I didn’t go into Silverwood,” Alex said, holding up her hands.

“Then how—”

“Please don’t ask me that,” Alex interrupted again, quietly. “Because I can’t answer. But I kept the promise I made you, you have my word.”

Kyia looked deep into Alex’s eyes as if testing the truth of her claim before she sighed and relaxed. “Then, thank you,” the female Meyarin said. “However you have come to be in possession of this, we greatly appreciate it.”

“Let me know if you start to run out again and I’ll see if I can get my hands on more,” Alex told her.

Kyia nodded and placed the satchel on a table at the side of the tent.

“I meant what I said before—I can’t stay long,” Alex said. “I have to head off to Maroo this afternoon.”

“Maroo? You’re going to see the Jarnocks?” Zain asked. He barked out a laugh. “Have fun with that.”

Alex felt a prickle of trepidation. “Care to explain?”

Zain just looked at his boots and chuckled some more.

“Ignore him, you’ll be fine,” Kyia said brusquely. “We need to discuss your training.”

Alex swallowed back a sigh. “Go for it.”

“Firstly, how are you going with developing your gift?”

Careful to maintain Athora’s secrecy rule, Alex said, “That’s part of why everything has been so hectic lately. I’ve been spending a lot of time focusing on that.”

“Any progress?” Zain asked.

“I’ve been told so,” Alex said, and even if she hadn’t been expressly ordered not to say anything about her sessions, she still wouldn’t have mentioned the strange tasks. She had a feeling she would never hear the end of it if her Meyarin friends found out about the banana balancing or the yarn rolling or the jigsaw puzzle from hell.

“Excellent,” Kyia said, approval lighting her eyes. “Make sure you keep it up.”

Alex didn’t respond, aware that her friend was only being supportive and likely wouldn’t appreciate an irritated retort.

“Now we just have to make sure you’re physically capable of surviving long enough to use your gift against Aven,” Zain said. “We know it’s a lot, but we think you should work with us for a few hours every day so we can prepare you as much as possible.”

Alex willed her expression not to reveal her alarm.

Niyx! she cried. Kyia and Zain want me to train with them daily, but I don’t have time for that! What do I do?

His response was instant, Tell them you’re already training twice a day—just let them presume that means for your gift, and nothing else. Be honest about your time concerns. See what they say.

Alex did as he suggested, but neither Kyia nor Zain were pleased.

“This is important, little human,” Zain said.

“But it’s more important that she spend the time strengthening her gift,” Kyia argued, albeit grudgingly. “We can fight for her physically, but she’s the only one who can free those who are Claimed. We just have to make sure that when the time comes, we stay close enough to protect her.”

“Let’s not forget that I’ve already had some combat training,” Alex said, not appreciating them thinking of her as such a damsel in distress. “More than I’m sure you could imagine, really.”

“Roka would have been extremely thorough, even in the past,” Kyia said, jumping to the wrong conclusion.

“I’d feel more comfortable seeing the evidence of that for myself,” Zain said, eyeing Alex as if just looking at her would give away whether she was exaggerating or not.

She consulted Niyx again, asking what he thought she should do next.

Show them, he said. You knew you would have to at some stage, and this might make them back off about the extra training—training that you don’t need, since there’s nothing they can teach you that I haven’t already.

Ignoring his arrogance, Alex pulled out her ComTCD and glanced at the screen.

“I have fifteen minutes before I have to go,” she told them. “If I can prove to you in that time that I can at least defend myself well enough to get by, can we bench this training discussion for a later date?”

Zain eyed her. “Fifteen minutes isn’t long,” he said. “How would you prove yourself?”

“That’s easy,” Alex said with more bravado than she felt. “I’ll fight both of you.”

Raised eyebrows met her statement.

“Both of us?” Kyia said. “At once?”

Alex blanched. She had only meant one after the other, but perhaps…

Niyx, what are my chances of being able to take them both on at the same time?

I wouldn’t recommend it, he answered.

You told me to fight them, she reminded him. If I can’t win, will I be able to put up a good enough defence that they’ll be content with what I can already do?

His reply surprised her. Oh, you’ll win, he said, his tone sure. That’s why I wouldn’t recommend it.

Niyx! Alex cried, frustrated by his responses.

Kitten, Kyia and Zain are two of the best Zeltora Meya’s ever seen, but they’ll be pulling their punches because, despite what you’ve told them, they won’t believe that you’ll stand a chance against them. They’ll be overly cautious not to hurt you, just like Roka was when you trained with him. That’ll give you the upper hand, as long as you take advantage of it immediately—before they realise you were telling the truth. Go for the metaphorical kill straight away and you’ll have them both subdued within seconds.

That all sounds good, though, Alex said, confused about his earlier lack of recommendation.

It does. But it might make them question how you’ve become so competent so quickly, Niyx said. There’s nothing to be done for it, so go ahead and we’ll deal with any fallout later if it comes—which, hopefully, it won’t.

Their mental conversation took place in the span of but a few breaths that Alex was able to mask as having spent thinking over Kyia’s question.

“Both of you at once,” she confirmed.

Ignoring Zain’s clear amusement and Kyia’s doubtful incredulity, Alex said, “The clock’s ticking. Are we doing this, or not?”

Zain’s amusement vanished. “You’re actually serious.”

Curbing her frustration, Alex said, “I am. And I’ll fight you right here if I have to, though I’d rather not since, while this tent is large, I’d prefer more room to move.”

Seeing her determination, Zain’s features brightened with the thrill of the challenge. Kyia continued to look uncertain, before rolling her eyes to the heavens and sighing with resignation.

“All right, little human. We’ll humour you in this,” Zain said. “If you can prove you’re able to handle yourself, we’ll hold off on training you—for now. But if we’re not satisfied, then you’ll find the time to work with us daily, agreed?”

Niyx, are you sure I can do this?

You’ve got this, kitten. No doubt about it.

Spurred by his confidence, Alex nodded to Zain, noting his smirk—and concealing her own—as she said, “Agreed.”


Seventeen

Niyx’s assumptions had been correct.

After relocating a short distance from Roka’s tent—close enough to protect him but far enough from curious Meyarin eyes—both Zain and Kyia had been hesitant to attack Alex. She’d taken full advantage of their caution, lashing out with a fervour that had unarmed them and shocked them into defeat in less than two minutes flat. The swiftness of the fight and their surprise at her competence had kept them from making any comparisons likening her style to Niyx’s, meaning she was in the clear on that account—at least for now.

The haste of their defeat had prompted Kyia and Zain to demand a rematch, but Alex had claimed that hadn’t been part of their bargain. They’d been left to grudgingly accept that, just like them, no one else would expect her to be so fiercely combative. If nothing else, they believed she would have the surprise factor in her favour. And that was enough for them to yield their demands to further her training—at least for a little while.

After promising she would return again soon to update them on how the rest of her weekend cultural visits panned out, Alex returned to the Library, arriving in the foyer just seconds before Bear.

“We have a problem,” he said without preamble.

Alex’s mind jumped to the fifty thousand potential possibilities before she decided it was best just to ask. “What’s happened?”

“Luranda caught Jordan and Dix making out behind Gen-Sec while you were gone,” Bear said. “For obvious reasons, I wasn’t with them,”—he pulled a comical face—“so I couldn’t use my gift to charm her into being more lenient. They’re both stuck in detention with her for the rest of the day.”

Alex sighed. “Those two. I mean, I’m happy for them, but still. Hopefully they’ll be able to keep their hands off each other long enough to not miss out on coming tomorrow as well.”

Bear winced. “Actually…”

At his expression, Alex sighed again. “Their detention’s not just today, is it?”

He shook his head. “All weekend. Luranda has zero tolerance for teenage hormones.”

Rubbing her forehead, Alex dredged up a smile. “Well, I’m glad you’re still with me, Bear. Together we’ll take on the world.”

He chuckled and said, “Let’s just start with Maroo and see how we go from there.”

Grinning at him, Alex led the way towards the staircase and, when they stepped through to the corridor of doors, she asked the Library to show them the way to Maroo. Immediately a door opened and Alex and Bear walked through it.

Transported straight into the middle of a dense jungle, they were suddenly surrounded by trees and moss, by dangling vines and trickling streams.

Swatting at a bug that landed on her neck, Alex carefully assessed their situation. Looking about her, and especially above, she could see no sign of the treetop city of the Jarnocks. What she could see were strange, monkey-like creatures jumping through the trees, and birds of all shapes and sizes yabbering to each other. The cacophony of jungle sounds assailed her ears, but it wasn’t the noise that was most uncomfortable, even with her heightened hearing. It was the heat.

Within seconds of arriving, Alex was covered in sweat from the intense humidity. She’d never felt anything like it before, and she quickly began to strip her heavy winter gear off right along with Bear. Given the vast changes in temperatures all over Medora, they’d both thought to wear layers that day—much to their mutual relief.

Down to jeans and a stretchy camisole, Alex was still stifling enough that she summoned A’enara and carefully cut into the denim, tearing it until her pants were transformed into tattered shorts.

“Much better,” she murmured, turning to Bear. He’d undressed enough to be wearing a tank with his jeans, but when she motioned silently towards A’enara, he shook his head firmly.

“These are my lucky jeans.”

Alex wasn’t sure whether to laugh or not. But his jeans had already frayed in some areas—ridiculous that he’d be wearing them in winter—so she knew they at least would be cooler and not as uncomfortable as hers had been.

“The offer’s on the table if you need it,” Alex said, banishing her weapon. Glancing around again, she pointed out the obvious. “There’s a distinct lack of Jarnocks here. I’m guessing that means we’ll have to search for their city.”

“The teachers said it’s to the north of the island.” Bear squinted up through the thick canopy and stepped over a downed log to reach one of the nearby trees. Running his hands along the moss on the bark, he returned to Alex’s side and pointed to her left. “We need to go that way.”

Alex was surprised—and impressed—by his Boy Scout antics. “Are you sure?”

Wiping his mossy fingers on his ‘lucky’ jeans, he said, “I was obsessed with survival VRs when I was a kid. Virtual reality programs,” he added when he saw her puzzlement. “Like in the Rec Room.”

An image of an abandoned castle, a pouncing wolf and a glob of bloodied drool on her arm sprung to Alex’s mind from her first experience with the Rec Room’s virtual reality projector. She shuddered at the memory.

“I used to visit those survival challenges all the time,” Bear continued, “so I learned a lot about this kind of thing.” He indicated to the jungle around them, completely at ease in the suffocating atmosphere, unlike Alex.

“At least one of us knows what they’re doing,” she said. “I know the Library wouldn’t have dropped us off in this specific place without reason, but without you, I’d have no idea which direction to head in.”

“I’m sure you’d have figured it out,” Bear said. At her uncertain look, he added, “Eventually.”

“Well, speaking of eventually,” Alex said, “we’re going to have to find our way back here for this doorway, so we need to remember this place.”

Bear looked around. “How hard could it be? It’s between the tree that looks like all the others, the rock that looks like all the others and the stream that—wait for it—looks like all the others.”

“Very funny,” Alex deadpanned.

Chuckling, Bear said, “Our clothes are here, so they’ll be a marker for us. As long as we only head in one direction and remember where we enter from when we reach the city, we’ll be able to find our way back. Stick with me, Alex, and we’ll be fine.”

Bear was one of Alex’s best male friends, but she’d always considered herself slightly closer to Jordan. That was largely because she and Jordan had more shared experiences together—with SAS and, of course, everything that had happened with her saving him from Aven. But there was a steadfastness about Bear that Jordan lacked. Perhaps it was something that came from him having a loving, loyal family, which Jordan had been denied until the Ronnigans had embraced him. But whatever the reason, Alex was glad it was Bear who was with her today. Especially given his unexpected environmental wisdom.

“Then by all means, lead the way, good sir,” Alex said with a flourishing gesture.

Shaking his head in amusement, Bear did as she asked and walked forward in the direction he’d claimed to be north.

He made it all of three steps before Alex heard a whistling sound. It was so quiet amongst the overwhelming jungle noises that she didn’t figure out what it might be until it was too late. But an inner instinct made her turn her body at the last microsecond, enough that whatever was aimed at her sailed straight by.

Unfortunately, that meant it shot square into Bear’s shoulder, and a surprised sound was all he managed to utter before he slumped bonelessly to the ground.

All this Alex watched with stunned eyes, and when the second dart whistled, she was so shocked by the sight of her friend crumpled at her feet that she didn’t move fast enough before it buried itself in the side of her neck.

She only had time to hiss with pain and yank the barb from her skin before her vision blurred and she collapsed next to Bear, unconscious before she hit the jungle floor.
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When Alex came to, the ground was moving. Big, heaving quakes underneath her body, which was slung stomach-down over something that felt coarse and hairy against her flesh.

With a muted groan, she forced her eyes open and found that she was draped across the withers of some large beast, her hands and feet tightly bound. Clumps of muddied, matted hair chaffed against her body, indicating that her transport clearly hadn’t bathed anytime recently—or, perhaps, ever, judging by the odour emanating from its shaggy coat.

Suppressing her gag reflex, Alex kept her breathing shallow and raised her head as much as she could. It was then that she saw Bear dangling face down across a similar beast trudging through the jungle beside her. Squinting at the creature, she thought it looked like a mixture of a wild boar crossed with an elephant.

Seated atop the beast and behind the unconscious Bear were two Jarnocks guiding the steed by vines tied to its formidable tusks. Turning her head slightly, Alex saw legs belonging to two Jarnocks seated behind her as well.

Other than their four captors and the two beasts, there didn’t appear to be anyone else in their entourage. If she weren’t bound so securely and hanging so awkwardly over the creature, she might have had a chance at escaping, but her position was precarious at best. She was better off waiting for the Jarnocks to presumably deliver her and Bear to their city, and see what happened from there.

You want to tell me why I have a stinging pain in my neck, kitten? came Niyx’s voice. And why I haven’t been able to reach you for the last ten minutes?

Alex deliberated a moment as she thought about how she’d let her guard down, resulting in her now being strung over a smelly beast in the least dignified position imaginable. Honestly? I’d rather not.

As if he sensed her embarrassment through their bond, Niyx just sighed and said, Whatever you’re doing, just don’t get us killed. And he left it at that, disappearing from her mind.

Groaning quietly when the beast heaved them over a fallen log and the movement jarred against her stomach, Alex heard a rustling sound from the Jarnock closest to her and then a coarse-sounding voice.

“Chaga shisa chugot.”

The second Jarnock responded instantly, “Chig chock eh.”

Xiraxus must have known the language of the Jarnocks because Alex found herself understanding the bristly words: ‘This one’s awake,’ followed by, ‘Not for long.’

And that was all the warning she received before she heard the whistle sound and felt the accompanying sting of another dart, this one piercing her jeans and biting into the cheek of her buttocks.

She didn’t have time to feel indignant—or respond to Niyx’s annoyed, Aeylia!—before she was once again drifting into unconsciousness.
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The next time Alex awoke, she was on solid ground again, now tied back-to-back with Bear. Their feet remained bound, as did their hands behind their backs, but additional vines were around their torsos, securing them to a wooden beam.

Taking stock of their surroundings, all Alex could tell was that they were in a circular room the likes of which could have been fashioned by the jungle itself. The floor was made of dark, irregular wooden boards, the walls like rough tree bark and the ceiling some kind of thatched mix of earthy vegetation. There were open gaps in place of windows and a door, but from Alex’s position, she couldn’t get a good view outside.

What she needed was to be rid of her bonds. But aside from summoning A’enara—and likely slicing or burning Bear in the process, since her hands were pressed against him and the beam—there was little she could do to escape her trussed up state.

“Bear?” she whispered after another scan confirmed they were alone in the room. “You awake?”

He didn’t respond, so she rocked back against the beam, trying to jostle him.

“Bear!” she hissed, louder this time.

“Wah… Huh?” came his slurred response.

“Wake up!” Alex told him.

“’m ’wake, ’lex,” he said, before she heard the distinct sound of renewed snoring.

“Bear!” she cried, loud enough to startle a jump out of him, which yanked the vines tightly at her ribs. “Ouch! Don’t move so much.”

“What’s going on?” he asked, wriggling against their bonds before processing her words and stopping. “Where are we?”

“Not sure,” she replied. “Can you see anything from your side? Other than the room we’re in?”

“Nothing,” he said. “Just a massive tree trunk.”

“Tree trunk?”

“Looks like this house thing is attached to the side of a tree,” he said. “As in, moulded into it.”

Before Alex could respond, she picked up the sound of footsteps coming their way, along with hushed murmurs in the foreign Jarnock language.

“Any chance you have an escape plan?” Bear asked. “Because I’m fresh out of—”

“Shhhh!” Alex whispered her warning, cutting him off. “They’re coming.”

No sooner had the words left her mouth before three Jarnocks entered the room. Two males and a female. Each of them reached no higher than Alex’s hip if she’d been standing. All three wore skirt-like loincloths, made from some kind of leathery hide tied to their hips, with the female wearing the same material scantily positioned across her chest. Woven bands were around their biceps securing their hollowed dart pipes, and they had charcoal-like tribal markings painted onto their arms, legs and faces, as well as across the bare torsos of the males.

“With us, come you,” said one of the males in broken words of the common tongue, his bald head differentiating him from the other.

The second male, who sported hair long enough to be tied at his nape, moved forward. He drew a weapon from his belt—a rudimentary dagger of sharpened stone tethered to a wooden hilt—and used it to cut through the bindings securing Alex and Bear around the pole. He then did the same to the vines trapping their hands and feet and motioned for them to stand.

Wobbling slightly as she got her legs steady under her, Alex looked down at the three Jarnocks. Her wrists were quickly captured by the female Jarnock who tied them together once more, but this time at her front. Positioned like this, she could draw A’enara to cut her bonds, free herself and fight a way out of there for her and Bear. But despite the Jarnocks’ lack of civility, she, at least, needed to remain as diplomatic as possible. So she didn’t call forth her weapon. Nor did she whisper for Bear to attempt to use his gift to charm them an easy exit. They weren’t that desperate. Yet.

Instead, she said, “I need to speak with your leader.”

“With us, come you,” repeated the bald male, this time more firmly.

The female drew her dart pipe and aimed it at Alex and Bear while the dagger-wielding Jarnock raised his blade threateningly, so Alex gritted her teeth and nodded.

With the bald Jarnock leading the way and the two others watchfully bringing up the rear, Alex and Bear followed their escort out the door. It was all Alex could do to keep her mouth from dropping open when she took in the sight beyond.

She’d heard of Maroo as being a tree city, but she’d never considered what such a description would entail. It truly was a city in the trees.

Standing high, high, high up off the jungle floor, Alex and her entourage were surrounded by innumerable dwellings hewn into the sides of giant trees, like fungi attached to logs. Thick, overlapping branches offered sturdy walkways, while swinging wooden rope bridges crisscrossed the canopy metropolis for easier access between the more distant trees. There were also loose vines that, as Alex watched, some Jarnocks used for speedier journeying across the city.

A sharp jabbing into her lower back from the stone-daggered male motivated her to continue following their escort, but she did so with wide eyes, taking in everything around her.

The dense canopy overhead allowed only brief trickles of afternoon sunlight to penetrate, so the city was lit by other means. There were lanterns placed all along the branch pathways—lanterns that, upon closer inspection, contained live glowing bugs. Like fireflies, the creatures gave off a strong golden glow, lighting the scenery with ease. But that was because they weren’t just contained within the lanterns. The bugs themselves were everywhere, flying freely amongst the city like twinkling stars.

Distracted by the magical view, Alex didn’t realise the bald Jarnock had stopped until she almost ran him over.

“Fall not,” he said, before leading the way onto one of the swinging bridges.

Even if Alex’s hands had been free to hold onto the vined sides, she still would have hesitated to step onto the hazardous-looking structure. But another sharp jab at her back prodded her forward, and she stepped carefully onto the first plank, her muscles tensing when it wobbled under her weight.

“I’m a fair sight heavier than you lot,” Bear said from behind her, a nervous note to his voice. “I don’t suppose you have an alternate route I can take?”

“Fall not!” called back the bald Jarnock again in response.

“Great advice,” Bear grumbled too low for the Jarnocks to hear but easy enough for Alex’s heightened senses. “Really helpful, thanks.”

Repressing a smile, Alex stepped onto the next plank. It, too, wobbled, but mostly because the bridge was suspended hundreds of feet in the air.

“It’s okay, Bear,” she said, trying to encourage him while hoping she wasn’t wrong. “Just go one step at a time and you’ll be fine.”

This time when he grumbled, not even Alex could make out what he said.

Taking her own advice, she moved step by step across the bridge. The hardest part by far was when she was in the middle and the whole thing swayed precariously underfoot. Not even her experience on the Valispath could save her from a momentary bout of vertigo. Her sudden dizziness caused the glowing bugs to swirl across her vision, so Alex closed her eyes and took a deep, steadying breath. Doing so helped her pull herself together enough to continue on until she reached the other side of the bridge, her legs trembling when she stepped back onto the sturdier branch-path.

Bear was as white as a ghost when he arrived beside her. She wished she could offer him some words of comfort, but given their situation, she knew whatever she said would likely fall short. So, after another dagger jab against her back, all Alex could do was continue following the bald Jarnock.

They crossed three more death-defying bridges and wandered more lantern-lit branch-paths before they arrived at their destination. It was a large, flat area, as if someone had used a giant chainsaw on a tree the size of a small house, cleaving the top off it and leaving the smooth surface of the elevated trunk behind.

Seated side by side around its circumference was a multitude of Jarnocks, at least fifty of them. In the middle were three separated from the rest, and they sat facing Alex and Bear, with a small, smoking fire in front of them.

Clenching her jaw as she was jabbed forward yet again, Alex moved towards the three figureheads—which soon became four when their bald escort took a seat beside them.

Still sweltering from the jungle’s humidity, Alex’s discomfort grew as she approached the flames, but she followed obediently when the two remaining guards gestured for her and Bear to sit before they took up watchful positions behind them.

Just like seeing Tork with the Flips, Alex was surprised to see Mareek amongst the four seated in front of her. Given his capricious behaviour during her Species Distinction class, she wasn’t thrilled by his presence—or his apparent ranking amongst the Jarnocks—and she desperately hoped he would keep his dart pipe holstered.

“Mareek, I am,” he said, appearing to have no recollection of either Alex or Bear. “This Taka,”—he jerked his head towards the female at his right—“this Mietta,”—he gestured to the female on his left—“this Tibbs”—he pointed to the bald male who sat on the other side of Mietta. “We tribe chiefs.”

When he said no more, Bear nudged Alex.

She sent him a sideways glare before clearing her expression and turning back to the chiefs. “Uh, hey there. I’m Alex, and this is my friend, Bear.”

“You trespass on Maroo,” said Mietta, with shadows from the flames dancing on her charcoal-streaked cheeks. “You here no welcome.”

“We’re really sorry about that,” Alex said. “But we had to come so we could warn you.”

“Warn us what?” Taka asked, her owlish eyes unblinking.

Alex didn’t wait for another invitation. She jumped straight in, telling them about Aven and the threat he posed to all mortals.

By the time she was finished, her skin was clammy with sweat, with beads of liquid on her forehead from her proximity to the flames coupled with the suffocating mugginess of their environment.

“And that’s, well, that’s why we’re here,” she ended lamely. “So that you know he’s coming. And, hopefully, so you’ll stand with us to stop him.”

Silence met her final statement, the sounds of the jungle and the crackling of the fire the only noises to her ears.

Until Mareek started laughing. And then Taka. Mietta and Tibbs followed. Then all the Jarnocks seated around them joined in, until over fifty loin-clothed little people were belly-laughing uproariously.

Alex scowled at them. “None of this is amusing,” she said. “Not one thing.”

“One Meyarin no scare us,” Mareek said, still laughing.

Tibbs threw his arm out, gesturing to their tree city. “This Aven reach us not here. Jarnocks safe.”

Alex shook her head firmly. “Now, maybe. But he’ll be coming for you. He’s coming for all of us.”

“If true, when you he get, we know then,” Mietta said, tossing her wiry braid over her shoulder.

That, Alex thought, was not a very nice thing to say. She looked around at the assemblage, from the still amused tribal chiefs to the other chuckling Jarnocks, and she wondered why she was even bothering with them. Yes, their tree city was impressive. But what did they have to offer outside of Maroo? Some tranquilliser darts and stone daggers? How would any of that hold up against Aven and his forces?

But then she remembered something Hunter had said during her briefing with the teachers: ‘Jarnocks are a primitive race, but what they lack in sophistication, they make up for in sheer numbers. It may seem difficult to believe, but they are a force to be reckoned with—if only for their volatile ferocity and unwavering loyalty. If their tribe is threatened, they will move mountains to make their people safe again. You just need to convince them of the threat.’

Alex had clearly failed in that mission. The Jarnocks were feeling no more threatened than she was feeling safe.

Deciding that she’d done all she could, Alex figured it was best to cut their losses and get out of there. She didn’t know how far they’d travelled from the Library doorway, but she hoped Bear’s inner Scout would be able to sixth-sense a way back for them. It was time to go, to regroup and hope for a better outcome with the Shadow Walkers and Dayriders tomorrow.

“I can see you don’t believe us,” Alex said. “But if the time ever comes when you need aid, our doors will always be open to you. We are on the same side, even if you don’t yet see Aven as a danger.”

More amused snorts met her words and she repressed the urge to scream at them. For a brief second, she envisioned asking Bear to try charming them into acquiescence, but then she realised that such an extreme action wouldn’t bode well for them down the track—especially if the Jarnocks learned of the attempt to sway them through false means.

Instead of doing something she might later regret, Alex simply said, “We only came here to warn you, so now that’s done, once you release us, we’ll just be on our way.”

Even more laughter met her statement, something that caused prickles of unease to trickle down her spine.

“The humans believe we’ll allow them to leave,” said Taka in her native language, causing Alex to turn rigid as the proper translation washed over her rather than their broken attempts at the common tongue.

“They must not know the ways of the Maroo,” Mietta returned, sharing a sharp-toothed smile with the other chiefs. “A pity for them, however fortunate for us.”

“But what shall we do with them?” Tibbs asked, scratching his bald head.

“They are young and healthy,” Mareek observed. “Jako hasn’t made his stew for a while—their tender flesh would make it rich and hearty.”

Alex’s stomach dipped violently and she struggled to keep her features blank.

“No, we should give them to Kaku,” Taka said, a thoughtful look on her weathered face. “They are a worthy sacrifice, and we will be blessed for such an offering.”

“Alex, do you know what’s going on?” Bear whispered, oblivious thanks to the language barrier.

All she could do was shake her head, not because she didn’t, but from the absolute horror of what she was hearing. Even if she didn’t fully understand the implications, the words ‘offering’ and ‘sacrifice’ were never good when spoken in the same sentence—especially from the mouths of primitive tree people who, if she understood correctly, had just considered eating them.

“Good thinking,” Mietta said, with Mareek and Tibbs nodding right along with her.

A single chin-jerk towards the guards behind Alex and Bear was all it took for Alex to realise she had to take action, regardless of how foolhardy it might be. It would take too much time for Bear to enchant them with his words, so it was up to her to stop what was about to happen—by any means necessary.

When the guards gestured for her to stand, she shot straight to her feet, summoning A’enara as she did so. Wielding the blazing weapon with her hands still bound at her front, she leapt over the fire with a burst of Meyarin speed and launched herself at the nearest chief, Taka, and they both tumbled to the ground.

Alex managed to get the tip of A’enara pressed up against the Jarnock faster than anyone else could react, and she raised her eyes to the three other chiefs and bellowed, “Nobody move!”

They didn’t. But Taka did, bucking so fiercely against Alex that, unless she wanted to skewer the Jarnock, she had to pull back her blade. She only did so a fraction, but Mareek took advantage of her wrestling distraction to draw his dart pipe.

Seeing his movement from the corner of her eye as she struggled to keep Taka contained, Alex cried out, “No!” but it was too late to stop him.

With another burst of speed, she leapt aside to avoid the dart’s trajectory, resulting in it pricking Taka’s chest instead. The Jarnock was out in seconds, causing Mareek to release an ear-splitting roar. But Alex was too focused on avoiding the multitudes of incoming darts now flying her way from every direction to worry about his fury.

She spun and twisted, jumped and sprinted away from the projectiles, but she knew the outcome was inevitable. Bear, she could see, was already sprawled unconscious on his side, and she knew it was only a matter of time before she joined him. She should have known they’d have no chance of fighting their way out, not with so many Jarnocks standing against them, and not when she was unwilling to hurt any of them. But after the words she’d heard from the chiefs… Alex couldn’t just sit by and wait to see what they’d meant. Now, however, she would have no other choice.

When Alex was finally pricked in her side, she had only seconds of conscious thought left as she started blacking out for the third time that afternoon. In that moment she realised that Hunter was right: the Jarnocks might not have much going for them in terms of evolution… but they certainly made up for it in numbers.


Eighteen

When Alex woke, it was to a pounding headache. But that, she quickly realised, was because she was hanging upside-down, with the pressure of her blood having been pooling in her head for what must have been some time.

Trying to gather her wits about her, she saw that both she and Bear were dangling from vines tied to their ankles, held aloft about ten feet above the ground. They must have looked ridiculous, with their hair on end and their still bound arms hanging uselessly in the air. Aware that their positions rendered them completely helpless, Alex knew they had to remedy that—immediately.

It wouldn’t be a comfortable fall for either of them, but she couldn’t see or hear any Jarnocks, so she summoned A’enara, fully intending to cut them both free. But a strange awareness washed over her, an instinct that caused her to hesitate, and she squinted into the dying afternoon light that barely reached through the trees to the forest floor.

It was only then that she realised they weren’t hanging above mossy, muddied ground, but rather, they were positioned above a stagnant creek. The water was so murky that she hadn’t been able to differentiate it from the other brown and green vegetation.

There was something about the creek that caused pinpricks of warning along Alex’s nerve endings. Focusing her eyes, she looked closer and—there! A shifting motion, like air bubbles pressing through the murky surface. She watched even more intensely and that’s when she saw it—a dorsal fin, much like that of a shark, but instead of being smooth, it was spiked. The colour was the same brownish-green of the water, and the fin rose out only enough for Alex to establish that it belonged to something big. Something neither she nor Bear wanted to end up swimming with.

Banishing A’enara, Alex glanced over to her unconscious friend, then swallowed her pride and called for help.

Niyx? Any chance you can zip over here and lend a hand? She sent a mental picture of her situation.

His response didn’t come instantly, which was unusual, but just when Alex was about to call out again, he answered.

I’m in the middle of something, kitten, he said, sending her a visual as well.

He was seated beside Aven in the Meyarin palace. There was some kind of meeting in session, with the room containing at least a dozen others. Some Alex already knew, like the gifted humans Calista, Signa and Gerald. She also recognised the Claimed council members, Lasa Riza and Lasa Naelin—Kyia’s aunt—as well as Queen Niida. Skraegon, the brute from the tavern brawl with Zain was also there, but Alex didn’t see any other familiar faces.

I won’t be leaving here anytime soon, Niyx told her. You’re just going to have to… hang around for a bit.

This is not funny, Niyx, Alex said. She sent him another picture showing her memory of the fin in the water.

This time his response was instant—and threaded with urgency. Whatever you do, do not enter that creek.

His tone caused goose bumps to rise up on Alex’s skin. Why? What’s wrong?

That’s Kaku, he said. The Jarnocks consider him their jungle deity. They offer him full moon sacrifices and believe doing so blesses their hunting and gathering for the next month.

Alex’s mouth turned dry and she replayed for Niyx the conversation she’d heard between the chiefs.

He swore, loudly. It’s a full moon tonight, Aeylia, and it’s already approaching twilight where you are. You have maybe an hour before those Jarnocks return and cut you loose. You’re going to be Kaku’s next meal ticket if you don’t find a way out of there.

But how—

He cursed again and interrupted in a hurried voice, Aven is asking us questions—I have to pay attention and act like his puppet or I’ll be in just as much trouble as you. I’m sorry, kitten, but I can’t help you right now. You’ll have to save yourself. You can do it—just trust yourself.

His presence vanished and Alex didn’t risk calling out to him again, not while he was in a meeting with Aven. More than just her and Bear’s lives were at risk right now.

“I’ve been in worse situations than this,” Alex said to herself. None immediately sprang to mind, but there were some close contenders. “There has to be a way out.” Again, nothing immediately sprang to mind.

Knowing two heads were better than one, she sought to wake Bear. After calling his name three times with increasing volume, she realised he needed more of a prod. Too far away to reach him with just her hands, she heaved her body back and forth until the vines holding her swung with her motion. Grunting from the strain—as well as her ever-increasing headache—Alex finally collided with Bear and latched onto him with her bound hands.

After giving him a rough shake and calling his name again, he groaned his way into consciousness.

“What the—”

“Bear, it’s okay,” Alex soothed, knowing the rapidly dying light offered his human eyes even less of a view than her increasingly limited vision. “Try not to panic, but we’re dangling above a creek that has some kind of creature swimming it. The Jarnocks plan to offer us up as its dinner, so we need to get out of here before they return.”

Bear remained silent from the shock of her hurried explanation, but then he exploded. “‘It’s okay’?” he repeated in a yell. “How is any of this ‘okay’, Alex?”

“Shhhh!” she hushed him. “Let’s not invite them back early, yeah?”

She watched as Bear took three visibly large breaths to get himself together.

“Right,” he said, much calmer now. “What are our options?”

That was the Bear she needed, and she sent him a smile of gratitude.

“From what I can tell, we don’t have many,” Alex said.

“Well, the obvious one is the one we want to avoid,” Bear said.

“Being consumed by a jungle deity is not on my bucket list,” Alex agreed wholeheartedly. “What’s next?”

“I take it you can’t use A’enara to cut us down without us falling into the water?”

Shaking her head, then regretting the motion from the additional spike of blood pressure it prompted, she said, “Already thought of that. The creek is narrow, but even if we swing first, we still won’t land on the bank.”

“What are we even hanging from?” Bear asked, trying to get a good look up at their feet. “What are these vines attached to?”

“We’re strung between some branches, but they’re way, way high up,” Alex said, squinting up into the trees and not seeing an end to the vines. “Are you thinking—should we try climbing?”

“If it’s our only chance to get out of here, then—”

A new voice cut in, one that caused Alex to jerk with shock, both because it was unexpected, and because it was familiar.

“You don’t have enough time to climb. The Jarnocks are already on their way to prepare you for the sacrifice.”

“Hunter?” Bear’s disbelief was clear in his voice as the SAS teacher stepped out onto the bank.

“We have less than five minutes before they arrive, so listen carefully,” Hunter said, his tone urgent. “Alex, when I tell you, cut Bear free first then follow him straight down into the water. I’ll offer a distraction to Kaku, but you’ll only have seconds to swim your way to the bank before he’ll realise there’s something better on offer. Once you’re back on land, be prepared to run, because the Jarnocks will be relentless in their pursuit.”

Without waiting for Alex or Bear to agree, Hunter continued, “It’ll be hard enough swimming with your feet still bound, so do something about your hands before you enter the water. I’ll be back in a minute, and you’ll need to be ready.”

He vanished into the jungle, prompting Alex to release her grip on Bear, swinging wildly back and forth as a result. It was necessary, though, in order to free her hands, so that when she was semi-stationary again she was able to summon A’enara without skewering him. Even with her reaching towards Bear and him reaching towards her, she could barely get the blade between his bound wrists, but she just managed, freeing him and ignoring the stab of guilt she felt when he hissed as the flames brushed his flesh. A few burns were easy enough to fix up later. Them dying, not so much.

Without being able to reach far enough over to hand the hilt of A’enara to Bear—since there was no way he’d be able to grip the flaming edge of the blade—Alex’s only option was to place the weapon in her mouth and saw her own hands along it. While the flames didn’t burn her, the blade was still sharp, and in releasing herself, she added a few more cuts to her collection. She didn’t waste time sending an apology to Niyx—she just hoped he had the presence of mind to hide his mirrored wounds before Aven or anyone else noticed.

“What do you suppose Hunter meant about offering Kaku a distraction?” Bear asked, rubbing his wrists and attempting to look around from his limited upside-down viewpoint.

Before Alex could say she had no idea, there was a rustling sound further along the creek bank and Hunter reappeared, dragging something behind him. It was some kind of animal, larger than a dog but smaller than a horse. And it was also very dead.

“Are you two ready?” Hunter called.

Realising he intended to draw Kaku’s attention with another food source, Alex felt slightly sick to her stomach. But better the already dead beast than her and Bear.

“One second,” she called back, and she swung her way over to latch onto Bear again. Once she was gripping him, she said, “This will be awkward, but it’s the only way I can reach your feet. Sorry in advance.” She then proceeded to climb her way up his body, turning right-way up as she did so, and feeling her head spin when the blood instantly drained back downwards.

When she was in position with A’enara at the ready, she called back to Hunter that she was ready.

“Wait for my mark,” the instructor said, and he moved behind the animal, shoving it off the bank and down into the creek.

Alex shuddered when the murky water shifted and the spiky fin swept out again as Kaku, having been waiting motionless directly beneath her and Bear, took off towards his free meal.

When he reached the dead beast, Alex had to bite her tongue to keep from shrieking as his upper body lunged out of the water, revealing a prehistoric crocodilian nightmare with a mouth full of giant, jagged teeth. At the sight, Alex understood why the Jarnocks considered Kaku worthy of their worship. Or at least scary enough to prioritise appeasing him.

“Go!” Hunter cried. “Now!”

Despite her abject fear, Alex didn’t hesitate. She sliced A’enara through Bear’s vine and he dropped like a rock into the water. Alex fell partway with him until her own bindings caught, jarring her spine and causing her to swing violently.

Grateful for the ab crunches Niyx frequently tortured her with, Alex pushed her torso upwards and cut the vine holding her aloft, banishing A’enara as she plunged into the murky creek.

Kicking her way to the surface, Alex felt a stab of alarm when she drew in a lungful of air and could no longer see Kaku tearing into the dead beast. The water was once again still and silent.

“HURRY!” Hunter bellowed, running along the bank towards them. “HE’S COMING!”

Heart pounding, Alex mermaid-kicked through the tangles of grassy reeds that pulled at her body, forcing them aside with her free hands as she wrestled her way through the deep water. Bear was barely keeping ahead of her, but he finally reached the bank where Hunter was waiting to haul him up to safety.

Two strokes behind, Alex arrived only a second later, but just as she threw an arm up for Hunter to draw her out, she was jerked back, hard, and submerged underwater again.

With the murkiness of the creek making it nearly impossible to see anything, Alex could only just make out the figure of the massive Kaku tugging her down to the creek bed and continuing to drag her upstream. Like a dog with a bone, his ferocious teeth were attached to the vine she’d cut herself free from, the one keeping her feet bound. It was a miracle he’d gone for the trailing vegetation and not latched onto her flesh—a miracle Alex was certain wouldn’t last for much longer.

Her adrenaline spiking, she pushed past her all-consuming terror and her screaming lungs to summon A’enara. When Kaku gave another vicious tug, she used the momentum to her advantage and swung her body around to slice through the trailing vine.

Now free, she released her blade and moved desperately upwards, her legs kicking wildly and her arms frantically stroking through the dense water. She managed to get her head above the surface and gasp in a lungful of air right before she felt the telltale current of movement beneath her heralding Kaku’s approach.

Knowing she was about to give the fight of her life, Alex called A’enara back just as the beast breached the surface with his teeth bared, ready to snap her in half. But she didn’t get a chance to do anything before a shadow launched off the bank and landed on the creature’s neck—a shadow that turned out to be Hunter, who plunged a dagger straight into Kaku’s eye socket.

“GO!” Hunter shouted, hanging from atop the now roaring beast, struggling like a cowboy riding an enraged bull. “Go, go, go!”

Alex didn’t need to be told twice. And she also didn’t need to swim far, because Bear threw a vine from his position on the bank and when she grabbed hold, he used it to swiftly tow her to his side and up out of the water.

As she lay there panting from shock, exertion and oxygen deprivation, Bear threw the vine again and yelled, “Hunter!”

Another roar was followed by a splashing sound, and then Bear was pulling Hunter out as well.

The teacher moved straight to Alex’s side, dripping water down onto her as he slid his dagger through the vines binding her feet. With concerned eyes, he looked her over from head to toe and asked, “Are you hurt?”

Still lightly panting, Alex shook her head and said, “I’m okay.”

“When he took you down and you didn’t come back up, we thought…” Bear couldn’t finish his sentence, his face pale even in the darkness of the now dusky light.

“I’m okay,” she repeated, quieter, using a shaking hand to swipe wet hair from her face.

“You won’t be if we don’t move,” Hunter said, hauling her up with him, water flying from them both. “The Jarnocks will be here any second, and they won’t be happy that their god is missing an eye. Can you run?”

“I’m fine—just go!” Alex said, wanting a repeat of her encounter with the Jarnocks only slightly less than a second round with Kaku.

Her teacher didn’t need further encouragement before he tore off into the jungle. His pace was swift, but when Alex’s ears picked up the furious cries of the Jarnocks discovering their missing quarry—and seeing their maimed deity—she feared they weren’t running fast enough.

Hunter’s thoughts apparently mirrored hers since he picked up speed until they were full on sprinting through the vegetation. He may have been human, but his awareness gift coupled with all the other stealthy tricks he had up his sleeve allowed him to move with almost as much ease as a Meyarin, if not as swiftly.

Alex was able to keep up thanks to her immortal blood and relentless training, but Bear wasn’t gifted in a way that would help him in their current environment, nor did he have any experience as a student in SAS. It soon became clear that he was finding it harder and harder to make his way through the dense shrubbery. But he didn’t lag behind and he didn’t complain. He just put his head down and remained right on their heels.

As dusk turned to night and darkness fell over the jungle, their escape became even more challenging. Alex could barely see a thing, and that was with the advantage of her enhanced vision. Just as she was about to point out that they needed to slow down, the inevitable happened.

Alex actually heard the crack of Bear’s bone snapping when he yanked his leg free from being wedged between two boulders. An almighty scream ripped from his vocal chords before he was able to muffle the sound out of sheer willpower.

“Hunter!” Alex cried as she ran and kneeled beside her friend, but her instructor was already doubling back before the call left her mouth.

Uttering a very un-teacherly word, Hunter dropped down beside them and rolled Bear’s jeans up to his knee. Running his hands carefully along the bone, he repeated his curse word and said, “Feels like you’ve fractured your fibula. But it hasn’t breached the skin, which is good news.”

Alex could hear from the strain in Hunter’s voice that the ‘good news’ was still extremely bad news since they were in the middle of enemy territory with Bear now handicapped.

“Can you hear anything, Alex?” Hunter asked.

Knowing he wasn’t referring to the normal jungle noises, she listened intently, but she couldn’t hear any approaching Jarnocks. “Nothing.”

“We’ve made good ground. I don’t know if we’ve lost them completely, but I think we’re safe for the moment,” Hunter said. “Let’s rest up for a few minutes, strap this leg and decide our next move.”

Alex nodded her agreement, placing a comforting hand on Bear’s chest.

“You’re doing great,” she told him when Hunter tore a strip off his own clothing and bandaged Bear’s leg between two sturdy branches in a makeshift splint.

“I’m sorry,” Bear hissed between his teeth, his voice filled with agony so acute that Alex could almost taste his pain. “I’m slowing us down.”

“Don’t be silly,” Alex said, wishing she had some water or something she could offer him. “We all needed a break. You just gave us a good excuse.”

Somehow he managed a huff of laughter. “Maybe my lucky jeans aren’t as lucky as I thought.”

She was able to muster a smile, but it disappeared when Hunter tightened the splint and Bear released an anguished moan. Stomach roiling, Alex watched as his eyes rolled to the back of his head and he blacked out from the pain.

With a shuddering exhale, she turned her accusing gaze to Hunter. “Was it necessary to make it that tight?”

“You’ve had enough first aid experience to know the answer to that.”

What he said was true, but Alex hated seeing her friend suffer. Because of that, she lashed out at the only person currently close enough to receive her wrath. Releasing the last few hours of fear, frustration, tension, stress, pain and absolute terror onto his shoulders, Alex didn’t hold back—she just launched straight into a verbal attack.

“They’re freaking cannibals, Hunter! Did no one think to mention that to us before we left?”

“Alex—”

“Was it too much to ask for a little warning? For one of you to offer a quick, ‘Hey, by the way, they might want to cook you into a stew or sacrifice you to their underwater dinosaur, but don’t worry—we’re sure you’ll be fine’?”

“We—”

“You all claimed to be worried about our safety—what a load of rubbish!” Alex cried, interrupting him again. “If you were really worried, you would have said something!”

“Would you have listened?”

“And even then—What?”

Fully into her rant, Hunter’s words only processed for Alex when he repeated them.

“Would you have listened to us? If we’d told you about the Jarnocks, would you have decided not to come?”

Alex opened her mouth to say of course she would have listened, but then she snapped it shut again, realising he was right. She’d been so determined to carry out her plan that nothing would have stopped her from at least trying to make them see reason. And that was exactly what she’d done—just without the heads-up first.

“You still could have warned us,” she said, deflating slightly but not quite ready to acknowledge his point aloud.

“We could have,” Hunter agreed, wrapping a second strip of torn cloth around Bear’s splint for extra support. “But you were so resolute with your course of action that we figured it best to let you do what you needed to do without interference and just keep an eye on you in case you needed help.”

“I’m guessing that explains your presence here?”

Ripping one final strip from his shirt, Hunter said, “I chartered a vessel from the mainland and picked up your trail when I arrived.” He knotted the material around Bear’s leg and added, “I didn’t anticipate you finding the Jarnocks and getting into trouble so quickly, or I would have left much earlier.”

“To be fair, they found us,” Alex replied. “It all went downhill from there. Even if you’d been around, you wouldn’t have been able to do anything except get trussed up beside us as part of Kaku’s dinner.”

The volatile surge of emotion left her in a rush until all that was left was the memory of being dragged along the bottom of the creek bed by the monstrous creature. She began trembling as delayed shock set in, and she lifted her eyes through the darkness until she met Hunter’s. “You saved my life.”

“To be fair,” he said, repeating her words with a hint of a smile, “you were managing all right on your own.”

Alex shook her head firmly, knowing that if Hunter hadn’t intervened when he had, she would currently be in a state of digestion somewhere deep within Kaku’s small intestine.

“Thank you, Hunter,” she told him quietly. “I’m sorry for what I said before. Just—Just thank you. For coming after us, and for saving me.” She gestured to Bear and amended, “For saving both of us.”

He seemed to realise it was important to her that he accept her gratitude, so he didn’t brush her thanks aside and claim that he was just doing his job as her teacher. Instead, he said, “You’re welcome, Alex.”

She smiled at him, and then turned her eyes to Bear when he let out a low groan and regained consciousness.

“So it wasn’t a nightmare, then?” he said, the pain still clear in his tone.

“The sooner we get back to my vessel, the sooner we can leave the island’s anti-Bubbledoor wards and return to the academy, leaving your nightmare as nothing but a memory,” Hunter said in an attempt to be comforting.

“How far is your vessel?” Alex asked.

“About an hour from here,” he answered.

Alex’s gaze flicked back down just in time to see Bear blanch at the idea of having to walk for another hour on his injured leg. He was quick to school his expression, but she hadn’t imagined the dread flashing across his features.

“Isn’t there another way?” she asked quietly.

“Not without leaving him here,” Hunter replied, just as quietly.

They both ignored Bear when he grumbled, “There’s no point whispering. I broke my leg, not my ears.”

“We can’t leave him here,” Alex said to Hunter, not even considering it as an option.

“I know that,” Hunter agreed. “Which is why I said we have an hour to go. Normally it would only take half that time, but I’m accounting for the slower pace.”

“Good of you,” Bear grumbled again, his normally cheerful humour tempered by his pain. “But how ’bout an alternative?”

Both Alex and Hunter looked at him, a sliver of moonlight streaming through the canopy and splashing across his face.

“If I’m right,” Bear said, “we’d only have to walk five minutes in that direction”—he indicated to his left—“before we’d be back at the Library doorway.”

Alex gaped at him. “How can you possibly know that?”

“I told you, I spent a lot of time in survival VRs as a kid,” Bear answered. “And when I say a lot, I mean a lot.”

“But we’ve been unconscious for most of our time here!”

“I can’t explain it,” Bear said with a shrug that turned into a moan as it jostled his leg. “Either trust me or don’t.”

Hunter studied Bear closely. “How confident are you?”

“’Bout seventy-five percent.”

Before Hunter could agree or disagree to the new plan, Alex heard something that caused her to speak up first.

“We’re going to have to take those odds,” she said, bending lower to pry her way under Bear’s upper torso and wrapping his arm around her shoulders.

Sensing her newfound haste and repeating the move on Bear’s other side, Hunter helped haul her friend painfully up to his feet and said, “What is it?”

“The Jarnocks,” Alex said. “They’re coming.”
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The next five minutes spent sloughing through the jungle felt like an eternity to Alex. With each groan that Bear tried his hardest to repress, she felt the phantom pain in her own body. She feared her friend would pass out again from their hurried, jolting movements, but he managed to pull through, guiding them until they all but tripped over the pile of wintry clothing they’d removed when they’d first arrived.

Not wanting to panic the others about how close the Jarnocks were on their tail, Alex didn’t say anything, but she also didn’t delay in calling forth their return doorway. When Bear slurred something about grabbing their clothes, Alex cried, somewhat hysterically, “Forget them!” and hauled him through the door right along with Hunter.

They stumbled out into the foyer of the Library, the only place Alex had thought to deliver them to at a moment’s notice, but thankfully there was no one other than the librarian to witness their magical arrival—or the darts that flew through the doorway, missing them by sheer luck alone. The librarian, of course, only sniffed and turned his nose up at them before wandering off.

“I’ll go and get Fletcher,” Alex said, helping Hunter ease Bear to the floor. There was no way she was making her friend walk one more step now that they were safe.

“Wait! Alex—”

“I’ll have him here in a jiffy!” Alex yelled over her shoulder as she sprinted up the staircase and out of the Tower into the night.

It was only when the biting wind and buffeting snow lanced across her exposed flesh that she understood why Hunter had called for her to wait. Dressed in her cut-off shorts, cami and boots, the little she did wear was soaked with both creek water and sweat—hardly appropriate attire for journeying around the wintry campus. But she wasn’t about to go back now, and she sprinted on through the freezing cold towards the Gen-Sec building, grateful for her Meyarin speed.

As she ran, she wished she could go up to her room and grab some laendra for Bear, but she couldn’t risk being asked how it had come to be in her possession. While not as instantaneous as the Meyarin flower, she knew Fletcher’s medicines would fix him swiftly enough, so she continued onwards, barely slowing in time to burst through the doors of the Med Ward.

Fletcher, fortunately, was there, and upon learning of Bear’s injury, he didn’t waste time before grabbing a bag of supplies and hurrying towards the exit.

When Alex made to follow, he held up his hand in a ‘stop’ gesture.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

Confused, she answered, “Coming with you.”

“Not dressed like that,” he said firmly. “You’ll catch your death out there.”

“I’m—”

“We can stand here and keep arguing or you can agree to stay so I can go and help Bear,” Fletcher said. “What’ll it be, Alex?”

Knowing every second they argued was a second longer Bear remained in pain, Alex grudgingly said, “Fine. I’ll stay.”

With a warning in his eyes that if she reneged, there would be consequences, Fletcher took off, leaving Alex alone.

Only—she wasn’t alone.

In her haste to alert Fletcher to Bear’s injury, she hadn’t so much as glanced around the rest of the Med Ward—a mistake she was now deeply regretting.

I hate my life, she thought with a resigned sigh as she noted the two others standing in the room. Perhaps Kaku was a deity, and one who had cursed Alex to have bad luck for the rest of her life. Because, of all the people in the world, it just had to be Kaiden and Declan who now stood before her, both visibly shocked by her appearance.

She could hardly blame them. Thanks to her mad dash through the jungle, her skin was scratched enough to look like she’d been in a vicious catfight—and lost. Her body was coated in muddy grime from the creek, her hands were sliced from A’enara, and her wrists and ankles were chaffed raw from her bindings. All in all, she was one hot mess.

Alex had to admit, seeing Kaiden and Declan while looking like she’d stepped off the set of a Tomb Raider movie was right near the top of her ‘Things to avoid in life’ list. But she somehow managed to hide her embarrassment—or so she hoped.

“Hey,” she said, giving an ultra cool head nod that was anything but ultra cool.

“You look terrible,” Kaiden said, walking straight over to her with Declan following close behind.

“Just what every girl longs to hear,” Alex quipped, but her heart wasn’t in it.

She didn’t fight him when he gently guided her to sit on one of Fletcher’s beds before retrieving a vial of green pain reliever from across the room.

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” Alex said, taking the proffered medicine when he pointedly nudged it closer. “Really. I have something back in my dorm that’ll help take the edge off.”

“Friends don’t let friends do drugs, Alex,” Declan said.

“That’s not what I—” Alex broke off when she caught the laughter in his eyes and instead grumbled, “You’re hilarious.”

In an effort to keep from saying anything else unintentionally implicit, she swallowed the pain reliever. Kaiden then handed her another vial, this one filled with an orangey liquid, and with a sigh, she downed it as well, not bothering to ask what it contained. Heat instantly flooded her veins, and the shivers that she hadn’t noticed wracking her frame began to settle.

“Mmm,” she said, peering into the now empty vial. “I like that one.”

Both Declan and Kaiden chuckled, before Kaiden moved off again and returned with some of Fletcher’s healing ointment.

“Since when do you play nursemaid?” Alex asked when he reached for her left hand and started massaging the vanilla-scented salve into her skin. She wasn’t sure whether she felt awkward from his ministrations or just plain grateful that someone was taking care of her.

It was Declan who answered, his wicked smile the only warning of what he might be about to say. “When it comes to you, Kaid here is always happy to—”

The rest of his words were cut off with an “Ooof!” when Kaiden elbowed him in the stomach before continuing to patch Alex up like there had been no interruption.

Biting back a laugh, Alex looked at Declan. “You were saying?”

Declan’s only reply was to rub his stomach and grunt out, “He’s always been good with first aid.”

At the sour look on Declan’s face, she couldn’t hold back her laughter anymore. A smile hinted at Kaiden’s lips too as he released her left hand and reached for her right.

He continued covering her cuts and scratches with the ointment, paying particular attention to the deeper wounds from where she’d hacked into her flesh while sawing through her bonds. The ointment also healed the raw skin around her wrists and ankles, and by the time Fletcher and Hunter arrived carrying the high-as-a-kite Bear, Alex was as good as new.

“How’s he doing?” she asked, jumping off the bed. Wobbling as a wave of exhaustion hit her, she accepted Kaiden’s offered hand to steady herself and made her way over to where the doctor and teacher carefully laid her friend.

“I had the weirdest dream,” Bear slurred out, his eyes glazed as he looked straight through Alex in his drug-induced haze. “There were all these angry little people and we were hiiiiiiigh up in the trees.”

He laughed, though at what, Alex wasn’t sure. But then his humour died and his already wide eyes widened further.

“Then there was this creek monster that nearly ate you, Alex! It dragged you underwater for so long—I thought you were dead!” He blinked a few times and relaxed. “Then Ghost was there and—oh, hey, look! Ghost is here, too!”

Grinning dopily, Bear pointed at Hunter, before yawning and turning back to Alex to finish, “It wasn’t much fun.” He laughed again and shook his head. “Crazy, crazy dream.”

He then tipped his head back, closed his eyes and was instantly asleep.

Alex turned to Fletcher. “What the heck did you give him?” She only just managed to keep from adding, ‘And how can I get some of it?’

“Bear was in a lot of pain, Alex,” Fletcher told her, something she already knew. “Since I still have to re-set his bone, I thought it might be best for him to be unconscious during the process.”

Alex cringed at the alternate.

“As you can see, the pain reliever I gave him is extremely effective, resulting in what he currently believes is a dream state,” Fletcher continued. “But don’t worry—once the bone is back in place, the Regenevators will do the rest of the work and he’ll be up and about in no time, with all his memories of your… adventures… intact.”

The doctor peered closely at Alex, looking at her now-healed body before turning to Kaiden who was still holding the container of healing salve.

“It appears I left you in good hands while I was gone,” Fletcher said, his eyes twinkling. “Do you have anything more serious that I should look at, or can I take comfort in knowing you’ll live another day without further medical attention?”

Another whole day was a bit of a gamble, since Alex didn’t know what she would face with the Shadow Walkers and Dayriders in the morning. She offered him as much honesty as she could when she answered, “I’m good for at least eight hours.”

With a longsuffering sigh, Fletcher reached for his MedTek and turned back to Bear.

When a holographic X-ray of the broken bone rose out of the Device, Alex’s lunch threatened to make a reappearance, and she knew she wouldn’t be able to watch what was coming next.

Offering a rushed farewell to those in the room, along with another quick but heartfelt “Thank you” to Hunter, she spun around and headed for the exit.

“Hold up there, Alex.” Kaiden grabbed her arm just before she could step outside. He gestured a hand up and down her body and said, “Winter. Snow. Cold. Remember?”

With the orangey medicine having reheated her body, Alex had forgotten what she would face outdoors. And her expression must have shown as much.

“Here,” Declan said, unbuttoning his thick coat. “I’ll stay in case Fletch and Hunter need a hand. Kaid can walk you to the dorm and then bring this back for me.”

Relieved beyond words, Alex moved impatiently from foot to foot as he helped her into his coat. It was massive on her, enough that she was swimming in it. But it was also toasty warm and she knew that even with her legs bare she would still make it back to the dorm relatively unscathed.

“Thanks, Declan,” she told him once she was all bundled up. “Your grandfather might be a piece of work, but you go all right.”

Startled, Declan laughed. “You obviously don’t know him very well,” he said. “If you did, you’d be calling him more than a ‘piece of work’.”

Alex could only imagine. “I was trying to be generous.”

“Jaxon’s an ass, plain and simple,” Declan said, his tone oddly amused given his relation to the royal advisor. “But for better or worse, he’s family.” He paused, then corrected, “Nope, just for worse.”

His words prompted a chuckle from Alex as he nudged her towards the door.

“Now get out of here before Kaid offers you more ‘first aid’,” Declan said, using air quotes for the last two words. “CPR’s probably next on his list, and I doubt you’d want an audience for that.”

Feeling her cheeks flush, Alex’s mind blanked enough that she couldn’t form a response, so she forced out another huff of laughter and stepped outside with a shamelessly grinning Kaiden in tow.

It was too cold for them to dally, so they set a brisk pace across the campus, frozen puffs of vapour leaving their mouths with every breath.

“Did what Bear say really happen?” Kaiden asked as they hurried towards the dorm building. “The ‘angry little people’ in the trees—did you visit the Jarnocks?”

Seeing no point in lying, Alex nodded.

“And was the part about the underwater monster dragging you down true as well? Was he talking about Kaku?”

Alex shuddered and, more hesitantly this time, nodded again.

Kaiden released a loud sigh and said, “I’ve never encountered anyone more prone to finding trouble than you.”

“I don’t find trouble,” Alex said, indignant. “It just… finds me.”

“With everything that you’ve been through, I’m amazed you’ve managed to survive this long.”

“You’re not the only one,” Alex murmured her agreement.

Silence. And then—

“Is there anything you can’t do?”

Kaiden’s question surprised her. Not the words themselves, but the wonder in them. The admiration. The… affection.

Feeling the need to lighten the suddenly heavy mood, Alex flippantly replied, “I’m afraid I’m not very good at baking.”

Kaiden laughed, just as she’d hoped he would. “How scandalous.”

“You can’t tell a soul,” Alex told him. “If my secret gets out, it’ll be the end of me.”

“Your secrets are safe with me,” Kaiden promised as they reached the dorm building and stepped through its entrance. Halting just inside the doors, his face was serious as he finished meaningfully, “All of them, Alex.”

She couldn’t hold his gaze and instead focused on unbuttoning Declan’s coat. But Kaiden’s hands reached out for hers, halting her fingers to pull her closer.

As in, way closer.

With one hand curling around her waist and the other moving up to her cheek, Kaiden looked deep into her eyes and whispered, “What’s it going to take for you to finally trust me?”

Mouth dry at both his words and his proximity, Alex couldn’t respond. All she could do was feel the warm touch of his fingers on her skin and the comforting strength of his arms holding her tight.

“Kaiden,” she whispered as he moved impossibly closer.

“What’s it going to take?” he repeated, his breath fanning over her lips, causing her to shiver.

Slowly, carefully, he tilted her face upwards, watching her intently to gauge her reaction. Her eyes began to flutter closed of their own accord. But then—

“… so of course I said ‘no’. I mean, as if I would ever agree to that!”

Jumping back about three feet and dislodging Kaiden’s arms in the process, Alex spun around, heart pounding, face burning, and found two fifth-year girls descending the stairs, presumably heading to the Rec Room.

“And then—oh, hey, Kaiden!” one of them called. “Did you finish Luranda’s flesh-eating algae assignment? It took me forever!”

Kaiden called out a token response and the girls took that as an invitation to approach. Her heartbeat still erratic, Alex decided to be relieved rather than disappointed by the interruption, and she used the girls’ presence as an excuse to strip out of Declan’s coat and shakily hand it over to Kaiden.

She could barely meet his eyes before she had to look away again, and she was thankful for the unending dialogue from the girls that kept her from being able to say anything. Instead, she mustered the most genuine smile she could offer, hoping it didn’t look as skittish as she felt, and quietly excused herself.

She only just managed to make it up the stairs without looking over her shoulder, and she determinedly ignored the heated stare she felt branding her with every step.
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“What do you mean, you almost kissed Kaiden?” D.C. all but shrieked later that night after Alex had showered off the jungle grime, checked in with Niyx to let him know she was safe and hear his promises that he was too, and donned her comfiest pyjamas.

“I didn’t almost kiss him,” Alex corrected, sitting cross-legged on D.C.’s bed and facing her roommate. “He almost kissed me.”

“Semantics.” D.C. gave an impatient wave of her hand. “You so would have kissed him back. Jordan told me you’ve liked him for ages.”

“Jordan has a big mouth,” Alex grumbled.

“Aha! You admit it!”

“It’s not like it’s a secret, Dix,” Alex said. However, until now she’d never spoken with her closest girlfriend about Kaiden, which was kind of telling. “But it’s also not exactly at the top of my priorities right now.”

“It should be,” D.C. said, passing a bottle of nail polish to Alex. “You deserve to have something nice happen in your life for a change. Something exciting.”

Alex frowned. “I have lots of nice things in my life. And way more excitement than I need.”

“You know what I mean,” was D.C.’s dismissive reply.

“Well, anyway, it’s not going to happen again,” Alex said, starting on her nails. They were using her favourite polish—one that went on clear but changed colour depending on the wearer’s mood.

“What? Why not?”

“Because, it can’t,” Alex answered. “For so many reasons.”

If they’d been standing, Alex was certain D.C. would have stomped her foot.

“Like?”

“Time, for one,” Alex said. “I don’t have room for more relationships in my life right now, let alone a boyfriend.”

“So you do want a relationship with him? I knew it!”

Alex glanced up briefly. “Dix, please, at least try to stay focused.”

With a sheepish smile, D.C. said, “Sorry. But can you blame me? We’re talking about Kaiden James here. The guy is the stuff of fantasies. If I wasn’t so into Jordan, I’d be swooning right along with you.”

“I am not swooning,” Alex spluttered.

“You should be,” D.C. said, with a soft sigh. “He’s so dreamy.”

Choosing not to respond to that for the sake of her sanity, Alex only said, “It also can’t happen because if Aven finds out, he could make Kaiden a target.” And learn about his gift in the process, Alex added mentally, her breath hitching at the thought. At both thoughts.

“We’re all targets, Alex,” D.C. reminded her, if gently. “Being close to you is worth the risk, as I’m sure Kaiden would agree.”

Alex didn’t concede the point. Instead, she said, “I also have to spend a lot of class time with him.” A lot more than D.C. knew about come Monday and their joint lessons with Athora—which was another reason for her caution. “I don’t want things to become… awkward between us.”

“More awkward than an almost-kiss hanging over both your heads? ’Cause I can see how that’s not going to be uncomfortable at all.”

D.C.’s sarcasm, while unwelcome, was nevertheless valid.

“It just can’t happen,” Alex finished lamely. “Not right now.”

“But you like him,” D.C. said, sounding more miserable than Alex felt.

Alex didn’t say anything. Confirmation or contradiction—there wasn’t any point. One would be a lie. The other would only make things harder.

D.C. slumped in resignation when no response came, showing that she was going to let it go. But before she did, she offered one final statement. “The nails never lie, Alex.”

Looking down, Alex sighed.

Pink.

A colour with universal meaning in every world.

Rather than stuffing her hands under a pillow and ruining her drying manicure, Alex turned their conversation around.

“Speaking of relationships,” she said, “how’s things with you and Jordan? He seems to be doing much better lately.”

D.C.’s face softened as a contented smile settled on her lips. “He’s incredible. What he went through—everything he’s been through…” She shook her head, her focus inward. “I had no idea… None of us had any idea.” Her eyes cleared as she looked up and said, “He still has a way to go, but he’s getting there. And I feel so… so honoured that I get to be with him on the journey. To have his trust—to have his heart—” D.C. shook her head again and blew out an amazed breath. “There are no words to describe how that feels.”

Alex felt the prickle of tears as she took in D.C.’s glowing features, as she saw the pure joy that her friend was radiating. Heedless of their drying nails, Alex clasped their hands together, whispering out a choked, “I’m so happy for you, Dix. So, so happy.”

Wet glimmered in D.C.’s eyes as she held Alex’s gaze. “I just—I never thought I’d have something like this, you know?” She sniffed. “With my childhood, no one ever—there was no one I could trust, let alone allow myself to care for.” She sniffed again, before snorting quietly as she added, “But then you barged your way into my life and almost got me killed, and here we are.”

Alex offered a wobbly smile, unable to summon words due to the emotion clogging her throat.

Blinking against her tears, D.C. finished, “I can never thank you enough for everything you’ve done, everything you’ve given me. Jordan, Bear… friendship, laughter… hope. I never knew life could be this beautiful.” She squeezed Alex’s hands and quietly admitted, “It’s better than I could have ever dreamed.”

Inhaling deeply through her nose lest she release the sob she felt building in her chest, Alex gripped D.C. all the tighter and said in a hoarse voice, “You deserve all of it and more, Dix. And if you think you’re honoured to be on the journey with Jordan, imagine how I feel witnessing you blossom at his side.”

Apparently too overwhelmed to offer a verbal response, D.C. lunged forward and wrapped her arms around Alex in a crushing hug. Their teary embrace lasted until a knock sounded at their door and they broke apart, both of them wiping under their eyes as they did so.

“What did I just walk in on?” Jordan asked after D.C. let him in. He eyed them both, likely noting their wet cheeks and tremulous smiles.

“We were just doing our nails,” D.C. answered, giving him a quick kiss on the lips that he turned into something deeper, only pulling back when Alex cleared her throat to remind them that she was still in the room.

Jordan sent a grin in her direction and, seeing him so carefree and at peace, Alex felt tears well up again. Perhaps it was from the trauma of her day, or her raw conversation with D.C., but either way, her emotions were all over the place. And apparently that was clear for her friends to see, since Jordan’s brow furrowed and he moved closer, holding his arms out for her.

A strangled sob left Alex as she leapt up from the bed and he wrapped her in his embrace.

“Is this about Bear?” he asked into her ear, rubbing her back soothingly. “I just checked in on him—he’s going to be fine.”

Alex didn’t move her head from his chest as she shook it from side to side. “No, it’s about you. I’m just—I’m so glad you’re okay.”

Jordan’s hand stilled before he continued his soothing circles. “Have we gone back in time? Because I’m pretty sure we already had our emotional outburst a fortnight ago when you first Released me. Did you bump your head while fighting off jungle deities, or is your mind just scrambled from having nearly kissed Kaiden tonight?”

Alex pushed back and gaped at him through blurry eyes. “How do you know about that?”

Jordan’s answering smirk was merciless. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

Feeling her cheeks heat all over again, Alex pulled a face when D.C. snorted indelicately and stepped up beside them. Despite her amusement, the princess still came to Alex’s rescue and saved them from returning to the topic of Kaiden by asking Jordan why he’d stopped by.

“Don’t worry—I’m not here to interrupt whatever bonding session you have going on,” he replied, indicating the bottle of nail polish with humour in his gaze. “I just wanted to come and say goodnight to my girlfriend.”

Alex’s heart melted, but at the same time, she crossed her arms and said, “Ahem.”

“And my best friend, too, of course,” Jordan quickly added.

And then he did exactly that—hugging Alex one last time and giving D.C. a lingering kiss before promising to see them both at breakfast.

It was only once he was out the door again that Alex turned to her roommate and said, “Kaiden’s not the only one worthy of fantasies.”

A contented sigh left D.C. as she simply replied, “Believe me, I know.”


Twenty

When the next morning dawned bright and clear, Alex was determined to move on from the events of the previous day. She didn’t linger on the failure with the Flips or the near disaster with the Jarnocks or even the unforeseen—and complicated—close call with Kaiden. Instead, she gathered as many positive thoughts as she could and told herself that today would be a victory.

The only less-than-happy thought she couldn’t ignore was that she would be heading out on her own. With Jordan and D.C. stuck in detention from their make-out session—another reason for Alex to avoid any romantic entanglements—and Bear still healing in the Med Ward, Alex would be visiting the Shadow Walkers and Dayriders alone.

Or so she thought.

Just as she was making her approach through the snow to the Tower building, Caspar Lennox fell into step beside her.

“Sir?” she asked when it became clear that he wasn’t just passing by.

“You cannot simply announce yourself to the Shadow Walker elders, Alexandra Jennings,” he said. “You must be presented.”

Uncertain as to the meaning of both his words and his presence, Alex mumbled, “Um…”

“I will escort you to the city of my race,” Caspar Lennox told her straight out. “But even with my advocacy, I can offer no guarantees that they will be willing to listen to your claims.”

“Uh…”

With lightning-fast movement, his mottled-grey hand flashed out and wrapped firmly around her bicep.

“Whatever you do, do not pull away.”

That was all he said before the swirling cloud of inky shadows at his feet rose up to envelope them, with him tugging Alex forward through the darkness.

It was like hiking upwards through honey. While blind. Unable to see anything, Alex could only follow her SOSAC teacher’s directive and keep walking, anchored to him by his grip on her arm as they journeyed to wherever he was guiding them.

Alex had only travelled through the shadows once before. On her own, she’d wrestled with the darkness and felt pulled in every direction until she’d been able to assert her will and arrive at her intended destination.

With Caspar Lennox, it was different. Other than the sensation of walking through sludge, she didn’t have to fight for dominance over the precocious nature of the shadows. Whether that was because her teacher was doing it for them both, or simply because he was a Shadow Walker and this particular means of transportation was natural to him, she wasn’t sure.

When the darkness around them finally cleared, Alex could see they were now far, far away from anywhere she’d ever been.

“Whoa.”

Alex couldn’t have repressed her reaction if she’d wanted to, not as she took in the view laid out before her.

It was a city mounted up against the side of a craggy mountain, that much was evident. But it was unlike any city—or indeed, place—Alex had ever seen.

Half of it was covered in shadow. Deep, dark clouds swirled overhead, like a constantly brewing storm. Below the unnatural weather phenomenon, the buildings and streets were all pitch-black and, to her enhanced sight, appeared almost gothic in design. The architecture was predominantly made up of jagged spires and arches, with an ancient dark cathedral rising high above the rest—a structure that was as beautiful as it was intimidating.

The other half of the city was the polar opposite in every way. Blinding sunlight beamed down onto pure white buildings, their design similar to the shadowy side, but instead of looking like something from a horrific nightmare, it was more like something from a picturesque daydream. Most notably different was the lack of storm clouds, and in place of the daunting cathedral there was a crystal pyramid. The sunbeams bounced off it, causing bursts of multicolour to wash across the city in dazzling spears of light.

Alex could hardly believe what she was seeing. It was as if the city had an invisible line drawn right down its centre, marking light from dark, day from night.

As she stood there soaking in the incredible sight, all she could do was remain silent.

Caspar Lennox, however, wasn’t struck mute. In his clear, melodic voice, he announced, “Welcome to Graevale, Alexandra Jennings. Home of the Shadow Walkers and Dayriders.”
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There would have been an unexpected but quirky kind of irony if Alex had discovered the Dayriders living in the dark half of the city and the Shadow Walkers living in the light, but unsurprisingly, that wasn’t the case. And that was made evident when Caspar Lennox gripped Alex’s arm again and walked her through the shadows once more, with them arriving at the edge of a ginormous cobblestoned town square—easily the size of two football fields—and right at the base of a dark staircase leading up to the formidable cathedral’s entry.

“Let me guess,” Alex said, rubbing her arm from his nearly bruising grip. “The elders hang here?”

Creepy church-like building for creepy vampire-like creatures? It made sense in her mind.

“The elders do not hang,” Caspar Lennox said, his distaste for her word choice clear.

When he said no more, Alex pressed, “But they’re here, right?”

“They meet inside the Obscuria, yes.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” Alex started up the jagged, black steps, wondering why he hadn’t just dropped them off at the top of the stairs rather than making them tackle the arduous climb.

When Alex realised he wasn’t following, she turned back and raised her eyebrows in a ‘What’s the hold up?’ gesture.

“I’m beginning to regret bringing you here,” Caspar Lennox said on a sigh as he stepped up beside her.

“We haven’t even done anything yet,” she said, baffled by his statement.

“Exactly. That means you haven’t had a chance to cause any problems,” he returned. “Please, Alexandra, for the grace of the shadows, promise me you will be mindful of your words.”

Alex pursed her lips. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

His answer came without hesitation. “You have a habit of speaking before you think. I strongly advise against doing so here. The elders do not suffer fools gladly.”

Offended, Alex opened her mouth to argue, but he continued before she could.

“And as I have told you once before, they are also not inclined to care for humans. They are just as likely to laugh at you as they are to listen.”

After the Jarnocks and the Flips, Alex wasn’t ignorant of the possibilities.

“I’m aware of that,” she said in a curt voice. “But I still have to try.”

His dark eyes holding hers, Caspar Lennox nodded once. “Very well.” Beginning to climb the stairs again, he ordered, “Follow me.” He then halted so suddenly that Alex almost bumped into him when he turned around to add, “No matter how tempted you are, do not speak unless you are addressed. Do you understand?”

“Got it,” she said, staying close as he continued upwards until they reached an impressive double-arched entrance and walked inside.

Alex wasn’t sure what she’d expected to see after stepping into the cathedral. Pews and an altar, perhaps. Maybe candles and a priest of some kind. But none were to be found. She listened for the quintessential ringing from a hunchback in the bell tower, but that didn’t come either.

All in all, the inside of the mammoth building wasn’t anything like she would have thought. The floor was made of a glossy black marble, blending into the walls so perfectly that it was almost impossible to see where the corner angle shifted from horizontal to vertical. The stained-glass windows allowed barely any light in due to the menacing storm clouds outside, so the only illumination offered was from hanging sconces filled with a strange, purple fire.

Taking in all that with a glance, Alex’s attention was more focused on what was happening in the centre of the empty space. While there were no furnishings of any kind, the cathedral wasn’t without people. Or rather, Shadow Walkers.

It appeared as if there was some kind of combative match taking place, but it was difficult to see around the scores of mottled-grey beings shouting out both jeers and cheers. Bookies were loudly calling for people to place their bets, and willing punters were yelling back the names of their favourites. It was like a mad house of activity, completely at odds with what Alex would have presumed was a sacred site.

Perched on tiered balconies rising high up into the cathedral’s spires and overlooking the action were what seemed to be hundreds of Shadow Walkers, all avidly watching the chaos on the floor. Situated in the central balcony with the best view were three figures, two males and a female, each practically drowning in the shadows that swirled around their hooded capes. What was visible of their grey-skinned faces showed signs of the years they’d lived, their eyes like endless pools of ancient darkness.

Without needing to be told, Alex knew they were the elders she was here to see, and she looked at Caspar Lennox, waiting for him to show her how to approach them.

He, however, had other ideas, and he latched tightly onto her arm and whispered, “We need to leave. Now.”

“But—”

“Now, Alexandra.”

His order was sharp and, to Alex’s ears, anxious. It was the last that kept her from resisting or arguing, even when the shadows started rising up around them as he readied to whisk them away.

“Caspar Lennox! Trivana pos fered se tonda corr!”

The teacher’s grip clenched painfully before he released Alex and shoved her behind him, the shadows dropping back down to his feet as he turned to face the female Shadow Walker who had called for his attention.

Alex’s bond with Xiraxus was again her saving grace, since her inner translator was able to understand the words as a casual greeting similar to the Freyan exclamation of ‘Where the hell have you been?’

“Well met, Shirez Ganare,” Caspar Lennox said in his native language with a slight bow of his waist.

“What brings you by, old friend?” Shirez asked. “Surely you’re not here to compete?”

“Not at all. Indeed, had I known vatali targo was underway, I would have postponed my visit entirely,” Caspar Lennox replied in a tight voice that hid the anxiety Alex had just heard. “I believe it best if I return again at a more favourable time.”

“Nonsense!” cried Shirez. “You must stay and watch with us. It’s only the second day, but the early rounds can be just as exciting as the finals. All our close acquaintances are here—if you join us, it’ll be like old times.”

“I’m afraid I have pressing business to attend to,” Caspar Lennox said.

“Pressing business that involves bringing a human to Graevale?” Shirez asked, an edge to her voice.

Seeing as the female clearly knew Alex was there, she felt ridiculous hiding behind her teacher, so she stepped into view. Just as she was about to take the initiative and introduce herself, she caught Caspar Lennox’s warning glance and remembered his instruction not to speak unless first spoken to.

“The human is Alexandra Jennings,” Caspar Lennox said, and Shirez’s eyes widened in surprise—which in turn surprised Alex, since she had no idea why her name would mean anything to the female Shadow Walker. “She is here to speak with the elders.”

Shirez scoffed at that. “They will not speak with her. She is human.”

Alex barely managed to hold her tongue at the Shadow Walker’s clear disdain.

“What she has to say needs to be heard.”

“I gathered as much,” Shirez replied. “You would not have brought Alexandra Jennings of all people here otherwise.”

Alex’s brow furrowed. Of all people? What was that supposed to mean?

Unfortunately, her facial gesture gave her away, and Shirez turned narrowed onyx eyes to her. “Can you understand me, human?”

Her expression once again neutral, Alex was careful not to react or respond in any way.

“Of course she cannot understand,” Caspar Lennox said dismissively, despite knowing of her bond with Xiraxus and its potential language interpretation. “She has had neither the time nor the training to learn our tongue.”

If nothing else, that much was true. And Alex had a feeling she would be better off keeping her translation skills a secret, given the less than amiable reception she’d already received.

“I could have sworn…” Shirez began, but then she shook her head. “You’re right, of course. No human would ever be capable of learning our language.”

If all Shadow Walkers were as condescending as Shirez, then Alex was going to have a jaw ache by the time she left Graevale just from gritting her teeth.

“We’ve clearly come at an inopportune time,” Caspar Lennox said, tilting his head towards the commotion at the centre of the cathedral, “but Alexandra’s news is time-sensitive. And if, as you say, the vatali targo is only in the early rounds, it could be too late if we return after the trials and their resulting festivities are complete.”

Curiosity lit the grey features of the female Shadow Walker. “Too late for what?”

Caspar Lennox didn’t answer, but he did say, “I would be in your debt if you would assist us with this.”

With a knowing look, Shirez said, “You want me to take you to my grandfather, don’t you?”

“As I said, I would be in your debt.”

“If I do, will you stay a while? Watch the next few matches with us?”

Her tone was the kind of hopeful that Alex thought was unbelievably telling, but Caspar Lennox seemed oblivious.

“As soon as Alexandra has delivered her tidings, I must be away with her to the academy,” he responded.

Standing close enough to him that his shadows covered her feet, Alex booted him firmly in the leg, the gesture hidden from sight.

Giving a jolt that he managed to cover by shifting his weight, Caspar Lennox’s eyes narrowed slightly at the confirmation that Alex could indeed understand their conversation, but he didn’t look down and risk revealing her secret. Instead, he somehow managed to read her not-so-subtle hint. Perhaps he wasn’t as oblivious as she had presumed.

“However,” he said slowly, “perhaps I shall return to witness the final trials, and we might see each other again then.”

Shirez’s features lit up with pleasure. But then she turned to Alex and her expression blanked. “Come with me, Alexandra Jennings,” she said clearly in the common tongue, and she turned on her heel and began marching away.

If Alex hadn’t been following their whole conversation until now, there was no way she would have blindly trailed after the Shadow Walker, not even when Caspar Lennox gave her a none-too-gentle shove forward. But since this might be her only chance to speak with the elders, she didn’t hesitate to rush after Shirez, only slowing when the excited crowd became so thick that she had to elbow her way through the masses.

Oblivious to the human in their midst, the Shadow Walkers continued screaming insults and encouragement to the vatali targo contenders—whatever they were doing—as Alex fought to keep up with Shirez. When a break opened up in the mob, she darted through it, figuring she would cut the corner and return close to her escort’s heels. But instead of making up the distance, when Alex’s view became clear, she stopped dead and stared.

Just as she had first presumed, it was a sparring match of some kind. But it was also much more than that.

Purple flames as high as Alex herself were joined together in straight, sharp angles, creating what looked like large triangular shapes, but it was hard to tell from her view on the ground. The fire appeared and disappeared like a blowtorch turning on and off, over and over again, but at an irregular frequency. Some of the lines blazed for barely seconds before being smothered, while others remained alight for much longer periods.

Amid the flames and being careful to avoid the purple lines were three sparring Shadow Walkers: two against one, all of them fighting ferociously.

The fire, the sparring, none of that was what held Alex captivated. What stopped her from being able to move was watching the fight itself—or rather, how the Shadow Walkers moved during the fight. Appearing in bursts of darkness, attacking swiftly, then disappearing again, they battled like wraiths; like shadow ghosts. It was like watching a choreographed masterpiece of impossible dance steps as they moved around the empty spaces and between the lines of purple fire.

No wonder Shirez was haughty, Alex thought, if the Shadow Walkers were capable of fighting like this.

“Human!” the female hissed, arriving at Alex’s side and causing her to jump out of her staring stupor.

“Sorry,” Alex said quickly, and only the further narrowing of Shirez’s eyes reminded her that she should have kept her mouth shut.

“Do not step out of turn again,” Shirez ordered, before pushing her way back through the crowd.

The mob thinned as they made it to the other side of the cathedral where Caspar Lennox was already waiting for them. Alex sent him an apologetic shrug to which his lips thinned in displeasure, then the two of them followed Shirez towards a private spiral staircase that led directly up to the elders’ balcony.

“The most I can do is get you an audience,” she said as they started up the stairs. “I cannot make them listen.”

Alex opened her mouth to offer her thanks before remembering—again—not to speak, and instead allowed Caspar Lennox to offer gratitude on her behalf.

When they stepped off the staircase, Alex took a moment to look down at the scene below. From her higher vantage point she had an unconcealed view inside the flames—flames that she could now see were shaped along the lines of a six-sided star. Six triangles were connected to a larger hexagonal centre space, all of which the combatants were shadowing their way through as the flames rose and fell, allowing them easier access to the different areas.

“Grandfather, Elders,” Shirez said respectfully in her own tongue, and Alex turned her attention to the three ancient figures seated on dark, throne-like chairs. “There is a human here who wishes to speak with you.”

“A human?” said the male closest to where they stood, peering intently at Alex. A jagged scar sawed through his left eyebrow, making him seem as if he had a permanently quizzical expression.

“Yes, Grandfather,” Shirez said. “Alexandra Jennings.”

“So not just any human,” the female in the middle said, her implied familiarity again puzzling Alex. “And it appears she was brought here by one of our own.”

“Noble Elders,” Caspar Lennox said, also reverting to the language of his race. He stepped forward, offering a deep, respectful bow. “I would not have brought the girl unless I believed what she has to say to be of the utmost importance to your ears.”

“Stand aside, Caspar Lennox, and let her come forth,” said the final male elder, his eyes a staggering pale blue colour against his mottled-grey skin. While Alex had little experience with the shadowy race, he was the first she’d seen with coloured irises. The effect was astounding.

“Alexandra, you have been given leave to approach,” Caspar Lennox told her in the common tongue, as if she didn’t already know.

She played her part and nodded before stepping towards the elders, careful to keep her mouth firmly shut until they gave permission for her to speak.

“Well met, Alexandra Jennings of the human race,” said Shirez’s grandfather, now in the common tongue. “I am Radek Ganare.”

“Azalia Shaw,” offered the female in the middle.

“And I am Saber Karn,” said the blue-eyed male on the far end. “On behalf of our people, we welcome you to Graevale.”

So far, Alex thought things were going rather well. Certainly much better than she’d imagined, especially after Shirez’s less than warm treatment.

“My granddaughter claims you have come to speak with us,” Radek said.

When he said no more, Alex took his statement to be a question and made the assumption that he was granting her permission to speak. “Yes, that’s right. I’ve come to warn—”

“You have arrived during vatali targo,” interrupted Azalia.

When she said no more, Alex again presumed she was allowed to respond. “I’m sorry about that. I didn’t mean to interrupt the, uh… ” She waved a hand to the action below and finished, “… festivities. But—”

“We do not deal with matters of politics during the trials,” said Saber.

“This isn’t really about politics,” Alex said. “It’s about—”

“You will not speak out of turn, human,” Azalia said with slitted eyes.

Frustrated, Alex wondered how she was supposed to know whether she could talk or not if some of their statements were questions while others weren’t.

“Saber Karn speaks true,” Radek said. “We do not discuss politics while the trials are in session.”

Another long pause, which Alex hoped meant she could again attempt speech.

She took a chance and asked, “How long do the trials last?”

“Until a victor is named,” Azalia answered. “Usually no more than a week.”

A week. That wasn’t great, but it also wasn’t terrible. Hopefully Aven wouldn’t do anything drastic in that time, and Alex would still be able to warn the elders before he acted.

“However,” Azalia continued, “we will not discuss politics with anyone until the celebrations have concluded.”

“Do you mean like a party?” Alex asked. “When does it finish?”

“Sunrise,” Saber answered. Before adding, “After the next full moon.”

Alex’s mouth dropped open.

A month? They partied for a whole month?

“You’re not serious?” she gasped out.

The shadows around the elders rose up suddenly, like snakes hissing with fury.

“Watch your tone, human,” said Azalia sharply. “Remember who you stand before.”

This was ridiculous. It was utterly ridiculous. Here she was, trying to warn them about an impending threat, and they wanted to throw a month-long party before they would hear a single word from her.

“My warning can’t wait,” Alex said, not caring that she was using both a firm tone and speaking out of turn. “You need to listen to me. Aven Dal—”

“Enough!” Azalia cried, her voice like thunder, but Alex refused to be interrupted.

“—marta is coming. He has an entire arm—”

Suddenly, Alex’s words were cut off as shadows surrounded her, stealing her voice and choking the air from her lungs. Gagging, she heard Caspar Lennox and, surprisingly, Shirez, interceding on her behalf, but she was too focused on not suffocating to hear what they were saying. Then, in an instant, her asphyxiation eased and she was able to breathe again.

Unable to help herself, she glared at the three elders while sucking in gasps of oxygen. But she also held her tongue while she did so.

“Caspar Lennox advocates strongly for you, Alexandra Jennings,” Radek said. “My granddaughter, too.” He sounded just as baffled by the last as Alex was. “Despite that, we will not allow you to force our attention.”

Alex wanted to throw something at him. At all of them.

“However,” Radek said, and she hastily retracted her previous thought, “you may have the opportunity to earn that attention.”

Alex stilled, feeling both curious and wary about how she might manage such a feat.

“If you wish to speak freely before the conclusion of the vatali targo and its accompanying celebrations,” Saber took up the conversation, “then you shall have to claim the right to do so.”

Clearing her throat in the silence that followed, Alex risked asking, “And how would I do that?”

“Compete in the trials,” answered Azalia, her smug tone showing how amused she was by the idea. “Prove that you’re worthy of our consideration, and we will listen to anything you have to say.”


Twenty-One

At the elders’ offer, Alex’s eyes flickered down to the combatants below and her breath became trapped in her chest again—but this time the shadows weren’t responsible for her choked sensation.

“All you have to do is win a single round,” Radek said, following her gaze. He raised his hands in what would normally account for a conciliatory gesture and finished, “Or you can decline, and we will meet with you again in a month.”

Alex didn’t know what to say.

“We are aware that you are only human and our offer is unprecedented for one of your kind, so there is no shame in refusing,” Saber told her, his melodic voice almost kind. But all Alex heard was the ‘you are only human’ dig, and it was enough to keep her frustration boiling steadily under the surface.

Looking at the blurring Shadow Walkers twirling amidst the purple fire down on the floor, Alex carefully considered the offer. She’d come a long way thanks to her training with Niyx, but this was something else entirely. Without actually being down there in the flaming arena, she had no way of knowing how she’d fare against the shadowy race.

In her favour was that they were also mortal, and it appeared they had neither the enhanced speed nor the fighting grace of the Meyarins that she had at her disposal. But their ability to travel through the shadows was no small advantage, when her feet would be firmly stuck on the ground.

Unsure, she reached out to the one person who knew her skills better than anyone, sending Niyx an image of what she was looking at and telling him of the offer she’d been given.

I say stuff them, Aeylia, came his unwavering response. If they’re not willing to listen without making you bust your ass to earn it, then they’re not worth warning. Just leave them to their fate.

Are you saying that because we don’t need them, or because you’re not sure I can win?

Kitten, even I would have trouble winning against six Shadow Walkers in a closed environment like that, and that’s with the Valispath putting me on more equal footing, Niyx replied.

It’s two against one, not six, Alex pointed out, as if those odds would make much difference.

Only for the earlier rounds, Niyx said. The more trials pass, the more opponents the champions have to face. He paused and added, You might have a chance—a slim chance—if they let you enter this round and you only have to go up against two of them. But I won’t lie, Aeylia, it will be a challenge I’m not sure you’re ready for.

Alex hesitated. Is it a fight to the death?

No, thank the light, Niyx answered. But that doesn’t mean it can’t happen. So if you do this, proceed with caution. And by the stars, whatever you do, don’t touch that fire.

That much I figured out on my own, thanks, Alex returned dryly, before listening to him wish her good luck and leaving her to her decision.

She turned back to the elders and confirmed, “If I win a single round—one round—you’ll listen?”

All three heads dipped in agreement. Caspar Lennox, however, was shaking his wildly, while Shirez gave nothing away.

“Fine,” Alex said, ignoring her teacher as well as her uneasy stomach. “When do we do this?”

The three elders glanced at each other, their expressions ranging from surprise to speculation and amusement. As they did so, a deafening cheer rose up from the ground as the current match came to an end.

“If you’re certain,” Radek said slowly, as if giving her a chance to rescind her acceptance, “then I suppose there is no time like the present.”

Swallowing back her sudden nausea, Alex gave a curt nod, figuring she might as well get it over with before she threw up all over their shadowed feet.

“Then by all means, let’s do this.”
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Alex felt like she was dying.

The heat, the sound, the acrid smell of the purple fire—her eyes watered, her ears rang, her skin burned. And all that while she was standing squarely in the large hexagonal centre of the fiery star, nowhere near the triangular lines of the flames.

She wondered if part of winning required the patience to endure the torturous environment before anything actually began. But her current lack of action was more likely because her combatants—and the rest of the gathered Shadow Walkers—were arguing about her, a human, taking part in their vatali targo.

As the flames rose and fell at irregular intervals, Alex could see through the purple to the crowd assembled on the ground, all of them in an uproar. The same was true for those watching from their balconies affixed to the towering walls of the cathedral.

Clearly, no one was pleased with this development. And Alex didn’t blame them. She certainly didn’t want to be where she was—especially after learning that she would have to remain unarmed, since apparently weapons were only permitted in the final round of combat. But if this was the only way for her to earn the ears of the elders, then so be it. She had trained in unarmed combat with Niyx. It was time to test her skills.

A hush fell over the crowd until all Alex could hear was the whooshing of the flames as they rose and fell in waves of lines. She tensed at the sudden lack of ambient sound, her body alert with skin-tingling awareness as a sense of anticipation saturated the air.

And then came an explosion of purple as the flames rose higher than ever, blazing enough that Alex had to raise a hand to shield her eyes—a mistake, she knew a fraction of a second later, when she recognised the abrupt inferno for the distraction it was.

A flash of inky blackness in her peripheral vision was all the warning she received to tell her the match had begun. She hadn’t expected trumpets, but it would have been nice to have some kind of announcement. A countdown, a bell, a whistle—anything but the flying fist to the face that knocked her back so hard that she fell and skidded along the floor.

Her training kicked in immediately and she pushed past the pain to leap back up to her feet with lightning-fast reflexes. She raised her hands defensively as she looked at the two shadow-covered figures in front of her—one male, one female.

Just as she hadn’t expected trumpets, she also didn’t expect dialogue, so this time at least she was prepared when they rushed towards her again.

The female lunged directly forward while the male disappeared in a swirl of shadows. With Alex’s attention divided, she focused on the threat she could see and deflected the female’s attack with her forearm. Despite still blinking back stars from the initial strike to her cheekbone, it was an easy block on Alex’s part, something that helped boost her confidence.

Knowing her best shot against them was to follow the same method as when she’d sparred with Kyia and Zain—using the element of surprise to take them down quickly—Alex turned on the offensive, attacking the female with a speed that startled the Shadow Walker.

But Alex was only able to land a handful of solid hits before she was blinded by shadows and violently yanked from her position in the centre of the star. She suddenly found herself in one of the outer triangles, the male Shadow Walker having reappeared only to transport her with him.

Unprepared for the instant travel, Alex struggled with the repositioning. She was tweaked, everything about her on high alert, and that was the only reason she was able to recover fast enough to jump over the sweep of his legs and then duck when the female appeared beside them and went for Alex’s face.

Before she could return their attack, shadows surrounded her once more and she was relocated to another triangle. Not allowing her the chance to stabilise from the move, she was instantly transported again… and again… and again.

Head dizzy from being leapfrogged around the purple star, Alex was too slow to react when the female caught her in the chest with a powerful forward kick. Somehow she was able to remain upright, but she still staggered back a few steps, her arms cartwheeling for balance.

It was as she was trying to keep her feet under her that she stumbled over one of the currently dormant fire lines—right as the flames rose up again.

Most of her body had cleared the line in time, but one of her wheeling arms was caught in the blaze of purple, and agony—such blinding agony—seared along the fleshy underside of her forearm.

Aeylia!

She heard Niyx’s alarmed cry when he felt her pain, but she couldn’t respond because both of her opponents reappeared from within shadows and continued their unrelenting assault.

Adrenaline pumping, Alex forced herself to compartmentalise the shooting torture of her wounded arm, keeping her focus on resisting their continued attacks and giving back as best she could. But not even her Meyarin abilities could stand up against their appearing-and-disappearing tricks. Half her hits never landed, since her opponents would simply vanish into empty air. It was like trying to fight a ghost—a merciless ghost who was capable of fighting back.

Only as she began to realise that she had no chance at winning did Alex find an opening. Remembering how she’d fought the cursed Sir Camden as a headless suit of armour, the next time she was yanked through the shadows against her will, Alex pushed past the dizziness and, with a burst of Meyarin speed, spun behind her attacker. It was the male, and she didn’t hesitate to jump straight onto his back, wrapping her legs around his torso and latching onto him for dear life.

Startled, he grunted and tried to throw her off, but she was stuck to him like glue. As she knew he would, he carried them through the shadows, trying to loosen her grip through the disorienting swirls of darkness. But she refused to let go.

Ruthlessly, he scored his nails along the raw flesh of her burned arm and she cried out—as did Niyx, with palpable concern—and the male took the opportunity to reach back, grip her waist, and haul her over his head like a sack of grain.

The air was forced from her lungs as she landed hard on the ground. Even with her immortal reflexes, she barely managed to roll out of the way when he attempted a body slam on top of her.

A sickening crack sounded when his elbow shattered against the floor, right where her stomach had been a fraction of a second earlier.

Leaping up to her feet and wheezing air into her winded lungs, Alex listened to his pained moans while considering her next move, but in doing so, she realised—much too late—that she hadn’t been keeping track of the female.

While the male remained on the ground at her feet, shadows materialised to her left, followed instantly by a swift uppercut to Alex’s temple that, winded and wounded, her reaction speed was too slow to duck.

All she saw as she crumpled to the ground was blurring purple fire followed by blissful darkness.
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Alex awoke to a splitting headache and a throbbing body.

She hissed as she pulled herself into a sitting position, drawing her arm protectively to her chest. Someone had bandaged it, but the pain was extreme.

The more she looked at the bandage and wondered just how bad the damage underneath was, the more it seemed to thump in time with her heartbeat, so she turned her attention from her wound and looked around the room she was in.

Alex had no idea where she was. It was small, dark and somewhat musty. Frankly, it reminded her of a crypt—one that she was eager to be away from.

Standing carefully to her feet, Alex’s back cracked with loud popping sounds. And no wonder, since she’d been lying on a slab of solid stone—hardly comfortable sleeping arrangements, let alone after being beaten unconscious.

The room was dimly lit by more sconces of the purple fire, enough that she was easily able to make out the door. Before she could reach it, it opened inward.

“You’re awake.”

Alex nodded at Caspar Lennox’s statement since she was, clearly, awake.

“You lost the trial.”

Again, Alex nodded, succumbing to the weight of her own disappointment.

She had failed. And because of that, she would have to wait a month before speaking to the elders. A month where Aven could wreak all kinds of havoc upon Medora. Hurt all kinds of people.

“It was unlikely you would triumph,” Caspar Lennox went on, rubbing salt in an already open wound. “Regardless of whatever skills you might possess, all the training in the world would struggle to put you on equal footing with one of my race.”

“‘Footing’ being the emphasised term here,” Alex couldn’t keep from saying. “I knew they would travel through the shadows and I knew it would be tough; I didn’t realise they would be allowed to take me along for the ride. And after that first sucker punch, I was already disoriented.”

“If you seek vindication, I offer none,” came Caspar Lennox’s uncaring reply. “I was against you attempting the trial in the first place.”

“I’m not trying to justify my failure,” Alex said, annoyed he thought so. “I told you all that so you’d consider what I’m about to say next.”

He arched an eyebrow in question.

“I want to do it again. I want to fight again.”

Caspar Lennox barked out a startled laugh—a sound she’d never heard from him before.

“I’m serious,” Alex said. “I can’t wait a month to warn them, to find out if they’ll help us. Too much hangs on this.”

His laughter died. “You do not appear to be jesting.”

“That’s because I’m not.” Alex crossed her arms but cringed at the renewed pain from her burn and dropped her uninjured one to her side, keeping the other protectively cradled aloft. “I need you to talk to the elders. I need you to convince them to let me have another go.”

He was shaking his head before she even finished speaking. “I cannot do that.”

“Maybe not, but she probably can.” Alex tipped her head towards the door where Shirez had been lurking in the shadows for almost the entirety of their conversation.

Unapologetic about her eavesdropping, the Shadow Walker, now outed, strode forward.

“And why would I do that?” Shirez asked. “Why would I help a human?”

“Because I’m asking you to,” Alex said openly. “And because I’m hoping you trust Caspar Lennox enough to know he wouldn’t have brought me here unless he strongly believed I needed to be brought.”

Shirez’s dark eyes peered intently at Alex. After a long moment, she said, “This Aven Dalmarta, is he truly the threat you claim?”

Alex’s eyes flicked to Caspar Lennox, figuring he must have shared part of her story while she’d been unconscious.

“He is,” Alex confirmed.

Shirez continued staring at Alex until she finally nodded. “I will speak with my grandfather. See if I can convince them to let you fight again. If you hadn’t done so well for yourself, they would never consider it, but I’m counting on them being intrigued by what else you might do, especially when you recovered so quickly from that initial surprise attack.” She paused, before adding, “That was poor sportsmanship on Trell Roven’s part.”

Alex only just held back a snort and a sarcastic, ‘Gee, you think?’ Instead, she quietly thanked the Shadow Walker.

“Do not thank me yet, human,” Shirez said. “Even if they do agree, you will not win.”

Thanks for the vote of confidence, Alex thought, but she couldn’t blame Shirez for her opinion.

“Indeed, you are lucky you’re not more gravely injured from the battle you endured,” the Shadow Walker continued. “You were touched by daarvae—the Shadow Flame. It is an excruciating burn, one that, for most, robs the ability of reasoning and sound thinking. That you were able to continue on after being wounded is unfathomable.”

Was that actual respect in her tone?

“It is an injury that will not heal without treatment,” Shirez went on, tipping her head towards Alex’s bandaged arm. “But we have no remedies to safely offer a human. You will have to endure it until you can seek medical aid at your academy.”

“I’ll be okay,” Alex said, ignoring the throb of objection. “I still have business to see to in Graevale before heading back to Akarnae.”

Shirez’s brows rose.

“She intends to visit the Lumeniia,” Caspar Lennox said.

At that, it was Shirez’s turn to laugh—another surprising sound to Alex’s ears.

“A wasted journey,” the Shadow Walker said, her features transformed by her humour, making her seem like someone much more pleasant to be around. “The Dayriders will assist you no more than we.”

Moving to cross her arms again but pausing just in time to remember her wound, Alex said, “I crashed and burned with your elders, I know that. But I still have to try.”

Shirez cocked her head to the side and pinned Alex again with her bottomless eyes. “You are unnaturally obstinate for a human.”

Alex’s reply was instant. “I’ve been called worse.”

“Of that I have no doubt,” Shirez said.

Other than a slight narrowing of her eyes, Alex didn’t respond to the offensive statement. Instead, she said, “While you’re talking to the elders, Caspar Lennox and I can go and meet the Dayriders. When we’re done, we’ll come back and you can tell us how it went.”

“Two things are wrong with what you’ve proposed,” Shirez said, that unexpected humour touching her face again. “The first is that the elders have retired for the afternoon. I cannot seek them out until later, so you will have to wait to hear from me.”

That was frustrating, but waiting a day was better than having to wait a month. Plus, Alex wasn’t physically in a position to fight again—not yet.

“What’s the second?” she asked.

It was Caspar Lennox who replied. “We do not cross into the light.”

Confused, Alex said, “Sorry?”

“Shadow Walkers do not cross into the light, nor do Dayriders pass into the shadows, not without invitation,” he said. “I cannot come with you to the Lumeniia—to the crystal pyramid where the Order meet.”

Thinking back to the vision of the city cleaved in two, Alex understood what he was saying. There was a clear boundary, one that neither race would cross on a whim.

“Okay, so I’ll go it alone,” she said. “But either way, I’m going.” She looked around the crypt-like room and added, “Uh, but I’d be grateful if someone helped get me out of here and pointed me in the right direction. I have no idea where we are right now.”

“We’re in a preparation room underneath the Obscuria,” Caspar Lennox said.

Alex didn’t have the courage to ask exactly what was prepared in the room they inhabited, wondering if perhaps she wasn’t far off the mark in comparing it to a crypt.

“Caspar Lennox can deliver you to the edge of our territory,” Shirez offered on his behalf. “The Lumeniia is a short walk from the boundary where dark meets light. You will find your way with ease.”

“That sounds great, thanks,” she said—to both of them.

Her teacher stepped towards her. “You have been unconscious for a few hours. It is mid-afternoon, so if you wish to speak with the Order, now is the time to do so.”

Alex groaned, realising that a significant portion of her weekend—both days—had been spent with her eyes closed. Time sure flies when you’re knocked out cold, she thought sardonically.

“You’ll get in touch after you’ve spoken with your grandfather?” Alex confirmed with Shirez. “You’ll really try to convince the elders to give me another chance?”

“I think you are neurologically damaged to wish for such a thing,” Shirez said with ruthless candour, “but yes, for what it’s worth, I shall argue strongly on your behalf.”

The tension in Alex’s shoulders eased a fraction. “Thank you, Shirez Ganare,” she said, careful to follow the etiquette of addressing the Shadow Walker by both first and last names. “Truly, I appreciate it.”

A dip of the head followed by a look from Shirez towards Caspar Lennox that made Alex’s heart stutter a little at its intensity, and the female Shadow Walker disappeared in a cloud of black.

“She likes you.”

Alex slammed her mouth shut after those three words popped out unbidden, but it was too late to take them back.

“Things are complicated between the two of us,” came Caspar Lennox’s surprisingly open reply. But he said no more, and Alex had no business prying into the personal life of her teacher, not when she knew so little about him or his race.

“Shall we head to this boundary line place?” she asked instead, a deliberately upbeat note to her voice. “I could use some time in the sun. No offence, but all this darkness is giving me the willies.”

Caspar Lennox’s voice was deadpan when he repeated, “Giving you… the willies.”

It wasn’t a question, it was simply a statement, and coming from him in that tone of voice, it was the most hilarious thing Alex had heard all day. She burst out laughing, unable to stop even when he released a grudging sigh and reached for her uninjured arm, sweeping her from the room.


Twenty-Two

As promised, Caspar Lennox dropped Alex off in an alleyway where the dark met the light. He said he would wait for her, but she shooed him away, saying there was no point in him lingering in the shadowed street, bored out of his mind. Reluctantly, he agreed, saying he would travel back every half hour to check for her return.

Also as promised, the path to the Lumeniia was easy to follow, since the crystal pyramid rose high above the streets and was visible no matter where Alex walked. She wandered the picturesque streets towards the impressive structure, grateful that if she had to hike through either side of Graevale, it was the sunny, pretty side rather than the shadowy, eerie side. Not that the dark half of the city didn’t have its own kind of beauty. It was just… a different kind of beauty.

Trekking along the bleached stone walkways, Alex couldn’t keep from staring as she caught sight of the Dayriders for the first time. Just like their half of the city, they as a race were the opposite of the Shadow Walkers in every way. With skin so white that it gave off a faint glow and hair so pale that their whole figures almost blended into the washed-out buildings all around them, they were nearly painful to look at, so bright as they were. Even their clothes were some kind of pure, snowy linen. As far as Alex could tell, the only colour on their entire bodies—perhaps even in their entire city—was their eyes. Those came in all colours and, most notably, not a single Dayrider she looked at had two eyes of the same colour. One blue eye, one green. One brown eye, one black. One honey, one hazel. A grey eye and an indigo eye. The rainbow assortment was dizzying, and Alex found it increasingly difficult not to gape at them as she passed.

Somehow she managed to not get caught up in the sights and sounds of the whitewashed city—not even when the Dayriders looked back at her with as much curiosity as she had towards them—and she reached the entrance to the Lumeniia in good time. Once there, she worried for a moment that she would find a similar reception to the Shadow Walkers and someone would have to announce her, but since she didn’t have a Dayrider contact, she would just have to hope for the best.

Walking hesitantly through the crystal opening, Alex wasn’t sure what to do or where to go once she was inside. That was mostly because there were few options available to her. The pyramid was as vast as it was empty. It was like Alex was standing inside a hollow, triangular prism. The sun was blazing through its glassy walls, yet the temperature was comfortable. Perfect, even.

But she alone appeared to be experiencing it.

Tentatively, she stepped towards the centre of the pyramid, looking around for any sign of company. But there was no one. Until, suddenly, there was.

With a flash of blinding light, a woman appeared before Alex. At her display, something belatedly clicked in Alex’s mind. Shadow Walkers—a race that walked through shadows. Dayriders—a race that… rode the day? Otherwise interpreted as travelling through light?

These thoughts crossed Alex’s mind in a blur as she took in the female Dayrider standing before her.

The woman was stunning—almost literally. Her alabaster skin glowed and her long, fair hair made her look like the human embodiment of a star. A vibrant blue eye was paired with a bright violet one, both staring at Alex with a serene, knowing expression.

“Welcome to the Lumeniia, Alexandra Jennings,” the Dayrider said in the lightest, sweetest voice Alex had ever heard. “We have been expecting you.”

Caught off guard by the unexpected turn of events—and the uncommonly warm welcome—Alex said, “We?”

Two more flashes of light announced the arrival of two more Dayriders, one female, one male.

“You have come to seek out the Order,” the first woman spoke again. “We will hear your words.”

Alex’s eyes widened as she took in the three glowing figures. “You’re the Order?”

“We are indeed,” the male said in a deep but no less serene voice. His eyes were green and silver.

“Please, won’t you have a seat?” offered the second female, a coffee-coloured eye paired with turquoise.

“A seat?” Alex repeated, looking around and wondering if she was supposed to sit on the ground. But then, manifesting from nothing, a cloud grew into existence behind her, right at knee level. Startled, she looked back at the three Dayriders and saw that they too had clouds behind them, and as she watched, they sat on the apparently solid vapour.

Following their lead, Alex sat cautiously, waiting for the moment she would sink through to the floor. But the cloud held her weight, enveloping her like an armchair moulded specifically to her figure. It was ridiculously comfortable against her bruised and beaten body, especially after her stint on the stone slab back at the Obscuria.

“I’d very much like to know how this works,” Alex said, running her uninjured arm across the top of the softness. “And I’d also very much like to take this with me wherever I go.”

Quiet, melodious laughter reached her ears, like harmonious bells shifting in the wind, and she looked up to find the Dayriders watching her with warm amusement.

“Unfortunately, none but our race can call forth the elements in such a way as this,” the male said. “But you are always welcome to visit us here in Graevale and enjoy the benefits of our abilities.”

This all seemed a bit too easy to Alex. Why were they being so nice to her? How had they known she was coming? Why were they, apparently, willing to listen to her?

“You already know who I am,” she said, trying to keep the suspicion from her tone, “but I’m afraid I can’t say the same for you.”

“I am Kaysia, leader of the Dayriders,” said the first woman who had appeared. “These are my seconds who make up the rest of the Order: Xayder”—she nodded towards the male, before motioning towards the female—“and Lidael. We are honoured to meet you, Alexandra Jennings.”

“Um, thank you,” Alex responded. “Can I ask why, exactly? Why you’re honoured, I mean.”

“Because you are a champion for the light,” Kaysia said. “Despite the challenges you have faced, despite the burdens on your shoulders, that light within you shines brightly, like nothing else we’ve ever seen, least of all in a human.”

Alex let that sink in a moment, then admitted, “I’m not sure I follow.”

Another tinkle of bells followed her statement, but this time no one filled her in.

“Please, Alexandra, tell us why you have come,” Kaysia invited.

As succinctly as possible, Alex shared her story and offered her warnings, finishing by asking for their support.

“This coming battle will tip the scales, Alexandra,” Kaysia said, her voice still serene but now holding wisdom beyond Alex’s understanding. “Light or dark, only one can win. This world cannot survive in shades of grey.”

“If Aven seeks to harm us as you believe he will, this is indeed a cause for our concern,” Lidael spoke up. Her tone, like that of her companions, was peaceful and calm—something Alex was coming to recognise as the natural expression of the Dayriders. While the Shadow Walkers were all hard edges and aggression, the lighter race tended towards softness and tranquillity. But given the context of their discussion, Alex found their placid temperaments frustrating. She’d been hoping for a little more concern, more of an instantaneous call to arms.

“We will take all the necessary measures to keep our people safe,” Xayder assured Alex, his colourful eyes holding hers captive. “Your warning is most appreciated.”

That was the first proper offer of gratitude Alex had received from any of the races, and it filled her with hope that not even the pain thrumming through her body could overshadow.

“However…”

“However?” Alex pressed when it became clear Xayder wasn’t saying any more.

It was Kaysia who answered, “I am truly sorry, Alexandra, but we are one half of a whole.”

At Alex’s quizzical look, the leader of the Dayriders explained, “Light is only light because there is an absence of darkness, just as darkness is only darkness because there is an absence of light. Without one, there would be no other. There is no shade without sunshine, no day without night.” Kaysia’s peaceful features became apologetic as she finished, “As such, we can only offer you our support if you first receive it from our brethren.”

Alex closed her eyes tightly as she made sense of the leader’s words. “You’re saying I need to convince the Shadow Walkers first,” she clarified. “If they’re on board, you’re on board.”

“We will indeed join you if they do. Together, we are strong. Divided, however, we cannot prevail,” Kaysia said. “Our first priority is to our city—to Graevale and to the safety of our people dwelling here. If the Shadow Walkers do not agree to rise up against this threat as one, then I’m sorry, Alexandra, but we will not be able to ally ourselves with the humans of this world.”

This was not good news. Mostly because it now meant that both the Dayriders’ and the Shadow Walkers’ alliance relied upon Shirez convincing the elders to allow Alex to fight again. And more, for Alex to actually win that fight. Even then, she only had the promise that they would listen to her warnings, not that they would in any way act.

“Forgive me if this is disrespectful,” Alex said, “but I was under the impression that the Shadow Walkers and Dayriders don’t exactly… get along.”

“When the sun rises, the night flees,” came Xayder’s reply. “Light and dark cannot live in unity. It is a universal fact. And yet, as Kaysia said, neither can exist without the other.”

That appeared to be the only response Alex would be given, but it was enough for her to understand. The two races might not get along—at all—but they had a symbiotic relationship. For reasons beyond Alex’s comprehension, they needed each other to survive. If she wanted the support of the Dayriders, she would need to receive it from the Shadow Walkers as well.

“Leave it with me,” Alex said, standing from her cloud-chair, which disappeared the moment her weight left it. “Hopefully I’ll be able to convince them.” She managed to make her words sound confident and optimistic when she felt anything but.

“It has been a pleasure to meet you, Alexandra,” Lidael said in her unerringly peaceful voice. “I hope we can do so again in the near future.”

With a serene smile, the female disappeared in a flash of light, followed by Xayder after he offered Alex an equally comforting smile and a quiet farewell.

“Come, Alexandra,” Kaysia said, stepping forward. “I shall escort you back to the edge of our territory.”

Before Alex could respond, the Dayrider laid a gentle hand on her shoulder. Blinding light flashed around them, and then Alex was blinking her retinas clear again only to discover she was now standing on the sunny side of the alleyway she had first entered through.

“We will meet again, Alexandra,” Kaysia said, her calm tone full of assurance. “I only hope that when we do, it will be under more agreeable circumstances. However, I fear that will not be the case.” A soft, sad smile touched her lips, and the leader of the Dayriders finished quietly, “Resist the shadows, daughter of the light. No matter how hard, when it all seems too much, you must always resist the shadows.”

And then, with another blinding flash, Kaysia was gone, leaving Alex alone with more questions than she thought anyone might ever be able to answer.

Kicking a stone on the ground, Alex looked over into the darkness and shivered slightly, deciding to wait on the brighter side of the city until Caspar Lennox showed up for one of his half-hourly check-ins.

She moved to lean against the side of a white building—a house, she presumed—and was content to gather her thoughts while she waited for her teacher. But a noise caught her attention, something that made her squint past the light and into the darkness of the alley, trying to find the source of the sound.

At first she thought it was a whimpering child, but then she realised that it was an animal of some kind, something greatly distressed.

As if pulled by an invisible cord, Alex pushed off the wall and stepped into the shadowed half of the city, following the sound. Her hearing being what it was, she had to crisscross through a number of dark alleyways before the volume was enough to indicate she was in the vicinity of the upset creature. But Alex couldn’t see it anywhere. And suddenly, she couldn’t hear it anymore, either.

Frowning, she looked across the small, cobblestoned bridge crossing a narrow canal, one similar to those she’d travelled with her parents during their short work placement in Venice years ago. The setting prompted a moment of nostalgia within Alex, but she knew that even if her mother and father were to materialise beside her right now with a gondola in tow, their time together would be much different to when they’d glided down Italy’s revered Grand Canal. And yet, knowing her parents, they would be so excited to explore the archaeological mysteries of Graevale that she’d never get them to leave again, eerie city or not.

Smiling with affection, Alex pushed aside thoughts of her eccentric family and instead strained her ears as she stepped onto the bridge, pausing once she reached the centre.

She almost jumped out of her skin when she heard a sound—not a whimper, but a voice. Wheezy and rough in the language of the Shadow Walkers, it was the kind of voice that made Alex’s skin crawl.

“Don’t worry, mutt, you won’t feel a thing.”

The words, that grisly tone… Everything about Alex was on edge as she realised the voice was coming from underneath the bridge. She didn’t know what was happening, but something within her was screaming that she had to intervene—and now.

Leaning as far as she could over the stone railing, Alex saw that there was a canoe-like vessel docked beneath the bridge, and in it sat a hooded Shadow Walker. She couldn’t see what he was doing, but the sense of urgency she felt didn’t allow her to waste time watching more. Instead, she leapt right off the bridge, using one arm to swing herself down and onto the vessel.

Startled, the Shadow Walker stood, the canoe teetering precariously from both his abrupt movement and Alex’s arrival.

“What do you think you’re doing?” the male demanded as he found his balance. Then his eyes widened and he said in the common tongue, “You are human!”

“What’s in the bag?” Alex asked, pointing to a canvas sack at his feet—a sack that was moving.

“None of your business,” the Shadow Walker spat. He was old—though not quite as ancient as the elders—and he had a hunched back and mean, squinty eyes.

“I’m making it my business,” Alex said, fairly confident that if it came down to a scuffle, she could overcome the frail-looking man despite her injury and his shadowing ability.

He sneered at her. “I’ve got a job to do and the likes of you won’t stop me.”

It was then that the whimpering came again—high-pitched and scared, right from the moving sack.

“What’s in the bag?” Alex demanded again, more forcefully this time.

The Shadow Walker kicked viciously at the canvas, and a yelp of pain was all it took for Alex to act. She lunged forward and grabbed him by his collar, launching him overboard and into the grimy canal.

Whether from shock or simply due to the speed of her attack, he didn’t have time to shadow himself away, so he came up spluttering and cursing her in his native tongue. But Alex didn’t care about his insults; she was already kneeling in the rocking boat and carefully opening the sack.

A ball of black fluff, that’s all she thought it was at first. But then it wriggled and uncurled from its terrified position and she caught a small flash of white amongst all the dark as she realised what it was—a puppy. Stunning amber eyes locked onto hers as she took in the beautiful creature, eyes that indicated a level of intelligence beyond what the young animal should possess. Beyond what any animal should possess.

“Hey, beautiful,” Alex cooed, reaching her uninjured arm out to the trembling pup.

Given its terrified state, she thought it would back away in fear. But her proximity seemed to calm it, and it leaned forward and sniffed her fingers, before licking once.

A startled giggle left Alex at the tickling sensation and she slowly moved her hand to pet the creature. Instantly it—or rather, she, Alex realised—nuzzled into her palm, soaking up her affection, before waddling closer.

Other than her impossibly bright eyes, the puppy was as black as the night, all except for one front paw that was splashed with white. But more than that, there was something else strange about her. Like the Shadow Walkers themselves, the creature had swirls of darkness clouding around her three black legs, while her white paw was giving off a faint glow like that of the Dayriders, along with small flashes of light.

Another lick, this time on Alex’s wrist as the puppy wobbled right up to her, and Alex scooped her into the crook of her uninjured arm as she stood to her feet. Immediate trust, that was what the puppy offered as she stretched her neck upwards and licked Alex’s jaw, prompting another giggle from her.

“Release the accursed creature at once!” the Shadow Walker demanded, still in the canal. Alex wondered why he didn’t transport himself out of there, but then she realised his shadowing ability must only work on dry land where he could actively step through the darkness.

“You said you had a job to do,” Alex said, nodding down at the puppy squirming happily in her arms and trying to lick more of her face. “What were you planning on doing to her?”

“That mutt is touched by the light,” the Shadow Walker hissed, indicating the puppy’s white paw. “Shadow and light, she’ll never fit in to either world. I was doing her a favour and saving her from a slow, neglectful death.”

Alex’s face scrunched with disgust. “You were going to drown her, weren’t you?”

“I was showing pity, you human fool. No one would take that mongrel in.”

Shaking her head with revulsion, Alex said, “Wrong. I would.” Not caring about the repercussions, she finished, “And I am.”

A bark of laughter. “You? A human with a Shadow Wolf?” He laughed again, a coarse, hacking sound that rippled the water around him.

Shadow Wolf? The first stirrings of uncertainty hit Alex at the ‘wolf’ part. But then the puppy gave a cute little snuffle sound and lolled her tongue out the side of her mouth, like a big doggie smile. When she looked up with all the trust in the world, Alex’s resolve hardened into surety.

“If the options are either you drown her or I take her, then I’m taking her,” she said firmly.

“Just as long as she’s out of my hair, you can do what you want,” came the Shadow Walker’s surprisingly quick reply, but he was still too amused for Alex’s liking. “My job will be considered complete once the taint of her dark-forsaken light is gone from our city.”

The man was all kinds of awful. And it only became worse when he finished, “I strongly advise you to drown her yourself. Once an outcast, always an outcast.”

Alex didn’t deign to respond since technically she, too, was an outcast—in so many ways. Instead, she just held the puppy tighter, the fluffy softness snuggling into her neck as she manoeuvred the vessel towards the side of the canal and hoisted herself back up into the alley.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” came the laughing words of the Shadow Walker still floating in the water. “A Shadow Wolf and a human—I’ve never heard of anything so ridiculous!”

Again, Alex didn’t respond. She just turned on her heel and strode purposefully back to her prearranged meeting place, cooing soft words to the puppy as she did so.


Twenty-Three

Caspar Lennox arrived in the alley about three seconds after Alex, and the moment he saw her—or rather, what was in her arms—his jaw dropped. It would have been a comical expression on his normally stoic face if it weren’t so telling as to what he was going to say next.

“Absolutely not.”

“I haven’t even asked yet,” Alex said.

“You want to keep it. The answer is a resounding and unyielding ‘no’.”

“She was going to be drowned, sir,” Alex said, holding the puppy out for inspection. “Something about her having light and not being able to live here.”

Caspar Lennox recoiled as he took in the white paw of the creature. But still, his reply was resolute. “You cannot take her, Alexandra. Shadow Wolves are not pets. They are weapons.”

He reached for the puppy, but before Alex could change his mind, the puppy growled low in her throat. Shadows sprung up around Alex along with flashes of lightning as the little creature bared her teeth at the teacher.

Caspar Lennox froze. “It cannot be,” he said, his eyes wide and staring at the angry little wolf.

“What’s going on?” Alex asked, concerned by what she read in his features but also distracted by the miniature electrical storm encircling her body.

Caspar Lennox swallowed. “The wolf is protective of you.”

Alex looked down at the still growling puppy and back up again. “And that’s a problem because…?”

“It is not in their nature,” he said. At her questioning look, he explained, “They hunt. They kill. They destroy.” He paused, then finished meaningfully, “They do not protect. Ever.”

“Guess I got a good one then, huh?” Alex said lightly, trying to calm her teacher, her puppy and herself.

Caspar Lennox’s reply was slow in coming, and when it did, it was a single word. “Indeed.”

Alex decided to ignore the now-dissolving storm and pressed, “So, I can keep her, right?”

“I do not believe you have a choice, Alexandra,” her teacher said, his dark gaze pensive as he watched the gradually calming wolf. “For I believe it is she who has chosen to keep you.”

Goose bumps arose on Alex’s flesh because, looking down at the impossibly intelligent eyes staring trustingly up at her, she had a feeling her teacher was right.

“We should go,” Caspar Lennox said. “Did you have any success with the Dayriders?”

Tearing her eyes from the now relaxed and yawning puppy, Alex said, “They’re willing to help, but only if your race is as well. There has to be a balance, they said. All or none.”

Caspar Lennox nodded, unsurprised. “Then let us hope Shirez Ganare can convince the elders to give you another chance, even if I do not believe you will prevail.”

“You’re a real glass-half-full person, aren’t you?” Alex said dryly. “You’d be a blast at parties.”

Caspar Lennox’s only response was to reach out and shadow her and the puppy back to the academy. He left her outside the Med Ward, saying he would brief the headmaster and the other teachers on the day’s events—and warn them about her new canine companion—while she sought treatment for her wounds.

Alex nodded, but as soon as he disappeared again, she turned and headed for her dorm and the laendra she knew would heal her instantly. Better to not bring Fletcher more distress than was necessary.

Fully aware that it was mid-afternoon and students were freely wandering the snowy campus, Alex was careful to keep the now dozing puppy hidden in the folds of her coat. She was also careful to angle her bruised cheek away from view, since the relentless throbbing indicated that the sucker punch she’d received must have left quite the mark.

Thankfully, no one interrupted her journey as she crunched her way along the icy paths and finally made it up to her room.

With D.C. still in detention, it was a shock when Alex closed the door behind her and realised she wasn’t alone.

“Stars, Aeylia, please tell me that’s not what I think it is.”

Alex jumped and turned to the figure seated on her bed. “Niyx! You scared the crap out of me!”

He kept his eyes locked on the black ball of fuzz in her arms. “Do you have any idea what you’re holding?”

“Hello to you, too,” Alex said back, her voice sour. “I’m okay, thanks for asking. A bit sore, but still alive despite being almost burned alive. But enough about me, how’s your day been?”

“By the light, kitten,” he said, unfolding from her bed and walking threateningly over to her. “It’s a Shadow Wolf. Do you know how big they grow? How quickly? And what they do when they’re fully developed?”

“She’s just a puppy,” Alex said quietly, revealing the softly snoozing creature for him to see better.

“Now she is,” Niyx said, pointing to the wolf. “But by this time next week, she’ll be as tall as your chest.”

Alex’s eyes widened as she whispered, “What?”

“What is with you binding yourself to beings you’re better off avoiding—myself included?”

“What are you talking about?” Alex asked, still whispering as she looked down at the awakening pup. “I’m not bound to her.”

“She wouldn’t be lying docilely in your arms if you weren’t, kitten,” Niyx said. “Puppy or not, she’d be trying to rip your face off.”

As if able to understand his words—and maybe she could—the puppy reached up and gently licked Alex’s neck.

“Stars,” Niyx muttered as he took in the sight, running a beleaguered hand across his face. “What am I going to do with you?”

Alex bit back a grin and stepped towards him, holding the puppy out. “Do you want a cuddle?”

Unlike with Caspar Lennox, the wolf didn’t start growling, but she did eye Niyx speculatively, as if sizing him up.

With a sigh of resignation, Niyx took the little black furball in his arms. But not even he was strong enough to resist the pull of her cuteness, and a smile touched his lips as she nipped at his fingers.

“What did you mean about her being that big in a week?” Alex asked, struggling not to melt at the vision of him holding the puppy.

“Shadow Wolves grow into adulthood at exponential rates,” Niyx said, returning to sit on Alex’s bed.

The puppy, curious about her new surroundings, left his arms to explore, wobbling along the mattress before plopping off it and onto the ground, then sniffing all around the room on one great investigative journey.

“Within a week she’ll be fully developed,” Niyx continued. “So enjoy this cute phase while you can, since it’s not going to last long. That said,” he cocked his head at the puppy as she toddled into Alex’s wardrobe, “you have a real beauty on your hands here. She’s going to be extraordinary when she’s finished growing.”

Again, as if she’d understood his words, the puppy looked back at him, her tongue lolling out in doggy pleasure.

“She’s intelligent, isn’t she?” Alex guessed. “Like, supernaturally?”

“It won’t be the same as your bond with Xiraxus,” Niyx said, and Alex felt her heart thump painfully in memory. “You won’t be able to converse with her like you did with him or you do with me. But there will be… impressions. She’ll be able to sense your needs and understand your requests.”

The puppy snuffled her way over to D.C.’s bed and wiggled under it, sneezing quietly. She then appeared again and trotted back over, jumping up to rest her front paws on Alex’s shins. Taking the hint, Alex drew her up into her arms and placed her on her bed beside Niyx. She immediately crawled into his lap and, within seconds, curled up and started dozing again.

“I wish I was a puppy,” Alex said, looking longingly down at the wolf.

Niyx raised an amused eyebrow. “You want to fall asleep on my lap? I thought we talked about this, kitten. I’m flattered, really, but—”

Alex somehow managed to laugh at the same time as cringe while she interrupted, “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.” She rolled her eyes at his ‘Whatever-you-say’ expression and explained, “All she’s done so far is be all kinds of adorable and sleep. That’s what I call living.”

“Adorable or not, you’ll have to quickly adjust to having her around,” Niyx said, running a hand along her sleek, black coat. “She’ll stick to your side like glue for the first few days, but then she’ll take off and do her own thing, only coming to see you when she wants company, senses you do, or is responding to your direct call. No matter where in the world she is, if you cry out for her, she’ll hear you and be at your side in an instant.”

“So she can travel through the shadows?” Alex said, pointing to the blackness swirling around the puppy’s three paws.

“Judging by the look of her, I’d say she can probably move through the light, too,” Niyx said, stroking her one white paw. “When she’s big enough, you’ll be able to catch a ride with her.”

Alex looked at him in disbelief. “Seriously?”

Niyx nodded. “Yep.”

“That is so cool!” Alex said. “You have no idea how much I’ve been missing the Valispath. It’ll be great to be able to get around easily again.”

“Speaking of getting around easily,” Niyx said, carefully transferring the puppy onto the bed so as to not wake her as he stood and moved closer to Alex. “Let’s get you all fixed up. My arm is killing me, and this headache isn’t much fun either.”

Alex grimaced in apology and when he reached for her hand, she allowed him to unwrap the bandage.

“Stars, kitten,” he breathed after seeing the damage for himself. “I told you not to touch the flames.”

Alex had to resist jerking her arm from his grip in irritation, knowing it would only cause her—and therefore, him—more pain. “I wasn’t exactly in a position to avoid them at the time.”

Niyx’s jaw hardened, but she knew his anger wasn’t directed at her. Gently releasing her hand, he sought out her hidden stash of laendra and passed some over. While she chewed on the flower, he carefully smeared some of the nectar along her burn. The wound was so deep it nearly exposed the bone, but the miracle flower stitched her back together in seconds, taking away all evidence of her pain—everywhere.

Unable to hold back a moan of relief, Alex looked up at Niyx and whispered, “Thanks.”

“I wish I could have done more,” he said, shaking his head. “Aven had me in lockdown for most of the weekend, with constant meetings requiring my attention. Otherwise there’s no way I would have let you go off and do anything you’ve done this weekend on your own.”

“I wasn’t on my own,” Alex quietly said.

“You would have been less on your own if I’d been with you,” Niyx said. “Even just watching from afar.”

That, Alex couldn’t argue with.

“What did Aven want?” she asked as they both sat on her bed, careful not to disturb the puppy. “What were his meetings about?”

Niyx’s face shadowed and he turned away. “Nothing you need to worry about. Not yet.”

His answer alarmed her, as did his secrecy. “Niyx—”

“Please, kitten,” he said, sounding exhausted all of a sudden. “Tell me about you first. I want to know everything.”

Sensing his need for her to drop it, she did as he asked, but instead of telling him, she showed him, replaying the events in her mind.

“You held up better than I thought you would,” he said, referring to her fight with the Shadow Walkers. “Those who compete in the trials are highly skilled, and that’s without their travelling abilities. You should be proud of how long you lasted.”

“I need to win, Niyx,” she said, running a frustrated hand through her hair. “If I have another shot, I need to not just last, I need to come out the victor.”

He didn’t have anything to say to that. Mostly because there was nothing he could say.

“I think I would have had a better chance if I hadn’t been so disoriented from that first hit,” Alex said, hoping she was right. “I was seeing stars for the rest of the round. Next time—if I get a next time—I’ll know to expect something underhanded like that and not allow myself to be handicapped from the get-go.”

“The more rounds they have, the more opponents enter the trial,” Niyx reminded her. “It won’t just be two against one if the elders let you fight again.”

Alex spread her hands in front of her. “I can’t give up hope. I have to at least try.”

He sighed loudly. “I know you do, you crazy human.”

He said it with clear affection, and that was the only reason why Alex didn’t elbow him for the insult it was.

“And hey,” he said with a one-shouldered shrug, “let’s look at the positives. Maybe you’ll pick up a few tricks you can use when you kill Aven. I’ve heard they can do this thing where…”

He kept talking, but Alex could no longer hear him. She raised a hand and, with wide eyes, interrupted to say, “When I kill Aven?”

Niyx broke off mid-sentence and peered at her curiously. “Uh, yeah, that’s what I said.”

“When I kill him?” she repeated again, just in case she’d heard wrong… twice.

“Ye-es,” Niyx said, drawing the word out and looking as if he was considering checking her temperature. “When you kill Aven.”

Misinterpreting her expression, he added, “Don’t worry, I know you can’t do it until you’ve Released everyone he’s Claimed, otherwise they’ll die too, but once they’re liberated…” He shrugged and finished, “He’s free game then, and you can kill him without consequences.”

Alex opened her mouth and closed it. Then she did so again, before finally saying, “I’m not going to kill Aven.”

Niyx’s body stilled, the action so sudden that the bed jerked under them.

“I’ve never said I was going to kill him,” Alex continued, her shock at his presumption making her somewhat breathless. “I don’t—I can’t kill him. That’s… that’s… Especially now, not after—after—”

After knowing Aven in the past. That’s what Alex couldn’t say, but Niyx heard it all the same.

She watched him swallow, once, twice, before he managed to speak. His voice was hoarse and barely controlled when he whispered, “You said you were going to defeat him.”

“Defeat, yes,” Alex said emphatically. “But kill?” She shook her head. “I’m not a murderer, Niyx.”

“You said you were going to defeat him,” Niyx repeated, much louder this time, his features ravished by emotions Alex couldn’t fully understand. “I’ve given my whole life for this cause, surviving hour by hour only from the knowledge that one day you would end him. And now you’re telling me that was never your intention?”

“Niyx—” she whispered, but he interrupted with a roar that miraculously didn’t wake the now comatose puppy.

“I didn’t rot away in prison for thousands of years just so you could give him a smack on the knuckles and tell him to play nicer in the future!”

“That’s not—”

He leapt to his feet and jabbed a finger down at her. “I stayed there for you, Alex!”

She winced at the name he’d used, a name he never used.

“I could have escaped at any time—but I stayed because I knew, I knew, that when the time came, I had to appear loyal to him so that I could help you!” His finger jabbed the air again, a sharp, violent motion. “And now—now you want to, what? Tell him to stop being a naughty boy and send him on his way? Stars! I can’t believe this!”

“Niyx, that isn’t—”

“Do you have any idea what he’s been doing these last few weeks?” Niyx bellowed. He threw his arms out to the side. “Do you have any idea what horrors I’ve been keeping from you, just so you’ll sleep soundly at night?”

Alex felt cold all over at the ragged look on his face that accompanied his declaration. She mouthed his name, unable to offer any sound.

“I told you, Aeylia,” Niyx said. “I told you.”

Breathing heavily, he didn’t continue, not until Alex pressed in a whisper, “Told me what?”

His eyes cut to her, like purple flames piercing her flesh. “When you first returned here from the past, I told you that Aven is more powerful than you realise, than any of you could ever realise. I told you I’d heard rumours of what he’s done, unspeakable things, monstrous things on his path to becoming who he is. Things no one should ever consider doing.”

Trembling from his intensity, Alex stood up and stepped forward until she was right in front of him.

“Tell me,” she whispered looking up into his eyes.

Niyx’s features hardened. “There is nothing left of the Aven you once knew. The Aven I once knew. What stands in his place is a shell of a Meyarin, a soulless creature full of darkness.”

“Niyx—”

“He’s eating them, Aeylia!” Niyx yelled into her face. “He’s cutting out the hearts of the Meyarins he’s Claimed and he’s eating them. Their strength, the power of their life force, he’s absorbing it all, bite after bite.”

Alex’s stomach lurched violently as she tried to process what Niyx was saying. She didn’t understand—she couldn’t understand. The very idea that Aven was—was—

She couldn’t even finish the thought. Why would he do something so… so… barbaric? It was one thing to watch a zombie movie and joke about how unrealistic it was. It was another thing entirely to be living the experience. She raised a hand to her mouth, fearing she was going to throw up.

“It’s become an addiction for him,” Niyx said, his tone lowering but no less anguished. “The thousands of years he’s spent Claiming other beings have changed him, transformed him into a power-hungry creature with no care for anything but ultimate supremacy. He will stop at nothing to take dominion over this world, following the vilest of paths in order to do so.”

A harrowing sound left Niyx’s throat, and Alex reached for him but he recoiled from her touch.

“To eat the heart of a Meyarin is an act worse than the murder itself,” Niyx whispered, his eyes filled with unspeakable horror. “The heart is sacred, it is the wellspring of life. Everything we are, everything we have ever been, comes from the heart. And if we can’t go to our final resting place with it still in our bodies, we’ll never find peace. Our eternal slumber will be tormented and cursed by darkness.”

During her time in the past, Alex hadn’t learned much about the Meyarins’ beliefs in what came after death, since unless they were killed, they would never die. And since it was so rare for a Meyarin to be killed, death was an uncommon topic—indeed, it was almost considered taboo to talk about it. So to hear such words from Niyx… Alex ached for him. Aven’s actions, while already abhorrent on a foundational level, were now even more abominable.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she whispered. “Why did you keep this from me?”

“Because I didn’t want you to fear what is ahead more than you already do,” Niyx whispered back. “Who he is now, Aeylia… He’s so strong. He’s so fast. He’s so powerful. Even without the addition of his army by his side.”

“I needed to know, Niyx,” Alex said, still quietly. “You shouldn’t have carried this burden yourself.”

He looked at her with sad eyes. “You already carry enough, kitten. I was trying—” He swallowed thickly. “I was trying to protect you. Inasmuch as I could.”

A long silence descended upon them. But then Alex spoke, knowing he wouldn’t like what she was going to say, but having to say it anyway.

“I can’t kill him, Niyx.”

A muscle clenched in his jaw and he looked away from her.

She didn’t allow him to retreat; she purposefully closed the distance he’d put between them and reached up to turn his head back to her, ignoring his blazing eyes.

“I won’t kill him,” she repeated, her hand at his chin keeping him facing her, “but I swear to you, Niyx—I swear I will do whatever it takes to defeat him. He will remain alive, but he won’t have a free life.”

“You can’t contain someone like Aven in a prison,” Niyx said. “Not even Taevarg would hold him indefinitely.”

“I realise that,” Alex returned quietly. “Especially if he’s absorbing the strength of other Meyarins, like you said.” The idea was so reprehensible that she still couldn’t get her head around the zombie parallels, around the choices Aven had made over the years that led to who he now was—to what he now was. “But there must be a way. And I give you my word that I will find it.”

Locking him in her gaze and hoping he could see how determined she was to prove her words true, Alex waited with baited breath for his response.

Finally, the tension drained from his body and he leaned forward, drawing her into his arms in a tight, desperate hug.

“You’re going to be the death of me, kitten,” he muttered.

“You’ve said that to me before,” Alex said as she pulled away from him, attempting to lighten the moment. “Turns out you’re a survivor.”

“One of these days, my luck just might run out. Or yours, more likely. It’s not enough for you to snuff it in peace—you won’t be happy unless you take me with you.”

Alex frowned at him. “Okay, Mister Morbid. Feel free to stop joking about this now.”

He sent her an arched look. “Who’s joking?”

She punched him in the arm. “Now you need to stop joking about joking.”

His lips twitched, and as they did, Alex felt the strain leave her own shoulders. His earlier fury had shocked and alarmed her. His declaration that he’d remained imprisoned for her had slashed her heart with guilt. And his anguish over Aven had torn her apart. She hated what Niyx was doing—she absolutely hated that he had to act loyal to Aven and witness the horrors occurring at the hands of his former best friend.

“I need you to tell me if there’s anything else you’ve been keeping from me,” Alex said quietly. “Even if you think it’s for my own good.”

Niyx loosed a reluctant exhale and moved to sit down again. “I can’t tell you much, but that’s because I don’t know much. Aven’s keeping everything close to his chest.”

Alex sat beside him, casting a quick glance at the puppy who was still sleeping soundly, oblivious to the yelling match they’d just had. “Go on.”

“I know he’s planning something,” Niyx said. “And I know it’s… big. Whatever it is, it’s not going to be in our favour. And I know he’s… pleased.”

“Pleased?”

“With how everything is working out,” Niyx answered, running a hand through his dishevelled hair. “Him ruling Meya. His plans moving forward. Whatever it is he intends on doing. All of that is making him… happy.”

Alex rubbed her arms, chilled.

“Aeylia,” Niyx said, turning to capture her eyes, “I know I told you to leave the Shadow Walkers to their fate, but I was wrong. You need to get them and the Dayriders on board. They have enough sway with the Flips and Jarnocks to rally them to our side. Everything is riding on this.”

Alex lowered her eyes and admitted the truth—to both of them. “Even if Shirez convinces the elders to give me another go, you said it yourself, Niyx. It’s impossible for me to win.”

He tipped her chin up with a finger. “I know for a fact that when it comes to you, kitten, nothing is impossible.”

Heartened by his confidence in her, Alex nodded and sent him a small smile.

“I should go,” he said, albeit reluctantly. “I needed to see for myself that you’re okay, but I can’t risk staying any longer.”

Alex brushed her hair behind her ear and forced herself to ask, “Aven’s not… He won’t… Uh…”

Niyx looked at her when she trailed off and said, “A complete sentence might help.”

Her mouth curled but then her amusement wilted when she whispered, “You’re a Meyarin.”

Brows raised, Niyx said, “Those are some stellar observational skills you’ve got there.”

She bit her cheek and forced herself to finish, “You also have a heart, Niyx.”

His own humour fled as he understood her implication.

“I’m safe, at least for the moment,” he said softly. “There are a few Meyarins who are resisting his Claim on them. Not breaking it, like you can do, but fighting him enough to be causing him some irritation, since he has to work harder to keep them under his control. It’s them he’s… harvesting.”

Harvesting. What an awful, yet fitting, word.

“Since I’m playing the good little soldier,” Niyx said in a bitter voice, “and since he still considers me one of his closest friends, the risk to me is small. For now.”

“For now,” Alex repeated quietly. She reached for his hands. “I want you to swear to me, Niyx, swear by your stars, by your light, by your mother or unborn child if that’s the kind of thing you do… But I need you to swear that the moment you think Aven suspects you of disloyalty, you’ll get out of there.”

Niyx barked out a laugh. “I’m not suicidal, kitten. I can only help you kill—defeat him if I’m alive.”

The word correction was tinged with bitterness, but he didn’t rail at her again, and for that she was thankful.

Stroking the puppy one last time, Niyx looked from the snoring wolf to Alex and said, “She’ll need hand-feeding for the next three to four days, but as she gets bigger, she’ll start to take off and hunt for herself. Milk for today and tomorrow, then solids after that. Fresh, raw meat is best.”

Alex sent him a grateful smile. “I’ve never had a dog before, but I’ve always wanted one.”

Niyx made a groaning sound. “Wolf, Aeylia, wolf. She’s not a dog—a dog would be considered normal. But having a wolf for a pet? And a Shadow Wolf, at that?” He shook his head. “Decidedly not normal. Only someone as mad as you would—”

“Yeah, yeah, I know, I know,” Alex interrupted as she shoved him off the bed. “Now get out of here before Aven notices you’re missing. Or Dix returns.”

At the last, Niyx grinned a wide, brilliant smile.

“What?” Alex asked, seeing his unguarded humour.

“Promise me you’ll show me her reaction later.”

Alex’s brow furrowed. “Huh?”

“The princess,” Niyx said. “I want to see how she reacts to your new puppy friend.”

For the first time since deciding to adopt the wolf, Alex blanched.

Niyx burst out laughing at her expression, the sound still echoing in her ears long after he took off on the Valispath and vanished from sight.


Twenty-Four

D.C.’s reaction to their new roommate was just as dramatic as Niyx had presumed it would be. And it was also just as comical.

Upon returning from detention, Alex’s best friend had screamed like a banshee at the sight of the puppy—owing to the fact that she knew exactly what kind of creature it was—but the sound had woken the little wolf and scared her so much that her distressed whimpers had caused D.C. to melt on the spot. It had barely taken five seconds for the fluffball to win D.C.’s heart and, fulfilling Niyx’s request, Alex had replayed the memory for him, earning his uproarious laughter in response.

After collecting Jordan and Bear—the latter who had been released from Fletcher’s care that afternoon with only a slight limp to his walk—the four friends lounged in the girls’ room after dinner, playing with the puppy and contemplating what to call her.

“I think she’s a Fang,” Jordan said, while the furball gnawed on his boot.

“There’s no way I’m naming her Fang,” Alex returned immediately.

Not pleased at the idea of allowing the little wolf to get away with bad habits right off the mark—and certainly not wanting her to think shoes were acceptable chew toys—Alex scooped the puppy up into her lap, avoiding the squirming body and lashing tongue trying to lick her face off.

“No, she’s much too pretty to be called Fang,” D.C. agreed. “She needs a name like Beauty or Darling. Maybe even Socks, with that paw of hers.”

Alex found it mildly hilarious that her friend who had earlier screamed that the Shadow Wolf was a ‘hound from the deepest pits of hell’ was now considering naming her Darling. But regardless, that wasn’t going to be her name, either.

“I think you should go with something wolfy,” Bear said. “Like Howler or Ripper or something ferocious like that.”

“What’s more wolfy than Fang?” Jordan pointed out. “It’s perfect.”

Alex let her friends argue for a while before she decided to speak up. “As much as I appreciate all this brainstorming, I’ve already decided on a name for her.”

Jordan, Bear and D.C. all looked at her expectantly.

“Soraya,” Alex said. “Her name is Soraya.”

Instantly the puppy stopped squirming and Alex looked down to find those bright amber eyes staring up at her with what looked suspiciously like wonder. And then, impossibly, Soraya gave a happy-sounding yap as if agreeing with her name.

“Soraya,” D.C. whispered, almost reverentially. “That’s definitely pretty.”

“It is,” Jordan agreed, though he sounded disappointed that Fang was now off the table. “But what does it mean?”

“Light,” Alex said quietly, her eyes remaining locked onto the puppy’s. “It’s the Tia Auran word for ‘light’.”

Bear snorted, and Alex’s gaze moved to him.

He bobbed his chin towards the almost fully black wolf. “Only you would think of calling a Shadow Wolf a name that means ‘light’.”

Alex offered a sardonic grin. “I have to admit, I like the irony.”

Another puppy bark of agreement had them all laughing until a knock sounded at the door.

“But… we’re all here,” D.C. said, to which the rest of them just shrugged their baffled agreement.

Being closest to the door, Alex handed Soraya over to Jordan and D.C. and jumped up to find out who was outside. Once she caught sight of their visitors, a beaming smile overtook her face.

“I’d have thought you’d be sick of seeing us all by now,” Alex said to Bear’s dad as she took in the sight of him, Dorothy and little Evie standing in the hallway.

“LEKTHIE!” cried Evie as she sprung out from behind William’s legs and launched herself at Alex. Her two front teeth had yet to grow back, her lisp still as strong as it had been over the Kaldoras holidays.

Laughing, Alex cuddled the small girl close, at least until she cried out an equally joyous, “JORDIE!” and bounded into the room to throw herself at him. Alex felt a moment of alarm, fearing Soraya would be squashed between them, but D.C. whisked the puppy up into her arms a fraction of a second before Evie made contact.

“Mum, Dad—what are you doing here?” Bear asked, moving carefully to his feet and looking at his parents in bewilderment.

They didn’t answer straight away because they were too busy hugging first Alex and then everyone else as they made their way into the room, seating themselves on whatever bed and chair space was available.

“Administrator Jarvis thought we would find you all here,” Dorothy said, her hand clasping Bear’s tightly as she sat beside him on Alex’s bed. “It’s academy policy to notify parents when their child has been injured badly enough to warrant a night in the Medical Ward.”

Bear’s face cleared with understanding, before an apologetic look overtook his features. “Ah. I suppose I should have called you.”

Alex bit her lip, feeling guilty as well. She hadn’t even considered it—mostly because she’d received so many injuries since arriving in Medora that the Med Ward was basically her second home. And it wasn’t as if anyone could easily contact her parents after her many painful misadventures.

“Never mind that now,” William said, ruffling his son’s hair. “What’s important is that you’re safe and healing.”

“As if there was ever any doubt, with Fletcher in charge of his recovery,” Jordan said, showing Evie how to gently pet the wolf puppy. His actions caused William and Dorothy to take a closer look at Soraya, and they both paled when they recognised her for what she was. But to their credit, they didn’t say anything. William did, however, look at Alex and utter a deep sigh, almost as if he could imagine exactly how the young wolf came to be in her possession.

Alex just offered him a sheepish grin in return, which made him shake his head at her—partly amused, partly resigned.

“Is that why you’re here?” D.C. asked, her fingers playing with Evie’s hair as the little girl giggled at something Soraya did. “To check up on Bear?”

“To check up on all of you,” Dorothy said. After ensuring that Evie’s focus was wholly diverted, she quietly added, “With everything going on these days, we wanted to make sure you’re all handling… things… as well as possible.”

Realising that William must have shared at least some of what was happening with his wife, Alex’s heart warmed at the concern and love she felt radiating from the two of them. Bear’s family—Alex had never met more caring people in her life. From the wizened Gammy, to the tech-savvy Johnny and the quick-witted Blake—Alex adored them all.

“Things could be better,” she admitted, not wanting to lie to them, “but we’re still hopeful for a positive outcome.”

She was careful to be vague, not knowing exactly how much to share—especially since the last time she’d seen William, the king had just ordered her not to seek out the other races. Bear’s dad or not, Alex wasn’t willing to risk forcing his law-abiding hand.

… Not that he didn’t already know. It was pretty obvious Bear didn’t break his leg by falling down the dormitory staircase.

“I wish I could offer you some good news,” William said, “but unfortunately the mission I was set hasn’t yielded any results, either.”

His words were just as vague as Alex’s had been. But she nevertheless understood what he was saying: the Shields had found no evidence of Aven’s plans.

It wasn’t as if Alex had expected Aven to shout his intentions from the rooftops, but still. Her aim to rally the mortal races would be much easier if there were even a shred of proof that the threat she warned of was real. Not to mention, imminent.

“There’s still time,” D.C. said quietly, answering for Alex.

William dipped his head—whether acknowledging her words or bowing his respect to the princess, Alex wasn’t sure.

“We have a surprise for you all,” Dorothy said, attempting to lighten the mood.

Grateful, Alex watched as both Jordan and Bear perked up, and she shared a knowing—and amused—glance with D.C., since there was only one thing that could so quickly animate the boys.

“Please tell me it’s what I think it is?” Jordan all but begged.

“GAMMY’TH APPLE PIE!” Evie lisped in a shriek, causing Soraya to yelp with fright. The little girl quickly petted her on the head and said, much quieter, “Thorry, doggy.”

At least Alex wasn’t the only one to think of the wolf as a normal, domesticated canine. Even if that put her on the same page as a six-year-old.

“And here I thought I couldn’t love any of you more,” Jordan said, leaping up to help Dorothy unveil the pie from her bag. It was already cut into slices—one for each of them—and Alex’s mouth watered when she was handed hers.

“You’re welcome here anytime,” she said, moaning after her first bite.

“Seconded,” Jordan said around his mouthful. “And thirded, fourthed, fifthed, and on to eternity.”

“I doubt Bear would appreciate his overbearing parents ruining all his schooling fun,” William said, smiling as he looked at his son.

“If you come bearing pie each time, I can guarantee there’ll be no complaints,” Bear said, closing his eyes with contentment. “It doesn’t matter how many times I have this, it just gets better and better.”

“The magic of Gammy’s baking,” Dorothy said. “A wonder in its own right.”

A wonder, it was. And Alex enjoyed every delicious bite.

Too soon their visitors decided it was time to leave—mostly because Evie curled up and fell asleep right beside Soraya—and Alex and her friends began to say their goodbyes. Hugs were exchanged along with well wishes for Bear’s swift recovery and pleas for them to all be careful in the coming days.

Alex, for her part, made no promises, but she did offer assurances that she would try her best.

“I’ll be in touch if I hear anything,” William said solemnly to Alex as together they moved towards the door. “I won’t give up—so don’t you, either.”

Alex had no intention of doing so, but she was still encouraged by his declaration. That he believed her, that he believed in her—it bolstered her spirits after the hard weekend she’d endured.

“Thank you, William,” she croaked out, wrapping her arms around him in one final hug. “That means a lot.”

He squeezed her tightly and then let go, moving to embrace Bear. He whispered something that no one other than Alex would have been able to overhear, three simple words offered from father to son and filled with such emotion that Alex had to blink back tears.

I love you.

Looking away, Alex took a moment to compose herself before turning back and waving Bear’s family from the room.

One day soon she hoped she’d get to enjoy their company without the threat of Aven looming over them. She dreamed of long summer days spent with them in Woodhaven, exploring the forests surrounding their family home and enjoying the delights of the sleepy village and all its inhabitants. She dreamed of a time when her own parents could leave the safety of the Library, experiencing the wonders of Woodhaven—and the rest of Medora—right along with her. That was what she had to look forward to. That was the hope she would hold onto in the coming days.

Because that was what she was fighting for.

Freedom for those she loved—and for all of Medora.
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Jordan and Bear took off not long after the Ronnigans left, leaving Alex and D.C. to scramble together their homework for the next day and then finally bunker down into their beds.

Just as Alex began to drift off to sleep, a growl from Soraya was the only warning she received before there was a flash of light and she was suddenly yanked from her bed—and from her room. She found herself lying in the middle of a rocky, desert-like valley, the sun only just beginning to set, as opposed to the fully dark sky she’d left back at Akarnae.

Leaping to her feet, Alex whispered, “What the hell?” as she spun around once, twice and still couldn’t figure out what had happened.

“Be at peace, child,” came a familiar voice as a figure appeared in front of her. “You’re safe here.”

With wide eyes, Alex said, “Lady Mystique? What—How—What—”

Her stuttering was interrupted when, in a burst of shadows with spears of lightning, Soraya appeared at her side, teeth bared as she growled at Lady Mystique.

With an overjoyed clap of her hands, the ancient Tia Auran cried, “Ooo-ee, look at you!”

Alex had never seen the old woman so excited as when she kneeled and opened her arms. Nor did she expect her protector wolf to suddenly stop growling and instead give a happy yap and do a running jump into Lady Mystique’s hands.

“Some protector you are,” Alex muttered, but Soraya was too busy licking Lady Mystique and being lovingly rubbed down to pay her any mind.

“This is a welcome surprise,” Lady Mystique told Alex, indicating to the puppy. “She will serve you well, Alexandra.” Her ancient eyes looked down to Soraya as she finished, “But for now, young one, you can leave us. I mean your mistress no harm, and I will see that she returns safely to your side.”

After a quick flick of her amber eyes to Alex as if making sure what the old woman said was true, Soraya disappeared in another explosion of shadow and light.

Frowning at the spot where the wolf had just been, Alex said, “Niyx thinks I’ll be able to travel with her when she’s a bit older, but I don’t fancy being electrocuted in the process.”

Lady Mystique waved a hand. “Your companion could no sooner harm you than she could herself. Do not fear.”

Focusing on the Tia Auran, Alex said, “What am I doing here?” She glanced around at their barren landscape and added, “Where are we?”

“I’m sorry for pulling you from your bed,” Lady Mystique said, gesturing to Alex’s pyjama-clad body, “but I needed to speak with you urgently, and this is a safe place.”

Alex could attest to that. There was nothing in sight for miles other than craggy rocks, like a flat, volcanic wasteland but without any actual volcanoes.

“Aven has been relentless in his hunt for me, but my time has not yet come,” Lady Mystique went on. “When it does, I shall go willingly. But until then, I cannot allow him to find me. It is places like this, the forgotten lands of this world, that help shield me until there is no longer a need to remain hidden.”

Despite the balmy temperature—not at all like the wintry landscape she had been transported from—Alex felt chilled by the woman’s words.

“Lady—”

“I can’t stay out in the open like this for long,” the Tia Auran interrupted, “and neither can you, Alexandra. But what I have to say is important enough for such a risk.”

“I’m listening,” Alex said, sensing her urgency.

“It is imperative that you win your next fight in the vatali targo. The Shadow Walkers must hear your warnings. You must turn their attention towards Meya, towards joining you in the coming war.”

Alex blinked, not at all expecting that.

“You fear that you cannot afford to wait a month,” Lady Mystique continued, her ancient eyes solemn, “and you are right. If they do not listen to reason before then, it will be too late.”

Rubbing her arms at the dire warning, Alex said, “I don’t even know if the elders will let me fight again.”

“They will,” Lady Mystique said.

“Then I don’t know how I can win,” Alex returned honestly, just as she had earlier with Niyx.

“You cannot.”

Alex looked at the old woman for a beat before throwing out her arms and all but wailing, “Then why are you telling me I have to? How can I do something that can’t be done?”

“You cannot win a match in the vatali targo,” Lady Mystique repeated, “but you have a chance of winning against the victor of the vatali targo.”

Forehead scrunching, Alex said, “Come again?”

“Impressive as your combative skills may be, even you cannot prevail against multiple Shadow Walker opponents, as their shadowing abilities will not allow for a fair fight,” Lady Mystique said, something Alex was already acutely aware of. “However, if you petition to battle against the victor of the tournament at the end of the week, a one-on-one match will even the playing field considerably.”

Weighing the possibilities, Alex said, “What makes you think the elders will agree to something like that?”

“Because the victor is someone who completes the entirety of the vatali targo and wins against six opponents in the one fight. They will be considered the best of the best in the shadowed side of Graevale. And if you, a human, offer a challenge defying that belief, the pride of the elders will prickle them into wanting to see your defeat.”

“And they will,” Alex said. “If this winner can take on six Shadow Walkers at once and still come out standing, what chance do I have against them?”

Lady Mystique looked steadily at Alex for a silent moment before speaking again. “There is a saying in your world: to fight fire with fire. Have you heard it?”

Tentatively nodding, Alex said, “So?”

“So,” Lady Mystique said, “you will have one opportunity to do as such, to use the weapon of your enemy against them. They will not be expecting it, and if you time it right, you have a chance—a strong chance—of coming out the new victor.”

Baffled, Alex said, “What weapon?”

The Tia Auran stepped closer and reached for Alex’s hand, holding it up in the dying light of the sun.

“This weapon, Alexandra,” she said, running a finger across Alex’s Shadow Ring. “Two walks remain.”

Alex snatched her hand back, shaking her head. “No. No way. The last time I travelled through the shadows on my own, it was…” Awful. Traumatic. Terrifying. “… unpleasant.”

“It was unpleasant because you were fighting them,” Lady Mystique said. “You needed only to resist. And once you did that, you were able to use them, were you not?”

Alex thought back to when she’d activated her ring to escape Aven and Jordan to get back to Raelia, and she again tentatively nodded.

“You now know how it feels, you now know what to do, you simply have to do it,” Lady Mystique said. She cocked her head before adding, “However, you need to do it faster than you did that time. Which is why we will practise now, using one of your walks. It will mean you’ll only have one left—a single opportunity during your fight—but if used correctly, one is all you shall need.”

“You want me to use my ring now?” Alex cried. “Like, now, now?”

Lady Mystique looked at her blandly. “Yes, now, now.”

“But—”

“We cannot stay much longer, Alexandra,” the Tia Auran said, looking out across the volcanic landscape as if she could sense the looming threat. “Focus on your ring, call forth the shadow, concentrate on where you want to appear—that boulder over there, can you see it? Aim for that—and step directly there.”

Alex couldn’t help sarcastically saying, “As simple as that, huh?”

“You have already fought the shadows,” Lady Mystique said again. “You conquered them, now it is your right to command them. They will yield to you, so long as you resist the pull of their darkness.”

Realising that on the off-chance this worked, she would indeed have a surprising weapon to use in a fight against the Shadow Walker victor, Alex took a deep breath and held out her hand.

“Remember, do it fast,” Lady Mystique urged. “Not just because our time is running out, but also because in your battle, you will have a split second to decide when to act, and you will need to move instantly.”

Here goes nothing, Alex thought, concentrating as hard as she could and trying to remember how she’d managed it last time. ‘We’re all born with Shadow inside us,’ Caspar Lennox had once told her. ‘… Immerse yourself fully in the Shadow.’

But… Alex was different now. Whether it was from her bond with Xiraxus or something else, the darkness that once swirled around her was no longer there, drowned out by the golden light of her vaeliana.

“Darkness is everywhere, child,” came Lady Mystique’s quiet voice as she witnessed Alex’s struggle. “And where it is not, we have the unfortunate ability to imagine it so. Use that to your advantage. Call forth a troubling memory, Alexandra, and it will give you the power you need.”

A troubling memory. That she could do.

The last time she saw Aven sprang to mind—not the avatar of him she’d encountered while freeing Jordan from his Claim, but the real-life Aven of the past, right after he’d discovered she was mortal and had gone on to kill the humans and attack his family. The scene played out with startling clarity, from his ferocious, agonising shouting to the moment he’d stabbed her with her own blade.

Darkness, so much darkness from a single memory—darkness that Alex pulled into tangible shadows that rose up in front of her. While heartsick from the memory, she still managed to step into the darkness, and true to Lady Mystique’s words, the shadows didn’t pull and tear at her like last time. Instead, they waited for her command, which she gave with a mental picture of the boulder as directed.

Within a microsecond, the shadows were gone, and Alex was left standing ten feet from where she’d last been, slightly disoriented but otherwise unaffected.

“Good,” said Lady Mystique with a proud nod. “Now you know how to do it, next time you should be able to do so without needing to concentrate as much beforehand. Do you think you can manage that?”

Swallowing from the lingering memory—and Aven’s murderous face still flashing across her mind—Alex gave a slow nod. Because Lady Mystique was right—now that Alex knew how to do it and how it felt, she was confident she could repeat it, and in an instant.

“Then we are done here,” the Tia Auran said, closing the distance between them and reaching out to hold both of Alex’s hands. “I have the utmost faith in you, child, and it has been an honour and a privilege to see how far you have come.” She dropped one of Alex’s hands, moving her dark, weathered fingers up to tenderly stroke Alex’s cheek as she whispered, “May the light shine upon you always, Alexandra Jennings. And remember…” Her voice grew in strength as she finished, “Don’t fear the shadows. Make the shadows fear you.”

And then, before Alex could so much as draw a breath to respond, let alone ask why it sounded worryingly like Lady Mystique was saying goodbye—which was something she’d never done before—the old woman was gone… and so was Alex.

Soraya gave a soft sound of greeting upon Alex’s return to her dorm room, but after offering the puppy a distracted ear scratch and telling her to ‘stay’, Alex didn’t remain long. Instead, she grabbed a thick coat and donned it over her pyjamas, yanked on some boots and ran from her room.

It was long after curfew but Alex was past caring about whatever repercussions she might face. As much as she didn’t have time for detention to be added to her already demanding schedule, she was willing to risk it if her outing ended in success.

Sprinting through the bitter night air, Alex tore across the icy campus and into the Tower building in search of her SOSAC teacher. Once there, she realised she had no idea where Caspar Lennox’s quarters were, so she cheated by crossing her fingers and hoping the Library was in an agreeable mood.

Bolting down the staircase, through the foyer, and down the second staircase, Alex didn’t waste time before stepping through to the corridor of doors and asking the Library to show her a way to her teacher.

A door opened, and Alex ran straight through it, only to discover it didn’t lead to his quarters in the Tower building at all. Instead, she arrived where her teacher currently was— that being the now familiar balcony overlooking the shadowy cathedral at Graevale.

Startled by the unexpected destination, Alex gaped at the elders, Caspar Lennox and Shirez, all of whom were staring right back at her with unconcealed shock.

“Uh, hey,” she said, with a pathetic wave of her fingers.

“What is the human doing back here?” demanded Azalia. “How did she even get here?”

“Well, it’s the darndest thing,” Alex answered, but she didn’t have a chance to finish because a collective gasp met her statement. She closed her eyes in horror, realising she’d just responded to a question spoken in the language of the Shadow Walkers.

Well, crap, she thought to herself.

“Alexandra—”

Alex reopened her eyes at Caspar Lennox’s hissed word, but she cut him off before he could say more.

“I’m terribly sorry to interrupt,” she said. “All I can say is that I was looking for Caspar Lennox and had no idea the search would bring me here. But since I was planning to give him a message to pass on to you, I might as well do it myself since, well, we’re all here now.”

“We made ourselves clear earlier today, human,” said Azalia in the common tongue, her dark eyes flashing with unconcealed loathing.

Of all the elders, she was definitely the most intimidating, but Alex refused to be cowed.

“Two minutes of your time, and I’m gone,” Alex said, looking deliberately at Radek and Saber as she spoke, presuming them to be the more level-headed of the three.

After a moment of strained silence, Radek answered in a curt voice that told of his displeasure, “You have one. Make it count.”

Alex jumped straight into her request to fight the victor of the vatali targo, using deliberate and antagonising words to attack their pride, just as Lady Mystique had encouraged. In Alex’s favour was that Shirez had come through for her and already appealed for ‘the human’ to fight another round—which was why Caspar Lennox had been called back to Graevale to hear the elders’ agreement.

Alex’s new counteroffer, however, had them up in arms. There was yelling in both languages, as well as pointed fingers and ferocious faces. But ultimately, Lady Mystique had been correct—their pride led them to accept the terms of her challenge.

The only problem was, her boldness had insulted them so much that the elders gave her an ultimatum: win, and they would grant her an audience to hear her warnings; lose, and they would never listen to her, not even after the month-long celebrations were over.

It was an all or nothing deal, enough to make Alex feel sick with nerves, but she couldn’t back down. And so, when she reopened the doorway that led back to the academy—and away from the elders’ furious faces—she left with a grim smile and their promise that she would be summoned as soon as a winner was crowned.

It was a good outcome, Alex knew. But as she settled herself back into bed beside Soraya for the second time that night, she twirled the ring on her finger and desperately hoped Lady Mystique’s faith in her wasn’t misplaced.


Twenty-Five

Alex wasn’t sure how she managed to get through the next day of classes, but she did so on tenterhooks while wishing time would slow down so she could delay her first Library training session with Kaiden. While she’d seen him in Combat that afternoon, other than him looking at her intensely as if trying to read her, which was followed by an amused shake of his head and a flash of a perfect grin, they hadn’t had a chance to interact at all, not since whatever had happened between them the other night.

It was funny. Despite all the other potentially catastrophic events going on in her life, Alex still had the capacity to feel flutters of anxiety over a guy. How that was possible, she had no idea. But it didn’t lessen her nerves at the thought of seeing him again. Nor did it help her figure out exactly what she would say. All she knew was that she had to say something. So when she arrived in the Library foyer to find him leaning against the wall between two paintings and waiting for her, she gathered her courage and jumped straight in.

“About the other night…”

“Hello to you, too, Alex.”

She blinked, caught off guard by his pointed hint to her impolite greeting. “Um, sorry. Hi, Kaiden. Now, about the other night—”

“Ah, yes,” he interrupted, a smile tugging at his lips. “The night I almost kissed you.”

Alex felt heat flood her cheeks, not at all expecting him to come right out and say it. “That’s not—”

“And the night you almost kissed me.”

She swallowed. “I didn’t—”

“The night we almost kissed each other.”

“Kaiden!” Alex cried, resisting the urge to stomp her foot like a child. “Will you stop?”

Eyes laughing, he said, “I think I know the night you’re referring to. What about it?”

Annoyed that he was so amused while she felt nothing but embarrassment, she said through clenched teeth, “It was a mistake. What happened—What didn’t happen—What might have happened… It was a mistake.”

Kaiden nodded gravely. “I agree.”

Despite her declaration, Alex deflated at his response. It wasn’t like she wanted to argue about it, but it would have boosted her self-esteem a little if he’d at least attempted to disagree.

“Well,” she said lamely, “good. We’re on the same page, then.”

Suddenly amused again, Kaiden said, “I’m not sure we are.”

Wary now, Alex didn’t know how to respond.

Kaiden, however, had no such problem. Looking entirely too relaxed, he said, “You’re right that the other night was a mistake, but only because we were standing in the middle of the entrance to the dorm building. It’s good we were interrupted, because it means next time we’ll do it right.”

Alex’s heart skipped a beat. Her lungs constricted as she choked out, “Next time?”

Still completely relaxed, Kaiden offered her a dazzling smile and said, “A first kiss between two people is important, Alex. It needs to be memorable.”

Her breath now utterly gone, Alex wondered if she was going to pass out.

Kaiden’s smile softened as he read whatever was no doubt splashed across her features. Quietly, he said, “I know you have your hands full with Aven right now and you don’t need any more complications in your life—I get that. But when the time is right…” He trailed off, his silence telling her all she needed to know—that he was willing to wait for her, no matter how long it took.

All Alex could do was stare at him, unable to form any kind of reply.

“Now that we’re on the same page,” he said, his eyes sparkling as he used her own words against her, “shall we go see what kind of torture Athora has in store for us tonight?”

He didn’t wait for a reply before he pushed off from the wall and curled an arm around her shoulders, guiding her towards the staircase leading down into the depths of the Library.

As Alex stumbled along beside him, she struggled to process what had just happened. Part of her felt she should argue against everything he’d said, everything he’d implied. But another part, deep inside, was brimming with warmth, flooding with hope.

What Alex had told D.C. just two nights earlier still held true—there were so many reasons why she needed to squash her growing feelings for Kaiden. For his safety, for her peace of mind—there were a thousand arguments she could offer. But, everything he’d said… and how he’d understood without her having to explain… she couldn’t help feeling it would be wrong to fight him on this. Especially when she wasn’t sure that she would win.

… Or that she wanted to win.

It was because of her uncertainty that Alex remained silent, choosing instead to shake off her lingering embarrassment and trust that Kaiden would give her the space and time she needed. She settled in at his side, bracing for what the future might bring while listening to his calming chatter as together they sought out their teacher.

[image: image]

If Alex thought her strange tasks with Athora would start to seem more purposeful when she began working with Kaiden, she soon found out that she was wrong. Instead of jumping rope on her own, she jumped rope with Kaiden. Instead of juggling various objects for hours on her own, she juggled with Kaiden. Instead of learning how to caramelise the perfect soufflé, she… well, she failed that task, since she hadn’t lied about her limited baking skills, but she got to watch Kaiden complete it—as well as enjoy the delicious results afterwards.

The mindless and downright bizarre tasks Athora set them gave Alex not only the chance to get to know Kaiden much better, but also to experience the Library on a deeper level than ever before. From swimming through underwater rooms, to floating in spaces with zero gravity like the ChemTech facility she’d once broken into, Alex was reminded over and over that there were no limits to what the Library might offer. Other times the rooms themselves were normal but contained mysterious additions—such as hot coals for them to walk across, but they were only hot when they thought they were hot, with the point being that what their minds conceived, they created. The only way Alex managed to make it across unburned was by keeping her eyes closed and acting like she was walking on normal-temperatured rocks. Athora, however, made her go back and do it again until she could cross with her eyes open and not get burned.

Throughout it all, Kaiden remained at her side. He never questioned Athora, which made Alex wonder how he’d trained with the mysterious man for years without losing his mind. When she asked him on their walk back to the dorms on Tuesday night, he simply said the alternative wasn’t worth the risk just to assuage his curiosity. When put like that, Alex understood completely.

On Wednesday night there was a change to their routine, since after they finished, Athora told Alex that her parents had been asking for her.

Who, exactly, they’d been asking, she didn’t know, but she wasn’t willing to question her intimidating instructor in case he considered that as her breaking the rules, and instead she merely thanked him for passing along the message.

Now that Alex and Kaiden were training together, he usually hitched a ride with her down to the cavern and back up again. But after hearing about her parents, Alex thought it best if Athora returned Kaiden to the foyer that night so she could go and check in on her family and make sure they hadn’t accidentally raised a mummified priest to life.

The problem was, just as she was about to make her request, Athora disappeared.

“So, your parents, huh?” Kaiden asked, his curiosity evident. “You brought them over from Freya with you?”

Alex gave a helpless shrug and said, “They kind of panicked after realising I’d been missing for eight months my first year here, back when I didn’t know I could open doorways between worlds.” That felt like a lifetime ago to her now. “I wasn’t able to come up with a reasonable excuse, so I told them the truth about Akarnae and Medora. To avoid being locked up in a psych ward, I brought them here and Darrius explained everything. They’re archaeologists—people who study ancient relics and artefacts—but they’re also intrepid explorers, so naturally, they decided they wanted to spend time in a whole new world. It’s the greatest adventure they’ve ever been on.”

Kaiden cocked his head to the side. “Is that safe for them? Considering everything between you and Aven?”

Alex sent him a small smile, touched by his concern. “I was worried about that too, but the Library has been very accommodating with providing a safe place for them. They’re having the time of their lives and they’ve never even left the building.”

Kaiden seemed both amused and disbelieving. “This I have to see.”

Alex looked at him, not following. Or perhaps, not wanting to follow. “Sorry?”

“Athora said they’ve been asking about you,” Kaiden reminded her unnecessarily. “I presume you’re about to go visit them. I’d like to come.”

Alex was shaking her head firmly before he even finished speaking. “No way.”

Now he just looked fully amused, all signs of disbelief gone. “Why not, Alex? You’re not nervous about introducing me to your parents, are you?”

Everything within her shifted into panic mode at the very idea. “My friends haven’t even met them yet. Only Darrius.”

“Then I’m sure they’ll enjoy some fresh company. Unless…” He sent her a challenging look. “Is there a reason you don’t want them to meet me? A reason, like, say, worrying they’ll get the wrong idea about us?”

Refusing to let him see how much his words were affecting her, Alex lifted her chin and blatantly lied, “Of course I’m not worried.”

To prove her false words true, Alex summoned a doorway right in the middle of the cavern that opened to the Ancient Egyptian environment.

“After you,” she told Kaiden, motioning with her hand for him to step through first and desperately hoping her parents would be deep within the bowels of the pyramid where they couldn’t be located.

Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case, since after she and Kaiden battled the dry, sand-stinging winds to enter the ancient site, they happened upon her parents only a few chambers down from the entrance, right where Alex had last seen them. It looked like they were finishing up for the night, since they were packing away their tools and chatting about something unrelated to their work—a surprise in and of itself.

“… and then I said to him, ‘I don’t know about you, sir, but my wife thinks my beard makes me look—”

Alex cleared her throat loudly, not at all wanting to hear what her mother thought about her father’s facial hair.

Both Rachel and Jack looked up at her interruption, their faces brightening. Then their eyes flicked past her as Kaiden stepped into view, and if anything, their expressions became even more radiant.

“Jack, honey, look!” Rachel cried, as if her husband wasn’t standing right beside her. “Alex brought a boy with her!”

She made it sound like it was the most wonderful news in the world, like discovering that Christmas, Easter and her birthday would all be repeated back to back for the rest of her life.

“I didn’t really bring him,” Alex said even though she knew there was little point in attempting to explain that she’d allowed him to come under duress. “He just… decided to… tag along.”

Silence descended as her parents and Kaiden all looked at Alex with raised eyebrows.

“Well, whatever the case,” Rachel said brightly, “it’s wonderful to meet another alien like Darrius.”

Alex’s eyes bugged out. “Mum! Don’t call Kaiden an alien! Or Darrius! What’s the matter with you?”

“They’re from another world,” Rachel said, as if explaining something basic to a child. “That means they’re aliens.”

“Technically, we’re from another world,” Alex corrected, wondering how, after all their worldly—and other worldly—travels, they could be so culturally insensitive. It was a wonder they’d survived as long as they had and not been stoned to death by the natives at some ancient dig site or another. Then again, most of the people they dealt with were already buried, and the dead weren’t so quick to take offence.

Rachel tapped a finger against her lips. “You know what? You’re absolutely right.”

“I’ve always wanted to be an alien,” Jack said, sounding thrilled. “I can now officially put that on my résumé. I bet it’ll give me a slew of job opportunities. Can you imagine?”

Alex didn’t want to imagine. In fact, she didn’t want to imagine just about as much as she didn’t want to be there right now. And that was a lot.

“Are you going to introduce us properly to this young man you so staunchly defended?” Rachel asked, her eyes shining with parental glee.

Seeing her mother’s expression, Alex began backing away. “On second thought, I think I’ll come back later. Alone.”

She spun on her heel only to run straight into Kaiden.

Shaking with repressed laughter, he wrapped an arm around her waist and pivoted her back to face her parents, his strong grip compelling her to walk forward with him.

“Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Jennings,” he said, reaching out to shake their hands. “I’m Kaiden James, a friend of Alex’s.”

Alex could have sworn her mother swooned a little at his polite introduction.

“Kaiden, son, a pleasure,” her father said. “But please, call us Jack and Rachel.”

With a smile that prompted Rachel to give an audible happy sigh—thus causing Alex no small amount of mortification—Kaiden nodded his agreement.

“Are you one of Alex’s classmates?” Rachel asked, looking between him and Alex—specifically where his arm was still wrapped snugly around her.

Alex tried to edge away from him, or at least untangle herself from his grip, but he only curled his arm tighter.

Ignoring the glare she sent him—though, his lips did give a hint of a twitch—he answered, “I’m a year above Alex but we do share a couple of classes.”

“Ah, yes,” Jack said, scratching his bristled chin. “I find it fascinating that half your curriculum is based strictly on your potential for a subject rather than your age or aptitude. It’s quite ingenious, really.”

“That’s how Alex and I met,” Kaiden said, sharing openly. “Her test results came back with a high potential for Combat so she ended up in the same class as me. And just between us”—he leaned in close to them as if divulging a secret—“she’s come a long way since the first day I saw her. For a while there, we thought she’d managed to cheat the potential test. But now she’s left us all in the dust.”

“That’s my little girl,” Jack said. “Beating up kids twice her size.”

“That should be your next Twitter handle,” Rachel said with a chuckle. But then she frowned. “Do they even have social media here?”

Alex pulled out her ComTCD and waved it for her parents. “No Internet, but they more than make up for it with other technology.”

Rachel and Jack both stared at the Device.

“Is that a cell phone?” Jack asked.

“Something like that,” Alex said, returning it to her pocket. “I’ll show you another time. But for now, why don’t you tell me why you asked to see me? It’s getting late and we need to get back to our dorm before curfew.”

What Alex said was true. While time stopped when they were in their Library lessons with Athora, the Ancient Egypt ‘room’ wasn’t one that remained frozen. The underground cavern, too, followed the normal physics of time, which is why they only used it as a come-and-go destination, rather than for the entirety of their lessons. Ever since Athora had left them, the clock had been ticking for Kaiden and Alex—something they both needed to keep an eye on.

“Mostly we just wanted to check in on you, sweetheart,” Rachel said. “Darrius stopped by the other day and filled us in on a few things, so we wanted to see for ourselves that you’re doing okay.”

Alex’s body stilled and Kaiden’s arm tightened further at her reaction.

“Darrius came here? What did he say?”

“He told us that your Aven-elf-fellow has been quiet lately so you’ve been busy trying to build an army,” Jack said, causing her stomach to dip—until she saw the wide grin on his face. “Alex, honey, that’s an admirable goal, but you’re only seventeen.”

“Yes, you should wait until you’re considered a legal adult in at least the European Union before drafting a contingent of militia to your cause,” Rachel said, somehow with a straight face. “You still have half a year left before you’re eighteen. Don’t you think you should wait until then?”

Alex loosed a sigh of relief as she took in her parents’ expressions and realised they hadn’t taken anything Darrius had told them seriously.

“I don’t know, Mum,” Alex said, playing along. “Six months is a long time, and you know I’m not so great when it comes to patience.”

Her parents chuckled good-naturedly, but then they sobered and Rachel said, “Darrius seems worried. And we figure if he’s worried, we should be worried.”

Alex stepped away from Kaiden and moved to hold her mother’s hands. “Darrius is worried for a lot of reasons right now. Aven has been quiet lately, and we’re all a bit on edge—Darrius in particular, since he feels the burden of responsibility to protect us all.” She lowered her voice. “And, to be perfectly honest, that might not be possible.”

“I want you to tell us the truth,” Jack said, stepping closer. “Just how much danger are you in?”

As much as she wanted to fib, Alex couldn’t bring herself to lie to her father’s face. So she quietly answered, “A lot. But that’s true for all of us.”

He held her eyes as he said, “I take it there’s nothing we can do to convince you to stay here with us? Or return to Earth?”

Alex shook her head. “Remember, if Aven wants, he can just come through the Library and find me there, anyway. I need to be here doing what I can to stop him. And I need you to trust me enough to let me do that.”

“You’re our daughter,” Rachel said quietly. “We might get caught up in our work, but we still love you. We’d do anything to protect you. This situation with Aven, it doesn’t make me comfortable letting you go face it on your own.”

“I promise I’m being as careful as I can be,” Alex said. She looked back at Kaiden and softly added, “And I’m not on my own.”

The contemplative look Jack and Rachel cast between her and Kaiden was frustratingly presumptuous, but she knew it was in her best interests to use whatever means necessary to ease their concerns. If Kaiden’s, well, Kaiden-ness managed to help, then so be it.

“No, it appears you aren’t,” Jack said in a knowing voice.

With a squeeze of her fingers, Rachel released Alex’s hands but pulled her in for a hug. While doing so, she sneakily whispered in her ear, “Goodness, he’s attractive—it’s like he’s stepped right off the cover of GQ! And the way he looks at you—”

“Mum!” Alex yanked backwards before her mother could say more.

Rachel was unrepentant and grinned impishly. “Don’t act like you don’t know what I’m talking about. You have eyes.”

Cheeks burning, Alex couldn’t bring herself to look at the quietly chuckling Kaiden, since from that comment alone, he didn’t need to be a genius to guess what Rachel had whispered in Alex’s ear.

“Was there anything else you both needed from me?” Alex curtly asked, while mentally adding, Other than embarrassing me further, of course?

“As long as you promise to continue being careful out there, I think we’re good,” Jack said. He motioned to her wrist and said, “Has that tattoo of yours come in handy yet?”

Alex froze at his question, and then immediately felt like hitting herself.

The tattoo.

She could have used it at any time over the weekend, especially when she was about to become dinner for the Jarnocks’ river beast. But using Drock’s Beacon had never crossed her mind.

In hindsight, Hunter had managed to save them in time, but still—if she’d remembered the option to call for help, there would have been a lot less anxiety on her part. And while Bear was now completely healed, if she’d used the Beacon, he never would have broken his leg in the first place.

“Not yet,” Alex answered her dad after a short pause. “But that’s good news, right? It means I haven’t been in a position to need it.”

That wasn’t entirely true—or at all true—but they didn’t need to know that.

“Do your best to make sure it stays that way,” Jack said, tweaking her nose like she was five years old.

Alex didn’t respond verbally, but she did nod, feeling more at ease with the deceit when it wasn’t spoken aloud.

“You two had better get going,” Rachel said.

Alex nodded again, but she paused mid-motion when her dad looked squarely at Kaiden and said, “Can we trust you to protect our little girl, son?”

An embarrassed sound escaped Alex’s lips before she could stop it. Where was a bolt of lightning when she needed one?

Kaiden’s response was as quick as it was serious. “With my life, sir.”

Eyeing him as only a father could, Jack smiled and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “You know, I believe you mean that.” Glancing at Alex, Jack declared, “This one’s a keeper, sweetheart.”

Overcome with mortification, Alex now wished for not just a bolt of lightning, but an entire electrical storm to smite her where she stood.

Kaiden looked down at his boots while once again shaking with mirth, so Alex was able to spear a what-the-hell? glare at her parents, but the conniving matchmakers showed no signs of remorse.

A strangled noise came from the back of Alex’s throat as she turned from them, grabbed Kaiden’s arm and stomped to the exit of the chamber. Only when she reached the limestone corridor did she halt and, with a sigh of frustration, turn to look back at her parents.

With all the danger circling around her, she wasn’t willing to risk storming out on a bad note—just in case—so she called, “I don’t like you both much right now, but I still love you. I’ll come back when I can. Until then, make sure everything that’s dead down here stays dead. Okay?”

Laughing like she was being funny—when she was not—her parents agreed and called out their farewells.

Kaiden returned their ‘nice to meet you’s and, to Alex’s horror, promised to visit again soon. Before he could commit to anything else—like, say, a wedding—Alex dragged him away and opened a doorway straight back to the underground cavern. Only then did she have the courage to glance at him, and he promptly burst out laughing at what he read on her face.

“Yeah, yeah,” she grumbled. “That was hilarious.”

Still laughing, he pulled her forward and, before she could react, pressed his lips to her temple in an impossibly soft kiss.

Her breath arrested at his seemingly natural show of affection.

“I think your parents like me, Alex.”

The air rushed out of her in a whoosh and she came to her senses enough to glare at him. “Next time, I’m leaving you down here.”

He grinned knowingly. “Liar.”

He was probably right, so she didn’t respond, but she did continue glaring at him.

“We should go—it’s nearly curfew,” he said.

And just like that, it was as if nothing had happened. Nothing awkward, nothing embarrassing, nothing abnormal. In an instant, he’d somehow made her feel comfortable around him once again. Alex had no idea how he’d done it. But she was grateful. Because like he’d guessed a few days earlier, she couldn’t handle more complications in her life right now. So the fact that he was giving her exactly what she needed by not pressing her for… more… meant the world to her.

Because of that, she smiled at him, the only indication of gratitude she was capable of offering. But something in his face changed as he looked at her in the dark of the cavern, and when she summoned a doorway for them to return to the foyer, he reached out to keep her from stepping through.

“Wait,” he said. “Ignore what I just said. There’s somewhere I want to take you first.”

Brow crinkling, Alex said, “But… curfew…”

One side of his mouth hitched up. “What’s life without a little risk, Alex?”

Snorting at the overused quote—in any world—Alex asked, “What do you have in mind?”

“I’ve met your parents. It only feels right that I introduce you to mine.”

Caught off guard, Alex squeaked out, “Now?” The single word was shrill enough to echo around the cavern, causing her to wince.

“Now seems like the perfect time,” Kaiden replied, a strange emotion flashing across his features.

It was that emotion—the uncertainty he so rarely exhibited—that brought Alex up short. But she still said, “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” For a multitude of reasons, she thought to herself. Her parents had been bad enough—but meeting his, too? She was certain it would lead to embarrassment the likes from which she’d never recover.

As if reading her mind, his lips twitched and he said, “I can guarantee they won’t say anything that makes you feel uncomfortable.”

Alex knew there was no way he could promise such a thing. But despite her misgivings, she was curious to meet the people who had raised Kaiden and Jeera.

Seeing her wavering, Kaiden looked both triumphant—and nervous. It was the latter that sealed Alex’s decision, her curiosity winning out over her trepidation. Kaiden had always come across as confident from the very first moment she’d laid eyes on him. Not arrogant, never that. But self-assured, knowing exactly who he was along with what strength and skills were at his disposal. The nervousness, however, was something new. And it was enough to intrigue Alex into banishing the doorway she’d summoned, tentatively nodding her agreement.

“Not that it would work in here, but I don’t have an authorised Bubbler vial with me, so…” Kaiden raised his voice and said, “Library, just this once, would you mind—”

Before he could finish his request, another door appeared in front of them.

“Never be afraid to ask, Kaiden James,” came the Library’s rumbling voice.

Unable to help herself, Alex smirked and said, “Now who’s the Chosen One?”

Kaiden laughed, his nervousness dissolving. “Don’t worry—you’ll have your title back by the time we return.”

And with that, he reached for her hand and led her through the doorway.


Twenty-Six

Unlike the night-time they’d left behind at Akarnae, it was barely sunset at their new location, so Alex had no trouble taking in the scenery before her. But she still struggled to understand what she was seeing. Or rather, how.

“I’ve been here before,” she said, before amending, “… sort of.”

“In the Rec Room, right?” Kaiden asked. “Virtual reality?”

Alex could only nod as she stared at the abandoned castle in front of them. In the time since she’d first ‘visited’, the forest had swallowed even more of the crumbling stone ruins, with vines and moss now dominating the once strong foundation. Ice crackled under her feet, but otherwise their location seemed to be enduring a mild winter with little snow.

“How…?” she trailed off as she looked around, not even sure what to ask.

“The VR programs often use real locations as backdrops, adding in their own special effects,” Kaiden explained, leading Alex closer to the castle. “And characters.”

“So we don’t have to keep an eye out for horse-sized wolves?” Alex checked. “Or screaming, bloodied brides?”

Kaiden’s features showed his curiosity, but all he said was, “It’s just us here.”

She wanted to know how he could be so sure, but something about the way he said it made her believe him. “What is this place? And why did you bring me here?”

She glanced around, half wondering if his parents were about to pop out and yell ‘SURPRISE!’

“About fifteen years ago, this used to be a hospital,” Kaiden said.

Alex looked at the crippled architecture and simply said, “No, it didn’t.”

He vaulted over a crumbled archway, reaching back to help her. “Why do you say that?”

“Fifteen years isn’t long enough for this kind of… degradation. There’s no way—”

“Biochemical acceleration after the hospital was abandoned,” Kaiden explained. “Trust me, fifteen years was more than enough to allow for such disrepair.”

Given everything else Alex had experienced in Medora, she shouldn’t have been surprised to discover there was some kind of technology to speed up the decaying process.

“Okay, so that’s where we are,” she said, even if she was definitely getting ancient castle vibes rather than modern hospital ones. “But why?”

Kaiden halted as they stepped into a cobblestoned courtyard surrounded by pillars and more crumbling arches. A murky pond sat in the middle of the space, with the marble tiers of a fountain lying sideways in the stagnant water. The sight tugged at Alex’s heart—as did everything else around her. The scenery emanated feelings of misery, like the stones themselves were leaking melancholy.

“Kaiden?” Alex prompted when he didn’t answer. “Why are we here?”

He caught her eyes as he said, “It occurred to me tonight that we’ve spent a lot of time together, but we don’t really know each other.”

Alex fought against asking if he was feeling okay, since of all the things for him to say, that wasn’t what she’d expected.

“It makes sense that you have trouble trusting me. But I’m hoping…” He ducked his head slightly, his usual confidence wavering. “I’m hoping that getting to know me better may… help.” He looked back up, his features paler than normal but also resolute. “Very few people know about my past. I want you to be one of them.”

Alex wasn’t sure why, but her pulse began to pick up speed, sensing that whatever he was about to share was going to affect her in more ways than one.

Indicating for her to follow, Kaiden started walking slowly around the edge of the courtyard as he shared, “When I was three years old, I got sick. Really sick. Enough that my parents had to bring me here for treatment.” He looked deeper into the abandoned site, seeing much more than Alex ever would. “They diagnosed me with Sarinpox, a common illness, especially in kids. With the right meds, the usual recovery time is less than a fortnight. But that came and went for me, and if anything, I just kept getting worse.”

He kicked a large stone out of their path and continued, “A month went by with no improvement, and then suddenly my fever spiked so badly that I was at risk of brain damage—or worse. None of the usual medications were working, so all they could do was wait and see if I would pull through.” He swallowed. “My parents never left my side. Aunt Nisha took care of Jeera, both of them visiting as often as they could. But even knowing my family was with me—I remember being so scared. So tired. So weak.”

Alex could hear it in his voice. Whatever he’d been through, the memory of it still plagued him.

“My fever raged for four days before it began to ease. I was delirious that whole time, and when I finally came back to myself, the doctors were amazed that I’d survived without any permanent damage. A miracle child, they called me.”

Kaiden’s lips quirked up at the side, but there was a darkness in his eyes that clutched at Alex’s heart.

Suddenly, he changed direction, their seemingly aimless walk now purposeful as he led her to the far side of the courtyard. They stepped over and around more crumbled stone slabs before venturing away from the ruins and into the encroaching forest.

“The title didn’t stay with me for long,” Kaiden continued, “because soon enough, other people began getting sick. A localised outbreak of Sarinpox, they said, a strain that was resistant to treatment, leaving those who caught it to battle the illness without help.”

He held some branches up for Alex to duck under, her attention fixed on him and the story he was sharing.

“I was too young to understand what was happening; all I knew was that my family was no longer visiting me, even though I was on the mend. Back then, my parents were both in the military—Mum was a Warden, Dad a General—so it took days before I learned that they hadn’t just gone back to work, but instead, they were now patients as well.”

Kaiden checked to make sure Alex was travelling fine through the thickening forest before he said, “Children suffered the least, most going through similar experiences to me. But adults…” A loaded pause. “They were a different story.”

They came to a small clearing then, a misshapen patch of ground between the trees. Alex peered around Kaiden’s too-still body, her eyes settling on what rose up from the forest floor. It took her a moment to understand, for all the pieces to click together, and when they did, she stumbled back a step, her hand rising to stifle a gasp.

… Because right there in the fading dappled sunlight were two pale tombstones, their carved inscriptions telling her exactly who they belonged to.

“My parents were two of the first to die,” Kaiden said quietly, staring at their graves. “But they weren’t the last.” His haunted eyes moved to Alex. “I was Patient Zero for the worst outbreak of Sarinpox in known history. It was so bad that eventually they didn’t just quarantine the hospital, they abandoned it. And despite knowing that none of it was my fault, it’s still something I will carry with me for the rest of my life—the knowledge that my parents are dead… because of me.”

“Kaiden,” Alex breathed. She reached for his hand, but she had no idea what she could possibly say.

He looked straight at her, letting her see his pain. It was enough for tears to swim in her eyes, knowing what he’d suffered through, knowing the guilt he bore for something he’d had no control over. That was something she understood for herself, if in a wholly different way.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered, knowing it wasn’t enough, but meaning it with every ounce of her being.

He inhaled deeply, the emotions on his face slowly dissolving into something more steady, something closer to how he normally looked, yet still retaining that sense of openness.

“I’ve had a long time to come to terms with it,” he told her. “I still don’t know why I survived when so many others didn’t. But with Aunt Nisha’s help, I’ve learned to accept that there was nothing I could have done. I was just a child who got sick—no one could have known what it would lead to.”

“Nisha took you in afterwards?” Alex asked, her voice still a whisper since she couldn’t manage more than that past the emotion clogging her throat.

Kaiden nodded. “She got sick, too, and so did Jeera, but they both recovered, and once we were all better, we went and lived with her. Nisha’s the only family we have left.”

Alex thought of the commander, respecting her even more for opening her home—and her heart—to her niece and nephew when they’d had no one else.

“She’s… a bit protective of me now, though,” Kaiden said, using his free hand to scratch his cheek while looking partly annoyed, partly amused and mostly resigned. “You know how I disappeared for nearly two weeks after classes started back?”

As if Alex could forget. She sent him a look that said as much, and his mouth curled up at the edges. But then he sobered, the haunted look returning to his eyes before he blinked it away again.

“Over the Kaldoras holidays, I came down with a fever,” he said.

Alex’s body froze, her focus narrowing on him.

“No matter what medicine I was given, it lingered for most of that fortnight, and I only began to feel better just in time to return to the academy that first Sunday night back.”

Kaiden flexed his fingers enough for Alex to realise she had him in a death grip, and she loosened her hold—slightly.

“Since the medication had failed to heal me, Aunt Nisha forced me to have some tests, and the results only came back to us that Monday morning,” Kaiden said. “They showed some marker in my blood, some… cause for concern.”

Alex felt as if there was a hand clenching her chest, pushing all the air from her lungs.

“Sarinpox is one of those diseases that lives on in your spinal cord for the rest of your life. In rare cases, something can prompt it to rise up and attack your immune system again. And since I’d been showing the symptoms…” Kaiden shrugged. “Well, Aunt Nisha was worried and urged me to skip classes to undergo every possible test, just to make sure I was okay. That’s why I was gone for so long—because no one wanted to take any chances.”

Heart in her throat at the very idea of him relapsing with the illness that killed his parents, Alex rasped, “Are you okay?”

Seeing her concern, he was quick to reassure her. “Turns out what I caught on the holidays was just a nasty case of River Fever. It doesn’t show up unless you know to test for it specifically, but they eventually figured it out. By then, I was long since recovered and ready to get back to my life—just in time to meet you in the Library that night with Athora.”

More relieved than she cared to admit, Alex squeezed his hand before letting him go, offering a single word. “Good.”

It was an absolute understatement, but with everything Kaiden had just shared, Alex was having trouble not throwing herself into his arms and telling him how much she hated everything he’d suffered through. Everything he’d endured. Everything he’d overcome. To lose his parents at such a young age—she couldn’t imagine what that must have been like. While hers certainly weren’t going to win any ‘Parent of the Year’ awards, and while there had been times when she’d felt neglected as a child due to their work-obsessive personalities, the very idea of them dying was terrifying to her. For Kaiden to have grown up without his, and for him to still be the incredible person he was today—it said a lot about who he was. And who he would always be.

D.C. was right. He really was the stuff of fantasies.

“Come on, we have one last stop before we head back,” Kaiden said, pulling a Bubbler vial from his coat.

Alex narrowed her eyes at it. “I thought you said you didn’t have a Bubbledoor?”

“I said I didn’t have an authorised one,” he corrected, throwing it to the forest floor. “But ever since our SAS trip, I make sure to keep one on me for emergencies.”

Alex wondered why she’d never considered doing the same. “Is this an emergency?”

A quiet laugh. “That depends on what happens next.”

The mischievous look on his face brought Alex no small amount of alarm.

“I promised my parents wouldn’t say anything to embarrass you,” he answered her unspoken question. “I can’t vouch for the rest of my family.”

And with that, he grabbed her hand and tugged her through the Bubbledoor.

Tripping slightly on the other side, it took Alex a moment for her eyes to adjust to the again night-time scenery. The scent of the ocean filled her lungs as the wind whipped her hair about her face, her vision finally clearing enough to see they stood atop a cliff looking down over a small coastal town. Yellow dots of light escaped from the windows and doors of the houses, with a lanterned path leading all the way to a quaint harbour filled with fishing vessels.

Woodenly, Alex turned to Kaiden, a slew of questions on the tip of her tongue. But not a word left her mouth, since her eyes caught sight of what was resting on the grassy cliff top behind them.

It was a house. And in the light of the doorway stood a figure.

And then a second.

Both of whom were familiar.

Alex couldn’t help squeaking in distress at seeing both Nisha and Jeera standing there. They looked more casual than she had ever seen them before, neither in their black uniforms but rather household clothes—Jeera wearing jeans and a sweater, and Nisha a little more formal in slacks and a blouse. The commander was peering at them with curiosity, but Jeera had a knowing, almost smug look on her face—her gift likely having forewarned her of their arrival.

Despite the wintry coastal breeze, Alex felt a nervous sweat break out on her forehead. At Kaiden’s quiet chuckle, she turned narrowed eyes to him—eyes that slitted even further when he winked and sent her a wide, beaming grin.

“I think I hate you a little bit for this,” Alex said under her breath as he began leading her forward.

“I think we both know that’s not true,” he replied, his tone way too cheerful.

And then suddenly they were on the stairs leading up to the house, his aunt and sister only steps away.

“Fancy seeing you two here,” Jeera said, her eyes sparkling—an almost mirror image of her brother’s. Her gaze dropped to their joined hands and there was laughter in her tone as she added, “And looking so… friendly.”

Not two sentences had been spoken and already Alex was considering leaping off the cliff to save herself from what was to come.

“Dare I ask why you’re breaking school curfew, or am I better off not knowing?” Nisha asked. Despite her raised eyebrow, she held the door open for them, silently inviting them into her house.

“That depends,” Kaiden said as they moved inside.

“On?”

“Whether you’ll give us a cover story if we’re caught.”

An indulgent laugh left Nisha. “I should have known.”

Alex focused on shaking off her discomfort as the four of them travelled down a hallway, her efforts succeeding as she became distracted by the portraits on the walls. They showed mostly Jeera and Kaiden at various ages throughout their lives. Sometimes Nisha was there as well, and a few revealed a man and woman who could only be Kaiden and Jeera’s parents. It was bittersweet for Alex to look at them, knowing what had happened but also sensing the love that this small family had for each other, even in death.

The portraits came to an end when they reached a comfortable living room lit by a roaring fireplace. Toasty warm, Alex removed her coat and took a seat on the well-worn couch beside Kaiden. Part of her wanted to put distance between them, if only to be careful what message they were sending, but another part realised there was little point in doing so, not when Jeera was still looking so amused. Nisha, too, seemed to be holding back her humour by sheer willpower.

Reprieve was offered when the two women went to prepare some supper, and Alex took advantage of their absence to turn to Kaiden and hiss, “Thanks for the warning.”

“You’re very welcome,” he said, his voice bubbling with mirth. Then, seeing her glare, his face gentled and he added, “Relax, Alex. It’s not like you haven’t met them before.”

“This is different, and you know it.”

He, at least, didn’t try to deny it. But his features did gentle even more—enough that his soft, knowing expression took her breath away.

Dazed, Alex jumped slightly when Jeera and Nisha reentered the room. A moment later there was a bowl of Nisha’s ‘award-winning’ chocolate mousse on her lap—the award part making sense after Alex’s first mouthful.

Eyes drifting shut with pleasure, she only reopened them so she could turn to the commander and say, “You made this?”

Looking pleased by Alex’s reaction, Nisha said, “Secret family recipe.”

“It’s divine,” Alex said, scooping more into her mouth. There was some kind of berry complementing the dish—a hybrid Alex didn’t recognise until she popped one in her mouth. Surprised, she examined the purple star-shaped forms that were scattered within her bowl. “Are these dillyberries?”

“You’ve never seen dillyberries before?” Nisha asked.

“Not from here, remember?” Alex said, pointing to herself. It was oddly liberating, being able to speak freely about her origins. “I’ve had the juice, but never the fruit on its own.” She squinted at the star again, noting its glittery shine, and added, “It’s pretty.”

“Pretty or not, they still pack a punch,” Jeera said, her tone revealing that she was speaking from experience. “They may be smaller than a glass of juice, but they’re also more concentrated. Be careful how many you have, or Kaiden will be carrying you out of here.”

Alex, in the process of raising a second berry to her mouth, promptly placed it back in the bowl. “I think I’ll stick with the mousse.”

Quiet chuckles met her statement before Nisha asked again, “Are you two finally going to share what brings you out tonight, or do we have to guess?”

Licking her spoon, Alex looked to Kaiden, curious what he would say. She shouldn’t have been surprised when he told them the truth.

“I took Alex out to Heartstone Grove,” he said. “Told her about Mum and Dad.”

Alex still felt raw from their visit. But she also found that she no longer minded the surprise trip to see the rest of his family, realising that perhaps Kaiden needed this. Fifteen years may have passed, but it can’t have been easy for him to visit his parents’ graves. Seeing his aunt and sister after that—Alex was suddenly very glad they had come.

“I’m surprised Declan didn’t demand to go along with you,” Jeera said, after the short, surprised pause that followed Kaiden’s statement. Her intuitive gift might have forewarned her of their arrival, but apparently nothing more. “Isn’t he still on a mission to find some toy he lost there?”

Kaiden huffed out a laugh and Alex turned to him in question.

“That’s where Declan and I first met,” he shared. “At Heartstone. He was a patient for part of the time I was there—he’d fallen out of a tree and shattered the bones in both his arms, needing a few days to recover while the Regenevators did their work.”

Alex wasn’t surprised to hear that about the lumbering, adventurous Declan. Even as a three-year-old, some things didn’t change.

“In true Declan style, he was bored enough to leave his bed, wander off and get lost, ending up in my room.” Kaiden shook his head slightly, as if he still couldn’t believe the other boy’s antics. “He gave me his jelly cup, and in return, I gave him my Sarinpox.”

It wasn’t funny, not in the slightest. And yet, Alex could vividly imagine the two young boys in hospital together, driving the medical staff up the walls. The picture was enough to bring a smile to her lips as she sought to keep the mood light and said, “Seems like a fair trade to me.”

Her comment had the desired effect, prompting another short laugh from Kaiden, this time with Nisha and Jeera joining in, too.

“I’m not sure he’d agree to that,” Kaiden said. “If only because he lost his favourite action figure when the hospital was abandoned. He’s adamant that it’s still there, no matter how many times we’ve gone back to search the ruins for it.”

“Jaxon is convinced you’re a bad influence on him,” Nisha said, hiding her grin by sipping from a mug of tea.

“Jaxon is convinced everyone is a bad influence,” Jeera said, rolling her eyes. “He might be invaluable when it comes to politics and matters of state, but the man has no social diplomacy whatsoever.”

That much, Alex recalled for herself.

“He’s not that bad,” Nisha said, perhaps feeling a sense of duty to defend the royal advisor. But then she pulled a face as if remembering something and amended, “I’m sure he’s pleasant enough to the people he cares about.”

“According to Declan, that’s a very short list,” Kaiden said.

“Well… we all have faults,” Nisha said, trying to rally. “Let’s just be thankful that Declan is nothing like his grandfather and leave it at that.”

Alex had to hide a smile at how uncomfortable the commander looked, as if she was waging a war between loyalty and honesty. But Alex also respected that Nisha wasn’t willing to slander one of her colleagues, no matter how deserving he might be. That said a lot about her—and also gave an indication as to how Kaiden was so… Kaiden. Integrity clearly ran in the family.

Their conversation moved on from the advisor when Nisha and Jeera asked about their classes—SAS, in particular, since Jeera had apparently apprenticed for two years with Hunter before being accepted into Warden training. She knew the man well and regaled Alex and Kaiden with tales of the arduous tests she’d endured.

Eventually their discussion drifted until they were asking Alex questions about Freya, followed by their curiosity over how she’d handled her early days in Medora. They laughed and grimaced as she shared some of her memories, with her feeling more at ease than she could have imagined.

It was only when they all began yawning between sentences that Kaiden and Alex rose from the couch and said their farewells. Jeera procured an authorised Bubbler vial for them—Alex had no idea how she’d managed to get her hands on one, chalking it up to mysterious Warden secrets—and after hugs all around, the two of them returned to the academy.

Kaiden walked Alex right to her dorm room. Neither of them spoke—after everything they’d shared that night, there was no need. Alex felt closer to him than she ever had before, but because of that, she feared one wrong move would ruin what was now tentatively growing between them.

Somehow, some way, Kaiden seemed to understand without needing to be told. Or perhaps he was merely staying true to his promise to give her the space and time she needed. Either way, with a gentle smile and a quiet, “Sweet dreams, Alex,” he turned away and began walking down the hallway.

“Kaiden,” Alex called, unable to help herself. When he paused and looked back over his shoulder, she whispered, “Thank you.”

Not even Alex was sure what she was thanking him for. Perhaps it was because he had trusted her with his past, and in doing so, showed that she could trust him in return. But whatever the reason, the words came from her heart—and at the look in his eyes, she knew he felt them just as much as she did.

“No, Alex,” he said. “Thank you.”

And with that, he continued on down the corridor.

Only after Alex had entered her room and slid into bed did she dredge up the nerve to talk to Niyx, sharing certain parts of her night and admitting her concerns about her growing feelings. He, in turn, grumbled about ‘emotional, love-struck girls,’ but he was also strongly in favour of Kaiden tearing down her walls, claiming Alex deserved a little fun with normal teenage problems for a change. He then listened to her repeated reasons for why it wasn’t a good idea before he finally had enough and interrupted to say, Sorry, kitten, but I’m rooting for Kaiden on this one. All the way.

It was only as Alex began to doze off beside Soraya that she realised she’d never mentioned Kaiden by name. Ever. And yet, Niyx had known exactly who she’d been talking about.

But before she could call out again and question him, she succumbed to sleep, and when she woke the next morning, she’d forgotten all about it.


Twenty-Seven

The next night found Alex walking out of the forest beside Jordan after finishing a Stealth and Subterfuge class where Hunter had tested their camouflage skills. Along with their other classmates, they were covered in all kinds of forest gunk, from mud to crusted bits of bark—and everything in between—and their hair was wet with unidentifiable ick from smooshing dirtied snow onto their heads.

Bounding happily along before them was Soraya, the Shadow Wolf having rarely left Alex’s side over the last few days. The only times Alex ordered her to stay away were during classes—other than SAS, where there was plenty of room for the wolf to run free—and when she trained with Athora at night. Surprisingly, Soraya obeyed and didn’t use her shadowing ability to stalk Alex unless she somehow knew it was at a time she could do so—which, unfathomably, the wolf always knew. The rest of the time, Soraya was glued to Alex’s side, including during her sessions with Niyx each morning—something he found both hilarious and exasperating.

After just five days, the Shadow Wolf was most definitely no longer a puppy, already reaching past the height of Alex’s hip. Every day Alex woke up, she had to resist the urge to scream out ‘Demon hound!’ at just how much the puppy had grown. But before she could panic, Soraya would give a happy bark and jump all over Alex, acting as if her awakening was the most wonderful thing in the world.

Other than scaring the stuffing out of the other students—like when Soraya burst into the food court in a cloud of lightning-strewn darkness—the wolf was a delight to have around. Her intelligence was beyond anything Alex could comprehend. Just that morning Alex had been running late for her Medical Science class and frustratingly cried out, “Where the hell is my textbook?” while rushing around her room. Not three seconds later, Soraya trotted over with the heavy book between her teeth.

Somehow Alex had managed again to not shriek about having a possessed dog, and instead she’d given Soraya an appreciative rub and sprinted off to class.

The wolf was, quite simply, magical. And if Alex had any desire at all to keep her sanity intact, she knew she just had to accept that and roll with it.

It wasn’t like it was a hardship, after all. And now looking at the ecstatic puppy-but-so-not-a-puppy leaping through the snowdrifts with unreserved joy, Alex couldn’t keep the smile from her face.

All the same, she slowed her pace to allow the rest of their SAS classmates to pull ahead and quietly took advantage of the opportunity—and the privacy—to turn to Jordan.

Somehow she was able to not laugh at the streaks of muck all over his face, and as they slowly walked along, she said, “I feel like I haven’t been alone with you for ages. How are you doing?”

Jordan peered at her carefully. “You’re not going to start crying again, are you?”

She rolled her eyes, but given her breakdown last Saturday night, his concerns were justified. She had been a tad emotional. “No tears this time. Promise.”

He sent her a slight, somewhat reflective smile and said, “In that case… If you’d asked me a fortnight ago, I probably would have lied and told you I was good. That I was moving on. But you would also have known I was lying.”

His words, while upsetting, weren’t surprising. He had certainly tried to act like everything was okay. Even if he hadn’t quite pulled it off.

“That’s why it’s so crazy that I can actually say that truthfully now,” Jordan continued, both his expression and his voice amazed. “It’s like… as impossible as it sounds, I am okay. I am good. Or—I’m getting there, at least, which is more than I thought would ever be possible.”

His awe remained visible as they trudged through the snow, following the path Soraya cleared for them with her leaps and bounds.

“I had nightmares that whole first week,” he admitted quietly, and suddenly Alex understood the reasons for his and D.C.’s late night visits to the lake. “Horrible nightmares that made me wake up screaming. I scared the life out of Bear. But—and I know it hasn’t been long—but it’s like time has helped. Every day that I wake up in control of my mind is a reminder that I’m me again. That I have control over my body, over my life, and Aven can’t get to me anymore. There’s strength in that. And I feel like if I dwell on what happened, then I’d still be giving him power over me. Power that I will never allow him to take again.”

Jordan shrugged off his intensity and finished, this time grinning widely, “Plus, having a hot girlfriend for when I need a distraction is an added bonus.”

A laugh escaped Alex and she gave Jordan a playful shove, his last words proving more than anything else that he truly was as okay as he claimed to be.

“While I doubt Dix would appreciate being labelled as ‘hot’ or a ‘distraction’, I’m glad you have her, and I’m glad you’re doing so well,” Alex told him. Her voice gentled as she added, “I’m really proud of you, Jordan.”

Pulling her close as they walked, he smiled down at her. “Couldn’t have done it without you, Alex. My life changed for the better the day Bear and I found you in the forest. You know that, right?”

Warmth spread through her at his kind words, and she whispered, “My life changed for the better that day, too.”

Jordan, surprisingly, snorted. “Wasn’t that when you first met Aven?”

Alex made a choking sound of laughter and corrected, “Okay, so most of my life changed for the worse that day, but some parts changed for the better.”

“Ah, the relentless balance of life,” Jordan reflected. “We can’t know good without first knowing bad, we can’t see anything without first being blind, we can’t feel heat until we’ve been cold, we can’t hear sound until it breaks the silence, we can’t hold—”

“Is this going to last a while?” Alex interrupted when it appeared like he was going to continue being a walking, talking fortune cookie.

Frowning at her, Jordan said, “You cut into my monologue. People pay for that kind of wisdom.”

“People should get their money back,” Alex said bluntly.

Thankfully they reached the dorm building then, and they parted ways before Jordan had a chance to argue—or, worse, continue soliloquising again.
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It was in the early hours on Saturday morning when the summons came. Alex was sleeping soundly, but when Soraya started growling a deep, warning sound, she shot up in bed and gasped when she saw something move in the shadows.

“Be at ease, human,” Shirez said, quiet enough not to wake D.C. who had managed to sleep through Soraya’s warning. “I’m here to pass on a message.”

Heart pounding from the instant hit of adrenaline, Alex could only stare at the Shadow Walker while wondering what the point was of the bio-sensor security for their dorm rooms if the other races were able to come and go as they damn well pleased.

“The vatali targo has come to a completion,” Shirez said, causing Alex to sit up straighter. “A victor has been named.”

Alex’s already thumping pulse ratcheted up a notch.

“The elders have since announced publicly that the victor will face a final battle—a battle against you.” Shirez paused. “There has been much protest to this announcement.”

Alex was hardly surprised.

“The victor, however, has agreed, which has helped calm the outcry. By all accounts, it would seem as if she is eager to fight you again.”

Licking her dry lips, Alex asked, “Again?”

“The victor was Trell Roven,” Shirez said. “She was one of your combatants the other day.”

Trell—the one who had sucker punched Alex before she’d known the match had started.

With a sinking heart, Alex drew her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs, not caring how uneasy she must look. “When do I fight her?”

“Today,” Shirez said. “Noon.”

With a shallow inhale, Alex nodded. “I’ll be there.”

Shirez nodded in return and, just as she was about to leave, quietly said, “Unlike last time, today you will use weapons. Trell Roven favours a double-bladed staff. She is one of our finest warriors.”

Alex swallowed. “I figured as much, since she beat six others to win your trials.”

“She is also overconfident, especially when it comes to you. She will not expect you to be prepared.”

Alex peered into the shadowy corner where Shirez stood as still as a statue. “Why are you telling me this? Why tell me what weapon she will use?”

“Knowledge is power, Alexandra Jennings,” came the Shadow Walker’s barely audible reply. “And you will need every advantage you can get.”

A moment later, the shadows rose and Shirez was gone.

Middle of the night or not, Alex drew back her covers and pulled herself out of bed, hushing Soraya when she gave a low whine and a pointed yawn.

Niyx? Alex called, then louder when, for the first time ever, it was she who got to wake him. Not surprising, given the time.

Kit’n, s’three ’n th’mornin’, came his grumpy, slurred reply.

I’m really sorry, she said, moving to her wardrobe and grabbing her warmest outdoor gear. But I need your help.

Shirez was right: knowledge was power. And knowing the kind of weapon Trell would be using was a great advantage indeed. So, despite the early hour, when Niyx heard that Alex’s battle was scheduled for noon that coming day, he swept in to collect her.

Hours went by as they sparred relentlessly, Niyx attacking her with a staff and Alex trying out different weapons against him. In the end, while she had more power in her strikes when she too fought with a staff, she was more comfortable with A’enara in her hands and needed to be as confident as possible during her fight. Her magical blade rarely let her down; there was no other weapon she would trust to help her in the coming battle.

As the sun began to rise across the horizon, easily admired from their position atop Mount Paedris, Niyx brought their session to an end.

They still had plenty of time left before Alex was due at Graevale, and she told him as much.

“You need to rest,” he replied, tossing her a pouch full of mixed berries and a flask of warmed laendra. “It won’t do you any good to wear yourself out before your match.”

Throwing back some of the fruit and chasing it with the heated nectar, Alex said, “I’ll be running on adrenaline anyway. Might as well make sure I’m as prepared as I can be.”

“Kitten, you are,” Niyx said firmly. “You won our last three rounds, and I’d have the cuts and bruises to show you if I hadn’t just drunk my weight in laendra.”

Alex winced in apology, since she had nicked him a few times. And by ‘nicked’, she meant stabbed, sliced and very nearly gutted him.

Her Meyarin friend deserved a medal for being such a good sport. He hadn’t even protested when Soraya had eventually decided to join them and, at Alex’s request, ran around their legs to make their sparring more challenging than it already was. He’d actually encouraged the wolf, instructing her on how to be the most distracting to Alex. Soraya had thoroughly enjoyed being a part of the team and now lay panting in the snow, waiting to see if they would start fighting again.

“The only way you could be more prepared is with months, even years, of additional time,” Niyx went on. “And that’s something you don’t have. But what you do have are keen reflexes, strong intuition, practised skills and natural talent.” He reached out and tilted her head up to his. “Your opponent might have her shadowing ability to her advantage, but on every other level, you can more than hold your own. And if you manage to pull off Aes Daega’s plan with your Shadow Ring, then you not only have a chance at winning, you almost have a guarantee of it.”

His faith was like a balm against her fears, but still Alex whispered, “If I don’t win—”

“Then we’ll come up with another plan,” Niyx interrupted firmly, even though he knew more than most how important it was for Graevale to stand with them. “Don’t think about it—just focus on the fight, not on what might or might not come afterwards. One step at a time, kitten.”

Alex exhaled and nodded, grabbing another handful of berries while desperately wishing they were chocolate.

“For now, we need to get you back to the academy,” Niyx said. “You need to get warm and do something relaxing for a few hours, maybe take a nap if you think you can.” He swiped the berry pouch from her to steal some of the fruit. “Do you know how you’re getting to Graevale?”

Alex shrugged. “I’ve been with you since I found out about the fight. I presume Caspar Lennox will have heard by the time I get back, so he might offer to give me a ride. But…”

“But?”

“I’m guessing Jordan, Bear and Dix will want to come for moral support,” Alex said. “In which case, we’ll go through the Library.” Deliberately this time, rather than by accident like she’d done the other day.

“Careful with that,” Niyx warned. “Remember that the Shadow Walkers won’t be thrilled to have one human amongst them, let alone three more.”

Raising her chin, Alex said, “They can suck it up.”

Niyx laughed. “Dare you to say that to the elders.”

Alex cringed at the thought, her courage only going so far.

“Come on, my brave little lioness,” Niyx said affectionately, moving closer to activate the Valispath around them. “Let’s get you home.”

Soraya took off before they did in a burst of shadow and light. Every time Alex saw her do that, she was amazed anew by the wolf’s antithetical ability. She looked forward to when the puppy-not-puppy was grown enough to take her along for the ride—something Niyx believed would be any day now, since Soraya’s head currently reached above Alex’s stomach. A few more inches and she’d be considered a fully developed Shadow Wolf.

My baby’s growing up so fast, Alex thought with amusement as she and Niyx moved impossibly fast towards the academy.

As per normal, the Valispath began to slow as the Ezera Forest came to an end and the campus spread out before them. Their speed, while still swift, was now leisurely enough for them to see three early Saturday risers wandering the campus.

The first was Fletcher, who was walking from the food court to the Med Ward, presumably having just eaten his breakfast and now readying himself for a day of treating patients.

The second was Administrator Jarvis, who was sitting on a blanket by the lake with a steaming mug and book in hand.

The third Alex didn’t see until they were soaring over the archery fields, but there was no mistaking her Meyarin instructor getting in some early morning practice while no one was around to witness just how far she could shoot.

Watching her teacher, Alex realised she’d never told Niyx about Maggie leaving Meya to adopt the guise of ‘Aeylia’. She wondered if he’d known the female Meyarin back then, considering her brother was one of Aven’s early Garseth.

She opened her mouth to share what she’d learned as they moved swiftly overhead, too fast for a human to notice. But since Maggie was Meyarin, she looked up right as Niyx glanced down, and all Alex managed to say was, “Hey, did you know that—”, before the Valispath dissolved around them and both she and Niyx tumbled out of the sky.

Fortunately, they hadn’t been cruising too high and they also managed to fall onto a thick snowdrift, but Alex was still painfully winded and had to lay motionless on the ground as she fought to get her breath back.

“What the hell, Niyx?” she wheezed when she could finally draw air into her lungs. The only way they could have fallen was from an extreme lapse in his concentration, but she was shocked that with his experience such a thing had happened.

Turning her head, she realised she wasn’t the only one who was shocked—Niyx was wide-eyed on the ground beside her, and the white-faced Maggie stood above him…

… with an arrow drawn and pointed at his heart.

Niyx slowly raised his hands, showing he was unarmed. But the action didn’t cause Maggie to relax; she tensed even more, her aim unwavering.

Still slightly winded, the little air Alex had managed to inhale froze in her chest and she hurriedly said, “Maggie, it’s okay. I don’t know what you’ve heard, but he’s one of the good guys.”

If Maggie had been alienated from Meya for so many years and the only Meyarin she’d seen in that time was Aven, who she’d hidden from, then the first contact she would have had was when Zain arrived. As a teaching assistant to Karter, he would have crossed paths with the Archery instructor and likely caught her up on a number of things, including updating her on Meya’s history. But just how informed Maggie’s current knowledge was, Alex wasn’t sure—including whether or not she’d heard the lie about Niyx killing King Astophe.

“I can assure you, Alex, this filthy traitor is not one of the ‘good guys’,” Maggie hissed, her normally tanned skin paling further with every word.

Alex had never seen her instructor so on edge, so close to losing control.

Shifting into a position much easier to spring from at a moment’s notice, Alex said, “Maggie, please. Just listen to me. Niyx is—”

“I know exactly who he is,” Maggie cut in harshly. “And what he’s done.”

“No, you only think you do,” Alex said, edging slowly closer to her silent friend. “Why don’t you put the bow down and we can explain?”

Maggie didn’t move except to tighten her grip.

Do you want to maybe jump in here? Alex said to Niyx, but he didn’t respond. When she cast her gaze to him, he was still frozen in what appeared to be a paralysed state of shock.

“I don’t want to hear an explanation.” Maggie’s grey eyes were a blazing quicksilver. “He’s one of Aven’s most loyal Garseth and he has been for thousands of years. Nothing he says can be trusted, which means nothing you say can be trusted, since everything he’s ever told you would have been a lie.”

“Maggie, come on, please think,” Alex begged. “Aes Daega told you I was in the past”—at that, Niyx gave a surprised jolt—“and with Niyx being close to the royal family, I spent time with him back then. We became friends.” Of a sort, at least, since they’d certainly had a few hiccups along the way. “Then and now he’s been training me to fight against Aven.”

When Alex saw that her words weren’t getting through, she quietly but firmly added, “You’ve been living here all these years as a fake ‘Aeylia’ to protect me”—Niyx gave another jolt, this one much fiercer—“but you weren’t the only one who sacrificed their life for me. Niyx did the same, rotting away in Taevarg for a crime he never committed, just so he’d be in a position to act when the time came for him to do so.”

The bowstring was pulled tighter as Maggie spat, “You’re a fool if you believe that.”

“I thought you were dead.”

Five barely audible words had Alex frowning at Niyx in confusion. If anything, his shock had only increased during their short but intense conversation.

“They told me you were dead,” he whispered, still staring at Maggie like she was a ghost.

The silence lasted so long that Alex didn’t think Maggie was going to reply. But then she did.

“To them, I was,” Maggie said. “Just as you were to me. Just as you are to me.”

Niyx flinched at her harsh words, the hurt on his face scoring across Alex like the lash of a whip.

What’s happening here? Alex called out to him. How do you know each other?

Again, he didn’t respond.

“I wondered, you know,” Maggie said, her voice almost too low to hear. “Over the years, I wondered if there had been a mistake. I knew it was wishful thinking, but there were times when I hoped—” She stopped abruptly and looked away for a fraction of a second as if to gather herself. Her eyes were like shards of silvery ice when she turned back to him. “Then I heard you had escaped Taevarg and the first thing you did was kill our king, all in the name of that beast you call a friend. You disgust me.” She pulled in a ragged breath. “If I could have one wish, it would be that you had been killed all those years ago. Prison was too good for the likes of you.”

Seeing the raw pain on Niyx’s face, Alex refused to hear any more. She leapt between them, placing herself in the path of Maggie’s arrow, and hissed, “That’s enough, Maggie. You have no idea what you’re talking about. If you only knew—”

“Kitten, it’s okay,” Niyx said quietly from behind her. “Mayra has more reason than most to hate me.”

Alex stilled and turned back to look at him before repeating, “Mayra?”

Niyx’s eyes didn’t leave Maggie’s, but he did answer Alex, shocking the air out of her once again when he said, “Mayra Raedon. My sister.”


Twenty-Eight

“Your sister?” Alex all but shrieked, glancing between the two of them.

“I stopped being his sister long ago,” Maggie said, her voice hard. “I left Mayra Raedon behind and became Magdelina Llohilas right after my brother,”—she spat the word like a curse—“the person I loved most in the entire world, abandoned me to follow a tyrant.”

Her phrasing prompted a memory for Alex, words Maggie had spoken almost a fortnight ago: ‘The day Aven killed those humans and fled the city was the day my brother lost his life following the cause of that tyrant.’

Alex had presumed her brother had died. But she now realised Maggie had meant something else entirely. Niyx had lost his life—in the sense that he’d lost his freedom. But he hadn’t done it following Aven.

“Niyx was wrongly imprisoned,” Alex told Maggie firmly. “He never approved of anything Aven was doing back then, just as he doesn’t now. He wasn’t even there when the Garseth attacked the humans outside the palace—he was with me. His guilt was presumed based on his association with Aven, nothing more.”

“Then why did he plead guilty at his trial?” Maggie demanded, her cynicism clear. “Why not fight the charges?”

You had a trial? Alex asked him, not having known that. Why didn’t you prove your innocence?

This time, Niyx answered, offering just three quiet words. You know why.

Alex closed her eyes, realising he’d acted his part as the loyal follower in order to position himself for the future. All to help her. Oh, Niyx.

My only regret was leaving Mayra, but then our parents visited and told me there had been an accident. They said she was dead. I had no idea… His voice trailed off, but then he said, What did you mean about her being a fake you?

Alex quickly replayed the memory of Maggie sharing her story. I’m sorry I didn’t think to tell you sooner, she apologised, feeling awful. It never even crossed my mind.

You had no way of knowing, he returned quietly.

While their mental conversation had been swift, Alex knew it was bordering on weird that neither of them had spoken for the duration of it, let alone answered Maggie’s question. So Alex hurried to do so.

“He had his reasons, reasons I’ve already told you. To help fight against Aven, he gave up everything—including you. Though, if he was led to believe you were dead, then he didn’t realise what he was giving up and for how long.”

Maggie’s aim wobbled slightly, something that caused Alex’s breath to hitch since she was still positioned in front of Niyx.

“I don’t believe you.”

Tell her, Niyx, Alex begged him. She’s your sister. If anyone deserves the truth, it’s her.

“And even if I did,” Maggie went on, swallowing, “I still wouldn’t, because even I know everyone left in Meya is Claimed by Aven now. Whatever you might think about the Meyarin you’re protecting with your life, Alex, guilty or innocent, all that’s left is a shell of a being controlled by a sociopath.”

Alex shook her head. “Aven didn’t Claim Niyx.”

Maggie’s gaze slitted. “More lies.”

“He couldn’t,” Alex said, and in a whisper, she finished, “because I Claimed Niyx first.”

Maggie’s shock was so acute that she accidentally released the arrow. Alex’s Meyarin reflexes allowed her a split second to dive to the side, pushing Niyx down with her, but even then she was still clipped in the arm, the sharp arrowhead tearing through her coat and skimming her bicep.

She hissed at the sting of pain and Niyx was immediately pushing her off him and turning her around to frantically inspect her arm.

“It’s just a flesh wound,” she told him through clenched teeth, something he was now realising for himself, since the same injury appeared on his arm. His was much more noticeable since he wasn’t bundled up against the cold like Alex.

“Here,” he said, shoving the flask of laendra at her. She was relieved they hadn’t finished it earlier. Not that her injury was bad, but she was still bleeding all over the snow. Niyx was, too, and his wound wouldn’t heal without hers doing so first.

A couple of sips and a few seconds later and they were both as good as new.

… Until they turned to look at Maggie, who was swaying on the spot, her hand covering her mouth.

“You Claimed him?” the Archery instructor whispered, horrified.

“It’s a long story, but yes, I did,” Alex said, just as quietly, fully aware that she’d just admitted to carrying out a ritual forbidden to Meyarins on pain of death.

“I was attacked by a Sarnaph, May,” Niyx said, apparently deciding it was a story his sister needed to hear. “I was dying. Aeylia saved my life. And when she later tried to Release me, I wouldn’t accept the Release. She can’t control me anymore, but we’re still connected—as you just saw.”

He looked pointedly to the blood dribbling down his arm from the now-healed wound and continued, “Because of that connection, when Aven attempted to Claim me, he couldn’t. He thinks he did, which is the only reason I’m still able to remain at Meya and spy on him, but Aeylia’s original hold on me is keeping me safe, since her will is stronger than his.”

Maggie was breathing heavily as she looked between the two of them, her eyes welling with tears. “You’re not lying, are you?” she whispered. “About any of it?”

Niyx released a weighty exhale and whispered back, “No.”

“But—But the king…”

Niyx didn’t answer, but Alex wouldn’t allow him to lose what might be the only chance he had to earn back his sister’s trust, so she said, “That wasn’t Niyx, either, but he made Aven think it was to prove his loyalty. No one can know, Maggie. His life will be forfeited if Aven discovers the truth. Do you understand?”

Maggie didn’t respond verbally. She also didn’t nod or offer any other confirmation of secrecy. What she did was hiccup a sob and launch herself at her brother, burrowing deep into him while crying thousands of years’ worth of anguished tears onto his steady shoulders.

I’ll, um, leave you to it, Alex silently told Niyx, knowing they needed some privacy. Share anything you need to with her, including any of my secrets if you think she needs to hear them.

Niyx nodded over Maggie’s head, gratitude clear in his eyes.

Just remember that more people are going to start waking up soon, Alex warned him. You might want to take her somewhere else to catch up. But also don’t stay away from Meya for too long—she’ll understand the risk, especially now.

I won’t, Niyx promised softly. Now go and get some rest before your fight.

Alex’s stomach lurched with sudden nausea. I’ll let you know as soon as it’s over.

And we’ll celebrate your victory, he told her, again with that confident assurance. But then he added, Long-distance celebration, since I shouldn’t leave Meya again today.

Alex grinned and turned away from her friend and her teacher, amused by the idea of what a long-distance celebration might entail.

But as she trekked back to her dorm with the intention of following Niyx’s suggestion to get in a nap before heading to Graevale, Alex realised she didn’t care what that celebration was, just as long as there was cause for it.
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Alex couldn’t breathe.

She couldn’t breathe because her nerves were crushing her windpipe, restricting the airflow into her lungs.

She couldn’t breathe because there were purple flames all around her, cutting her off from the masses of Shadow Walkers jeering from all sides of the Obscuria; cutting her off from her anxious-looking friends, her uneasy wolf, the tense Caspar Lennox, the stoic Shirez Ganare and three smug elders.

She couldn’t breathe because she was standing in the middle of the fiery central hexagon of the six-sided star, staring into the dark, merciless eyes of her opponent.

“It’s not too late to back out, human,” Trell said in a surprisingly deep voice, casually spinning the weapon held between her hands—a long, black staff with thick, jagged blades on each end.

Despite Shirez’s early morning warning, the blood had still drained from Alex’s face upon first seeing Trell’s weapon, such was the lethality of the staff.

“The same goes for you,” Alex returned, somehow managing to keep her voice steady, along with her grip on A’enara. The flaming sword had caused quite the commotion amongst the Shadow Walkers when she’d first summoned it, but other than a slight widening of her eyes, Trell hadn’t otherwise reacted.

Alex was just thankful that she and the Shadow Walker were starting their fight face to face rather than with a surprise attack like last time. Trell didn’t seem fazed either way, since everything from her relaxed stance to her amused expression told Alex just how much of a joke the Shadow Walker seemed to think their match was.

Silence descended upon the enraged, catcalling crowd and Alex looked through the flames to see everyone’s attention focused on the balcony of elders. All three of the ancient Shadow Walkers were seated on their thrones and looking out over the assembled masses. In the next balcony over, Alex saw Jordan, D.C., Bear, Caspar Lennox and Shirez all watching together, with Soraya restlessly pacing beside them. The wolf was smart enough to understand when Alex had told her to stay, but that didn’t mean she was happy about it.

“The victor of the vatali targo, Trell Roven, has been challenged by the human, Alexandra Jennings,” Radek called loudly from the elder’s balcony, causing the crowd to hurl insults towards Alex in both the common tongue and their own until he raised his hand for quiet. “Trell Roven has accepted the challenge. We shall witness their battle and, regardless of the outcome,”—Alex could see he looked entertained by the very idea of Trell not winning—“continue with our celebrations to signify the end of the trials.”

Another roar, this time excited.

Saber spoke next, directly to Alex and Trell. “Your battle will be considered complete when one of you willingly yields, or when one of you is unable to continue.”

The next words were from Azalia, and there were only three of them. “You may begin.”

After the surprise beginning last time, Alex was prepared even before the three-word statement that offered at least a modicum of warning. Adrenaline scored through her body, blocking out everything from the screaming crowd to her fears of failure. Instead, she narrowed her focus solely onto the white-haired, grey-skinned Trell. And when the Shadow Walker lunged into action, Alex was ready.

With a battle cry that was painful to Alex’s ears, Trell charged forward, her staff held in the middle by both hands and raised high over her shoulder. Alex planted her feet and used a two-handed hold on A’enara to block when the Shadow Walker swung the staff down in a powerful blow, their weapons clanging together in a shriek of sparking steel.

Undaunted by Alex’s easy deflection, Trell immediately sliced the bottom half of her staff upwards in an attempt to catch Alex with the second blade. But Alex hadn’t spent hours practising that morning for nothing—and with Niyx, a Zeltora-trained Meyarin warrior who no Shadow Walker would come close to beating in a fair, unmoving fight.

Jumping back from the second attack, Alex leapt forward while Trell re-centred herself, hoping to catch her off guard. But before A’enara could make contact, the Shadow Walker disappeared in a flash of darkness, reappearing behind Alex.

Spinning around, Alex only just managed to duck in time when one of Trell’s blades soared so close to her head that the air whistled past her ears. While she was crouching and the staff still following through above her, Alex swung out a leg and hooked it behind the Shadow Walker’s ankle, tugging her forward.

Trell staggered and disappeared in a cloud of shadows again, rematerialising to Alex’s left.

With a growl of frustration, Alex went on the offence, lunging forward and swinging A’enara low. Trell blocked just in time, twirling her staff down, but Alex was encouraged when she saw the Shadow Walker’s hands jolt from the strength behind the attack. Bolstered, she swung again, but Trell disappeared before she could land a second hit.

The Shadow Walker didn’t reappear right away, and the tension mounted as Alex whirled on the spot, waiting and watching for her next attack.

When it came, it was relentless.

Trell appeared with a throaty roar and a burst of shadows, her staff following through on a downward trajectory that would have sliced clean across Alex’s chest if she’d been a fraction of a second slower to deflect. From there, she was unbalanced, having had to twist unnaturally to block the incoming staff and the newly relocated Shadow Walker.

Trell pressed the advantage, coming at Alex over and over again. But every time Alex struck back, no matter how fast she was, Trell disappeared, always reappearing with her staff swinging viciously overhead.

With Trell’s weapon so much longer than her own, the only hope Alex had was by getting in close—but whenever she attempted to do so, Trell would whisk herself away, sometimes taking Alex with her.

Three times Trell was close enough to sweep them both up in her shadows, prompting a sense of disorientation in Alex as they moved between the flamed sections of the star. Trell’s blades made contact each of those three times; short, shallow cuts, but enough to chip away at Alex’s confidence.

Panting during a momentary hiatus as they circled each other, Alex was heartened to note she wasn’t the only one showing signs of fatigue—nor was she the only one wounded, since she could clearly see black blood oozing from Trell’s own grazes. Alex wasn’t sure when, but she’d managed to get a few of her own swipes in. Something which, judging by the Shadow Walker’s expression, had been unanticipated from the ‘human’.

Alex knew by the look in Trell’s hard eyes that the end of their fight was coming. The Shadow Walker’s early humour was now gone. Alex had shocked her with her skill and speed yet again, but Trell was clearly gearing up to end it. If Alex was to offer one final surprise in the hope of turning the tide in her favour, then it would have to be soon.

Trell’s gaze was calculating as she watched Alex intently, her feet light on the ground as she began twirling her staff, building momentum until it was a speedy blur. But Niyx had pulled the same manoeuvre with Alex, so she wasn’t cowed by Trell—not even when the Shadow Walker sprang forward with a bellow, ready to cleave Alex in half from top to toe.

But she didn’t get the chance. Because that was when Alex moved.

In the blink of an eye, she pulled up the horrible memory of Aven again, wrapped herself in the darkness of that moment and activated the Shadow Essence in her ring, concentrating on what she needed and making it happen fast. But she needn’t have worried about speed, because Lady Mystique had been right—now that Alex knew what she was doing, it happened in an instant. One second she was in front of Trell, looking at the bladed staff sweeping towards her head, and the next she was ordering the shadows to move her so that this time it was her who appeared behind Trell in a burst of darkness.

The moment she reappeared, she forced away the dizziness and made sure not to waste the only advantage she had. While Trell was still following the momentum of her downward swing, a swing that overreached now that Alex was no longer there to block it, Alex banished A’enara so both her hands were free.

Still mid-swing, the Shadow Walker’s face was a mask of disbelief when she realised Alex had shadowed away, which Alex saw when she surged forward to Trell’s side and wrapped her fingers around the staff in a move to wrestle it loose.

Trell was too shocked to offer much resistance, but she managed to give a hearty tug that caused Alex’s right hand to jerk along the staff and onto one of the bladed ends, opening a large gash in her flesh.

Hissing from the pain, Alex renewed her hold despite the sharpened steel. She spun around, heaving with all her might, causing the Shadow Walker’s grip to dislodge as Trell lost her balance and went flying through the air, skidding face-first onto the marbled floor. Not hesitating for a second, Alex threw the staff straight into the purple fire, where it immediately went up in flames.

Watching it was enough to pull Trell from her shock, so Alex leapt atop the Shadow Walker’s back to keep her face down on the ground, not giving her the chance to transport herself to safety and recover.

Of course, that didn’t stop Trell from taking Alex with her as she disappeared. But Alex had expected that.

Despite the Shadow Walker struggling desperately to dislodge Alex, she remained stubbornly in place and managed to yank her opponent’s arms back while also wedging her knee into the hollow of Trell’s spine, placing the Shadow Walker in a defenceless position. But Trell refused to be conquered so easily. Just because she no longer had a weapon or the upper hand, that didn’t mean she was done fighting.

Shadow burst after shadow burst, Trell made the two of them appear and disappear over and over again as they moved between the fiery lines of the star. She did everything she could to be rid of Alex, bucking and twisting and writhing under her grip. But Alex wouldn’t let go. She couldn’t let go, no matter how sickeningly dizzy she was from their unending shadowing and no matter how drained she was from the strength of Trell’s fight.

Her muscles were screaming and her gashed hand was bleeding all over both of them—along with her shallower cuts as well—but Alex still held on. She had her opponent’s arms wrenched so far back that, with only the slightest amount of increased pressure, Trell’s shoulders would be dislocated. Alex didn’t want to hurt the Shadow Walker more than she already had, but if Trell didn’t stop fighting soon, then Alex would do what she must.

But then Trell’s struggles started to lessen and she began breathing more and more heavily underneath Alex, the effort of trying to escape finally taking effect. Her strength swiftly fading, the Shadow Walker carried out a few last-ditch attempts to throw Alex off, but then she collapsed fully beneath her, panting with exhaustion.

Not trusting the apparent surrender, Alex didn’t loosen her grip—not yet. She hadn’t fought so hard only to be tricked into a false sense of security. Instead, she gave a warning tug on Trell’s arms, reminding the Shadow Walker that the slightest move on Alex’s behalf would wrench her shoulders out of place, and she leaned in to say, “Do you yield?”

The only response Trell gave was to heave in gasps of air.

Only slightly less winded, Alex yanked Trell’s arms up a fraction, eliciting a pained snarl from the Shadow Walker.

“Do you yield?” Alex demanded, right into her ear.

It felt like years passed before Trell answered, but when she did, it was with a panting, whispered, “I yield.”

Alex’s enhanced hearing had barely caught the response, so she needed Trell to do better than that.

“Louder,” Alex ordered. “So everyone can hear.”

When Trell remained mute, Alex gritted her teeth and, ignoring the sick feeling in her stomach, inched the Shadow Walker’s arms up further, stopping only when she felt the tension of the bone about to pop out of place.

An almighty scream ripped from Trell’s vocal chords, the sound cutting off only when she realised Alex had stopped before actually dislocating her shoulders.

“I yield, all right!” Trell bellowed. Then, again, in her own tongue. “I yield!”

And just like that, the purple flames surrounding them disappeared, revealing a stunned, silent crowd staring at Alex in awe—and fear.

Immediately she jumped up and backed away from Trell. The Shadow Walker slowly rose to her feet as well, crossing her arms to clutch her shoulders protectively, smearing black blood—hers—and red blood—Alex’s—as she did so. Guilt swirled within Alex, but then her hand throbbed with renewed pain as she made a fist to stem the flow from her wound, and she knew she’d done what she’d needed to. Because, as much as the odds had been against her, she’d managed to win. And that meant…

“Alexandra Jennings,” called Radek from the balcony, his loud voice making the silence surrounding them that much more noticeable. “Congratulations. You have won the challenge.”

More sound erupted then, but not from the crowd—from the balcony next to the elders, where Alex’s friends were hooting with glee. Even Caspar Lennox had a smile on his face, a downright scary thing to witness. Shirez, too, appeared relieved. And as for Soraya, now that the threat to Alex had passed, she appeared to be bunkering down for a nap.

At least one of them had their priorities right.

“She cheated!”

Alex was flung from the dazed shock of her victory to stare into the crowd, searching for whoever had called out. She couldn’t locate the source, but soon enough, more Shadow Walkers were shouting the same accusation.

“Silence!” roared Radek, and instantly the crowd quieted.

Despite his command, it wasn’t he who spoke up to defend Alex, nor did she do so for herself.

Instead, it was Trell who jumped to Alex’s defence, speaking the language of her race.

“She didn’t cheat,” the Shadow Walker said quietly, but in the silence, her voice echoed around the cathedral.

Tensing, Alex braced when Trell slowly approached and reached for her fisted, bleeding hand, holding up the ring for all to see.

“She merely used our own power against us,” Trell told her people. “A human shouldn’t so easily be able to access the shadows and resist them, and they definitely shouldn’t be able to command them. But I think we can all now agree that this girl is not just any human.”

Alex used her free hand to shakily swipe a lock of hair off her face, accidentally smearing blood across her forehead from a small cut at her hairline.

“Alexandra Jennings fought like one of us,” Trell continued, her voice louder now, determined. “Did she surprise me? Yes. But there are no rules that forbid a human from walking the shadows if they have the capacity to do so, therefore nothing she did can be considered cheating.” Trell cast her eyes up to the elders and finished, this time in the common tongue, “If you choose to disqualify her, I will not accept the victory. She won fairly and deserves the honour owed to her.”

Trell released Alex’s hand and the two of them stood side by side in unexpected solidarity to await the elders’ response as they conferred with each other.

It was Azalia who stepped forward to address the crowd, and Alex felt her stomach drop, fully aware of the female’s disfavour towards her.

“We stand by our decision,” Azalia called, prompting Alex’s shoulders to loosen with relief. “Trell Roven will keep her title as victor of the vatali targo, having successfully completed each stage of the trials, but Alexandra Jennings will be considered the winner of this unrelated match. You both fought well. Congratulations.”

Struggling to believe she’d actually done it, as the crowd began murmuring their begrudging acceptance, Alex turned to Trell. “Thank you. You didn’t have to defend me.”

“I could not have lived with the shame of accepting an unearned victory,” Trell returned quietly. “You are an impressive warrior, Alexandra Jennings. I hope we have the chance to cross blades again in the future.”

Alex actually managed a laugh as she replied, “If you can get your hands on another one of these rings for me, preferably with more than one walk available, then you’re on. If not, no chance.”

Trell’s face lit with amusement. “I’ll see what I can do.”

As mad as it was, part of Alex almost hoped Trell would be able to find her another ring. But that was probably just the high of the victory speaking, since she was certain once the adrenaline wore off and her aches took centre stage, she’d never want to see another Shadow Walker again, let alone fight one.

“Come with me, Alexandra,” said Shirez, who appeared at Alex’s side as Trell moved away. She shoved a wad of gauzy material into Alex’s bleeding hand and told her, “The elders will see you now.”

Alex tightened her fist around the material in an effort to staunch her wound. “Now?”

Shirez didn’t try and push Alex through the crowd, instead she just shadowed her straight up to the balcony. When they were in their new location, she simply said, “Yes. Now.”

With a quick glare at the prickly Shadow Walker, Alex straightened her fight-rumpled clothes, wrapped the wadded material around her hand in a makeshift pressure bandage and stepped towards the elders who were staring at her from their extravagant seats.

“You are full of surprises, Alexandra Jennings,” Azalia said as she approached. Her tone was caustic, telling Alex exactly how she felt about surprises.

“Nevertheless,” Saber said, a hint of respect in his uniquely pale eyes, “you have earned our ears. So speak, human, and we shall listen.”

And finally—finally—Alex spoke.


Twenty-Nine

“What do you suppose is taking them so long?” Jordan asked later that afternoon—much, much later.

Alex was pacing the balcony from where her friends had viewed her fight, with the three of them and Soraya watching her restless up-and-down wanderings.

“I wish I knew,” Alex answered. “They just said they needed time to consider everything before they make a decision.” She ran her hands through her hair in agitation, wincing when her wounded hand throbbed in protest.

“It’s been hours,” D.C. said. “What can they possibly need to consider? Aven is a bad guy who needs to be stopped. The end.”

Alex shook her head, not knowing how else to respond. She’d done everything she could to explain the situation to the elders, including telling them that the Dayriders were willing to ally themselves with the humans provided that the Shadow Walkers did so, too. All she could do now was wait. And hope.

‘Whatever happens, kitten, you’ve done all you possibly can. It’s out of your hands now.’ That was what Niyx had told Alex when she’d checked in with him after her fight, sharing the result and apologising for the wounds she wouldn’t be able to treat until she returned to the academy. He hadn’t cared about his mirrored injuries—he’d been more worried about her. But he also hadn’t been as surprised as she that she’d actually won her fight, and she’d felt his pride clearly through their bond.

“Maybe it’s good they’re taking their time,” Bear said, tapping his foot nervously from his seated position. “For all we know, they’re coming up with some kind of strategy as we speak.”

Alex was grateful for Bear’s optimism, especially since she was struggling to maintain her own.

“I hope you’re right,” Alex said quietly, only stopping her pacing when Soraya moved closer and pressed her furry head into Alex’s abdomen. Looking down at her faithful companion, Alex couldn’t resist a smile, grateful for the comfort the wolf somehow sensed she needed.

“I still can’t believe how kickass you were down there,” Bear said, wonder clear in his tone. “I’ve never seen anything like that. You and Trell…” He trailed off, shaking his head in amazement.

Jordan nodded. “Definitely epic.”

“You’ll have to teach me some of your moves,” D.C. said. Seeing the looks on Jordan and Bear’s faces, she amended, “You’ll have to teach all of us.”

Alex managed a half smile at the idea of subjecting her three friends to even a fraction of what Niyx put her through. “I’m not sure you’d say that if you knew what that teaching would involve.”

D.C. grimaced, perhaps realising Alex was right. “I guess our lack of Meyarin blood would be somewhat… limiting.”

Alex did have an advantage on that front and her friends knew as much, so there was no need for any of them to say more.

“They’d better get a move on,” Jordan said, pulling out his ComTCD and checking the time—as he had done repeatedly that afternoon. “I’m starving.”

Alex found it in her to roll her eyes. “I can take you back to the academy at any time, you know. Just say the word.”

“And leave you here? I’d sooner starve.”

Alex knew that was saying a lot from her food-loving friend, but before she could thank him or promise them all she’d be fine on her own, Caspar Lennox and Shirez shadowed back onto their balcony.

“The elders have made their decision,” her teacher said. “Come, Alexandra.”

Leaving her friends and her wolf behind—since, as Niyx had warned, the elders weren’t pleased that more humans had been brought to Graevale, and they were even less pleased upon discovering that Alex had adopted a ‘tainted’ Shadow Wolf—Alex followed Caspar Lennox and Shirez down to the cathedral floor and then back up the private staircase to the elders’ balcony. She couldn’t figure out why sometimes they walked normally and sometimes they shadow-travelled, but she had more important things to be worrying about than transportation decisions.

Stepping once more before the elders, Alex’s heart pounded as she waited to hear what they would say.

“We have considered your warnings carefully, human,” Radek said, his fingers steepled under his chin. “And while we appreciate that you believe them to be dire, we, however, do not.”

Alex’s vision blurred as disbelief—and despair—overwhelmed her.

“Humans are such an overly dramatic race,” Azalia said with a sniff of her nose. “And you, in particular, seem excessively guilty of such a trait.”

Alex’s voice was low and harsh when she hissed, “Are you kidding me?”

Azalia raised an eyebrow. “Careful, human. Remember where you are and to whom you speak.”

“I know exactly where I am.” Alex’s tone simmered with rage. “And you”—she jabbed a finger towards the elders—“need to set aside your prideful arrogance and start taking me seriously.”

“How dare you!” Azalia demanded, her eyes slitted.

“I dare because someone freaking has to!” Alex all but shrieked. “Do you have any idea—any idea—” She broke off mid-sentence and sucked in an emotion-clogged breath. Then another.

When she spoke again, it was to tell the elders something she hadn’t shared with anyone. Not her friends. Not even Niyx. It was something she’d buried deep within her mind—something that, from what Alex could tell, involved the Shadow Walkers.

She’d known the truth from the moment she’d first arrived outside Graevale and seen the city, split in half, day and night. She’d deliberately ignored how obvious the signs were. Instead, she’d focused on her mission, attempting to get the races from both sides of the city on board with her plans, using logic, caution and sound reasoning to sway them.

Her mission had failed. Which meant she now needed to share everything, human dramatics be damned.

In a ragged whisper, Alex said, “There’s a prophecy about me.” She lifted her chin and met their eyes. “And about you.”

Radek’s scarred brow shot up, making him appear more quizzical than normal. “A prophecy?”

“It was shared with me by a Tia Auran,” Alex went on, her voice wobbling slightly with nerves, “written on an ancient piece of parchment with a full translation. And when I showed it to Roka—Prince Roka Dalmarta of Meya—he said he’d heard it recited before, long ago, also from the lips of a Tia Auran but in their native tongue.”

For a second, Alex wondered if perhaps Lady Mystique had been the one to share it with Roka as well, before realising that it hardly mattered right now.

Eyes still narrowed from earlier, Azalia said, “What is this prophecy of which you speak?”

Alex licked her lips and recited the words burned into her brain. “When Day and Night combine and fight against one Enemy, then Dark and Light shall meet mid-strike and set the Captives free.”

Silence descended as the elders processed her words, likely coming to the same conclusion as she.

“Day and Night,” Saber said pensively. “You believe this to mean us?”

Alex nodded slowly. “You and the Dayriders.”

She chanced a glance towards Caspar Lennox and Shirez only to discover their eyes wide and their mottled-grey faces sickly pale.

“And this ‘Enemy’,” Saber continued, “I presume you take it to mean Aven?”

“Yes,” Alex confirmed. “And the ‘Captives’ being those he has Claimed.”

“What about the rest?” Radek asked.

This time Alex shook her head. “From what I know of prophecies,”—all of which was from fantasy books and movies, but they didn’t need to know that—“they’re usually open to interpretation. So I’m not sure what the ‘Dark and Light’ part means. But if I had to wager a guess, since it mentions ‘mid-strike’, then maybe…”

Alex didn’t finish her sentence. Instead, she summoned A’enara and the weapon appeared in a blaze of glory.

“This blade has many names,” Alex told the elders. “One of which is the ‘Bringer of Light’. Perhaps that means something, perhaps it doesn’t. But for whatever reason, the prophecy was spoken to me and I was assured that I will understand what it means when the time comes.” She eyed them all carefully. “I believe that time is coming. You can’t ignore the prophecy, just as I can’t. I’m begging you to reconsider your decision and join us in the fight against Aven.”

For a long moment, all they did was stare at Alex. Then Azalia spoke.

“An apocalyptic future vision given to you by a sentient library and a vague prophecy from an otherworldly race, that’s the extent of your warning?”

Through clenched teeth, Alex said, “Along with a reminder of Aven’s hatred towards mortals—hatred that he can now act upon using his Claimed army.”

“And yet, you can offer us no proof of this army,” Azalia said.

Alex felt as if they were going around in circles, since they’d already covered this during her previous appeal. But still, she responded, “That’s because anyone in the army is Claimed and would only answer with what Aven wants them to say.”

“I see,” Azalia said, tapping her chin with a sharp-nailed finger. “What if there was someone from his so-called Claimed army who could testify against your accusations? Someone who isn’t Claimed and who could provide assurances that we here at Graevale are safe? Prophecy or not, future vision or not, what would you say then?”

Alex answered with the truth. “There is no such person.”

“Wrong, Alexandra,” came a cultured, masculine voice, and she spun around to see Marcus Sparker step into view. “Though, I must say, I am fascinated by everything you’ve shared with the venerable elders. Such a vivid imagination you have.”

Alex stumbled backwards, her hand flying to her mouth in shock and dismay. The vision, the prophecy—he’d overheard everything. Fear withered her insides at the knowledge of what it meant… and the realisation that she might as well have shouted the news to Aven himself.

No, no, no, she thought desperately. But she had no time to dwell on her dread, since he wasn’t finished speaking—indeed, he’d barely begun.

“I saw my son as I was walking through the Obscuria earlier,” Marcus told her, as if they were having a friendly discussion. “He didn’t see me, distracted as he was—not surprising, given his attention was solely focused on the princess. My son, it seems, has good taste. If I don’t get the chance myself, please pass along my felicitations to them both.”

At the thought of Marcus so much as looking at Jordan, Alex lost it. It was only because Marcus and Natasha had called him back to their ancestral home that Aven had been able to Claim him. Jordan’s parents had also lied about his brother Luka being alive, but whether that was because they were Claimed themselves or just horrible people, Alex didn’t know.

“You stay the hell away from Jordan,” Alex hissed, hands fisted by her sides, the throbbing in her wound just fuelling her anger. “You stay away from all of us, you foul bast—”

“Language, Alexandra,” Marcus interrupted, appearing amused but for his icy eyes. “We are in esteemed company, after all.”

“Marcus Sparker arrived while we were considering your warnings,” Radek informed Alex.

“A coincidence of timing, I’m sure,” Marcus stated so smoothly that Alex had to swallow back bile.

“He assures us that Aven’s wrath is only aimed towards your race, not ours,” Azalia said. “Meya is no enemy to Graevale.”

Alex couldn’t believe they were willing to trust Marcus’s word over hers. “He’s lying!”

“Is he Claimed by Aven?” Saber asked, the pale-eyed Shadow Walker appearing to be the only one of the elders willing to consider Alex’s warnings.

“I—I don’t know,” she admitted, and without attempting to Claim him herself in order to Release him, Alex wasn’t sure how else to check. “But I’m presuming so. And even if he’s not, he’s so deep in Aven’s pocket that he’d say or do whatever he’s told. He let Aven Claim his own son. You absolutely cannot trust anything he tells you.”

Radek tsked. “You are very cynical for a mortal, but we’ve heard enough. Meya offers us assurances while you offer whimsical visions and insubstantial prophecies.”

“But—”

“We made you an offer, Alexandra,” Azalia interrupted. “You earned your way into standing before us to share your warnings, but that was all we promised. There is nothing more we can do for you.”

“You have to—”

“There is nothing more we will do for you,” Azalia clarified. “It is time for you and your companions to leave Graevale. And know this: you will not be welcome amongst the Shadow Walkers should you decide to return.”

Alex tried one last time. “Please, you need to listen—”

“Come, Alexandra,” Caspar Lennox interrupted quietly, having stepped up silently beside her. “It is time to return to the academy.”

Knowing her teacher was aware of the stakes and yet he was pulling her away, Alex felt heartsick with dejection. The elders weren’t going to change their minds. And without the Shadow Walkers agreeing to an alliance, the Dayriders wouldn’t, either. And the Flips and the Jarnocks wouldn’t fall into line. Everything Alex had worked towards had all been for nothing.

Biting hard on her cheek to keep from revealing the devastation she felt, Alex turned and followed Caspar Lennox towards the staircase. Just before she descended and moved out of sight, she looked over her shoulder one last time. Ignoring Marcus’s fake compassion—something that appeared genuine enough to nearly fool even her—she made eye contact with the elders and whispered, “You mightn’t be willing to stand with us, but when the time comes and you need our help, we will come.”

And, after taking in Azalia’s arched eyebrow, Radek’s bored features and Saber’s still pensive expression, Alex followed her teacher from the balcony, collected her friends and returned to the academy, leaving her hopes crashing and burning back in Graevale.
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That night during Alex’s training with Athora and Kaiden, she was distracted, her mind filled with anger and hurt and hopelessness so intense it was crushing.

Her friends had been outraged by the elders’ decision, and Jordan had been horrified to learn of his father’s involvement. The shadows in his eyes had returned with a vengeance, and D.C. and Bear had still been consoling him as Alex had made her flimsy excuses to escape for her secret Library lesson, claiming she was off to deliver the bad news to Kyia and Zain—which she was, just not until after her time with Athora.

If Jordan had been distraught about the events in Graevale, Niyx had been apoplectic with rage. He, more than Alex’s friends, knew how much everything was taking its toll on her. But despite his fury, he’d again assured her that they would find a way without the Shadow Walkers and the others agreeing to an alliance. He’d promised that everything would be okay.

But Alex knew better.

Nothing would be okay.

Because she had failed.

Not even her session in the Library could lift her spirits, despite Athora setting a task that ordinarily would have been fun, with Alex utilising her ‘Chosen’ status to jump in and out of the Library’s ever-changing paintings. Taking Kaiden along with her, together they travelled from ancient battlegrounds to abandoned fortresses, to tropical islands and even to a perfect representation of the Golden Cliffs overlooking the city of Meya, uninhabited as the portrait version was.

Despite the wonder of their painting-journeys, Alex couldn’t forget what had happened that day, and all too soon she was heading to Draekora to advise her Meyarin friends of her failed mission.

Walking through the settlement in the dark of the night, Alex felt miserable. But after speaking with Kyia and Zain, as well as Gaiel, Cykor and Roathus—who had learned Alex was there and demanded to hear what she had to share—Alex felt even more wretched.

The reactions from the Meyarins were both expected and unexpected. Zain and Kyia looked as defeated as Alex felt, though they also assured her all was not lost. Roathus appeared sombre but otherwise kept his dire thoughts to himself. Cykor seemed indifferent—but given Niyx’s less than stellar opinion of his father, not to mention Maggie’s hints about the lacking nurture from both their parents, Alex wasn’t surprised by the Raedon patriarch’s limited concern for others.

All their reactions had been anticipated, but it was Gaiel’s response that baffled Alex. There was no yelling, no accusations and no blaming. In fact, he was almost supportive with his seemingly genuine compassion. Like Kyia and Zain, he claimed that it wasn’t as bad as it seemed and they just needed to come up with a contingency plan.

‘Contingency plan’. Those were the words he used. Like they could calmly and rationally solve their Aven problem, when, from Alex’s experience, Gaiel was normally anything but calm and rational.

She couldn’t help wondering if perhaps he’d been drinking something stronger than laendra before their meeting. If it hadn’t been for his calculating eyes watching her with clear, intense focus, she would have been certain he was drunk—and a happy, friendly drunk at that.

Eager to escape to the sanctuary of her bed and sleep away the misery of her day, once Alex said all she had come to say, she turned down Zain’s offer to escort her back to the return doorway, not wanting to hear further encouragement. Perhaps in the morning she’d be able to look ahead with a more optimistic outlook, but right now, it was an impossible task.

After agreeing to come back the next day when they’d all had a chance to consider what to do next, Alex left Roka’s tent. She kept her pace brisk as she weaved between the makeshift dwellings of the free Meyarins, none of whom had caused her any problems since her first visit. Still, she always remained vigilant.

She was halfway to the doorway when Gaiel arrived on the Valispath, coming to a stop a few feet in front of her. Body tightening, Alex prepared to summon A’enara, but he raised his hands in a surrendering gesture.

“I just want to talk,” he said quickly, his eyes steady on hers.

Regardless of his uncharacteristic amiability all night, Alex couldn’t help treating his words—and his actions—with suspicion.

Seeing her wariness, he quietly said, “I owe you an apology.”

That brought Alex up short. She was certain her shock must have been plastered all over her face.

“Do you mind if—” He cleared his throat and waved a hand in the direction she’d been heading. “May I walk with you? And explain?”

The last thing Alex wanted was to spend more time with Gaiel, but she was curious about his odd behaviour. Tentatively, she nodded. But as they walked along the icy trail, she was careful to keep a cautious distance between them, hyperaware of his every move and ready to summon A’enara at the slightest hint that he was about to try attacking her again or whisking her away on the Eternal Path. All the while, he spoke… and she listened.

On and on he went, sharing the reasons for his unpleasant behaviour, until finally he finished, “… and so, you see, I’ve been taking my anger and frustration out on you. My daughter is alone in the city and she’s all I have left in this world, her mother having passed on long ago after being scratched by a blade laced with Sarnaph blood. It was a horrible, painful death. It was also avoidable, since the blade wasn’t intended to hurt her—indeed, she picked it up herself, cutting her finger when her grip slipped. A tragic accident for which there was no cure.”

Gaiel’s mention of Sarnaph blood made Alex wonder about Fitzy and his plans to weaponise the Meyarin-debilitating spray. They were coming to the end of his projected two weeks now, so she made a mental note to check in and see how close he was to having a working prototype ready.

“I’m sorry about your wife,” Alex said to Gaiel. “And your daughter.”

“Vaera is strong, she will survive this. She must.”

Alex only half noticed his lowered, determined voice because she was stuck on the name he’d shared. “Vaera?”

Gaiel peered across at her as they walked, catching the tone in her voice. “You know my daughter?”

“Not well,” Alex said, thinking of the few times she’d crossed paths with the steely-eyed Meyarin: in the past as an ambassador and interpreter for the humans, and in the present as one of the palace guards. “But she certainly does seem strong. Once we figure out how to save everyone from Aven, you’ll be back with her in no time.”

Alex wasn’t sure where she’d managed to pull the optimism from, but she was somehow able to make it sound sincere.

Gaiel seemed grateful and apologised again for the way he’d treated her since first arriving in Draekora. But despite his request for forgiveness and his pleasant enough company, Alex still felt on edge around him and was relieved when they reached the end of their journey. She swiftly summoned the return doorway, keen to be away from the now congenial Meyarin. With his separation from his daughter, his excuses for his hostile behaviour were justified, to a degree, but he still wasn’t Alex’s favourite person, and she doubted he ever would be.

“I guess I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said.

After a nod from Gaiel, Alex stepped towards the doorway, desperate to get back to the academy and cuddle up in bed with Soraya.

“Oh, Alexandra, one last thing,” Gaiel said just as Alex had one foot through the door.

She looked over her shoulder at him. “Ye—”

He blew a handful of dark powder straight into her face, and before Alex could finish speaking, let alone figure out what had happened, she collapsed to the icy ground, out like a light.


Thirty

Alex awoke in a cell.

It was dark, and not from the limited lighting or because it was still night-time, though she had no way of knowing if that was true. It was dark because the cell itself was made out of traesos, pure darkness pulled from the abrassa.

Seeing her black crystalline surroundings, Alex broke out in a nervous sweat, because she knew exactly where she was—Taevarg, the Meyarin prison. And by the looks of things, in Niyx’s old cell, with its door still melted from when she’d freed him nearly three weeks ago.

Bound by Moxyreel, Alex was chained and hanging in the middle of the room. Her arms were stretched out above her head and her legs spread wide, her limbs secured by the thin wire as if she had frozen mid-star-jump. Even her fingers were wrapped tightly together, keeping her from summoning A’enara.

Trying not to think about why she was in Taevarg or what she would face if she didn’t escape, Alex strained against her bindings, struggling for some wriggle room. All she needed was to free one hand enough to grip her weapon and cut herself loose. But it was useless, the Moxyreel unyielding. She needed help—and she needed it now.

Niyx! Alex cried. Niyx, I’m in trouble!

Kitten, whatever it is, I’m sorry, but it’ll have to wait, Niyx returned quickly. I’m with Aven—he says there’s something important he has to do and he’s hand-picked a few of us to be with him. He’s… deliriously happy.

Niyx—

We’re at Taevarg. Arrived a few moments ago, Niyx cut in. There’s a prisoner here he wants to see. I’m sorry, kitten, but I have to concentrate or I’ll blow my cover.

The blood drained from Alex’s face. No, no, no, Niyx! The prisoner, it’s—

Before she could say ‘me’, Aven stepped through the melted door, and on his heels were Calista Maine, the tattooed Gerald Togen, Marcus Sparker, another human Alex hadn’t met and three armed guards—Claimed Zeltora, Alex presumed, seeing the weapons they bore. Niyx brought up the rear of the group, and upon stepping into the cell, stilled at the sight of Alex strung up in the centre.

His dread was palpable, but he managed to unfreeze before anyone else noticed, moving woodenly forward while screaming a wide variety of curse words through their bond. But Alex barely heard him, because her attention was on Meya’s new king standing before her, a wide smirk on his face.

“Alexandra,” Aven said, “as always, a unique… pleasure.”

Alex closed her eyes as his honeyed voice washed over her. If she didn’t look at him, it was easy to imagine his younger self, the Meyarin he’d been before he’d turned into a raging murderer. The Aven who had been her friend.

But when she opened her eyes again, the memory was replaced with fear so acute she could almost taste it. She was completely at his mercy. Even if Niyx chose to reveal his true loyalties, it would be eight against one as he fought to free her. Impossible odds, given the Zeltora warriors, the gifted humans and Aven himself.

“You mustn’t blame Gaiel,” Aven said. “He only did what he thought he must, and he has been rewarded for bringing you to me.” He cocked his head. “Of course, it wasn’t quite the reward he believed he would receive. But he shall be content here with us, especially now that he has been reunited with his daughter.”

Alex’s bound hands flexed as they tried and failed to ball into fists, the Moxyreel tightening painfully against her wrists. In a shaking voice she hoped sounded more angry than terrified, she said, “You Claimed him, didn’t you?”

“Not until after he delivered you to me,” Aven said, brushing some invisible speck from the shoulder of his leathery, collared vest. “He made that choice all on his own.”

Alex had been right to be suspicious of the Meyarin councillor’s strange behaviour up in Draekora. And yet, having heard Gaiel’s story about Vaera, she couldn’t begrudge him for trying to get the jump on her. She should have listened to her instincts and never dropped her guard. But then again, she’d never heard of a powder that could knock someone out with a single breath. If she ever made it out of Taevarg—a very unlikely ‘if’—she’d have to find out what that stuff was.

“As you can see,” Aven continued, “I’ve brought along a few friends to witness our auspicious reunion. Calista, Gerald and Marcus you already know. My personal guards need not concern you, but there are two others here who I would like to introduce.”

At what must have been a mental command, the unknown male stepped forward. Dark-skinned and as thin as a beanpole, he looked to be only a few years older than Alex, though she knew that if he had been Claimed a while, his age was relative.

“This is Grimm Helkin,” Aven said, and Alex jerked against her chains in recognition of the name. “We have him to thank for my dear brother’s current state of existence.”

Aven’s expression soured, enough for Alex to know he would have killed Roka without hesitation if Lady Mystique hadn’t swept the comatose prince away to Draekora.

“Grimm is a relatively new addition to my cause,” Aven went on, “but there’s someone else here who has been loyal to me for millennia. My true brother.”

Aven motioned for Niyx to step forward, using a hand gesture since he had no mental link to him.

“Alexandra, meet Niyx Raedon,” Aven said, as Niyx’s eyes bore into her own. “He has suffered for the cause of the Garseth for thousands of years, but he has not been without reward, since he had the honour of murdering my own father. Niyx Kingslayer, as he is now known. A worthy title, for a worthy Meyarin.”

Aven clapped a proud hand on his friend’s shoulder, and since he was looking at Alex, he didn’t see Niyx grimace with disgust.

Swallowing her trepidation, Alex said to Aven, “As nice as it is to meet your buddies, how about you let me go and we continue this discussion elsewhere?” Preferably when I’m not chained and can at least try and fight my way out of the city, Alex added to herself.

“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Aven said with feigned apology. “I can’t risk that hound of yours stealing you to safety before I’m satisfied. The traesos surrounding us wards against your mutt’s travelling abilities and she is much too intelligent to attempt a rescue without being able to spirit you away immediately.”

Alex shot a glare at Marcus, realising he must have asked about Soraya after seeing her in Graevale and shared what he’d learned.

She turned back to Aven and said, “What did you mean about being satisfied? You have to know by now that I won’t tell you anything.” Not that there was much left that he didn’t know, since Marcus would have already passed on everything he’d heard during his time with the elders. All Alex had left were the secrets he couldn’t possibly know about—her trip to the past, her familiarity with Niyx, how she’d Released Jordan, Kaiden’s dangerous gift and her lessons with Athora. The power of Aven’s blood lingering in her veins was also a mystery to him, though by now he had to at least have some ideas about that.

“We’re past the stage where I care what you have to say, Alexandra,” Aven said. “I’m in a position to receive everything I’ve ever desired, so I no longer need anything from you, least of all answers to questions that now mean little to me.”

That surprised Alex, just as it filled her with anxiety. If he wasn’t there to interrogate her, then what did he want?

Seeing the question in her gaze, a dark smile touched his lips. “You have been a thorn in my side ever since I met you,” he said in a sinister voice. “As much as I want you wiped from the face of this world, death would be too good for you. You have to suffer first.”

His golden eyes were lit with anticipation, causing shivers of foreboding to travel down Alex’s spine.

“Yes,” he said, his voice a contemplative whisper, as if he was imagining it playing out in his mind. “You will suffer physically first, until all you know is pain. Then you will suffer the anguish that comes with seeing those you love die. And if you survive longer than that, you will suffer until you are the last of your filthy race—indeed, perhaps the last mortal remaining in this world—and only then will I show you mercy and end your agony myself.”

Breathing raggedly at the picture he’d just laid out, Alex couldn’t help saying, “If that ending is your idea of mercy, then something has gone seriously wrong with your education.”

For a second, Alex thought the horrified groan she heard was out loud, but then she realised it was Niyx’s response to her comment across their mental link.

What in the name of the light are you thinking? he demanded. Stars, Aeylia—don’t antagonise him!

You heard him, Alex returned. He’s going to make me suffer no matter what I say. I might as well get a few licks in while I’ve still got the chance.

Don’t talk like that, he said in a harsh voice. We’re going to get you out of here.

Niyx, she said softly, we both know it’s not looking good.

“Perhaps mercy was the wrong word, but we won’t know until that day comes,” Aven said, the only evidence of his irritation at her blithe remark being a warning flash of his eyes. “In the meantime, I must admit, I’m impatient to get started. These last few weeks have been spent tediously waiting for the perfect time to carry out my next move, but now that you have failed to align the mortal races—don’t look so surprised, Alexandra, of course I know about that—I can finally take action.” His expression turned eager as he finished, “A new dawn is coming for this world, starting tomorrow when Medora will finally begin to feel the wrath of Meya.”

He stepped closer until he was right in her face. “From tomorrow, the mortals will experience pain unlike anything they’ve ever known. But you, my dear…” He reached out and trailed his fingertip along the curve of her cheek, his heated, hateful eyes boring into her own, “… your pain shall begin now.”

Stepping back just as suddenly as he’d moved forward, Aven turned to Niyx.

“Make her bleed. I want her in agony, but keep her alive.”

It was an order, one that a Claimed follower would be forced to carry out immediately.

But Niyx hesitated.

His delayed reaction lasted only a fraction of a second; enough that Alex, who knew he wasn’t Claimed, saw it, but no one else noticed, not even Aven.

Move, you idiot! Alex screamed at him, and he jolted forward in shocked response to her yelled demand. You have to do what he said or we’re both dead!

Niyx’s blazing amethyst eyes locked on hers as he walked slowly towards her. No way. I won’t hurt you.

You have to, she told him. The only chance I have of getting out of here is through you, but you have to be alive to do that—and you won’t be if Aven discovers the truth. He and his guards will take you down, then we’ll both be screwed!

Aeylia—

Think, Niyx! Alex interrupted firmly, holding his eyes with her own serious ones. You know you have to do this. For both our sakes. And everyone else’s.

His throat bobbing as he swallowed, Niyx drew out a long Myrox dagger, his hand giving a single wobble before he managed to steady it. Seeing the blade, Alex’s heart pounded furiously in her chest, enough for her to hope she would pass out before having to experience what was about to come next.

He wants you to bleed, Niyx said in an emotionless voice as he geared himself up to do what they both knew he must. But I can’t go for your arms or neck or anywhere else where he’ll be able to see me bleed as well.

Alex looked at the leathery vest and pants Niyx wore as he continued to slowly approach, knowing both would help hide the wounds he shared with her, as opposed to his thinly covered arms.

That means this is going to hurt, he warned. A lot.

Stomach clenching and her pulse now raging in her ears, Alex whispered, Just do it.

I’m so sorry, kitten, Niyx whispered back, his remorseful gaze locked on hers.

… And then he plunged his dagger into her side.

A scream of agony tore from Alex’s mouth and her vision blurred, but not before she saw Niyx wince from his own pain as well as at the horror of what he’d just done.

Bolts of lightning speared all along Alex’s torso as her nerves screamed along with her vocal chords, her arms all but ripping out of their sockets as she strained to get free from her bindings and curl protectively around herself. When she finally exhausted her fight and slumped against her chains, panting and blinded with pain, Aven spoke.

“Such a beautiful sound,” he said, moving forward to run a finger under her head and tilt her chin up. “I wish to hear it again. Niyx?”

The pain of the first wound blurred into that of the second, third, fourth and fifth as Aven ordered Niyx over and over to stab Alex like one would a pincushion. Her screams echoed around the cell until her throat was raw and her voice a hoarse, nearly silent whimper. Tears streamed down her face, soaking her clothes, along with blood from where she’d bitten through her own lip from the pain. Her jaw felt broken from her attempts to grit her teeth through the agony. She was weak from blood loss and exhaustion, her ankles and wrists rubbed raw from fighting the Moxyreel—something she realised partway through her torture that she would have to try and stop doing to keep Aven from seeing Niyx’s corresponding wounds.

Just when Alex was certain she wouldn’t be able to survive any more, Aven said, “Enough.”

Niyx’s feet, all that Alex could see with her head hanging listlessly, moved away with a slight stumble—the only indication of his own pain.

“Niyx is masterful in the art of torture,” Aven said, his voice a murmured slur to Alex’s ringing ears and muddled mind. “He will have avoided all your major organs, so your injuries, while hopefully excruciating, will not prematurely kill you.” He seemed pleased by this; by the inordinate amount of suffering she was experiencing. “I’ll have someone tend to you in a few hours before you expire from blood loss so we can have another round tomorrow, starting afresh. It can be our way to celebrate the victory I shall achieve in the morning.”

Alex wasn’t sure if he said more after that. She wasn’t sure of anything other than her pain that was swiftly turning to numbness. Numbness was good. Numbness meant no more agony, no more suffering. Numbness meant no fear of what Aven planned on doing in the morning; no fear of him celebrating by torturing her again later that day… and the next… and the next.

Slumped upright against her chains in the darkened cell, Alex’s last thought before she passed out was that maybe Aven was right. If this was only the beginning of what she would suffer, then killing her just might be a mercy after all.


Thirty-One

“Wake up! You have to wake up!”

Someone was opening Alex’s mouth and then she was choking as a sweet liquid rushed down her throat.

“Swallow, Aeylia. Please, try to swallow it all.”

Hacking and spluttering, Alex had little choice but to do as she was ordered, her consciousness coming back slowly but enough to realise Niyx was slathering laendra nectar over her wounds with one hand while holding a flask of the juice to her lips and pouring it slowly into her mouth.

The damage to her body was extreme, but like Aven had said, Niyx hadn’t hit anything important, and the laendra began to take effect much more swiftly than it would have for a fatal wound—something Alex knew from experience.

“That’s it, kitten,” Niyx said as he finished smearing the flower directly on her stab marks and encouraged her to drain the remainder of the flask. “You’ll feel better in a minute.”

“What are you doing here?” Alex rasped through her quickly healing vocal chords. She was part hopeful, part horrified to see him, but when she looked around and there was no one else with him, the hopeful side won out.

“I’m getting you out of here,” Niyx said with determination, using his Myrox-bladed dagger to slice through her bonds. He caught her as she fell listlessly into him and held her close until she was healed enough to stand on her own, shaky as she was.

“Aven—He’ll know—”

Niyx shook his head and wrapped a supportive arm around her, ushering her quickly to the cell door. “I don’t care. I won’t let you go through another round of that again. Not by my hand or anyone else’s. Nothing is worth seeing you hang from the ceiling and tortured to near death. Nothing.” His voice broke on the last word.

“Niyx,” Alex whispered, hating that he’d had to see that. Hating that he’d been forced to do it. “I’m so sorry—”

“Don’t you dare apologise.” His tone was ragged as they slowed to step through the melted door. She took in the ravished look on his face and felt that pain wash over her, worse than any of the dagger wounds he’d given her. By far.

“I know you don’t want to hear this, but by hurting me, you saved both our lives,” Alex told him gently. “Now let’s get the hell out of here before it was all for nothing.”

Niyx didn’t need to be told twice and he helped her stumble along the dark corridors of Taevarg until they were free of the prison wards and he was able to activate the Valispath, swooping them away from Meya.

Their escape seemed almost too easy to Alex, and as they soared over the Golden Cliffs and through the dawn-lit Silverwood, she tentatively said as much.

“That’s because the city has been cleared out,” came Niyx’s weary response. “Aven wasn’t lying when he shared his plans last night. His battle against the mortals of Medora begins today.”

Even with her tortured body swiftly knitting back together thanks to the laendra, Alex could recall few times in her life when she’d felt more wretched. The knowledge that Aven was now off somewhere with a city’s worth of Claimed Meyarins at his side made her want to grab everyone she cared about and run back to Freya, never to return to Medora again. But she knew she couldn’t do that. She knew she wouldn’t do that. And that left her with only one choice.

“Where is he, Niyx?” she asked quietly as they swept out of the Silverwood and flew over the countryside bathed in the early morning light. “Where’s Aven?”

Blowing out a shaky breath, he answered, “Graevale—He’s gone to Graevale. He knows the Shadow Walkers aren’t prepared for an attack, so while humans are still his end game, he’s taking advantage of the elders’ refusal to take your warnings seriously.”

Alex nodded, having figured as much, the prophecy repeating loudly across her mind. ‘When Day and Night combine and fight…’

“We have to go there.”

Niyx’s response was as quick and firm as she knew it would be. “No chance.”

“We have to,” Alex repeated just as firmly, before she finally recited the prophecy for him. She hadn’t kept it from him deliberately, it had just never come up—mostly because she’d been in denial about it. “Don’t you see? I know it doesn’t make any sense, but this might be a way to stop him before he even gets started.”

“What exactly would you do if we went there?” Niyx asked, his tone borderline sarcastic. “Kindly ask Aven to stop? Even if you were capable of winning a fight against him right now—which you’re not—what would you do?”

Alex opened her mouth to respond, but he continued before she could.

“You said yourself you won’t kill him, and while I’m not sworn to the same level of morality, even I wouldn’t attempt anything that would risk so many lives,” Niyx said, frustrated. “Until everyone he’s Claimed has been Released, the only outcome either of us would face if we went up against Aven is death. Is that what you want, Aeylia?”

“I—”

“Because that’s what we’ll get. If we face Aven today, there’s no good ending for us.”

“We—”

“‘Dark and Light, meet mid-strike’,” he recited mockingly. “If you think that’s you and him, you can forget it. I haven’t expended this much effort trying to keep you alive just to let you throw yourself into the arms of your enemy on a sacrificial whim. Has that been your plan all along?”

“Of course n—”

“Then what is your plan, Aeylia?” Niyx all but yelled. “What reason can you have for such a foolish idea where you, a human, go up against the most powerful Meyarin in existence to help a city full of mortals, half of whom hate you? Do you want to kill us both?”

“Don’t say—”

He leaned in and roared into her face, “What’s your plan, Aeylia?”

Losing it completely, Alex shouted back, “I don’t know, Niyx!” Then, barely audibly, she repeated, “I don’t know.”

Tears of fear and despair clogged her throat, and no matter how hard she swallowed, they wouldn’t disappear.

“I don’t have a plan,” she said in a whisper as they rushed past forests and lakes, heading towards the safety of Akarnae. “I’m not stupid—I know I can’t face Aven and win, especially not like this.” She indicated to her still-healing body that was covered by slashed, bloodstained clothes. “But I also can’t sit back and leave Graevale to its fate. I promised them that if the time came when they needed help, we’d be there.”

“You’re leaning against me half dead, and I’m not feeling all that wonderful myself,” Niyx said with clear exasperation. “What good do you think we can offer against an army of immortals and gifted humans?”

“It won’t just be us,” Alex said, lifting her hand for him to see the Beacon tattoo on her wrist as a very slim hope started forming.

“An army of human reinforcements won’t stand long against the forces of Meya,” Niyx pointed out.

“But coupled with the Shadow Walkers and Dayriders, they’ll help add strength in numbers,” Alex said. “And don’t forget, some of them will be gifted, too.”

“Kitten—”

“We have to do something, Niyx,” Alex said, desperate. “I’ll never be able to forgive myself if we don’t at least try.”

“Aven’s too powerful for you to fight,” Niyx said, straight up. “Despite how competent you’ve become, you’re still thousands of years behind him when it comes to training and experience. And that’s not even factoring in his additional power from harvesting the strength of other Meyarins.”

“I’m fully aware of that,” Alex said softly. Then she reached towards him and squeezed his arm. “I’m also fully aware that I won’t be fighting on my own.”

Niyx didn’t offer confirmation, but they both knew there was no way he would leave her side. Instead, he tipped his head down to look intently at her. “Your training with Athora—are you anywhere near ready to try and share your gift?”

Alex hesitated, knowing that the mysterious man’s odd tasks hadn’t magically taught her how to free those Claimed by Aven. Athora had told her it would take time, but time was a commodity she didn’t have anymore.

It was an effort, but she forced herself to admit the truth. “No.”

Niyx sighed loudly. “At least you’re honest.”

Alex waited, feeling her strength start to return as her body continued healing, but slowly, too slowly. Just when she was about to keep arguing her case, the Valispath did a U-turn so sharp that she would have slammed against the transparent barrier if Niyx hadn’t still been supporting her.

“What are you doing?” she asked. “Where are we going?”

“If we do this, you will do exactly what I say,” Niyx said, his voice unyielding.

Alex felt her hopes tentatively begin to rise, along with the nerves now fluttering in her stomach.

“We’ll go to Graevale, call in your human troops and lend our support,” Niyx said, “but you will not go anywhere near Aven. If he so much as looks in your direction, you’ll take off without hesitation and get as far away from him as you can. You will not, under any circumstances, engage him in battle. Is that understood?”

Despite Niyx’s earlier accusations, Alex didn’t have a death wish. “I understand.”

“Swear it to me,” Niyx demanded.

“I promise, Niyx, I’ll do everything I can to avoid being anywhere near Aven.”

Jaw clenched, he looked like he was already regretting his decision to take her to Graevale. But she didn’t give him the chance to renege, and instead drew out her ComTCD—amazed by the arrogance of Aven that he hadn’t had anyone check her pockets. Then again, it wasn’t like she could have called anyone, trussed up as she’d been.

Alex opened a secure connection using the details Jeera had given her in Tryllin and waited impatiently for the call to connect. She angled the Device so that only she was in the frame, not Niyx, just in time for a holograph of the sleep-rumpled Warden to appear.

“S’early, Alex,” Jeera said around a yawn, rubbing her eyes. “Ev’rything ’kay?”

It was then that Jeera focused enough to notice Alex’s pale, tattered and bloody self, which prompted her to become instantly alert. Concern flooded her features and she opened her mouth, but Alex jumped in first.

“I’m okay,” she said quickly. “But I need to warn you.”

Alex went on to explain what was about to happen—or perhaps already happening—in Graevale, saying that she was on her way there to confirm that the attack was indeed occurring.

“I’ll notify the commander and generals and make sure everyone is ready for deployment,” Jeera promised, all business now. She was moving with purpose, the edges of the holograph blurring around her. “Graevale is heavily warded so we can’t Bubbledoor in until you’ve activated your Beacon tattoo—that will give us the coordinates to your exact location, so make sure you’re right where the action is happening.” Her eyes hardened. “If it’s a battle Aven wants, then it’s a battle he’ll get.”

Nauseous, Alex somehow managed a nod.

Jeera paused long enough for her tone to gentle as she said, “No heroics today, Alex. If Graevale is under attack, activate the Beacon and then get yourself to safety.”

This time, Alex shook her head. “I can’t promise that.”

“I didn’t think so.” Jeera sighed. “Then just be careful, okay?”

Swallowing, Alex said, hoarsely, “You too, Jeera.”

And with that, she disconnected their call.

Tucking her Device away again, Alex glanced around and wondered how long it would take the Valispath to reach Graevale, but her body turned rigid as she noticed that they were again soaring over the Silverwood, not heading towards where Aven was.

“Settle, kitten,” Niyx said when he felt her stiffen against him. “We need to go in as prepared as we can. Taking a moment now could save our lives later.”

Trusting he had valid reasons for returning to Meya, Alex soon realised that wasn’t their destination. She tensed further and opened her mouth to object, but Niyx silenced her with a grave look. He didn’t need to hear her warnings; he already knew them for himself—as he had done for millennia.

Sailing high above the city and up, up, up to Draekora, all Alex could do was reach out and grip Niyx’s hand, offering her support in the only way she could.

Over there, she silently told him, guiding him towards Roka’s tent.

Being barely dawn, it was early enough that there were no Meyarins out to witness their arrival, but still Alex ushered him quickly inside as soon as the Valispath came to a halt.

Within seconds of their entry, Soraya appeared in a flash of furious lightning surrounded by a cloud of thunderous shadows. The wolf was growling and whimpering and beyond distressed that she hadn’t been able to reach Alex at Taevarg. But there was no time to comfort her with more than a steadying hand on her head, because their arrival woke Kyia and Zain, both of whom were stretched out on makeshift beds.

Given Alex’s bloodied appearance, her unannounced visit and, more importantly, her unwelcome companion, Alex wasn’t surprised when both Meyarins took one look at her and rushed at Niyx, weapons drawn.

“Stop!” Alex cried, launching herself in front of him with her hands held out to ward them off. Soraya jumped in front of Alex with a ferocious growl, offering a second layer of protection—a much more intimidating one, given the wolf’s size.

“Step aside, and call off your beast,” Zain ordered Alex. “I don’t know what you’re doing with this filthy Garseth, but—”

“Enough, Zain,” Alex said firmly. “We don’t have time for explanations right now, so you’re just going to have to trust me when I say Niyx is innocent of everything you think he’s guilty of, including killing the king,” she urged. “He’s been spying on Aven for me. He’s not Claimed and he’s not a Garseth. Everything else will have to wait for later, because Meya is moving on Graevale as we speak.”

Kyia’s eyes widened, but Zain’s just narrowed further in distrust.

“Listen to me!” Alex yelled, needing to get through to him. “Everything will make sense later, but until then, you have to believe me.”

“What do you need, Alex?”

It was Kyia who asked the question. Kyia who was in her right mind enough to see how serious Alex was. And at her words, Zain turned incredulous eyes to her before flicking a hateful but also considering glance towards Niyx. Slowly, he lowered his sword.

Alex, processing Kyia’s question, realised she didn’t have an answer. But Niyx didn’t hesitate.

“Alex was abducted by Gaiel last night and delivered to Aven. She spent the night hanging from Moxyreel in Taevarg, bleeding from multiple stab wounds after Aven had her tortured.”

Niyx at least had the presence of mind not to mention those wounds were from his hands, since both Zain and Kyia looked ready to murder someone after his blatant overshare.

“I’ve given her laendra and she’s healing, but she’s lost a lot of blood. Since she’s adamant about joining the fight in Graevale, if you have any haesondel, it might help keep her alive. She’ll also need clean clothes—Myrox-lined armour, preferably—as well as something light to eat.”

Alex spoke up to say, “I’ll be sick if I eat anything.”

Niyx’s eyes, which had been locked on Kyia and Zain the whole time he’d spoken, moved to Alex. “I’m not arguing about this with you, kitten. You need to get your strength back, as quickly as possible. That means food.”

That was all he said, and his tone didn’t allow for her to do anything but grumble, “Don’t blame me when I throw up all over you.”

Kyia and Zain watched their short interplay with incredulous expressions, before Niyx turned back to them and said, “We’ll also need weapons. Lots of them.”

Alex raised her eyebrows at that, since she had A’enara and Niyx never went anywhere without a cache of blades strapped to his person. But if he thought more arms were needed, then she wasn’t about to argue.

When Kyia and Zain remained unmoving, Niyx drawled, “We’re not in a rush or anything. Please, take all the time in the world.”

They jerked as if physically prodded and hurried into motion.

“You know, you could at least try to not be such a sarcastic ass,” Alex told him quietly as Kyia pulled clothing and weapons from a chest and Zain hunted through a collection of vials on the bench.

“What would be the fun in that?” Niyx returned, but despite his teasing response, his body was tense as he watched the two Meyarins hurry back to them.

“Drink this, little human,” Zain said, approaching warily due to Soraya being in a protective mood and not at all happy that her mistress wasn’t safely back in her dormitory.

“Settle,” Alex murmured to the wolf, with a comforting rub along her now chest-high head and along the sleek line of her neck. Instantly, Soraya relaxed, plonking her hindquarters on the ground but still monitoring the room with watchful alertness.

More relaxed now that the wolf was in check, Zain moved closer and handed over a vial of what could only be described as gravelly sludge.

“If that tastes half as good as it looks, I think I’ll pass,” Alex said, eyeing the dubious-looking liquid.

“Just drink it, Aeylia.”

Both Zain and Kyia froze, realising from the name Niyx had used that he must also know about Alex’s trip to the past. Unlike them, however, he remembered—not that they would ever guess as much, nor the reason why.

To keep them moving, Alex pushed aside her disgust and threw back the contents of the vial without further complaints… at least until she had to swallow the grainy muck.

Gasping against the sensation of lightning bolts zapping through her nerve endings, Alex doubled over and wheezed out, “What the hell did I just drink?”

Zain and Kyia were still frozen from Niyx’s revelation, so he was the one who answered, while prying the weapons from Kyia’s unmoving hands.

“Haesondel,” he said, adding the deadly arsenal to the rest of his collection. “Think of it like an instant shot of adrenaline. Only stronger.”

Holy heck, she was dying. Her body was zinging with electricity, enough that she was certain she was about to explode.

“Give it a second, kitten,” Niyx said, laying a comforting hand on her back. “You’ll thank us then.”

It took more than his promised second, but also less than a minute before Alex normalised enough to realise that she now felt incredible. Her energy levels were through the roof, not at all like she’d spent the night unconscious and bleeding out in a torture chamber.

“Whoa, that’s good stuff,” Alex said, doing her best to ignore the musty aftertaste.

“Yeah, but it comes with a nightmare of a hangover later,” Niyx warned. “Enjoy it while it lasts.”

He looked meaningfully at the still frozen Kyia and said, “Alex could use a hand with those clothes now.”

He’d used her real name this time—deliberately, Alex was sure.

“Soraya, stay,” Alex told her wolf, not quite trusting that Zain wouldn’t attack Niyx while Kyia helped her get changed. “Behave,” she ordered both Meyarins as she moved behind the curtain and began undressing.

It was strange getting changed with the sleeping Roka right there, but Alex felt the urgency of the situation pressing her to hurry, so she put aside her discomfort and accepted Kyia’s help to swiftly don her new outfit. Other than the light undershirt, the Myrox-lined, fighting-appropriate gear was worthy of any fully armed Zeltora, with the leather-like material unbelievably supple yet firm enough to offer an impressive level of protection.

Stepping back out from the curtain, Alex was relieved to find both males still alive, and she quickly returned to Niyx’s side.

“Ready,” she told him, rolling her eyes when he shoved a slice of seeded bread into her hand and indicated for her to eat it. She did so without further complaint—if only to get rid of the lingering taste of haesondel in her mouth.

“We’ll meet you at Graevale,” Zain said, the first words he’d spoken since Niyx dropped the bomb of her name.

Alex shook her head as she quickly swallowed her mouthful. “You can’t come with us. If this is a trap and Aven’s real plan is to lure you away so he can finish off Roka, then you need to be here.”

Zain gritted his teeth, knowing she was right.

“We can’t let you go alone,” Kyia said. “The risk—”

“I’m not alone,” Alex said, motioning to both her wolf and to Niyx. “And I’ll be calling for backup as soon as we arrive.”

“But—”

“I’m sorry, Kyia, but we don’t have time to argue about this,” Alex interrupted. “I want you fighting at my side, I can’t tell you how much, but right now it’s more important for you to remain here, watching over Roka—just in case. You know that.”

Alex saw the moment her friend accepted her decision, albeit reluctantly.

“Then go,” Kyia said.

“But by the stars,” Zain added, “you’d better come back in one piece, little human. And when you do, you’ll explain what in the name of the light is going on with you and the Gar—with… Niyx.”

It sounded as if it physically hurt him to say Niyx’s name, let alone act like he was in the same room. Despite everything she was about to face, Alex had to fight against a twitch of a smile.

“We’ll be back as soon as we can,” she told them. “And we’ll explain everything then.”

With that promise, Alex pushed Niyx out of the tent, told Soraya where they were going—not that the wolf wouldn’t have just appeared by her side the moment they arrived—and was swept away as Niyx activated the Valispath around them, directing them straight to Graevale.


Thirty-Two

Alex was covered in blood.

It was splattered on her arms, her legs, her chest, even her face—silver and red blood, coating her from head to toe. Black blood from the Shadow Walkers. White blood from the Dayriders.

Blood.

Everywhere.

All around her, the four races were fighting on a vicious, merciless battlefield.

There were bursts of darkness as the Shadow Walkers appeared and disappeared, and flashes of light as the Dayriders did the same. More flashes came as the Dayriders called forth lightning, using it as their chosen weapon of attack.

There were humans amongst them, too—humans who had answered Alex’s call after she had activated her Beacon tattoo, tracing the sideways figure-of-eight five times to send out her location. Bubbledoors had appeared almost instantly, with the armed forces charging from the colourful portals and into the fray.

Led by Commander Nisha, with Generals Drock and Tyson at her side—along with a company of Wardens overseen by Jeera and William—the humans fired bright lights from their Stabilisers across the war zone. The blasting weapons had little effect on the Meyarins, but distracted them enough for the Shadow Walkers and Dayriders to swoop in and engage the immortal race in combat. When none of Graevale’s denizens were close by, the Wardens and militia swung their own blades, their courage unfailing.

Even fighting against three fronts, the Meyarins were relentless in their assault. The Valispath enabled them to move just as swiftly as those from Graevale, their increased strength and speed in every other area allowing them to take ground, and quickly.

The bloodthirsty carnage of the battle shocked Alex on a level she had never imagined possible. It wasn’t at all like the movies; it wasn’t a perfectly choreographed rhythm of attack and defence.

It was gruesome.

It was brutal.

It was beyond her worst nightmares.

Becoming numb to the sights, sounds and smells depicting the harsh realities of war, Alex swept through the masses with Niyx and Soraya flanking her sides. The wolf was tearing down anyone who tried to get close, with Niyx doing the same using the armoury of weapons he had strapped to his body.

As for Alex, she swung A’enara left and right to help cull down the attacking forces, aiming to maim, not kill. She stabbed at legs and arms and any flesh that would force the Claimed Meyarins out of action and into a retreat. But she was one of the few taking such care. Not even Niyx and Soraya checked their attacks, those they slayed being unfortunate casualties of war.

The blood covering Alex’s body was not all her own. But it might as well have been, since she felt dead inside from what she was seeing, from what she was taking part in.

So many bodies lay around them.

Shadow Walkers. Dayriders. Meyarins. Humans.

So much death.

And above it all, on the steps of the Obscuria surveying the scene like a god amongst men, was Aven. He wasn’t engaged in the battle; his sword wasn’t even drawn. He merely watched with a detached air as his Claimed subjects fought for him; as they died for him. He showed no concern for his army, including—or perhaps especially—his gifted humans caught in the crossfires, seemingly apathetic to their fates as they used their abilities to defend themselves—or died trying to do so.

Calista was there, using her telekinetic gift to freeze the nearest Shadow Walkers and Dayriders, allowing the Meyarins to glide by and kill them.

Gerald was there, his tattoos coming to life and surging from his skin like barbed, bladed whips, slaying those who dared approach.

Grimm was there, sending anyone he made eye contact with into a coma-like sleep, guaranteeing their death by the swords of passing Meyarins.

Other gifted humans were amongst the crowd of fighters, some of them Claimed, some having arrived with Medora’s army, but other than waiting to see who they attacked, Alex had no way of knowing who was on which side. It made her attempts at offence all the more difficult since she didn’t want to cripple any of her own allies.

“Alex! ”

A familiar voice yelling her name almost stopped Alex from ducking under the blade of a Valispath-travelling Meyarin who had made it past Niyx and Soraya, but as soon as she sliced A’enara along the male’s leg—a disabling but non-lethal wound—she whirled around, heart pounding.

“No,” she gasped, and without waiting for Niyx to defeat his current opponent, she tore off across the immense cobblestoned square spread out at the base of the Obscuria where the fighting was thickest.

Running closer to the cathedral, Alex was careful to avoid Aven’s line of sight as she shoved her way through the masses and into the dark alleyway from where her name had been yelled.

“What are you doing here?” Alex shrieked upon seeing the white faces of D.C., Jordan and Bear, who together were fighting off a pair of Meyarins.

D.C. had a short dagger in hand and Bear held some kind of makeshift shield from a scrap of metal he’d likely found in the alley, but Jordan had no defence other than his gift, which he was using to distract the Meyarins, keeping them disoriented by disappearing and reappearing around them.

Alex’s friends were more than capable in a fair fight—Jordan and Bear were both ranked Delta in Combat, while D.C. was one level down in Gamma—but they had no training against immortal opponents. Nor did they carry any proper weapons, aside from D.C.’s measly blade that might as well have been a toothpick. They were holding their own so far, but only just. So, taking advantage of Jordan confusing the Meyarins with his gift, together with Bear and D.C., Alex helped overcome the two immortals enough that they both stumbled from the alleyway and back out into the melee.

Covered in blood splatters with combat filth smeared all over her, Alex stared at her friends, her wild, battle-freaked eyes revealing how stunned she was by their presence as she waited for an explanation.

“We asked Caspar Lennox to bring us back,” D.C. said, her voice shaking as she looked past Alex, out of the alleyway and into the raging battle. “We wanted to try and convince the elders to consider talking to you again, but when he shadowed us here, we got separated and—” She broke off, croaking as she finished, “We only wanted to help.”

Alex felt torn about her friends being there. It was dangerous—so, so dangerous. Part of her was terrified that something would happen to them. But another part was relieved they had found their way to Graevale; relieved she didn’t have to witness the horrors of this battle on her own.

She opened her mouth to tell them as much, but before she could do so, she sensed two Meyarins soaring towards them, swords raised. She didn’t hesitate to meet their attack with A’enara, her sword flashing with blue flames as she beat them back, knocking one out cold with her pommel and stabbing the other in the shoulder, following quickly with a powerful side kick into his abdomen to send him flying back into the square.

Spinning to face her wide-eyed friends once more, Alex said, “Come on, we need to—”

“There you are!”

Alex whirled around, sword raised again, but she sighed in relief at the sight of Caspar Lennox battling his way towards them. Like her, he was covered in blood, his cloak ripped and his mottled-grey features paler than ever.

Before he could reach them, another small wave of Meyarins swooped in, with Alex fighting them back again. Her friends helped as much as they could—Bear hitting them with his metal shield, D.C. stabbing them with her small blade, Jordan transcending himself and using fists and boots to beat them off. Caspar Lennox joined in once he arrived at their sides, and they soon overpowered the three attackers.

Panting heavily, Alex winced when she heard Niyx growl into her mind, Where in the name of the light are you? I told you not to leave my side!

Something came up, she quickly returned, sending him an image of her friends and her SOSAC teacher, promising to return to him as soon as she could.

“You four,” Caspar Lennox said, not even asking how Alex had come to be there. “Time to go. This is not your fight.”

“It’s everyone’s fight,” D.C. said, her voice adamant even if it was still shaking.

“There is only death for you here,” the teacher returned, with no trace of his normally calm manner.

Alex could tell he wanted to be back out there, battling with his people. Instead, he was determined to whisk them away to safety. And indeed, without saying more, he reached out for both Jordan and D.C., latching his hands around their upper arms before vanishing in a cloud of shadows.

“He can only travel with two people at a time,” Bear told Alex. “He won’t be gone long, so if you don’t want to get stuck going back to the academy, then—”

Bear broke off when something caught his eye, the blood draining from his face as he bolted past Alex, intent on leaving the relative protection of the alleyway. It was only because she had so much adrenaline coursing through her body that she was able to react in time, lunging forward and wrapping her arms around his waist to keep him from certain death. As soon as he entered the square, he’d be free game to any and all Meyarins, not just those who happened upon the darkened hiding spot.

“Bear!” she cried, muscles screaming. “Stop!”

He didn’t stop, though. He struggled against her, his body writhing as he fought to get free of her grip.

“Dad!” he yelled. “Dad!”

His hoarse cry made Alex look past his shoulder to see William partway across the cobblestoned square, face to face with a gleeful-looking Gerald on one side, and the blank-eyed Calista on the other. The latter held William immobilised a foot off the ground while Gerald was swinging his tattooed, bladed whips in lazy circles, saying something to William that not even Alex could hear over the clashing steel and pained shrieks coming from all around them.

“Dad!” Bear cried again, but it was no use. William was too far away, and even if he wasn’t, he was surrounded by enemies. “We have to do something! Let me go, Alex! We have to—”

Alex released Bear, knowing he was right. She wouldn’t stand in his way—not when his dad needed their help.

“Come on!” she said, grabbing his hand and praying for a clear run as she sprinted out into the square towards William. She didn’t get three feet, however, before Bear stumbled to a gasping halt when Gerald swung his arm back and then forward, his whip-tattoos lashing across William’s chest, causing blood to spray from the deep, deep wound that tore open in his flesh.

Alex’s stomach roiled and Bear screamed his dad’s name again—a scream that there was no way William could have heard, and yet, his pained eyes swung across the fighting races to land on his son.

All the love William had for Bear, for his family, shone in his gaze as he mouthed the same three words he’d said into Bear’s ear just a week ago.

… And then Gerald’s tattoos whipped forward again, scouring across William’s neck this time, the wound just as deep as the first.

Too deep.

And the light in William’s eyes disappeared… along with his final breath.

“DAD!”

This time Alex didn’t have to hold Bear back, because as Calista lowered William’s body to the ground before disappearing into the masses with Gerald, Bear collapsed at her feet, unable to hold his own weight.

“Bear,” Alex whispered, the word sounding as choked as she felt. She crouched down and wrapped her arms around his quaking body, unable to summon the right words, the right actions.

What they’d just witnessed—What they’d just seen—

Bear’s dad… His dad…

He was dead.

William was dead.

But while Alex wanted to collapse beside her friend and lose herself in the tears now blurring her vision, her survival instincts told her that if she and Bear didn’t move, then they would be the next to die.

Together they’d only travelled a few feet from the alleyway, so they were still partially sheltered, but they wouldn’t be for long. Bear was in shock—she needed to get him away from the battle. And she couldn’t risk waiting to see how long it would take Caspar Lennox to return.

Shoving aside her own grief, Alex cast her gaze outwards, searching for the means to get him to safety. Her eyes landed on Soraya who was still fighting with Niyx on the other side of the dark battleground. Noting the size of her Shadow Wolf, Alex hoped like crazy that Soraya had grown enough for what she needed.

Yelling out her name, the wolf appeared panting at Alex’s side in a flash of light and dark. As she did so, three more Meyarins swooped in and lunged towards Alex and the still-immobile Bear. While Alex struggled to keep them from reaching her friend, she cried, “Get him out of here!”

Intelligent amber eyes met Alex’s as keen understanding flowed through whatever connection she had with the wolf. And then Soraya bounded past Alex and, in a blur of lightning and shadow, Bear was swept up by the massive creature, the two of them vanishing from sight.

Alex was too focused on her newest opponents to feel any kind of relief—or disappointment that she was now alone again—and once she disabled them, she ran straight back out into the square. Pushing aside her heartache, she attacked left and right, struggling through the crowd in her attempt to return to Niyx’s side, knowing they were stronger and safer together. Part of her wondered if she should have left with Bear, if she should have retreated to be with her friends. But she knew she was still needed here. D.C. was right—this was everyone’s fight. And after William…

Alex wouldn’t leave. Not if there was the slightest chance she could still make a difference.

Halfway across the square, and therefore half the remaining distance from Niyx, Alex was brought to a halt when she became pressed between shifting movements from Shadow Walkers, Dayriders and Meyarins alike. Fighting dizziness as they whirled around her with their quick bursts of shadows, flashes of light and blurs of the Valispath, a noise caused her body to lock and her head to turn—a noise that sent chills down her spine.

That noise was Aven laughing.

Straining to free herself from the masses, Alex could do nothing but stab with her sword and watch with dread as Calista stepped up the darkened stone staircase towards Aven, levitating a person through the air behind her.

Alex recoiled in horror when she realised who it was.

Lady Mystique.

The old woman wasn’t struggling. She was looking calmly at Aven, her face radiating peace.

That expression didn’t leave her; not when Aven unsheathed an inky black sword from his belt… and not when he thrust the blade through her midsection until it pierced clean out the other side.

“No!” Alex cried, watching Lady Mystique’s mouth open in a silent gasp as she sunk to the ground, the sword sliding free as she landed on her knees.

Even in the face of Aven’s triumphant expression, the ancient woman’s peace didn’t falter. He said something to her, something too low for Alex to hear over the sounds of A’enara still clashing against the weapons of those not pausing to watch the hideousness of what Aven had just done.

Lady Mystique replied to Aven, and whatever she said caused his features to darken before he viciously ran her through again, and then a third time.

“No!” Alex cried again, convulsing as if she’d been stabbed herself. The tears she’d held back after William’s death were now streaming down her cheeks at the sight of the ancient Tia Auran swaying on her knees.

As if she’d heard her cry, Lady Mystique turned pained but still peaceful eyes Alex’s way, finding her instantly despite the crowded square. The moment their gazes locked, the old woman smiled softly, before her eyes closed and she crumpled in a heap at Aven’s feet.

In that moment following Lady Mystique’s final breath, Alex was certain time stopped—at least for some.

For three whole seconds, every Claimed human and Meyarin froze mid-fight. Only Alex and Niyx, along with the Shadow Walkers, Dayriders, and free humans, were exempt from the pause in action. Once it passed, Aven’s Claimed army continued fighting with even more of a vengeance than before.

But Alex wasn’t focused on the battle. She was watching Aven, whose eyes had followed the Tia Auran’s gaze in her final moments as she’d looked straight at Alex.

With a face more ravaged than anything she had ever seen, he stumbled backwards at the sight of her—he actually stumbled, his eyes never leaving hers. But then his mouth opened, forming a single word.

Alex was still too far away to hear him, but she didn’t need to, because she knew exactly what word he spoke.

Aeylia.

Like the flick of a switch, his features morphed from shocked disbelief to unbridled rage. He threw his head back like an animal and roared to the heavens, the sound so ferocious that those battling in the square paused mid-swing to look up at him. Only when his eyes returned to Alex did the armies renew their combat.

Seeing the look on his face, watching him mouth her Meyarin name, hearing his scream… Alex knew that with Lady Mystique’s death, whatever had hidden ‘Aeylia’ from the minds of the Meyarins was now gone.

Aven’s memories had returned. He now knew the truth—that Alex was Aeylia. And that she was the catalyst for everything he had done… and everything that had happened to him.

With eyes like flames of liquid fire, Aven took one step and then two before tearing down the stairs, roaring again as he flew towards Alex, his Claimed army clearing a path at his mental command.

Alex froze for only a microsecond before she heard the memory of Niyx’s voice float across her mind: ‘You will not, under any circumstances, engage him in battle.’

Spinning on her heel, Alex ran. Or, she attempted to. But his army was now blocking her, trapping her in place even as she stabbed and hacked at them, trying desperately to get through. When she saw it was no use, that they weren’t moving, she whirled back around—right in time for Aven to leap towards her with his terrifying black sword raised high above his head, swooping straight down at her.

The speed of his attack was so startling that Alex only just managed to raise A’enara in time to block him. The power behind his swing had her stumbling backwards and falling hard onto the bloodied cobblestones.

He didn’t let up, he didn’t pull back; he kept pressing down against her, his dark blade crossed with her light one as blue flames swirled from A’enara and sinister black flames engulfed his.

Still in her fallen position, Alex struggled to hold up against his strength as both blades edged closer and closer to her neck. Arms shaking as she panted from the effort, it was all she could do to keep him from beheading her.

“HOW IS THIS POSSIBLE?” he screamed, leaning into her face, heedless of both flaming blades. “I killed you! Thousands of years ago! You are mortal! You are human! HOW ARE YOU HERE?”

Alex had never felt such terror in her life. Sweat dripped down her temples, mixing with the blood and the tears that were still wet on her face from witnessing Lady Mystique’s death. She was paralysed by Aven’s fury, paralysed by his strength, paralysed by the absolute certainty that she was about to die.

“I KILLED YOU!” Aven shouted again. He, too, was panting, but not from the effort of matching his strength against hers. His was an effort of controlling his emotions.

Until, suddenly, it was like a screen shuttered over his expression, the rage and fury dissolving into an unnatural stillness. A perfect, icy calm.

Alex had thought she was terrified before. But looking into Aven’s beautiful, horrible eyes, she knew she’d been wrong. Because now she was staring into the face of death itself.

And death wanted her blood.

Aven no longer needed her explanations. He just needed her gone. And so, when he pulled his sword back and then flashed it forward again lightning-quick, she knew she didn’t stand a chance.

But as his dark blade speared towards her with a strength she knew she wouldn’t be able to block, a war cry rang out as Niyx leapt over her and slammed into Aven, forcing him back and deflecting the flaming sword in a shower of sparks.

Staggering to keep his footing, Aven’s icy calm faltered for a split second as betrayal washed over his features.

“You.” Aven’s raised sword gave a barely-there wobble as he faced his oldest friend. His throat bobbed before he managed to lock down his expression, and in a harsh but detached tone he said, “You were never Claimed, were you?”

Niyx offered three words in response, his voice low, lethal. “Not by you.”

Understanding hit Aven like a slap in the face and his raging eyes looked to Alex as, with another roar of fury, he lunged towards her again. But Niyx was there, blocking him, meeting him stroke for stroke.

Alex had never seen anything more frighteningly beautiful in her life than the sight of the two powerful Meyarins fighting each other in a blur of motion, surrounded by a bloody war of unending violence.

Rising shakily to her feet, she searched for a way to jump in and help Niyx, at least so that together they could push Aven back and earn themselves enough time to retreat on the Valispath. But whether from Niyx’s protection or Aven’s single-minded rage, neither of them gave her an opening.

What are you waiting for? Get out of here! Niyx screamed into her mind, somehow managing to communicate with her while defending against the thunderous force of Aven.

I’m not leaving you! Alex screamed back, knowing that the only way Niyx was holding up against Aven’s overwhelming power was because he could use the Eternal Path, while Aven’s feet were stuck firmly on the ground. But that didn’t seem much of a handicap, since Aven was unceasing in his attack, striking over and over again despite Niyx’s travelling manoeuvres.

JUST GO! he bellowed. I’m right behind you!

Alex knew that was a lie. She could see he was starting to buckle under the pressure of Aven’s devastating might.

Not caring how much Niyx would later yell at her for it, Alex ran forward, forcing her way past the Claimed Meyarins grabbing at her. She didn’t stop and think—she just launched herself through the air towards Aven’s back as he swung his sword in an underarm arc circling up to Niyx.

But, as if he’d planned the moment of Alex’s attack himself, Aven spun at the last second, his sword continuing to slice upwards on a kill stroke headed straight towards her heart.

Only, he didn’t make it that far.

Because Niyx appeared instantly in front of Alex and she crashed into him instead, just as he stopped Aven’s blade…

… with his own body.

Reeling backwards and then freezing in place, Alex couldn’t move when, with a sickening sound, Aven yanked his sword from Niyx’s chest and stood tall, staring at his former friend who appeared to be suspended in motion, not quite standing, not quite falling. But then Niyx’s arm lowered and his sword clattered onto the cobblestones as he stumbled a step sideways, trying to catch himself before he fell.

It was only then that Alex shoved aside her shock and leapt into motion, lunging forward to wrap her arms around him from behind. She couldn’t see the damage, but she refused to believe—she refused to believe—

“Thus is the price of betrayal,” Aven said softly, his voice like a caress as he looked piteously down at Niyx who was slumped in Alex’s arms, with her barely able to hold his heavy weight.

Aven ran his fingers lovingly along his silver-blooded, black-flamed sword as his glinting gaze came to her. “Vae’varka affords a swift death. Niyx will not suffer long. And nor shall you, dearest Aeylia.”

Delaying no longer, he sliced his sword towards her head. She didn’t have time to close her eyes, let alone attempt a defence against his weapon.

But when the dark blade was barely an inch from splitting Alex’s skull in two, a black shape surged into her peripheral vision, and she and Niyx were whirled away by Soraya in a blur of shadows and lightning, with Aven’s roar of fury echoing in their wake.


Thirty-Three

Soraya delivered them to the summit of Mount Paedris, right where Alex and Niyx trained every morning.

Disoriented by the rescue and stunned that she had escaped from being sawed in half, it took Alex a few seconds to realise Niyx wasn’t rising; to realise his body was like a dead weight on hers.

Having arrived so unexpectedly on top of the mountain, Alex was pinned under his back, so she quickly scooted out to kneel at his side, turning him carefully over to inspect the damage. She refused to consider Aven’s words about his weapon offering a swift death. Niyx wasn’t dying. He couldn’t be.

But as he looked up at her with glassy eyes set in an alarmingly pale face, his chest covered in silver blood as he panted short, shallow breaths, Alex knew it was much worse than she had imagined.

“Soraya,” Alex gasped. “I need you to go get me—”

She didn’t have to finish her request before the wolf disappeared, reappearing a few moments later with a bunch of laendra flowers in her mouth.

Slicing through Niyx’s clothes with A’enara, Alex ripped open the bulb of a flower with her teeth, her stomach churning as she saw the full extent of his injury. Hesitating only a second at the gruesome sight, she quickly smeared the nectar on his wound, silver against silver. She opened another flower, determinedly ignoring the four claw marks already scarring his chest and the déjà vu that washed over her at their repeated positions. Gently cradling his head, she murmured encouraging words to get him to open his mouth and drink.

He did so without complaint, all the while staring at her with knowing, apologetic eyes.

She didn’t understand the look until she realised that something was wrong.

His wound—it wasn’t healing.

“Kitten, there’s nothing you can do,” he rasped out.

“No,” Alex said with a firm shake of her head. She opened another bulb and lathered more laendra over his chest, certain that the extent of the damage just meant it was taking longer than normal to see any improvement. There was no Hyroa blood involved this time—nothing that should be keeping him from healing. “N-no, Niyx. You’re going to be fine. Just give it a moment.”

“I’m not, kitten. I’m dying.’

“You are not!” Alex was unable to keep the tears from welling in her eyes as she ripped off part of her undershirt, pressing it hard against his wound to stem the flow of blood. She winced when he winced, but she was still angry enough to reply, “I’ll Claim you again myself if I have to!”

“You know that won’t work,” he said quietly—and he was right. She couldn’t share her life force again with him, since they were technically already connected.

“Doesn’t matter,” she said, ignoring the full-body trembles that began shaking her frame. “You won’t need it anyway. You’ll be better any second now.”

“Aeylia, sweetheart, look at me,” Niyx said in a soft, gentle voice at odds with the pain in his amethyst eyes. It was enough to make Alex curl in on herself, but she still did as he asked and met his gaze.

Unable to keep the fear from her tone, she whispered, “Why aren’t you healing?”

His apologetic, knowing look returned, much clearer this time.

“Aven’s sword—” He stopped to hack out a horrible, gurgling cough that had Alex clutching at his torso to keep him still. “Vae’varka—it’s made from traesos, pure darkness.” He wheezed in a rasping breath. “To a Meyarin, its effects are worse than Sarnaph blood, and much swifter. Even if he’d just scratched me, it still would have been enough to—enough to—”

He started coughing again, and Alex leaned over him, dribbling more laendra into his mouth once his hacking eased. She was determined that the flower would take effect soon. It had to.

“Shhhh,” she told him, tears streaming silently down her cheeks. “Just—Just stop talking and save your strength, okay? Let the laendra work.”

He didn’t listen to her. He rarely did.

“I always knew I would die for you, kitten.”

Agony. Like a blade piercing her heart, all Alex felt at his words was pure agony.

She inhaled on a sob and ripped off more of her undershirt, switching it with the first blood-drenched wad of material as she forced words past the lump in her throat, refusing to believe that he might be right. “Quiet, Niyx.”

Again, he didn’t listen.

“I once told you that I sacrificed everything for you,” he whispered, his cold hands reaching weakly to rest atop hers on his chest, silver blood swiftly covering them both. “But you have to know, kitten, I would do it all over again for a thousand lifetimes if it meant the privilege of knowing you.”

“P-please, Niyx, s-stop talking,” Alex told him, now crying openly. “Y-you’re going t-to be f-fine.”

He coughed again, his whole torso convulsing under her hands. But even then he didn’t stop speaking. “Tell Mayra—” Another hacking breath. “Tell my sister that I love her. And that I’m sorry.”

Alex could barely see him through her tears. “T-tell her y-yourself.”

Niyx moved one blood-soaked hand until it cupped her cheek, his beautiful eyes shining as he stared up at her and whispered, “I’m so proud of you, Alexandra Jennings. So incredibly proud.”

“N-Niyx—” She choked on a sob and held his hand close to her face. “D-don’t—You c-can’t—”

His eyes unfocused and his voice faded until it was almost inaudible. “I’ll always be with you, kitten. For as long as there are stars in the sky.”

And with that, his hand became limp, his eyes drifted closed, and his chest lay still beneath her.

“N-n-no!” Alex cried, clutching at him. “P-please, Niyx! You c-can’t leave me!”

But he didn’t move. He remained still under her hands.

Lifeless.

“N-no-no-no,” Alex whispered, her voice breaking as she wrapped her arms around him, heedless of how much more blood was soaking into her clothes. “No, p-please, no!”

But no matter how much she begged, no matter how many tears she cried, she couldn’t deny the truth.

Niyx was dead.

He’d given his life to save hers, protecting her until the very end.
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Alex cried over Niyx’s body for hours.

Soraya nuzzled in at her side, howling her own lament as the two of them stayed in a grieving vigil beside him while the sun swept across the sky.

Eventually the physical and emotional backlash of everything Alex had been through that weekend caught up with her, from her fight against Trell, to her abduction and torture, to the battle at Graevale, to the devastation of losing not only William and Lady Mystique, but also Niyx, someone so precious to her that she didn’t know how she would survive without him. Overwhelmed, and also with the energy boost from the haesondel having left her system, exhaustion crashed over Alex as she cried herself into a restless sleep.

When she awoke later with her body snuggled into Soraya’s heat, it was with a much clearer head. She was able to move past the paralysing force of her grief and into a state of numbness that allowed her to recognise that it would soon be dark, and even with her Myrox-lined armour and Soraya’s thick coat protecting her, she couldn’t remain out in the cold. It was time to start moving, time to find out what had happened at Graevale after they’d left, time to make sure Caspar Lennox and Soraya had delivered her friends to safety, time to discover what horrible nightmare she would have to face next.

But before she was ready to do any of that, Alex first needed to see to Niyx.

Kneeling on the icy summit of Mount Paedris, Alex dug with her bare hands until her fingers blistered, and then kept digging as the packed snow eventually gave way to rocky ground. She was numb to the pain, physically and emotionally, focused only on the single task of laying her friend to rest in a place that was special to the both of them.

If she’d thought it would be safe, she would have returned him to their spot on the Golden Cliffs overlooking Meya, the place where she’d Claimed him. But he never would have forgiven her for risking her life like that, so Mount Paedris would have to do. He liked it here, she knew, with the view looking out over the academy, looking out over Medora. Unlike in life, in death he would be free, the entire world at his feet.

With another sob tearing from her throat, Alex continued digging, quashing the emotion and allowing the numbness to take hold again as Soraya joined her, adding her wolfy claws to help scrape away at the rocky dirt.

Alex’s nails became ragged edges. Frostbite started licking at her fingers and her skin cracked open with oozing, bloodied wounds. But she didn’t stop. She kept digging with a single-minded purpose.

When the grave was deep enough, she hardened her heart to gently—so very gently—lower Niyx down into it.

Heedless of her damaged hands, she placed the remainder of the laendra flowers on his chest, covering the evidence of his unhealed wound. Looking like this, she could almost imagine he was sleeping.

In a voice so broken that Soraya gave a soft whimper at hearing it, Alex looked down at him and whispered, “I’ll never forget you, Niyx Raedon. I c-can’t—” She sucked in a quick breath and pushed through her sorrow. “I can’t imagine life without you, but I swear by your stars that I’ll do everything I can to make sure the sacrifices you made for me weren’t in vain. What you did—What you gave—I promise to make it count.”

And with her oath, Alex gazed upon Niyx’s beautiful face one last time before she began to cover him, knowing that in doing so, the world had just lost a spark of light that could never be replaced.
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Alex sat by Niyx’s grave until the sun began setting properly in the sky, unable to bring herself to move just yet. But when Soraya, who had been nothing but patient and comforting for hours, started to become restless, Alex knew it was time to leave.

She had no idea where to go or what to do, her numbness having spread to every part of her being.

Incapable of making a decision, she trusted her wolf to know more than she did, and she reached out to wrap her fingers in Soraya’s ruff while whispering, “Please take me wherever I need to go.”

With an explosion of light and dark, the Shadow Wolf swept her away from Mount Paedris—away from Niyx—only to deliver her straight into the middle of the Tryllin palace’s war room.

Their new surroundings would have come as a shock if Alex had been able to feel anything through her heartache. But as it was, she could barely manage the smallest flicker of surprise as she took in those present in the room, all yelling at each other.

The human council was there, the king and queen, as well as Advisor Jaxon, all at the head of the oval table. Also in place were Commander Nisha, Jeera, Drock and Tyson—the four of them having seen better days, their skin and armour smeared with almost as much blood and grime as Alex.

There were others in the room—the three Shadow Walker elders; Kaysia of the Dayriders; Tork and Glyn of the Flips; and Mareek and Tibbs of the Jarnocks. They looked as awful as everyone else, something Alex took in with detached eyes.

The yelling ceased when her presence became noticed, and everyone turned to stare at her, watching as she swayed on the spot with Soraya protectively pressed against her side in silent, strong support.

It was Jeera who moved first, leaping out of her seat and hurrying over, ignoring Jaxon’s disgruntled murmur of, “What is she doing here?”

“Alex,” Jeera said, the relief evident in her voice. “We thought you were dead.”

Part of her was. Part of her was buried in a shallow grave on the summit of Mount Paedris.

“You’re covered in blood—are you hurt?”

She wasn’t hurt.

She was destroyed.

“I’m fine,” Alex lied softly, her throat raw from crying. “What’s going on in here?”

It was clear Jeera didn’t believe her, perhaps because she could hear the pain in Alex’s voice, or perhaps because her intuition was able to work around Alex’s free will. Either way, the young Warden was clued in enough to read that Alex didn’t want to talk about it—couldn’t talk about it—and she put a gentle, guiding hand on her shoulder.

“It wasn’t just Graevale that Aven attacked today,” Jeera said quietly as she led Alex towards the table. “He also launched consecutive strikes on Maroo and Nialas.”

Again, Alex couldn’t feel the shock of such news past the numbness consuming her very being.

“Take a seat and we’ll fill you in,” Jeera said, pulling out an empty chair beside her.

Alex did so and glanced around the table, meeting the openly concerned eyes of the king and queen, as well as the less obvious but still clearly worried gazes of Drock, Tyson and Nisha. She could only offer them a slow blink before focusing on the other races, all of whom, with the exception of Kaysia, were avoiding looking at her, almost as if they expected her to jump up and scream, “I told you so!”

But Alex was beyond caring that they hadn’t listened to her warnings. What was done, was done. There was no going back, no changing events that had already unfolded… no saving of lost lives. All they could do now was live with the consequences of their actions and try to move forward.

Clearing her scratchy throat, Alex asked, “If Aven attacked you all at once, how are you here now?” She kept her eyes on the elders and Kaysia and said, “Last I saw, Aven wasn’t about to retreat, not at least from Graevale.”

It was Drock who answered, his gruff voice almost comforting to her ears. “We all saw what happened with you, kid. We saw Aven swing his kill stroke. His Meyarins closed ranks before we could watch him make contact, but the roar he let loose was so loud we were sure it must have been in triumph.” His voice lowered. “It’s good to see we were wrong.”

“Everything happened quickly after that,” Tyson jumped in. “It was like Aven and his army decided to up and leave on a whim. One minute they were there, fighting—and winning— and the next they were gone.” He paused. “We presumed it was because you were dead and Aven wanted to go and bask in his victory.”

Alex more than anyone could understand their presumption, just as she knew they were now seeking an explanation.

She ran her hands along the sleek coat of Soraya who was resting on her haunches by Alex’s side, the protective position making her as tall as those seated around the table. “Soraya shadowed me away just before Aven…” She trailed off, not needing to finish, not able to finish, since it wasn’t just her who Soraya had delivered to safety.

But Alex wouldn’t think about that. Alex couldn’t think about that. And she let the numbness dig like nails deeper into her core.

“As far as we can tell,” Nisha said, picking up the story after realising Alex wasn’t going to share more, “the moment Aven and his forces left Graevale was the same moment his attacks on Maroo and Nialas ceased as well.”

“They is come. They is kill. They is go,” Tibbs said, shaking his bald head. “Bad, they is. Bad, bad, bad. Many Jarnocks die today.”

“We each had to see to our people before anything else,” Tork said quietly, the horror of whatever the Flip had witnessed both during and after the attack still fresh in his eyes. “It took many hours before we could come together here, yet none of us should be away from our cities for long. We are needed there now more than ever. But before we part ways, we must agree on a course of action.”

“Read us note,” Mareek said to King Aurileous.

Queen Osmada placed a comforting hand on her husband’s forearm as he opened a scrolled piece of Silverwood parchment and read the words aloud. Alex struggled to process what she was hearing, and it wasn’t until Aurileous passed the scroll to her that she fully realised what she was now holding.

It was a letter.

And it was from Aven.

To the mortals of Medora —
Today has offered a taste of what lies in store for your future. I showed leniency, ending the battles so swiftly, but this war has only just begun.
From here on out, I will show no mercy.
And when I am done, none shall survive my wrath.
If you seek to lay blame for your coming destruction, look no further than to she whom you consider your only hope.
But know this: Alexandra Jennings cannot save you.
No one can.
A new day is coming, swift on the wings of dawn.
—King Aven Dalmarta

Alex read the note three times before she was able to look up, finding all eyes on her again. She waited for the questions, waited for the interrogation, waited for the time when she would only offer silence in response, so far past being willing to explain. But that time didn’t come. Because Jeera spoke up before anyone else could.

“None of this comes as a surprise,” the Warden said. “Alex already warned us that Aven has a personal vendetta against all mortals, and he obviously has a deep-rooted hatred for her in particular. Of course he’s going to lay the blame on her.”

Nisha nodded and continued on from her niece, “Aven’s actions today were to incite terror amongst us, and his letter is a means to create dissent when what we need is to stand strong against this threat—and to stand together.”

“You’ve all seen the destruction he is capable of first-hand,” King Aurileous said. “It is my belief—” He broke off, then indicated to the other humans in the room. “It is our belief that the only way we will have a chance at overcoming him is if we unite as one. An alliance of the races.”

With that, Alex couldn’t take any more. Despite her earlier acceptance that there was no taking back what had already happened, she so wished they would have listened to her. Then they would have been having this conversation long before Aven’s attack. And maybe—maybe Niyx—

Alex pushed away her line of thought and shoved back her chair, causing all eyes to swing her way again.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice a dull monotone, the only thing she could manage. “I asked Soraya to take me where I needed to be, but I think I’ve heard enough for now, and I can’t imagine that you need me here while you hash out the details of whatever alliance you agree to.” She swallowed against her tear-dry throat. “I’d appreciate if someone could fill me in on your plans after they’re finalised, but for now, I need to—I need to—” Alex didn’t know how to finish, because what she truly needed wasn’t possible. “I need to return to the academy and check on my friends.”

She didn’t care if she had their permission to leave, since she’d never had their permission to arrive, but she still received nods of agreement from the king and queen, as well as Nisha. Jeera reached out to squeeze her arm, but Alex felt too cold—too numb—to feel it.

“Take it easy, kid,” Drock told her. “And rest up. You look like—”

She would never know what he was about to say, since Azalia interrupted in a whisper-soft voice, the only Shadow Walker to speak since Alex had arrived.

All she offered were six words, but they spoke volumes.

“For what it’s worth, we’re sorry.”

Clenching her jaw against snapping back in the face of the apology, Alex merely nodded her head and reached out for Soraya.

She didn’t have to give the wolf a command before they disappeared in a blur of lightning and shadows, heading back to the academy.


Thirty-Four

Darrius was waiting in the Med Ward.

Soraya delivered Alex straight there from Tryllin, the wolf somehow knowing that she was unable to stomach the sight of laendra right now, let alone use it to heal her injuries. Not when it had failed her… not when it had failed Niyx.

While Fletcher was busy working to bring life back to Alex’s frostbitten, grave-bloodied hands and healing the rest of the wounds she’d received during the battle, the headmaster quietly told her that Jordan and D.C. had gone back to Woodhaven to be with Bear and his family. Darrius also suggested Alex join them as soon as she could, excusing all four of them from classes for as long as they needed.

But Alex couldn’t go to Woodhaven.

Numb. That’s how she felt.

She couldn’t offer Bear comfort, not when all she felt was despair.

It wouldn’t be fair of her to bring her own suffering to his family, not when the Ronnigans needed strength right now.

It also wouldn’t be fair to expect the consolation her friends might offer her, not when Bear needed them, not when they would never be able to comprehend the depth of her own loss.

None of them had known Niyx in life. And because of that, none of them would understand him in death.

So after offering Darrius an emotionless briefing on what had transpired in Graevale, followed by what she’d heard at the oval table in Tryllin, Alex left the Med Ward, ignoring the concerned eyes of her doctor and headmaster. She assured them she was fine, that she was going back to her dormitory to pack before leaving to be with her friends.

She didn’t lie about going to her dorm. But after showering the memory of the battle from her skin until she was scrubbed raw, she didn’t go to Woodhaven.

She went to the Library.

Sitting curled up on the hard stone floor of the cavern with her arms wrapped tightly around her legs and Soraya’s comforting presence by her side, Alex looked across the river to the other side of the rocky space, reminiscing about the first time she’d seen the doorway back to her world. If she’d only stepped through it then, none of this would be happening.

Aven never would have returned to Meya.

Alex never would have travelled to the past.

And everything else that resulted never would have occurred.

Niyx. Lady Mystique. William. Even Skyla. Their deaths were on Alex’s hands.

Staring out into the empty cave, for the first time since arriving in Medora, all Alex wanted to do was leave. Return to Freya with her parents and forget everything she had done. Everything she had caused. Everything she would face if she stayed.

But she knew she couldn’t leave. Because while she had lost much, there was still more to lose.

Niyx was gone. But many remained. And Alex couldn’t abandon them. Even in death, Niyx would never forgive her for that.

So she sat there, staring across the river, numb to the hard ground beneath her, numb to the cool air, numb to her feelings. She just sat and tried to find the strength she needed for whatever was coming next.

“I thought I might find you here.”

Alex didn’t move her cheek from her knee, nor did she turn her unfocused eyes from the other side of the cavern as Kaiden dropped to the ground beside her.

“How did you get here?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper of raw sound as he reached across her body to give a quick pat to Soraya when she offered a soft woof of greeting.

“The Library was in a cooperative mood,” Kaiden said. His voice lowered. “I heard about what happened at Graevale. I’m sorry about Bear’s dad. And I’m sorry about Aes Daega.” His tone became a whisper as he finished, “But I’m more sorry about Niyx.”

At the mention of William, tears welled in Alex’s eyes. But when Kaiden spoke of Lady Mystique and Niyx, two people he shouldn’t know about, Alex felt like she was suffocating for air.

“Jeera told me,” Kaiden continued quietly. “She didn’t know who they were, but she was in the square at Graevale and close enough to witness your reactions to… what happened. When she offered descriptions, I knew who she meant.” He laid a comforting hand on her shoulder. “I’m so sorry, Alex.”

She turned watery eyes to him then, and in a voice that sounded fragile to her own ears, she said, “H-how do you know who they are?” She winced against the slash of pain and corrected, “Who they w-were?”

“Aes Daega I’ve met a few times through Athora. But that’s his story to share, not mine. And as for Niyx…” Kaiden trailed off and pulled something from his jacket, a piece of scrolled parchment from a Silverwood tree, handing it over.

Soraya shifted slightly as Alex slowly uncurled from her position. With a shaking hand, she took Kaiden’s offering, feeling apprehension trickle through her numbness.

“He approached me right after I returned to the academy from having those medical tests,” Kaiden said quietly. “He told me who he was to you. Your friend. Your spy. Your protector.”

Alex exhaled a shuddering breath, having been unaware that they’d ever met.

“You know that vision you had when you were in the past? The one I dreamed glimpses of?” Kaiden asked. “Niyx said he saw the whole thing, and apparently that included me being in it with you, guiding you through it all.”

Alex didn’t have it in her to feel embarrassed by Kaiden knowing the truth. They were beyond that now.

“He heard you say my name and saw that you felt safe with me,” Kaiden continued. “That was good enough for him to decide to track me down.”

Sudden realisation hit Alex from the night Niyx had said he was rooting for Kaiden when she’d never shared Kaiden’s name. He’d known about him all along—for thousands of years.

“He gave me that scroll to give to you in case anything ever happened to him.”

Another ragged breath, painful to her lungs, and her fingers tightened on the parchment.

Quietly, oh so quietly, Kaiden said, “I’ll give you a few minutes.”

And then his hand was gone from her shoulder and he was up and moving, the Library continuing to be cooperative by providing a doorway for him, leaving Alex alone with her wolf.

She didn’t want to read what was in her hand. If she read it, it might make it more real. But she also knew that if Niyx had gone to the effort of remembering Kaiden from a vision she’d had thousands of years ago and hunted him down to play messenger in the present, then she needed to at least see what was so important that he’d decided to write it down.

With shaking hands, she unrolled the delicate silvery paper.

Kitten,

One word was all Alex could manage before she had to shut her eyes, the letters burning behind her lids as she heard his voice in her mind. Kitten. Kitten. Kitten.

She choked back a sob and blocked out Soraya’s concerned whine at the realisation that she would never again hear him call her that. That she would never again hear him call her anything.

Fighting back the tears that wanted to pour forth yet again, Alex traced her fingers over the letters of his handwriting, something she had never seen before. By the time she’d followed the ‘K’ to the ‘i’ and all the way to the ‘n’ three times over, she was calm enough to try again.

Kitten,
If you’re reading this, then it’s probably because you’ve done something stupid and I’ve had to step in to save your ass. If that’s the case and I gave my life to save yours, then I need you to know I have no regrets, and I don’t want you to, either.
Protecting you has been a full-time job, one that I undertook willingly. I always knew I would die for you-

Alex had to stop again, hearing the memory of him whisper those words to her atop the mountain. She was only able to continue reading when the stabbing of her heart numbed enough that she could breathe again.

-and I can’t imagine a better way to go, or a more worthy reason to sacrifice my life.
However… I also know you’ll beat yourself up over it forever, and that is something I won’t allow you to do.
You have an extraordinary capacity to love, and you love hard, kitten. It’s what draws so many people to you, and it’s a beautiful gift that lights up the worlds of those fortunate enough to know you. Myself included.
But it also means you have an extraordinary capacity to feel the pain that comes with loss. So if you only take one thing away from this letter, let it be this: If I could do it all over again, from the moment you Claimed me, to however I meet my end, I would. A thousand times and more until eternity. Because knowing you has given me a reason to live… and a reason worthy of death.
Don’t blame yourself, kitten. I knew what I was getting into.
And now that it’s done, you need to get up and you need to keep fighting. But you also need to know that even though I’m gone, you are not alone.
Trust your friends. Trust Kyia and Zain. Trust Athora.
And trust Kaiden - he seems a good sort, and he has an impressive right hook. Trust him to look after you now that I can’t.
You saved my life when you Claimed me, kitten. And you’ve saved it every day since. It’s taken thousands of years, but thank you for finally giving me the chance to return the favour.
Eternally yours,
- Niyx.
Ps. Now stop crying and go kick some immortal ass.

A startled sob of laughter broke free from Alex amongst the tears pouring down her face at his final remark. It was so like Niyx to write such a caring letter that would tear her apart and then end it in a way to lighten her world.

It was also so like him to know exactly what she needed to hear, when she needed to hear it.

The pain of his passing was like a raw, horrible ache in her heart, but he was right. She couldn’t become paralysed by her loss. She had to keep fighting, just as she had promised him at his graveside. So with every tear she cried, each one soaking the parchment as she read it over and over, she began to let him go, little by little.

By the time Kaiden returned and sat beside her, pulling her into his arms while she cried loud, gut-wrenching tears into his chest, her numbness started fading as heat returned to her body and a steely determination took hold of her bones.

They sat like that for what felt like hours, Kaiden cradling her close. But the time came when she was eventually able to pull back and wipe her now dry eyes, carefully, so very carefully folding Niyx’s letter and pocketing it in her coat.

“Thank you for being here,” Alex told Kaiden softly, her voice still raw but not dead-sounding anymore.

He brushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear, cupping his hand to her face as he just as quietly replied, “I wouldn’t be anywhere else.”

She leaned into him again, this time with her head resting against his shoulder, accepting his warmth and strength, letting it seep life back into her, bit by bit.

And then, before she realised what she was doing, she began whispering to him. Whispering memories and stories about Niyx, things she hadn’t shared with anyone since it hadn’t been safe for others to know about him.

Word after word poured from her mouth as she told Kaiden about the bravest person she’d ever known. As she told him about the fiercest friend she’d ever had. As she told him about the most loyal protector the world would ever see.

He listened patiently, trailing a soothing hand through her hair and along her back, asking a few questions but mostly just letting her talk.

It was cathartic. Like detoxing a poison from her body. In sharing Niyx with Kaiden, she was making the memories they’d experienced together all the more real.

And she didn’t stop at Niyx. She told Kaiden everything—all about her time in the past, all about her vaeliana bond with Xiraxus and her fears of what might have happened to him, all about how it was her fault Aven had turned into a monster. But while she reminisced quietly in the shadows of the cavern, Niyx remained in the forefront of her mind as she shared how he’d been there for her throughout everything she’d faced, both in the past and present. And when she trailed off into silence, it was with a saddened heart but a smile on her lips.

“I wish I could have known him better,” Kaiden said quietly.

“He liked you,” Alex told him. She wasn’t willing to share about Niyx supporting Kaiden in his quest to tear down her walls, but she did admit, “He told me to trust you.”

Kaiden let out a soft huff of laughter. “I’ve been telling you that for ages.”

Since that was true, Alex didn’t have a response. But she also didn’t have the chance to offer one, because Soraya let out a warning rumble—something she mysteriously hadn’t done at Kaiden’s arrival—and a new voice broke into their quiet, gentle moment.

“If you two are done with this touching scene, it’s time for you to get to work.”

Alex lifted her head from Kaiden’s shoulder and placed a calming hand on Soraya’s neck as the three of them looked up at Athora.

“You have a prophecy to fulfil, Alexandra. And you won’t manage to do so while sitting here and bawling your eyes out.”

Used to his caustic attitude by now and beyond the point of additional pain, Alex wasn’t surprised that once again Athora knew more than he should.

“The prophecy is a load of rubbish,” she replied. “Everything it spoke of occurred today, and nothing happened.”

“Tell me,” Athora ordered. “Tell me what occurred today.”

Indulging him, Alex recited, “When Day and Night combine and fight against one Enemy, then Dark and Light shall meet mid-strike and set the Captives free.” She wearily gathered her thoughts and explained, “‘Day and Night’—that was the Dayriders and the Shadow Walkers who fought together against Aven, their ‘one Enemy’. The ‘Dark and Light shall meet mid-strike’—that was Aven and me crossing blades. Me with A’enara, the Bringer of Light, and him with his new weapon, Vae’varka, which is made from traesos—pure darkness.”

Kaiden jerked at that, and Alex remembered that it was he who had first mentioned the name ‘Vae’varka’ to her, having seen it written in ancient texts while he’d researched A’enara. She’d presumed it was a name of a person, but it wasn’t—it was a weapon.

A’enara and Vae’varka. Two weapons of power, one light, one dark.

Moving back to her point, Alex continued, “All of that happened, all except for the last part—the freeing of the captives. Not one damn thing changed, Athora. Not magically from some prophecy, nor from me having any idea how to use my gift to help them.”

Athora waved a hand in the air. “Your gift wouldn’t have helped anyone. Free will is something everyone is born with. Much as you might wish it so, you will never be able to share with them what they already have.”

There was a ringing sound in Alex’s ears. A ringing so loud that, for a moment, she couldn’t do anything but repeat Athora’s words over and over in her mind.

When she spoke again, it was in a voice she’d never heard come from her before. A voice filled with such fury that Soraya’s hackles rose and Kaiden rested a calming hand on Alex’s leg. But it did little good.

“You told me I would be able to share my gift with others.”

Athora sniffed. “I did no such thing. I merely said I could teach you what you needed to know. You’re the one who misinterpreted my statement.”

Blackness dotted Alex’s vision, so encompassing was her rage. “You told me you wouldn’t waste your time on a lost cause!” she all but screamed at him. “You told me that!”

“And I did not lie,” he responded, frustratingly calm in the face of her anger. “But I was not referring to the impossibility of you sharing a gift that cannot be shared.”

Jumping to her feet, Alex yelled, “Then what the hell—”

A voice rumbled around the cavern then, interrupting her before she could finish her shouted demand. It was the voice of Athora, words he’d said to her after her first official task as his student.

‘You needed to fail, Alexandra, because you needed to understand that sometimes failure is unavoidable… You needed to accept that. You needed to embrace that. And you needed to take a step forward while knowing your actions were unlikely to result in victory.’

His voice continued to echo around the rocky cave.

‘On the path ahead of you, with the challenges you are yet to face, you will see your share of failure. It is inevitable. And when it comes, you need to have the strength of character to continue on, to rise again after you fall. Because you will fall, Alexandra. Of that much, you can be sure.’

“Your first lesson with me was to prepare you for everything that would come,” the real Athora said, his monotonous voice uncaring as to her raw, emotional state.

“But—” Alex swallowed against the lump in her throat. “But everyone has been counting on me and the idea that my gift will free those who are Claimed. Why would you—” She swallowed again, this time to hold back fresh tears. “Why would you let me think it was possible if it wasn’t? What were you training me for, if not for that?”

“The prophecy,” Athora said, holding a hand up when Alex opened her mouth to demand he stay on topic. “You were wrong in your assumption that nothing happened.”

She snapped her mouth shut, waiting to hear what he might possibly say to convince her.

“At least two captives were set free as a result of the events in Graevale,” he said. “Aes Daega has long since known her time was at hand. She was sent to Medora as a gatekeeper, a sentinel to watch over those who were cast out of Tia Auras, tasked with assisting the Meyarins to thrive in this world despite their being exiled here. But as meaningful as her task was, she did not come willingly.” Uncharacteristic emotion filled his voice as he lowered it to say, “One does not live a single day amongst the splendour of Tia Auras and then choose to leave.”

Hearing the longing in his words, Alex looked at him. Really looked at him. “She’s not the only one who was sent here, was she?”

For the first time since she’d met him, Athora pushed back his hood, the dark material falling to his shoulders.

Indescribably ancient. Those were the only words Alex could think upon seeing his face for the first time. Just like Lady Mystique, his entire being radiated wisdom and knowledge beyond anything Alex could comprehend.

“No, she was not,” came his quiet answer. “The two of us were exiled with the Meyarins to watch over them. But being away from our world for so long took its toll on Aes Daega.” He paused. “It has taken its toll on the both of us.”

He raised a hand to his milky eyes that stared unseeingly out from his dark, ageless face.

“Long ago my eyes were stolen from me,” Athora said. “But I am an Oracle of my people, and he who was responsible could not truly steal my sight. Which is why, when Aes Daega was given the prophecy by one even older than we, I knew that a time would come when both she and I would be free of this world.”

There was so much there for Alex to process. But Athora didn’t give her time to do so.

“Her freedom came today, just as mine will soon follow.” His ancient face held an echo of the peace Lady Mystique had worn in her final moments. “And as for the other captive who was freed today, you already know who that was.”

A stuttered inhalation. That was all Alex would allow.

“Niyx Raedon spent a lifetime imprisoned by a cause he believed worthy of those chains,” Athora said. “Today, he was set free.”

Alex couldn’t deny the truth of his words, awful as they were.

“However,” Athora said, and Alex looked at him, hearing the strange tone to his voice. “Despite everything I’ve just said, prophecies are fickle things, and while the one we have just interpreted is valid, I do not believe it is correct. In fact, I am certain of it.”

It was Kaiden who spoke then, standing beside Alex in a show of support. “What do you mean?”

“The prophecy hasn’t yet been fulfilled,” Athora said simply, “because the key components haven’t been met.”

“But they have,” Alex argued. “Everything it said happened today.”

“They haven’t,” Athora disagreed, “because the prophecy is not regarding the Shadow Walkers and the Dayriders.”

Alex just shook her head. “You’re clutching at straws. ‘Day’ and ‘Night’—who else would it be about?”

Athora raised his hood again, covering his face, but his voice was deep with mystery when he answered. “There is a language far older than anything you can imagine, older than time itself. It was that language that called the stars into being and spoke the worlds into existence. One of those worlds was called Medora, a name that, in the ancient language, means ‘Night’. Another of those worlds was Tia Auras, a name that translates to—”

“Day,” Alex interrupted as disbelief washed over her. “You think the prophecy—the ‘Day and Night’—you think that means—”

“The reason I have been training you, Alexandra,” Athora cut in to finally circle around and answer her earlier question, “was not so you would strengthen your gift. It was so you would be prepared when the day came for what you must do next.” His hooded head tilted downwards, and she imagined his blind eyes would be capturing hers if they could. “With so few days spent training with me, you are not prepared enough for what you will face. However, the time has now come for you to step into your destiny, prepared or not.”

“Are you—Are you saying—”

“You must go to Tia Auras, Alexandra,” Athora said. “You must convince my people to join the fight for Medora. Aven is their nemesis as much as yours, the Meyarins being eternal enemies to my race. Only with their help will you be able to fulfil the prophecy and set the captives free, defeating Aven once and for all.”

Silence in the cavern, and then a strangled sound left Alex’s throat. Soraya nudged her muzzle into her limp hand, sensing her inner conflict. Kaiden on her other side remained quiet, but she could feel his tension like a tangible force.

“You—You want me to go to another world?” Alex finally managed to say. “To Tia Auras?”

In answer, Athora raised a hand and trailed it through the air. As if he’d waved a magic wand, a ripple fluttered in the empty space and an opened doorway appeared, a doorway unlike any Alex had seen. The view beyond revealed a sky full of bright, shining stars but nothing else.

“I am the last gatekeeper to my world,” Athora said. “I would go myself, but my exile forbids me to return upon pain of death.”

He made a flexing motion with his fingers and suddenly A’enara was summoned into Alex’s hand without her consent, arriving in a blaze of blue flames.

“You hold the Balance of Power in your hands,” Athora said in a quiet voice, using the name Kaiden had discovered in his research. “You were born for this task. And you must see it through.”

So much had happened in such a short amount of time. Alex couldn’t stand the idea of facing more, not now, not ever. But if Athora was right—if there was the slightest chance that the prophecy could still come to something, that those who were Claimed could be set free with or without her gift, then she had to do what she could to bring it about. Even if that meant venturing to a new, unknown world.

Sensing her rising determination, Athora nodded, and A’enara was banished once more without her deliberate decision.

“You will have to leave your wolf behind,” Athora said. “My world is no place for a creature born of both shadows and light. I shall watch over her until you return.”

His offer was unexpectedly thoughtful, but Alex still hated the idea of travelling to a world she knew next to nothing about on her own.

Kaiden reached for her hand, and when she turned to him, he said, “If you think I’m leaving you to do this on your own, you’re crazy.”

She knew the right thing to do was to object. To tell him how dangerous it could be, to come up with an excuse for why she had to go it alone. But when she opened her mouth, nothing came out. She felt the weight of Niyx’s note in her pocket and the knowledge that he had trusted Kaiden to look after her in his stead. She recalled how Kaiden had held her through her grief, listened to her stories, dried away her tears. He hadn’t left her side—and she knew he wouldn’t. So all she could do was entwine her fingers with his in silent gratitude.

Athora caught her attention again when he reached into the folds of his cloak and withdrew a ring, holding it out for her.

“You must wear this at all times,” he said, indicating for her to put it on.

Having had some experience with rings that were more than they seemed, Alex eyed it warily, but she could see nothing special about it. It was simply a dainty gold band shaped into a figure of eight—an infinity symbol—similar to the Beacon tattoo that had vanished after activation.

Still slightly hesitant, Alex released Kaiden’s hand and followed Athora’s instruction, sliding it down her right ring finger.

“Cantara des finn,” the cloaked man whispered, his lyrical words translating instantly to Alex as, ‘Hide what is’.

With wide eyes, she watched as the ring disappeared from sight—and so too did the glimmer of her golden skin.

“What…?”

She touched the space where the ring was, only to find it still there, just invisible. She pulled it from her finger, and instantly her flesh was shimmering once more.

“While amongst my people, it is imperative that you keep the ring on to hide the evidence of your vaeliana bond. At least until you no longer need to do so,” Athora told her.

“Don’t worry, I plan to always wear this from now on,” Alex said, slipping it back onto her finger and marvelling that she was no longer a radioactive freak of nature.

“There is a reason I didn’t give it to you before now,” Athora warned. “The ring draws its energy directly from you. You can wear it for a few days without consequence, but much longer than that and you will begin to feel its effects draining you. Long-term use will weaken you significantly, perhaps even lead to death. As soon as you no longer have to hide your bond, discard it and do not use it again.”

Alex blanched, wondering why he had given it to her in the first place. But he explained without her having to ask.

“It would not do well for my people to discover you have bonded with a draekon before you have proved yourself worthy of such an honour,” he said, and Alex felt a spike of anxiety at just how she was supposed to ‘prove’ herself. “They will deem you an abomination before a single word has left your mouth.”

“They sure sound friendly,” Kaiden said dryly. He, of course, couldn’t see the difference in Alex’s skin with or without the ring, but since she’d explained her bond to him earlier, he knew about it in theory.

“You are not going there to make friends,” Athora returned. “You are going there to seek aid in saving the mortals of Medora from certain death.”

Kaiden gave a quick nod, conceding his point.

Athora paused a moment, as if to make sure Alex and Kaiden truly understood the gravity of what they were about to undertake. But he needn’t have worried, since Alex certainly knew—as did Kaiden—that their mission couldn’t be more serious. The fate of the world was literally resting on their shoulders.

“As you know, in this cavern”—Athora waved a hand to the space around them—“time continues on as it does in the outside world. The same rules apply for however long you remain in Tia Auras, with time passing as is normal for both worlds. I therefore need not tell you that you’d best make haste in completing your task. Now that Aven has begun his campaign, I fear he will not wait long to move forward in carrying out his plans.”

Alex felt the same urgency, so she took a moment to wrap her arms around Soraya’s soft neck, whispering a promise to return soon—and hoping her words were true.

“Oracle I may be, but even I do not know what you will face on this path,” Athora said once Alex released the wolf. He stepped forward and laid a hand on her shoulder in an uncharacteristic show of support. “But I also do not know anyone more capable of facing it than you. Believe in yourself, Alexandra Jennings. And whatever you do, do not fail.”

With those Athora-style words of encouragement, he disappeared with Soraya, leaving Alex and Kaiden alone in the cavern, facing the most daunting doorway she had ever considered stepping into.

“Are we really going to do this?” she whispered.

Kaiden reached out and tangled his fingers with hers again. When she looked at him, he was staring at her with calm, fearless eyes. Exactly what she needed to see.

He sent her a small but confident smile and said, “I’m ready when you are.”

And with a deep breath and a purposeful stride forward, together they stepped through the doorway and ventured into the great unknown of what lay ahead.


PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

(In Alphabetical Order)

MEYARINS

Astophe Dalmarta: AS-toff Dal-MAR-tuh

Aven Dalmarta: AY-ven Dal-MAR-tuh

Cykor Raedon: SY-kor RAY-don

Eanraka Quoris: EE-an-RUH-kuh KOR-is

Faluh: FAL-luh

Gaiel Varsae: Guy-EL Var-SAY

Kosett Raedon: Koss-ETT RAY-don

Kyia Tarennia: KY-yuh Tar-EN-ee-uh

Mayra Raedon: MAY-ruh RAY-don

Naelin Tarennia: NAY-lin Tar-EN-ee-uh

Niida Dalmarta: NY-duh Dal-MAR-tuh

Niyx Raedon: Nykes RAY-don

Riza Fraelorn: REE-zuh FRAY-lorn

Roathus Lorenn: ROW-thus Loh-REN

Roka Dalmarta: ROW-kuh Dal-MAR-tuh

Skraegon: SKRAY-gon

Tohro: TOR-row

Vaera Varsae: VAY-ruh Var-SAY

Zain Erraeya: Zane Eh-RAY-uh

FLIPS

Ayva: AY-vuh

Eefi: EE-fee

Glyn: Glin

Neiko: NEE-ko

Tork: Tork

JARNOCKS

Mareek: Mar-EEK

Mietta: Mee-ET-tuh

Taka: TUH-kuh

Tibbs: Tibbs

SHADOW WALKERS

Azalia Shaw: Az-UH-lee-uh Shaw

Caspar Lennox: CAS-par LEN-nox

Radek Ganare: RAD-eck Guh-NARE

Saber Karn: SAY-buh Karn

Shirez Ganare: She-REZ Guh-NARE

Trell Roven: Trell ROW-ven

DAYRIDERS

Kaysia: KAY-see-uh

Lidael: Lid-AY-ell

Xayder: ZAY-duh

WEAPONS

A’enara: AY-eh-NAR-ruh

Vae’varka: VAY-eh-VAR-kuh

DRAEKONS

Kriidon: CRY-don

Vesaphina: Veh-suh-FEE-nuh

Xiraxus/Xira: Zeer-AX-us/ZEER-uh

Zaronia: Zuh-ROW-nee-uh

PLACES

Akarnae: Uh-KAR-nay

Draekora: Dray-KOR-uh

Durungan Ranges: Due-RUN-gan Ranges

Graevale: GRAY-vale

Mardenia: Mar-DEN-ee-uh

Maroo: Mar-OO

Meya: MAY-uh

Mount Paedris: Mount PAY-ed-riss

Nialas: Nee-UH-lass

Raelia: RAY-lee-uh

Tia Auras: TEE-uh OR-iss

Tryllin: TRILL-in


Alex’s journey will conclude in the final book of

THE MEDORAN CHRONICLES

VARDAESIA


Want to learn more about Alex’s closest friends?
Join D.C., Jordan and Bear in

WE THREE HEROES

Coming September 2018!
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