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and Graevale before embarking on the stories contained
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One

Delucia was dreaming again.

Tonight, it was a good dream. She was flying on the back of a mythical draekon, high up in the sky, the sun bathing her skin and reflecting off the crimson scales beneath her.

Glancing down, she could see the whole of Tryllin laid out, from the harbour all the way up to the palace and beyond. If she squinted past the glow of the shining city, she could almost see the balcony of her bedroom jutting out from the eastern tower. But she cast her eyes away. Right now, her life at the palace didn’t exist. Here and now, she had no responsibilities, no duties, no obligations. Soaring high above the city, she wasn’t a princess—she wasn’t the heir to the human throne of Medora. She was nothing. She was no one.

She was free.

Then the clouds swept in, stealing the sunshine, and suddenly the draekon beneath her vanished.

With the powerful beast no longer keeping her aloft, Delucia began to fall.

An endless scream left her lips as she plummeted towards the city that was no longer shining, but shadowed by darkness. Fire—there was fire everywhere, smoke rising to the heavens. It burned her skin and clogged her throat, choking her screams, allowing the cries of others to reach her ears as she fell closer and closer to the ground. The city itself seemed to be screaming in pain—along with all those trapped within it.

People—those were Delucia’s people.

And they were dying.

A thunderclap sounded, the noise so loud it pierced Delucia’s ears and drowned out the screams. Lightning streaked all around her, so bright it was blinding, taking with it the vision of the burning city. All that remained of her senses was the ringing in her ears, the scent of smoke, the wind tearing at her body, and the scorching heat of the embers that were now nearly within reach.

Her sight cleared just in time to see the single image, one almost as shocking as the end of her beloved Tryllin.

It was a man—a man standing at the steps of the palace, a crown of golden hair atop his head, eyes blazing like the fires surrounding him.

His face—Delucia had never seen such a face. He was so beautiful it hurt to look at him. And yet, she could feel the emotion pouring from him, the disgust, the loathing. It was like oil coating her skin, suffocating and poisoning her from the outside in. Because somehow she knew that this beautiful man considered her amongst what he detested. Like the city dying around them, he wished for her to suffer the same fate.

And as she fell close enough for his golden eyes to lock on hers, the last thing she saw was his satisfied expression as he witnessed her death.

[image: image]

Delucia sat up with a gasp, her hand flying to her pounding chest. Panting loudly, she tried to steady her breathing, allowing the early morning light streaming into her bedroom to soothe her.


“It was a dream,” she whispered to herself. “Just a dream.”

But… it had felt so real.

Her doubt was enough that she pushed back her covers and rose on shaking legs, staggering towards her balcony. Only when she looked upon the beauty of Tryllin laid out across the horizon did she utter a sigh of relief.

No smoke, no fire, no shadows, no storm.

Indeed, there was not a single cloud overhead, the rising sun hinting that it was going to be a glorious day.

Finally, her heartbeat began to calm. Unable to help herself, she let out a quiet laugh, wondering what had possessed her to think it had been anything other than a fantasy conjured by her sleeping mind.

“Something amusing, Princess?”

Startled, Delucia spun around to find her stern tutor at the entrance to her room. The bushy-haired woman had one grey eyebrow arched and was clearly waiting for an answer.

“Just a dream I had, Mistress Alma,” Delucia said, fidgeting with the edge of her nightgown.

“A dream?”

Delucia knew better than to answer truthfully, the warning in Alma’s voice enough to prompt caution. But she couldn’t help herself. “I was flying on a draekon, until I wasn’t, and then I saw a man, only he wasn’t a man at all.”

Alma’s eyebrow arched even higher, enough that it was like a baseless triangle resting above her eye. “A man who is not a man? What madness is this you speak?”

Delucia bit her lip as she considered the swiftly fading dream, the vision losing clarity the longer she was awake. Given the ending, she didn’t want to recall most of what she’d seen, what she’d felt. But fading or not, she still felt certain enough of her answer to say, “I think—Mistress, I think he was a Meyarin.”


Alma’s second eyebrow rose to meet her first. “Draekons and Meyarins? Gracious, child. You’re thirteen years old—such nonsense should be beyond you.” Her forehead crinkled, the lines deep with age. “I take it Master Ying is to blame for filling your mind with such tales of whimsy?”

“It was only a dream, Mistress,” Delucia said quietly, feeling a stab of worry. She didn’t want Master Ying to get in trouble—not again. It wasn’t his fault she was always begging for stories from the time when Meyarins and draekons had ruled Medora. Millennia may have passed since either of the immortal races were last seen, but unlike most humans, Ying was not as quick to dismiss or forget legends of the past. And since he was charged with educating Delucia on the history of their world—amongst other things—he was the best chance she had to learn what no one else would teach.

Of course, it helped that Ying himself was just as fascinated by the ancient immortal beings as Delucia was. She knew he would love to hear about her dream, unlike the strict Mistress Alma, who was looking at her with clear disapproval.

“Princesses do not dwell on dreams,” Alma said. “What you envision while sleeping is no one’s business but your own—and it’s to stay that way. Do you hear me?”

Delucia decided not to remind Alma that she’d only been answering the question asked of her. Instead, she ducked her head and replied, “Yes, Mistress.”

“Good,” Alma said brusquely. “Now get dressed, child, or you’ll be late for breakfast.”

As Alma turned and left the room, Delucia looked out at the view again, a sense of melancholy settling over her. While the latter half of her dream had turned into a nightmare, the beginning had been wonderful. The sense of freedom she’d felt while soaring the skies—oh, how she longed to close her eyes and return to that moment.


But… the joy of her memory was fleeting, overshadowed by the horrors that had happened at the end—horrors that were still affecting her, since her pulse, while much calmer, had yet to ease into a resting heart rate. The man—the Meyarin—the way he’d looked at her… Delucia had felt his hatred. Just as she’d felt his pleasure when she’d met her end.

Shuddering, she turned from the view, determined to let go of the lingering dream.

This wasn’t the first time a vision had affected her so. She’d been a vivid dreamer for as long as she could remember, and she often awoke with clear memories of what her subconscious mind had experienced while sleeping. It was just… lately, her dreams had left her feeling… different. Not necessarily a bad kind of different, just different. Especially on the days when her dreams were… more than dreams.

Delucia hadn’t told anyone, but at least three times so far over the summer, she’d had dreams that had come true. Small, inconsequential things, for the most part. Like when she’d dreamed that Warden Cassidy would be retiring from her position as head of the Shields, with Commander Nisha promoting Warden William into the role. That had happened in real life not two days after Delucia had already seen it—in her sleep.

Then there was the time she’d dreamed about Advisor Jaxon scolding his grandson Declan for wearing a wrinkled shirt while visiting the palace, with Jaxon so lost in his tirade that he’d missed a step and tripped down the stairs, breaking his ankle. Delucia had never liked the surly advisor, but she’d still felt bad when that dream had come to pass, wondering if perhaps she should have sought to warn him.

Lastly, just three days ago, Delucia had dreamed that a small delegation would be visiting the palace from the coastal city of Harovell—and indeed, that very morning, she had awoken to hear the news from her father that guests would be arriving that evening and staying with them for the following ten days.

Delucia wasn’t sure what to make of her dreams—of her premonitions. Once was a fluke, twice was a question mark, but three times? And with each occurrence offering such specific detail? She was beginning to wonder if she should tell someone. Not that she knew who, exactly, she should share her concerns with.

It wasn’t a question of who might believe her; she was a princess, after all. No, it was a question of who might fear for her sanity. That was why she had remained silent so long—that, and the niggling doubts she felt about her own recollections.

If nothing else, she found comfort in knowing that her most recent dream wasn’t one that foretold future events. Mistress Alma had been right about the nonsense her sleeping mind had conjured—draekons and Meyarins had long since been lost to the past.

“Princess! Why are you still standing there?”

Delucia jumped at Alma’s voice, the tutor having returned only to find Delucia right where she’d left her.

“Your parents and their guests are waiting for you in the north tower. Goodness, child, stop daydreaming and get a move on.”

Delucia offered a quick apology and hurried towards the clothes her attendants had laid out during the night. Being the height of summer, she was relieved to find a simple skirt and top combination, paired with comfortable sandals. In seconds, she was dressed and wrangling her deep red hair up into a ponytail as she rushed after Alma and out of her room.

While Mistress Alma was officially considered a tutor in what Delucia considered ‘Princess Studies’—deportment, etiquette, literature, music and the arts—she was also in charge of Delucia’s day-to-day schedule. She was more a royal nanny than a tutor, someone the king and queen trusted to manage Delucia and make sure she was where she needed to be, when she needed to be there.

Like right now—when Delucia was meant to be at breakfast with her family.

As the human rulers of Medora, her parents were always busy. But when it was within their power, they made sure to start the day by spending time with their daughter.

Normally, Delucia treasured their daily breakfasts—the only dedicated family time she was almost always guaranteed to have with them. While her classes with Mistress Alma and Master Ying were on hold for the summer, meaning she had plenty of free time up her sleeves, her parents were afforded no such holiday from their royal obligations. They weren’t just hers—they belonged to the whole of Medora. Just as Delucia herself did, and would even more when the time came for her to take over the throne.

That day, however, was long into the future. For now, Delucia had to settle for sharing her parents with the rest of the world, something she was able to do without resentment because she knew just how much they loved her. That, and they always made sure that the time they spent with her, brief though it might sometimes be, was without distraction. Their breakfasts were for them. As a family.

… Except on the rare occasion that others joined them. Like yesterday. And today. And the rest of the coming week.

There was a reason Delucia was dragging her feet along the corridors, why she wasn’t eager to reach the north tower like most other mornings. And that was because, part of the delegation who had arrived would be dining with them again—the group from Harovell whose visit she had dreamed.

That dream wasn’t the first time she’d seen them.

She’d met them before. Just the once. Five years ago.


They’d stayed longer than ten days that time. And when they’d finally returned to their city on the west coast, they’d done so only after teaching Delucia some hard truths—truths she had spent the last five years living by.

Truths she would carry with her for the rest of her days.

“Now remember, child,” Mistress Alma said as they reached the doors to the dining parlour—a much smaller space than the banquet hall that was used for more official events. “Princesses are always gracious hosts.”

And with that, the tutor gave Delucia a nudge through the doorway, leaving her to continue forward on her own.

She was late—Alma hadn’t been wrong about that. All eyes swung her way as she walked towards the table filled with food, the smell reaching her nose and causing her stomach to growl. But at the same time, that very stomach was also clenching with dread at what was before her—at who was before her.

Head high, back straight, eyes forward. Delucia mentally chanted Alma’s repeated teachings as she placed one foot in front of the other, determined not to reveal that she was shaking on the inside. Rage, hurt, betrayal, humiliation—everything she’d felt five years ago had returned to the forefront of her mind. She couldn’t even look at him—at the person responsible for all that she was feeling. Instead, she focused on her parents, both seated at the head of the table.

“Mother, Father,” Delucia said as she approached. “I apologise for my tardiness.”

Such formality was normally overlooked during their daily breakfasts. They were a family—they didn’t stand on ceremony when it was just the three of them. But since they weren’t alone today, Delucia knew that she wasn’t only their daughter this morning; she was the princess of Medora. And she had a role to play.


Gritting her teeth, she moved her gaze to the two others seated at the table. The first wasn’t that hard to look at.

“Lady Nerita, I trust you slept well?”

The High Court judge of Harovell offered Delucia a small smile, her blond hair catching a ray of sunlight streaming in from the overhead windows, resulting in an almost angelic effect. “Indeed, I did, Princess. Thank you.”

Delucia offered a short dip of her chin before summoning the courage to turn to the boy seated to Nerita’s left.

“And you as well, Lord Maxton?”

It took every iota of diplomacy within Delucia to resist reaching for the water jug and tipping it over Maxton’s smug head when his lips curved up in a hateful smirk. He knew exactly how hard it was for her to maintain any level of civility while in his presence, yet he was determined to make it even more challenging for her.

“I could have slept better,” he drawled. “There’s a draught in my room.”

Delucia dug her fingernails into her palms, careful to keep her reaction out of sight. If they were alone, she would tell him that it was the middle of summer and any lack of warmth he felt was merely due to his own cold heart. But since they were in company, her response had to be much more courteous.

“I’m sure we can have you moved to a new room.” The kennels, perhaps, so he could be amongst his own kind. Though, Delucia wouldn’t wish his presence upon the poor dogs. No one deserved such miserable company.

“No need, Princess,” Maxton said, the smirk still on his face. “We’re only here for the rest of the week. I’ll find a way to endure it.”

Delucia was already counting down to the end of his visit. Inwardly, she prayed that the next seven days would fly by. Outwardly, she pasted a smile on her face and dipped her head again, before taking the seat to her father’s right—a position that was, unfortunately, directly opposite Maxton.

Sharing the same light hair colour as his mother, along with her blue eyes, it was easy to note the resemblance between the two. But while Nerita’s features were filled with kindness, her son’s expression held nothing but thinly veiled contempt. It was easy to miss—Delucia was certain he had everyone else fooled.

Just like he’d had her fooled.

Everything about him portrayed the poster child of perfection. The doting son, the generous friend, the person everyone wanted to spend time with.

It was all a lie.

But five years ago, Delucia hadn’t known that. And within seconds of meeting him, she’d fallen completely under his spell.

For the first eight years of her life, she’d never had any real friends. She’d grown up a princess, her closest companions being the stern Mistress Alma and the passionate Master Ying. There were very few children who visited the palace, and those who did—blood relations of the servants, advisors, counsellors and military leaders—all treated Delucia with the respect owed to her station. She wasn’t a girl to them, she was a princess. It made forming personal relationships all but impossible.

There were, of course, the maids who attended her, but they came and went as often as the weather turned. Delucia had only ever managed to grow close to two of them—Annelyse and Bahrati—but that hadn’t… ended well. And once they’d left the palace, Delucia had been careful to maintain distance from any of her new maids, knowing they would only leave when their tenure was up and never look back.

Eight years was a long time to go without having a true confidante outside of her family, so when Delucia heard that a boy her age was coming to stay at the palace for a number of weeks, she’d begged her parents to keep her identity a secret. She was lonely—so lonely—and she’d wanted just one chance to make a real friend, someone who would treat her like a normal girl. Of course, she’d known he would learn the truth eventually, but she’d only wanted a few days, certain that was all it would take, and then her royal status wouldn’t matter. They’d be friends by then, true friends—best friends—and her being a princess wouldn’t change that.

In the end, she was right. It wasn’t her title that changed anything.

Because Maxton had known all along who she was.

And he’d played her, from the very beginning.

He’d earned her trust, earned her adoration. And then he’d used it all against her, betraying her in the worst possible way.

“It’s such a beautiful day,” Queen Osmada said, her gentle tone easing the tension Delucia felt bunching at her shoulders. At least, until the queen added, “Perhaps Maxton would like to go riding through the gardens with Delucia after breakfast? She goes every morning in the summer—if she had her way, I’m convinced she would choose to live in the stables.”

Nerita chuckled softly along with the queen, but dread was filling Delucia, like a vice wrapping around her chest.

“Actually, Mother,” she said quickly before anyone else could speak, “I already have company for today’s ride.” She managed to summon what she hoped looked like an apologetic smile when she turned to Maxton and said, “Perhaps another morning.”

That morning would never come, if she had anything to say about it. She’d lie through her teeth if it meant avoiding him as much as possible for the next seven days. Then he’d be gone, and she could breathe freely again.

“Such a shame,” Maxton drawled, reaching for a cinnamon roll and tearing it apart with his fingers. There was a mean spark in his eyes when he added, “We both know how much I enjoy visiting the stables and spending time with the horses.”

Delucia couldn’t stand to look at him anymore. Her hands were shaking as she reached for her fork and stabbed the metal into the omelette on her plate, using considerably more force than was necessary. She winced at the scrape of steel against porcelain, hoping no one else noticed.

“I’ve no doubt that my son will be able to entertain himself, just as he has the last three days,” Nerita said, sipping from her teacup. Her words held no accusation, but they still caused both the king and queen to look at Delucia with disapproval.

She knew the reason for their censure. Mistress Alma’s final words hadn’t been a reminder—they’d been a warning: ‘Princesses are always gracious hosts.’

Delucia had been anything but gracious to Maxton since his arrival.

Upon first laying eyes on him three days earlier, she’d refused to offer a single word of greeting, ignoring the pointed looks from her parents. Duty had required that she maintain an air of cordiality, especially given Nerita’s importance as a High Court judge. But seeing Maxton’s arrogant smirk had raised her hackles enough that she’d had to spin on her heel and storm from the room lest she follow through on her overwhelming desire to slap the smug look right off his face.

The two days since then had seen little improvement to her disposition, though she’d managed to sit through both tension-filled breakfasts much as she was today, only doing so by remaining as silent as possible and focusing on her meal.

She knew her parents were concerned by her behaviour. Her mother had sought her out after supper last night, and Delucia had offered a vague excuse about clashing personalities. Osmada, however, had seen through the lie to the pain underneath, yet she’d thankfully not pressed for further details. Instead, she’d gathered her daughter into her arms, her physical touch soothing Delucia more than any words ever would. When the king had joined them soon afterwards, he’d asked no questions, simply wrapping his arms around Delucia and holding her close.

Despite the comfort her mother and father offered freely in private, she knew she was expected to step into her princess shoes and offer companionship to Maxton as a guest of the palace. Her parents didn’t know why it was so difficult for her, why she didn’t want to be anywhere near him. If she told them, she knew they’d understand. But she was too ashamed to share. The hurt and the betrayal—five years later and it had barely faded. If anything, it had only increased, along with the walls of stone around her heart.

“Lord Maxton might want to consider a trip into the city today,” Delucia suggested to no one in particular while cutting into her side of bacon. “The markets are always enjoyable at this time of the year.”

“Indeed, they are,” King Aurileous said, pouring a glass of juice and handing it to Delucia before turning to Maxton. “It’s easy enough to organise a Warden escort if you’d like to venture out for the day?”

In response, Maxton raised a haughty eyebrow at Delucia and said, “Perhaps I’ll wait until the princess is free to accompany me.”

Having just taken a mouthful of juice, Delucia barely managed to keep from spraying it all over the table. She quickly swallowed, prompting a coughing fit—which gave her the time she needed to think of a suitable reply. Preferably one that didn’t involve launching over the dishes and stabbing Maxton with her butter knife.

She had no idea what in the name of Medora he was thinking, saying something like that. She knew he despised her—she’d heard the truth from his own lips five years ago.


‘… worthless, gullible, snooty little princess. No wonder she doesn’t have any friends—who would want to be stuck spending time with that spoiled royal brat? No one, that’s who.’

She could still hear his mocking laughter ringing in her ears, just as she could hear the laughter of those he’d been entertaining with his stories—her young maids, Annelyse and Bahrati amongst them, as well as a plethora of stable and kitchen hands, and other children born to the palace servants. All of them were kids she had tried to befriend at one point or another, with none but Annelyse and Bahrati ever making her think she had a chance of friendship with them. And those two… well, in that moment, Delucia had understood that she’d never had a chance with them, either, since Maxton had already claimed their attention. His charisma, his magnetism—people wanted to be close to him. Delucia hadn’t been able to dredge up any blame towards the two girls, not when she herself had fallen into the same trap. And that trap—that desire for Maxton’s companionship—had left her wide open for the hateful things he’d said that day, and for the hurtful responses from those listening.

The laughter—she would never forget their laughter as they’d listened to Maxton explain that Delucia had believed he was her best friend, how she had shared things with him that she’d never told anyone else. Her hopes, her dreams, her very heart—he knew it all. She’d laid herself bare to him. For him.

And it was all true. Because Maxton had been everything to her, filling the gaping hole of loneliness she’d felt all her life.

At least, until that day, that moment, when his words and laughter had smashed her vulnerable eight-year-old heart to pieces.

She never would have known if she hadn’t arrived at the stables early, excited for their ride together that morning. She never would have known if she hadn’t searched for Annelyse and Bahrati beforehand, only to find them keeping company with her supposed best friend. She never would have known if she hadn’t paused upon the sound of voices and raucous laughter, only to hear the hideous, hideous things being said—about her.

Sometimes she wondered how long Maxton would have let his ruse of friendship continue if she hadn’t discovered him first. But the moment she’d stepped out of the shadows with tears in her eyes and he’d realised he’d been caught, he hadn’t so much as tried to feign an apology. Annelyse and Bahrati—they’d at least looked ashamed, and within a week, the two maids had left the palace of their own accord. But Maxton… he’d just smirked that awful smirk—one she’d never seen before that day—and she’d known. None of it had been real for him. Everything they’d shared had been fake.

“Sadly, my week is rather full,” Delucia lied smoothly, her voice slightly hoarse from having just coughed up her tonsils—and from the emotion she was fighting to keep contained as the memories threatened to overwhelm her. “If you wish to see the markets before you leave, you’ll be better off planning a trip without me.”

“Sweetheart, surely you can find some time for Lord Maxton?” King Aurileous said, a gentle reprimand in his tone.

Delucia couldn’t keep from shooting pleading eyes towards her mother.

Osmada was no fool—she read the panic on Delucia’s face and placed a hand on Aurileous’s forearm. Her kind eyes moved from her daughter to her husband and then to their guests before she fibbed, “Unfortunately, Delucia’s schedule is indeed demanding over the next few days. Mistress Alma likes to keep her busy during the summer months to ward off boredom.” She then offered to Maxton, “Should you visit again, we’ll make sure to set some time aside for you to enjoy the pleasure of each other’s company.”


Delucia wondered if her omelette was going to make a reappearance, such was the sick feeling in her stomach at the very thought of having to endure another visit. And yet, she kept her features serene, mirroring the slight smile her mother offered, while hoping her face wasn’t as green as she felt it surely must be.

“I’ll look forward to our return, then,” Maxton said, his tone laced with dark humour.

Delucia didn’t need to look at him to know he was deliberately trying to rile her. To her shame, it was working. But she needed only to get through this breakfast—and seven more—before he was gone. And if she ever dreamed of his coming again, on the off chance that it just might come true, she’d be sure to disappear from the palace or claim an illness so as to never see him again.

If nothing else, her experience with Maxton had taught her a valuable life lesson, one that she was grateful for, in hindsight. Annelyse and Bahrati had driven the point home, but it was Maxton to whom Delucia gave credit for what she had discovered.

Thanks to them—thanks to him—she’d learned the truth: that she could trust no one.

For eight years, all she’d wanted was a true friend. And when she’d thought she’d finally made one, he’d shown her exactly why she was better off on her own. Friends were nothing more than people with the power to hurt those whom they were meant to protect. And that day in the stables, Delucia had learned that once and for all.

Never again would she let anyone into her heart. Because people did nothing but let each other down.

Delucia had her family. She needed no one else.

She wanted no one else.

Not anymore.

And never again.






Two

Delucia hadn’t been lying when she’d claimed to have company planned for her ride that morning—company that gave her a good excuse to hurry through what remained of her breakfast before taking her leave of the parlour. She did so while ignoring the concerned looks from her parents and avoiding Maxton’s smug gaze entirely.

Hurrying back through the richly decorated hallways to the eastern tower and up the golden staircases to her bedroom, Delucia was quick to don her riding clothes before skipping back downstairs and out the rear entrance of the palace, heading towards the stables.

Like every other day, she allowed the dusty scent of pine and hay to wash over her, breathing in deeply and finding peace in what the smell represented. Horses didn’t throw hateful words and stinging betrayals. Horses offered soft nickers and whiskered kisses—the perfect balm for any inner turmoil.

“I was beginning to wonder if I’d be riding by myself today, Princess.”

Delucia allowed a small smile to settle on her lips as she stepped further into the stable complex and turned towards the owner of the voice.

“Sorry, Jeera. Breakfast ran longer than usual.”

Jeera James, the eighteen-year-old niece of Medora’s military commander, accepted Delucia’s excuse without comment, her only response being to offer a respectful bow once she had the princess’s full attention.

Years ago, Delucia had been frustrated by the clear line Jeera carefully maintained between them. No matter how many times Delucia had tried to befriend the other girl or asked to be treated like any other person, Jeera remained adamant about keeping a professional distance. It used to hurt—adding to the loneliness Delucia felt. But now she understood better, especially since she knew that once Jeera was finished with her education at Akarnae Academy, she planned to join the Warden service—a position that would require her to treat Delucia as a princess at all times. It was a shame, since Jeera was one of the few younger girls who had spent much time around the palace while growing up, and if she’d had any other career in mind, Delucia liked to think they might have been friends.

Of course, that was before Delucia had decided she was better off without any friends.

Even so, she was pleased to be in Jeera’s company once again now that Akarnae was closed for the summer holidays, even if the other girl already acted like a Warden-in-training.

“I brought Dancer in from the field, but I know you like to groom her yourself, so she’s waiting for you in her stall,” Jeera said, indicating down the aisle. “I’m taking Onyx out today. Stablemaster Corbin said he could use a good ride.”

“And what about—”

Before Delucia could finish her question, the clop, clop, clop of horseshoes on cobblestones met her ears, and she turned to find the chestnut-coloured Admiral walking their way, led by the Warden escort appointed for their morning ride.

“Princess Delucia,” William Ronnigan greeted, offering a bow—one that turned into a stumble when Admiral head-butted the Warden’s shoulder, overbalancing him.


“Good morning, Warden William,” Delucia returned, unsuccessful in hiding her smile. Of all the Wardens in service to the crown, William was one of her favourites, the man as kind as he was intelligent. But he was also perhaps one of the most unskilled horsemen she’d ever encountered. It never failed to amuse her, though she did feel sorry for him at times—such as right now, when Admiral was snuffling at his collared uniform, ignoring William’s shooing gestures and instead sinking his big teeth into the black material and tugging hard enough to tear the seam.

Delucia covered her mouth quickly, hoping William was too distracted by fending off Admiral’s continued assault to have caught her quiet laugh.

The Wardens were on a rotating roster when it came to accompanying her on her morning rides—something she believed was unnecessary, but Commander Nisha remained adamant about allocating them as protective detail. While Delucia only ever rode through the palace grounds, the gardens that backed onto the forest and down to the coastline were extensive enough that there was an element of danger, should an intruder break through the wards and trespass upon the royal lands. The king and queen allowed Delucia as much freedom as was deemed safe, but even they were firm about her always having someone along for security purposes, ready to Bubble her away at the first sign of trouble.

William, while an uncommonly graceless horseman, was always wonderful company. And Delucia was delighted that both he and Jeera would be riding with her today.

Leaving the Warden to battle his playful steed and Jeera to hunt down and ready Onyx, Delucia travelled up the aisle, patting the noses of the stabled horses until she arrived at Dancer’s stall.

“Hey, pretty girl,” Delucia cooed as she unlatched the door and entered, earning a soft whinny of greeting in response.


Dancer—or Moon Dancer, as her full name was—had been a gift from the king and queen for Delucia’s ninth birthday. That year had been difficult for her, with the aftermath of Maxton’s betrayal and her realisation that she would never truly be able to trust anyone. Added to that, just weeks before her birthday, she’d been abducted from the palace grounds during a state dinner and held for ransom. Her kidnappers had drugged her with a strong sedative, and even now her memory of that night was fuzzy. It was only thanks to Commander Nisha’s best Wardens that she’d been rescued within minutes, and suffered no lasting harm. But the abduction had frightened her parents enough that they’d made the decision that she would no longer attend public functions, not until she was old enough to defend herself. With her hidden from the public eye, no one would be able to identify her as she grew older—and thus, no one outside of the palace would know who ‘the princess’ was in order to kidnap her.

Since that only meant less people for Delucia to meet and ultimately be hurt by, she hadn’t been upset by her parents’ decision. In fact, she’d been grateful for it, since she could remain within her own bubble at the palace, keeping to herself. But try as she might, there had still been an ache of loneliness within her—something that had eased slightly on that birthday when she’d been led to the stables. It was there that she’d first seen the stunning dappled-grey filly with the bright red bow tied around her arched neck—a sight that had prompted her to burst into tears.

Together with the stablemaster, Delucia had been involved in every step of the mare’s training. Dancer was more than just a horse to Delucia—she was like family. And she was much better than most human companions, of that Delucia was certain.

Chatting quietly to the mare as she groomed and saddled her, Delucia was soon leading Dancer out of the stall and down the aisle until they were outside where William and Jeera were already mounted and waiting. Admiral’s head was drooping low to the ground and he looked like he was about to drop off to sleep, while Onyx was prancing and jittery, with Jeera’s attention focused on keeping the gelding under control.

In one swift move, Delucia was atop Dancer, settling into the saddle and gathering her reins.

“Where to today, Your Highness?” Jeera asked, her hands soft and her back straight as she sought to settle her mount.

“He looks like he needs a good gallop,” Delucia said, gesturing towards the agitated Onyx, “so I vote we head down to the beach.”

Jeera looked excited, but William released a long-suffering—and nervous-sounding—sigh.

Delucia took pity on him and said, “I’m afraid you’ll have to sit out most of the fun since Admiral is still recovering from spraining his fetlock last month. Nothing more than a light canter for you, or Stablemaster Corbin will have our heads.”

William hadn’t been promoted to leader of the Shields for no reason—the man saw what others didn’t. Delucia had no doubt he knew she was letting him off easy, and the grateful smile he sent her way confirmed as much.

It was just as the three of them began to head in the direction of the topiary gardens—a shortcut leading to the stream they would follow all the way through the forest and to the private sandy cove—when once again Delucia heard the sound of clip-clopping hooves, these ones moving at a swift trot.

She turned around in her saddle, her spine stiffening when she saw who was approaching.

“I know you said you already had company,” Maxton said from atop his striking black gelding, “but then I thought, the more the merrier, right?”


Delucia couldn’t even form a sentence, stunned as she was by the realisation that he intended to join them. During their conversation at breakfast, she had made it perfectly clear that he wasn’t invited. So for him to have completely ignored her wishes… that was just so purely Maxton. The expression he now wore—that infuriating smirk—revealed as much. No explanation was necessary; Delucia knew he was there for one reason only: because he knew perfectly well that the last thing she wanted was to be anywhere near him.

“Lord Maxton, does your mother know you’re out here?” William asked. His eyes weren’t on the boy, though. He was instead watching Delucia, observant enough to note her tension.

“My business is my own, Warden,” Maxton said, his tone brimming with contempt. “My mother doesn’t need to know my every move—and I’ll thank you to remember your place and only speak to me if I so wish.”

That was enough to snap Delucia from her silence, and she opened her mouth to demand he apologise to the Warden. William was one of the top ranking military leaders in the whole of Medora. His position was considerably higher than anything Maxton could ever dream to hold, and despite being appointed as Delucia’s protective detail for the day, he still deserved to be treated with the utmost respect.

However, before she could get a single word out, Jeera got in first.

“I heard you were back, Lord Maxton,” she said, her drawl more disdainful than anything he had ever managed. “Pity you didn’t bring some manners with you this time. But then again, some things can’t be bought with Mummy’s money.”

Delucia’s mouth dropped open.

Maxton was shocked enough to splutter, “How dare you—”


“It’s a good thing we’re already down at the stables,” Jeera interrupted, not at all concerned by Maxton’s darkening features. “This way you can be taken away with the rest of the dung.”

An inelegant snort burst from Delucia, her surprise at Jeera’s insult too great to suppress.

Maxton looked like he was about ready to launch from his horse and topple Jeera to the ground. “You think you’re safe because of your aunt, Jeera James?” He sneered. “Think again.”

“Empty threats,” Jeera said, removing one hand from her reins and giving a dismissive wave. “We’ve been here before, Maxy-boy. Do you really need a reminder of what we talked about five years ago?”

Maxton paled, his reaction startling Delucia, especially when his eyes jumped to her and away again.

“If you want, I can hunt down Kaiden and Declan, since I’m sure they’d be happy to have another chat with you,” Jeera continued, her words bland but there was a clear threat in her tone. “Especially since you being here right now means you didn’t listen to our warning.”

Jeera gave a pointed dip of her forehead towards Delucia, holding Maxton’s eyes the whole time.

Delucia wanted to ask what was going on, what she was missing. A strange feeling was worming its way through her—a hint of suspicion at what they might be circling around. But before she could utter a word of question, William cleared his throat.

“All right, you two. That’s enough,” he said, quietly but firmly. “Lord Maxton, without consent from Lady Nerita, I’m afraid I can’t allow you to come with us. Princess Delucia’s safety is my priority, and if you were to join our group, we would require a second Warden to keep an eye on you.”

“Then just go and get—”


“And unfortunately,” William interrupted before Maxton could finish his order, “the other palace Wardens are all busy this morning.”

That much, Delucia knew to be untrue, since she’d walked past at least three Wardens on her way down to the stables, none of whom had seemed particularly overwhelmed by their workloads. She said not a word of disagreement, however, and she would have reached over and hugged William if she hadn’t feared he would lose balance and fall right off his horse.

“Once the three of us have returned, I can organise for another escort to take you out,” William said. “Presuming, of course, that you still wish to enjoy the trails later in the day.”

Scowling, Maxton shot a glare at William and then at Jeera before wrenching on his reins and giving his poor gelding a harsh kick, taking off the way he’d come without another word. Not once during his exit did he look at Delucia—something that she found both a relief and a concern.

“What was that about?” she wondered aloud, but neither William nor Jeera had any answers for her.

“My rear is already beginning to ache and we’ve barely left the stables,” William said instead. “Let’s get a move on, shall we?”

Benching her uncertainty—for the moment—Delucia trailed after Jeera as she led the way down the path, crossed the babbling brook, and followed the growing stream along the edge of the forest. Only when the trees opened up to a cove offering a private stretch of beach protected within the palace’s wards did they come to a halt.

William slid from Admiral’s back, groaning quietly when his feet settled on the sand. He grimaced as he rubbed his backside, muttering under his breath about how it was a good thing he didn’t intend on having any more children, since he feared that option was now lost to him.


Delucia had to hold her breath to keep from laughing, and when she caught Jeera’s gaze, she saw the same amusement in the other girl’s bright blue eyes.

“Are—um—are you all right, Warden William?” Delucia managed to ask around her bubbling humour.

“Nothing copious amounts of ice won’t fix,” he replied, his strained tone still jovial despite his clear discomfort.

Admiral butted him on the shoulder again, and William attempted a stern glare at his mount, but he couldn’t hold the expression, giving in and petting him on the nose instead.

“The beach may be private, but warded or not, I want the two of you to stay in sight at all times,” William told them. “Agreed?”

Both Delucia and Jeera nodded before they left him at the tree line and headed down to the shore, wading into the water and allowing their horses to stomp through the shallows.

Alone now, Delucia finally had the chance to ask the questions that had been burning within her during their ride.

“What happened back there with Maxton?” she asked, stopping Dancer from venturing too deep into the water. The cove offered protection from the powerful waves found at some of the other Tryllin beaches, but the calmer water of the royal bay still held a strong undercurrent that she was always careful to be wary of.

“The little turd needed to be put in his place.”

Delucia blinked, surprised by Jeera’s candour. Normally the other girl wasn’t so outspoken—at least not in Delucia’s presence.

“What he said to William—you were right to chew him out like that,” Delucia said, meaning it wholeheartedly.

Jeera snorted. “Warden William can handle himself, Princess.”

Delucia’s brow furrowed. If Jeera’s verbal attack hadn’t been in defence of William, then…


“What did you mean at the end, when you spoke about Maxton’s last visit?” Delucia asked. “When you both kept looking at me?”

Jeera didn’t respond.

Throat tightening, Delucia fidgeted with the leather of her reins and said, “You mentioned Kaiden and Declan, and something about a warning Maxton had ignored. Jeera—” Delucia swallowed. “Jeera, what was that about?”

Again, Jeera didn’t say anything. All she did was rub a soothing hand down Onyx’s neck as the horse pawed the water with his hooves.

“Please, Jeera,” Delucia whispered, her voice barely audible over the sound of the wind and the lapping waves. “I need to know.”

Sighing, Jeera finally looked across at her and admitted, “You weren’t the only one who overheard Maxton talking about you that day in the stables, Your Highness.”

Delucia felt as if she’d been kicked in the stomach. Embarrassment prompted blood to pool in her cheeks, and through stiff lips she asked, “How many others?”

“Just the three of us,” Jeera said. “Kaiden, Declan and me.”

Her voice held no pity, and for that Delucia was grateful. But she was also mortified, having thought the situation had been contained to Maxton and the small group of older children who she now rarely, if ever, saw around the palace, most of whom were too ashamed to show their faces again. But learning that Commander Nisha’s niece and nephew, and Advisor Jaxon’s grandson, had all witnessed the single most humiliating moment of her life… Delucia wanted to curl up in a ball and hide from the world. Preferably forever.

“Everything he said about you, Princess—you have to know none of it was true.”


Delucia barely heard Jeera’s words, with nothing penetrating the walls she’d built around her heart. Instead, she whispered, “You said something about a warning?”

A beat of silence met her question, until Jeera sighed again and admitted, “We may have… confronted Maxton afterwards. Making sure he knew never to speak about you like that ever again.”

Delucia closed her eyes, unable to reconcile all that she was feeling. Part of her wondered if Jeera, Kaiden and Declan had only come to her defence because they’d felt sorry for her. But another part was touched that they’d done so, since they’d had nothing to gain from it. Only a chance meeting today had led to her ever learning about what they’d done on her behalf.

Like Jeera, Delucia had known Kaiden and Declan for most of her life, with them having visited the palace numerous times over the years. The two boys had always been kind to her—but like everyone else, they had also been careful to treat her like a princess. Had Maxton not taken away all desire for friendships, Delucia wondered if she would have grown closer to the two boys as they all grew older. Now, however, she wondered if she would ever be able to look them in the eye again.

“We never wanted you to know,” Jeera said quietly, reading the emotions she saw playing out over Delucia’s face. “We only wanted to make sure that if he ever returned, he knew not to mess with you again.”

At that, Delucia managed to shake off her embarrassment enough to say, “So much for that happening.”

Jeera made an aggravated sound, but before she could say anything, Delucia quickly assured her, “It’s not that bad this time, Jeera. I’m just aiming to get through the next seven days by avoiding him as much as possible. Then he’ll be gone.”

“And good riddance,” Jeera said. “Hopefully it’ll be another five years before he returns again.”


“Or longer,” Delucia said.

“Or longer,” Jeera agreed.

Exhaling loudly, Delucia looked out to the horizon and managed to say, “Thank you, Jeera. You and your brother and Declan—you guys didn’t have to stand up for me.”

“We didn’t have to,” Jeera agreed. “But we wanted to.”

This time Delucia felt no trace of embarrassment, only gratitude. She wished she could bottle her emotions, since she was certain what she was experiencing had to be similar to what friendship felt like. But she knew it wasn’t to last—not for her.

“I’m looking forward to the day you take up your Warden uniform, Jeera James,” Delucia said softly, her eyes moving from the ocean back to the other girl. “With you as a protector, our kingdom is going to be stronger than ever—especially if you continue to stand up for those who are unable to stand up for themselves.”

Jeera held her eyes as she said, just as softly, “I fear, Princess, that you mistake being unable with being unwilling.”

Delucia jolted in the saddle, feeling Jeera’s words as if they had physically struck her.

“I know you wish you were normal, or just like everyone else,” Jeera continued. “But you’re not—you’re the heir to the throne. And while your crown might make certain things more complicated than you would like, your position is not without its own benefits. The power you hold—the authority you command—never forget that, Princess. Never forget that you are a princess. Because that’s who you are, and that’s who you’ll always be.”

Jeera let that sink in for a moment before adding, “You were never unable to stand up for yourself—you were just unwilling. Because you forgot what being a princess means.” Quietly, she finished, “Don’t forget again, Princess. Because the kingdom will be stronger with you protecting it, too. But you can only do that if you are true to yourself. To all of yourself.”

Seconds turned to minutes as Delucia processed all that the other girl had said, letting it settle deep within her. Finally, she couldn’t help asking, “Are you sure you’re only eighteen?”

Jeera let out a surprised laugh, the heavy mood between them shattering when she replied, “You’re one to talk.”

Smiling slightly, Delucia admitted, “Mother says I’m thirteen going on thirty. But Mistress Alma says I’m thirteen going on three. They can’t both be right.”

Jeera snorted. “I’m with the queen on this one. You’re definitely pushing thirty, if not more. It must be all those fancy lessons they force you to take.”

“Or maybe I’m just intellectually superior,” Delucia returned, her smile growing. “As you’ve just sought to remind me, I am a princess. Perhaps it’s just part of the package that is me.”

Jeera didn’t try to hide her eye roll as she gathered her reins. “Intelligence, perhaps. But what about athleticism? Care for a little race to see?”

Delucia caught the challenging look Jeera sent her and returned it with her own. Guiding Dancer out of the water and onto the firmer sand, she cast her gaze towards the far end of the cove before grinning at Jeera and saying, “Last one there has to help get William back up onto Admiral.”

Jeera laughed. “You’re on, Princess.”

And with that, Jeera and Onyx shot forward, with Delucia and Dancer taking off right on their heels, the horses flying over the sand and the two girls revelling in every second.






Three

Hours passed before Delucia and Jeera were ready to leave the beach, the time allowing William to rally some dignity, which meant that despite their race ending in a tie, neither girl had to help push him into his saddle.

Their ride back through the forest and grounds was much more pleasant for Delucia, with her no longer being plagued by questions and suspicions. She still felt a flicker of embarrassment knowing that Jeera, Kaiden and Declan had all overheard Maxton’s slander, but she couldn’t change the past. And when it came to the future, she was determined to heed Jeera’s words. Because the other girl was right—Delucia was a princess, and she shouldn’t forget what that meant. All that it meant.

After returning to the stables and brushing Dancer down, Delucia thanked William for his company and made Jeera promise to go riding with her again soon, before she left them and headed into the palace.

Once she’d changed back into her earlier clothes and enjoyed a late lunch in the kitchens—a place her parents frowned upon her visiting, but she saw little point in having a meal delivered to her room when it was just as easy for her to go to her meal—she wandered the corridors until she came to the royal library.

Summertime was the best time, in Delucia’s opinion. Endless mornings spent riding until the sun turned too hot to stay out without burning to a crisp, followed by lazy afternoons doing whatever she wished. The library was a sanctuary for her, a place where she could while away her hours, losing herself in stories, real and fictional.

Delucia’s studies with Mistress Alma and Master Ying required her to focus more on scholarly texts, but in her free time, she always gravitated towards the back of the library where there were shelves rising to the heavens, all filled with fictional tales of adventure. The books she read took her to places she would never visit, gave her friends she would never have, and offered her a life she would never live. They were her escape from the world—they provided therapy for her mind, for her heart. They were her most trusted companions. Because unlike people, books didn’t care if their reader was a princess or a pauper. Their content didn’t change depending on whose eyes travelled over their pages. Books just were.

So far that summer, Delucia had explored the mythical Goldenwood alongside a fictional race of warrior women, she’d attended a Freyan school where the students lived in a castle and studied magic, she’d been stranded on the jungle island of Maroo and survived its famed cannibals, she’d searched for treasure amongst the shipwrecks surrounding the Undersea Islands, and she’d been swept into a land of faerie courts only to fall in love with a high lord to whom no real man could compare. All of that she’d experienced from the comfort of her favourite armchair, perfectly situated to face the windows overlooking the palace gardens.

Today she planned on visiting that same armchair, but unlike the rest of her summer so far, she wouldn’t be venturing into a fictional story. Instead, given her growing concerns about her sleeping premonitions, Delucia wandered the aisles of the grand library until she found the Psychological Sciences section, grabbing a handful of books and taking them back to her window seat.


Sunlight travelled across the horizon as she skimmed the heavy tomes, finding references in each about altered states of consciousness, but no indication of whether it was possible for dreams to offer visions of the future. The content she read focused on the cognitive processes behind subconscious imaginings rather than anything more… theoretical.

When hours passed without any insight, Delucia slammed her latest book shut and sighed loudly, rubbing her eyes.

“This is getting me nowhere,” she murmured to herself, scowling at the scientific tomes, many of which were beyond her level of understanding. She was smart for her age, but she had her limits—especially when she’d never encountered some of the words used in the texts.

With the sun now setting outside, Delucia decided to try one last book before giving up for the day. Having been through everything in her current pile, she carried them back to their shelves—the royal librarian was pedantic when it came to returning items just so—and she stood in the centre of the library, her hands on her hips as she considered her options.

‘I haven’t seen you so dedicated to your research since the time when we were hypothesising whether or not Meya still exists.’

Delucia jumped, spinning around to find Master Ying had snuck up behind her.

“Of course it still exists,” she replied, full of confidence. “It’s just… missing.”

Ying’s mouth curled up at the corners, his lips otherwise unmoving as his answer was sent directly into her mind. ‘Missing? Or perhaps lost?’

Delucia shrugged, but they’d had this same argument before, so she also knew Ying was just trying to stir her. “Does it matter? Both outcomes are the same.”

‘Oh, but are they?’


Master Ying’s dark eyes held mysteries Delucia knew would take a lifetime to uncover. But they also held affection—for her.

‘Speaking of lost,’ Ying said before Delucia could consider her response, ‘what has you looking so puzzled, child? What answers do you seek?’

Delucia bit her lip, weighing her response. Of everyone she might tell, Ying was at the top of her list, not just because he was well learned, but also because he was almost guaranteed to keep her secret. Supernaturally gifted in the art of telepathy, for as long as she’d known him, all of his communication had been spoken directly to her mind. She’d never heard him utter a single word aloud. And aside from his intimidating intellect, it was one of the main reasons he was appointed her tutor—because he was the perfect person to teach her how to protect her own mind from intrusion or manipulation. It was a vital skill for someone who would one day be ruling the human race, but she still had many years to go before her mental defences would be considered strong enough for her to even sit in on a royal meeting.

Knowing she could use some guidance—or at least someone advising whether or not her concerns were valid—Delucia said, somewhat hesitantly, “I’ve been having these dreams lately. So I just wanted to… look into them.”

Ying arched a dark eyebrow, straightening the corner of his black collar. ‘Do you mean dream interpretation?’

Delucia wasn’t sure, so she gave a half-nod, half-shrug.

Noting her uncertainty, Ying said, ‘For example, a dream about flying is considered to represent a sense of freedom or a desire to escape some kind of pressure. Is that what you seek—to find meaning in your dreams?’

That wasn’t what she’d meant, but Ying’s example had piqued Delucia’s interest, especially given her dream last night.

“What about flying on the back of a draekon? What would that mean?”


Ying’s amusement was clear when he replied, ‘That you have an overactive imagination, even in sleep.’

Delucia pursed her lips at him. But still, she asked, “What about falling? Does that have a meaning?”

‘Falling is common in dreams. It’s believed to represent anxiety over letting something go, loss of confidence and control, or a fear of failure.’

“That’s… quite specific,” Delucia said, before deciding just to throw it all out for interpretation. “What if someone was flying on a draekon, then the draekon disappeared so the person was left falling towards a burning city and, just before they died, they saw a Meyarin standing above the flames and looking straight at them?”

There was a weighty pause after her words, with Ying scrutinising her closely. But he answered, ‘Fire is said to mean a lot of things, but in this case, I believe it best symbolises a prolonged passion or obsession. I think we can assume it to be the underlying theme of this dream, given the inclusion of the draekon and Meyarin—and knowing your fascination with both.’

Delucia didn’t try to deny that the dream was hers. Instead, she exhaled a relieved breath, since suddenly her nightmare-dream was beginning to make sense. But… it also wasn’t her reason for spending the afternoon researching dream psychology. Because she’d already known that particular vision couldn’t come true. The others she’d had, however…

“What about dreams that aren’t just dreams?”

Ying’s brow furrowed. ‘What are they if not dreams?’

This was the moment of truth—when she chose whether or not to trust him. But she’d come this far, so she figured she might as well take the final leap.

“I’m talking about dreams that show future events. Dreams that… come true.”

The silence that met her statement was loud to her ears. She couldn’t meet Ying’s intense gaze, so her eyes travelled to one of the far windows, noting the steadily darkening sky as twilight descended.

‘Prophetic dreams are not unheard of, Princess, though I am curious as to your reason for asking.’

Delucia’s gaze swung back to him. “So people can dream things that end up happening? It’s normal?”

‘I wouldn’t call it “normal”, Your Highness. But there have been occurrences noted throughout history.’ He cocked his head to the side. ‘Is there something you’d like to share, Princess?’

Swallowing, Delucia repeated his words in her head. I wouldn’t call it ‘normal’… If that was the case… what did that mean for her?

“No, Master Ying,” Delucia answered, her voice feeling thick in her throat. “It’s just an interesting topic of conversation. Nothing more.”

He didn’t seem to believe her, but short of calling her out on her lie, there was nothing he could do. So instead, he bowed his head slightly, before reaching into the folds of his high-collared, maroon coat and pulling out a book.

‘In that case, the reason I came here was to give you this. I discovered it hidden deep in the Archives and thought you might enjoy having a read.’

Delucia took the reasonably sized tome from him, her eyes skimming the title that read: The Lost City: What Really Happened by A. N. Onymous.

She smiled at the author’s pseudonym before looking back at her tutor. “Thank you, Master Ying. This looks fascinating. I’m sure I’ll have it back to you in no time.”

He waved a hand in the air. ‘Keep it. I have my own copy. And from what I’ve already encountered, it’s the kind of book that deserves to be read multiple times.’

Delucia flicked through some of the pages, noting that it contained both words and pictures, with every new chapter offering a different theory behind the disappearance of Meya. “Then, thank you for the gift. I—”

She stopped suddenly, the book nearly falling from her grip as her fingers fumbled on the pages. Thumbing backwards, she paused when she found what she’d seen just a hint of as she’d skimmed quickly past.

It was a drawing. A sketch of a Meyarin, black and white except for his eyes—eyes that had been painted a brilliant gold.

Delucia knew those eyes. She’d seen them in her dream.

She’d seen him in her dream.

Heart pounding, she scanned the text surrounding the image, but it was in another language, one she didn’t recognise.

With a shaking finger, she pointed at the page and said, “Have you—Can you read this, Master Ying? Do you know who this Meyarin is?”

He took the book from her, frowning slightly in concentration. ‘I haven’t yet reached this part of my own copy,’ he said. ‘The dialect seems to be an ancient form of Tarison, likely written by one of their scribes before their city was destroyed.’

Delucia sucked in a breath. The Battle of Taris had occurred over four thousand years ago. Just how old was the information in this book?

‘My knowledge of the dialect is limited, but from what I can tell, this page speaks of Aven Dalmarta.’

Delucia jerked at the familiar name. “Are you saying that this”—she pointed at the sketch—“is the Rebel Prince? The one who slaughtered innocent humans and tried to kill his own family so he could take the throne?”

‘That is just one theory, Your Highness,’ Ying said, reminding her that no one knew the truth, since the rare knowledge they’d uncovered was based on conjecture. ‘But yes, this does seem to be a tribute to Meya’s youngest heir.’


Delucia ran her fingers over the sketch, awed and not just a little bit alarmed. If he was real, then her dream…

Unable to offer more than a whisper, her voice trembled when she said, “I’ve seen him before. Aven Dalmarta—I’ve… I’ve seen him.”

She expected her admission to prompt questions, but Ying shocked her when he simply said, ‘I know.’

Her eyes shot up from the page, and Ying’s forehead crinkled at whatever he saw on her face.

‘Last year, Princess,’ he said slowly, like he was waiting for her to catch on. ‘The painting by the gypsy traveller—Fall From Grace. That’s what you’re referring to, isn’t it?’ His gaze moved back to the sketch. ‘The similarities between the two works are uncanny, right down to the golden eyes. I wonder if perhaps the artists are related, with their family’s representation of the Rebel Prince handed down to each generation.’

Now that Ying had explained, Delucia knew exactly what he was talking about. She had seen this sketch before—or at least one very similar to it. And while her sighting of the painting had been only for a moment, it had clearly been enough to imprint the figure into her subconscious mind—and thus offer a reason for this Meyarin, Aven Dalmarta, being in her dream last night.

He was from a memory, nothing more.

‘You look relieved, Princess,’ Ying noted, the question clear in his voice.

Delucia offered an awkward laugh and covered by saying, “I’m just glad he’s lost to the past, Master Ying. That he’s nothing more than a sketch in a book and a painting on a canvas.”

‘Indeed,’ was all Ying said in response. His expression, however, was identical to when he’d asked if there was anything she’d like to share with him.

Clearing her throat, Delucia closed the book and hugged it to her chest. “Thank you again for this. Hopefully I’ll be able to read some of it.”


‘Most of it has been translated into the common tongue,’ Ying said. ‘A few pages have some notes in Garonish and Denasen, but I’ve taught you enough of both languages for you to gain an idea of the content.’

Garonish and Denasen—two of Delucia’s least favourite dialects, since only the monks living in Garon and the scholars living in Denasa ever used the languages, and even then, always in writing, never speech. Master Ying had made Delucia learn both not for any practical reason, but rather as a punishment for slacking in her studies. As her tutor, it was his responsibility to make sure her education was beyond compare—everything else, like their mutual love for the legendary past, was covered outside of their dedicated study hours.

Despite her dislike of the tedious languages, Delucia was grateful that her grasp of both might enable her to read some of the added notes in the book. It was just a shame that she hadn’t learned Tarison as well, and that Ying’s own understanding of the ancient dialect was limited. If he wasn’t able to read it in its entirety, then Delucia could think of no one else who stood a chance at translating the page. She’d just have to hope that the rest of the book offered some insight—or if nothing else, an entertaining read with some interesting theories.

Ignorning her growling stomach and the fact that it was now fully dark outside, after Master Ying bade her a good evening, Delucia moved back to her chair by the window and opened the book, unable to resist the lure of what it might contain.

Hours passed as she devoured page after page, losing herself in supposition gathered through years of research by the author. Much of it Delucia couldn’t help scoffing at—like the idea that the entire city of Meya was now orbiting Medora in an airlock bubble, or that the Meyarins had relocated and were now living on the moon. Then there was the theory that the draekons had eaten the Meyarins before flying off to another planet, where they’d then been hunted down and killed by some obscure otherworldly race.

While Delucia had never seen a draekon in real life, she still doubted the credibility of that particular theory, for so, so many reasons.

As outlandish as some of the possibilities seemed, she was captivated enough to read the book from cover to cover, translating any Garonish and Denasen notes as she went along. By the time she reached the end, she understood what Ying had meant about it being worthy of multiple reads. She had been given lots to consider, mostly from the brief but enticing mentions of the Rebel Prince. Much of what she’d skimmed lined up with theories she’d already heard: that it was Aven’s hatred for humans that led to the ancient Meyarins banishing him from their city and warding it so that he might never return—or anyone else. What Delucia didn’t learn, however, were any theories as to what Aven had gone on to do after the city disappeared, or if he’d ever found his way back to Meya again.

Resigning herself to the fact that she’d likely never know the full story, Delucia closed the book after finishing the last page, feeling satisfied and already looking forward to re-reading it all again one day. But for now, her eyes were gritty and her stomach was aching, so she stood on stiff legs and slowly made her way up to her bedroom, wanting nothing more than something to eat, a hot bath and to fall into a dreamless sleep.

The first two, she managed. But as always, her sleep was riddled by dreams.

Whether any of them would come true or not, only time would tell.






Four

Three days later, Delucia was in the stables brushing down Dancer when a voice drifted over from the stall door.

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were avoiding me.”

Delucia’s brush stilled for a moment before she forced her hand to continue its steady strokes.

“You are a lot of things, Lord Maxton,” she replied, keeping her speech formal—like the gracious host she was expected to be. “A fool is not one of them, so don’t waste your breath acting like one.”

So perhaps being a gracious host was still beyond her. But six days of Maxton’s constant glares and snide comments had begun to wear thin, especially during the last three breakfasts, ever since his encounter with Jeera and William. Delucia was tired of feigning politeness and peeking around corners to make sure their paths didn’t cross. She was tired of minding her manners and faking her smiles.

She didn’t want to do it anymore. And now, it looked like she wouldn’t have to.

He’d sought her out, his greeting both antagonistic and mocking, showing that he didn’t expect her to bite back. But if he thought she was going to cower behind her own insecurities as she had in the past, then he had another thing coming. Because Delucia had taken Jeera’s words to heart—she was a princess, and never again would she forget what that meant.


“We both know I’ve been avoiding you,” she continued, before he could respond to her fool comment. “And we both know why. What I don’t understand is why you seem so determined to spend time with me. An outing to the city, a morning ride—what are you playing at, Maxton?”

“Maybe I just want to enjoy your delightful company, Princess,” he said, his tone deliberately taunting.

“Try again,” she told him, reaching for a comb and moving to untangle Dancer’s mane.

“Maybe I’m bored.”

That was more likely, and yet, she still didn’t believe him. “We both know I’m the last person you’d seek out if that were the case.”

He didn’t deny it. But what he said instead shocked her into stillness once more. “Maybe I want to apologise for what I said five years ago.”

For the first time since he’d arrived, she looked over Dancer’s withers towards him. But when their gazes locked, it took everything in her not to flinch, since the hideous smirk was on his face, his blue eyes laughing at her.

“Kidding,” he said, snickering. “I really am just bored.”

Delucia contemplated how much trouble she’d be in if she threw a horseshoe at his head. But then she had a moment of realisation—what he’d said didn’t hurt. She was angry, oh yes, but only because he was being purposefully rude. His taunts and what they represented—the betrayal didn’t sting anymore. It was like suddenly she understood what she hadn’t before: he was a bully, plain and simple.

There was no reason or excuse for his hateful comments five years ago, just as there was no reason or excuse for his current behaviour. The damage he’d caused her, he didn’t care, and perhaps he never would. But if she continued giving him power, giving him attention, he would think she was still vulnerable, and like any bully, he’d take advantage of that.

What she needed was to show that his words and actions no longer had any effect on her. He wasn’t worth her pain—he never had been, and he never would be. It was high time she stood up for herself and let him know that he wasn’t the only one capable of using words as weapons.

“Master Ying says boredom only strikes those with simple minds,” Delucia shared, returning her focus to Dancer’s coat. “So that explains a lot.”

She didn’t need to look back at him to know her insult had hit its mark. Unable to help herself, she added, “Might I suggest reading a book to help pass the time? You may learn a thing or two, especially if you visit the ‘ethics and morality’ section.”

His face set into a scowl as he said, “I don’t waste my time with books.”

“That explains a lot, too,” Delucia murmured, unable to keep her lips from twitching.

His features darkened as he caught sight of her humour. “Are you laughing at me?”

“I’m definitely not laughing with you,” she replied, her smile growing. “You don’t look at all amused.”

“That’s because this isn’t funny, you little—”

“Careful,” Delucia interrupted in a singsong voice. But despite her apparent levity, there was a clear warning in her tone. “Unless the word you intend to use is ‘princess’, then you might want to rethink your sentence. Just as you might want to rethink all the choices you’ve made up until this moment, and the things you’ve said.”

Delucia could actually hear him grinding his teeth.

“No?” she said when he remained silent. “Nothing you want to say, Lord Maxton?”


Only when their eyes locked again did he hiss, low enough that she had to strain to hear him, “You think you’re special because of that crown you wear, but think again, Princess.” He spat the word like a curse. “We both know the truth—you’re nothing. Everyone knows it—why do you think five years have passed and you still have no friends? Your parents are the only people in this world who can stomach spending time with you. Face it, you’re going to be alone forever.”

The insult was old to Delucia’s ears, but that didn’t make it hurt any less. It was only her resolve to not let Maxton get to her, to not give power to the bully, that enabled her to say, “Better alone than stuck in the company of someone like you.” She focused on keeping her hands from shaking as she combed Dancer’s forelock and finished, “Now run along, Lord Maxton, before someone sees us talking and thinks that, like my parents, you can ‘stomach spending time with me’. We wouldn’t want them to mistake us for friends now, would we?”

As harsh as the crack of a whip, he snarled, “You can’t speak to me like that.”

Delucia’s hand stilled, along with the rest of her body.

“I beg your pardon?” she said, her voice a lethal whisper. Her hands weren’t nearly shaking any more. She was perfectly still. Dangerously still. Everything about her offered a warning—one that someone wise would know to heed.

Maxton wasn’t wise.

His throat bobbed—the only indication of him realising he might have overstepped. And yet, he still repeated, “You can’t speak to me like that. I’m the son of a High Court judge—you owe me your respect.”

Delucia couldn’t believe what she was hearing, couldn’t believe his arrogance.

“Listen to me closely, Lord Maxton, since I’m only going to say this once,” she said in the same lethal tone as before, her eyes remaining locked on his. “Respect isn’t something you’re owed, it’s something you earn. Regardless of whether you are born in a castle or in a cave, the child of kings or criminals, you are nothing more than the sum of your own actions. You are owed nothing—by anyone, and especially not by me. So I will speak to you however I wish—not because my crown affords me that right, but because I’m a human being. And you’d do well to remember that, since there’s a whole world of us out there, many of whom would be all too willing to wipe your beloved smirk right off your face.”

That smirk was nowhere to be seen. Instead, Maxton’s features were pale, his eyes wide, and there was a thin sheen of sweat over his brow.

“Now,” she said quietly, “I’ll ask again. Is there anything you’d like to say?”

Maxton stared at her as if seeing her for the first time, finally realising that she wasn’t the same eight-year-old who he could bully without care.

A long silence fell between them, with her holding his gaze squarely until he couldn’t take it anymore and dropped his eyes. The power had shifted between them, with him beginning to understand that he was no longer a boy mocking a girl; he was a boy mocking a princess. Not even he lacked the wisdom to continue with any further taunting.

“No, Your Highness,” he said in a tight voice, still not looking at her. “I—I’ve said all I came to say.”

And without another word, he turned and hurried up the stable aisle, all but running to get away from her.

She hadn’t expected an apology from him—she knew that wasn’t going to happen. But if nothing else, at least now he knew he couldn’t walk all over her anymore. She was a princess—and neither of them would forget it.

Never again.


“That. Was. Awesome.”

Startled, Delucia’s eyes shot back to where Maxton had just been standing to find Kaiden and Declan in his place. The latter had been the one to speak, his dark features filled with mirth as he finished, “You sure told him, Princess.”

“He’s had it coming for years,” Kaiden added, his amusement less obvious than Declan’s but still evident. “You handled that well, Your Highness. Really well.”

Her shock gave way to embarrassment as she asked, “How much did you hear?”

“Everything,” Declan said, shameless. “We saw him approach you so we snuck past and hid when he wasn’t looking.” He pointed towards the stall next to Dancer’s where the two of them must have eavesdropped while remaining out of sight.

“But why—”

“We wanted to make sure you had backup, just in case you needed it,” Kaiden said. His mouth hitched up at the side when he added, “You didn’t.”

Declan snorted. “Remind me never to get on your bad side, Princess. In a battle of words, I wouldn’t last a sentence.”

Delucia felt a prickle of heat touch her cheeks, unaccustomed to such flattery. She set her comb down and gave Dancer one last pat before she moved towards the stall door, saying, “I guess that makes us even, since in a battle of fists, I wouldn’t last a second.”

What she’d said was true, especially if that battle was against Declan, since his bulky physique made him look like he was much later into his teens than he was. Somehow, he still remained graceful on his feet—which was remarkable considering his size.

Kaiden, while not as bulky as his friend, also appeared older than his years, and he was uncommonly mature for his age. With Jeera being three years his senior and the two of them growing up under the care of Commander Nisha, it was unsurprising that he acted older than most of his peers. Especially since his privileged early education at the palace was augmented by the discipline he’d learned from regularly accompanying his aunt when she supervised the training of the militia at the Soori Outpost. All of that combined meant his maturity level made sense—and Declan’s too, for that matter, given everything he’d been through in the last year with his father’s passing.

Looking at them both as she left Dancer’s stall and stepped out into the aisle beside them, Delucia felt a stab of self-pity. While they weren’t friends, and never would be, all her life they’d been frequent faces around the palace, with Kaiden often visiting his aunt and Declan his grandfather. But for the last year the two boys had been away at Akarnae, and with their summer holidays coming to an end in just a few days, they would soon be returning for their second year at the academy. Jeera, too, would be leaving with them on Sunday. And once more, Delucia would be alone.

She was used to being alone by now. But still—she couldn’t help eyeing Kaiden and Declan, wondering what her life might have been like if she were anyone other than who she was.

Her crown was a privilege. She knew that.

But sometimes, she couldn’t help wondering if it was a curse, too.

Shaking her head to rid herself of thoughts that would ultimately lead nowhere, Delucia bit her lip and weighed her next words. Not once in all the years she’d known both boys had she ever witnessed them acting in a way that was similar to Maxton. Not just with the verbal slander; with their actions in general. They were good people, as evidenced by them defending her five years ago, and staying close today just to make sure she was okay. Such actions deserved praise, regardless of how uncomfortable doing so might make her feel.


“Jeera told me what happened last time Maxton was here,” she said, forcing herself to meet their eyes. “It means a lot—you defending me back then. Thank you.”

Any trace of lingering humour fled their expressions at her words—and the reason for them.

The two boys exchanged a glance, but then Kaiden cleared his throat. His eyes, so similar to his sister’s, came back to her as he said, “Can I be candid, Your Highness?”

Delucia blinked at the unexpected question, wondering if she should brace herself. “Of course.”

He shared another quick glance with Declan before his gaze settled back on her. “I know—we know—that who you are means you’ve never been able to have a normal life.”

Delucia sucked in a sharp breath, since it was as if he’d plucked the words straight from her mind. Just as his sister had done only days earlier.

“And one day, I hope that changes for you,” he continued. “I hope you get to experience all the things you’ve ever wanted and you get to live the life of happiness that you deserve.”

Delucia swallowed the lump rising in her throat.

Kaiden’s voice lowered as he went on, “But until then, whenever you’re suffocating under the weight of your crown and the sacrifices it demands, don’t ever allow yourself to believe what Maxton said. He is a product of circumstances beyond his control, and instead of choosing integrity, he’s allowed bitterness and hatred to take root, lashing out at others in an effort to feel better about himself.”

Delucia felt a flicker of unease at Kaiden’s words, never having considered why Maxton was so malicious towards her. She’d been too hurt by his words and actions to think about the motivations driving them. But before any trace of guilt could take hold, Kaiden noted her expression and continued.


“That’s not on you, Princess, so don’t for a second feel bad about what you said to him, since nothing—nothing—can justify his behaviour, both now and in the past. Instead, what you need to know is that he was wrong—there are lots of people who care for you, not just your parents. And on the days when you feel most alone, rather than dwelling on what you don’t have, instead consider what might lie ahead.”

In a rare show of affection, Kaiden reached out and laid a hand on her shoulder, squeezing gently as he finished in a quiet voice, “We all feel lonely from time to time, Princess. But every day is a new opportunity. You never know who you might meet, or how they will change your life. So don’t lose yourself in your isolation, because one day a doorway will open and your time will come. And when it does, you’ll be able to laugh in the faces of all the Maxtons of the world, hand in hand with the very friends you were told you’d never have.”

When Kaiden dropped his arm again, Delucia was holding her breath to keep back her tears. How could he possibly have known all that she was feeling? Like Jeera, he’d managed to cut right to the heart of her, telling her exactly what she needed to hear and reminding her of everything she kept forgetting—everything she needed to remember.

“Promise me you won’t forget,” Kaiden said, like he was still reading her mind. She wondered for a moment what his gift was, before realising that someone would have told her if he actually was a mind reader. Instead, whatever was guiding his words must have been based on intuition alone—unerring as that intuition was.

Lips trembling, Delucia whispered, “I’ll try.”

It was the best she could offer, since she’d had years to build up her walls and they wouldn’t crumble in the space of one conversation. But Kaiden seemed to realise that, and he gave a nod of acceptance.


He didn’t say anything else, but Declan spoke up and said, “You’d better listen to him, because princess or not, we’ll kick your royal ass if you end up becoming some kind of recluse—like one of those crazy cat ladies.”

A shocked laugh left Delucia, her mood lightening again in an instant. “I’ve never been one for cats. I think we can strike that from my fifty-year plan.”

“Crazy dog lady, then,” Declan said, before looking around the stables and amending, “Or crazy horse lady might be more fitting.”

With a smile on her face and warmth in her heart, Delucia said, “Tell you what. If I end up becoming any kind of crazy lady, you have my permission to follow through on your threat to ‘kick my royal ass’.”

Kaiden coughed, hiding a grin. “Careful, Your Highness. Pretty sure you’ll give Mistress Alma a stroke if she hears you saying ‘ass’.”

Delucia rolled her eyes, but Declan got in first before she could offer a comeback.

“Royal backside. Royal buttocks. Royal booty. You’ve got options, Princess,” he said. “You only live once—live it up with the vocabulary, I say.”

His ridiculousness was enough to make Delucia begin laughing again, and she was still chuckling to herself long after they left the stables together and parted ways back at the palace.

Only when she was alone in her bedroom later did she take a moment to go over everything that had happened that day. She found herself wondering again about the reasons for Maxton’s behaviour, before realising that Kaiden was right—nothing justified how he’d treated her. And while she felt a niggling of concern for whatever had led to him becoming the bully he was, she also knew that he would never in a thousand years open up to her about his personal life. There was nothing she could do other than let it go and hope that he’d listened to what she’d said to him today.

With a deliberate decision to dwell on him no longer, Delucia moved her thoughts along from Maxton to linger on everything else that had occurred down at the stables. Smiling slightly, she was careful to cement her time with Kaiden and Declan into her memory. As she did so, she couldn’t help feeling the smallest crack in the walls surrounding her heart.

A crack that felt a lot like hope.

Because as Kaiden had said, every day was a new opportunity, and she never knew who she might meet—or how they might change her life.






Five

Kaiden’s suggestion that one day a doorway would open and Delucia’s life would change must have penetrated deeper than she’d thought, because that night in her sleep, she dreamed she was walking through a corridor of unending doorways. It was a strange dream, with a whispering voice just out of reach, and no matter how hard she tried, she wasn’t able to hear what was being said. All she knew was the sense of urgency she felt, a rising panic that wouldn’t be swayed.

When the dream finally faded and she awoke to the morning sun streaming in from her balcony, Delucia felt groggy and her muscles ached, almost like she’d been walking past the endless doorways in reality. But after a good stretch and a hot bath, she was feeling back to normal, eager to be about her day.

Not even the thought of having to share breakfast with Maxton could bring her down—not today. Because today was special, and when she left her bathroom fully clothed and all but skipping, she already knew what she would find waiting for her in her bedroom.

Or rather, who she would find.

And why.

Indeed, as soon as the steam dissolved around her, she was able to see both her parents seated on her bed—and resting in between them, just like every other year, was a decadent cake covered in candles.


“Happy birthday, sweetheart.”

Delucia grinned at her parents, rushing over to them as they rose to their feet. Her father’s arms were outstretched, and as soon as she was close enough, he wrapped her in a tight hug.

“Fourteen today—where has my little girl gone?”

Delucia just grinned and, when he released her, she moved into her mother’s open arms, the scent of her familiar cherry blossom and peach perfume wafting gently around them, feeling like a hug in and of itself.

Stepping back again, Delucia eyed the cake and said, somewhat shyly, “I wasn’t sure if we’d be doing this again this year.”

Osmada’s eyes widened comically and she placed a dramatic hand to her chest. “Goodness, you’re not too old for birthdays now, are you? Because if so…” She picked up the cake and, barely hiding her smile, acted as if she was about to walk away with it.

Delucia laughed and reached out to halt her mother. “I’ll never be too old for birthdays. I just didn’t know if you’d be too busy to celebrate, especially with Lady Nerita and the rest of the Harovell delegation still here.”

Aurileous’s blue-green eyes, so similar to Delucia’s own, were tender as he said, “August sixth is the most important day of the year. Every year.” He ran his thumb along her cheekbone. “Busy or not, we’ll always make time for your birthday, sweetheart.”

“And cake,” Osmada said, with a flash of her white smile. “We’ll always make time for cake.”

Delucia laughed, but her mother was right—the cake was a highlight every year. The baker, Mrs. Gribble, used to work as the palace pastry chef until she left to open her own patisserie—Mrs. Gribbles Cupcakes and Nibbles—and her creations were beyond compare. The royal family had standing orders for each of their birthdays, with the king favouring a coconut cream cake, the queen’s preference being champagne cake topped with fresh fruit, and Delucia always requesting the white chocolate cake with dillyberry filling—a purple- and cream-coloured delight that never failed to make her moan. Even now, just looking at the masterpiece her mother held had Delucia licking her lips with anticipation.

“I’ve already told Lady Nerita that we won’t be joining her for breakfast,” Aurileous said, sitting back down on the bed and patting the space beside him. “We have a tradition to uphold, after all.”

He winked at Delucia as he reached into his coat, withdrawing three dessert forks and handing them out.

Delucia couldn’t keep the smile off her face. Not only did she get to eat cake for breakfast, she didn’t have to do so anywhere near Maxton. It was already a perfect day, and it had barely started.

Seated on the bed next to her parents, together the three of them ignored all rules of propriety and dug into the cake with relish. It was almost a shame considering how much care had gone into the decorating, but Delucia knew Mrs. Gribble wouldn’t be upset—indeed, she’d be delighted by their enthusiasm and clear lack of restraint.

“Every year, without fail,” Aurileous eventually said, rubbing his stomach with his eyes closed. “Not once has Mrs. Gribble delivered anything but her very best.”

Unable to eat another bite, Delucia could only lean against her mother, moaning her agreement.

“I think this will set us all up until my birthday in a few months, don’t you both agree?” Osmada said, her fingers trailing soothingly through Delucia’s hair.

“Please don’t talk about more cake right now,” Delucia begged, moaning again but for a different reason.

Her parents chuckled lightly, but then, as if a switch had been flicked, they sobered.


“There’s something we want to talk to you about, sweetheart,” Aurileous said. “Something important.”

Straightening, Delucia felt the cake sink like a stone in her stomach. Part of her had been waiting for what she presumed this conversation would be about, having expected it ever since she’d offered such a frosty reception towards their Harovell guests. “If this is about how I’ve been behaving around Maxton—”

“No, it’s not that,” Osmada interrupted, her hand moving to rest against Delucia’s back in an offer of comfort, of support. The reason for the gesture became clear when she quietly added, “That said, we do wish you would have come to us and shared about his treatment of you, rather than us having to hear it from Stablemaster Corbin yesterday.”

Delucia shrank in on herself, unable to hold her mother’s eyes. Apparently Kaiden and Declan weren’t the only ones who had eavesdropped on her conversation with Maxton.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, wondering how much her parents had been told and unsure if she was upset or relieved now that the truth was out. “I—”

“Don’t you dare apologise,” Aurileous said, his eyes flashing and his voice hard—the voice of a king, but also the voice of a father. “Corbin had to put the pieces together himself, but what he came back to us with is enough that, had we known, we never would have allowed Nerita to bring her son with her this visit. And regardless of how well Corbin says you handled yourself yesterday, Maxton won’t be welcome back to the palace after he returns home to Harovell this weekend—not as long as I wear a crown.”

Tears pricked at Delucia’s vision and she blinked quickly, trying to hold them back. She wasn’t entirely successful, since one slipped free.

Aurileous reached forward to wipe it away, his voice thick when he said, “He’s not worth your tears, my sweet girl.”


Hoarsely, she replied, “They’re not for him.” And they weren’t—they were because of her father’s words and the evidence of just how deeply he and her mother had been affected by what they’d learned.

Aurileous’s face softened with understanding. Equally hoarse, he said, “You should have come to us. We never would have—”

“I know,” she interrupted, wiping her face. “And that’s why I didn’t. Because I think, deep down, I knew it was a battle I needed to fight on my own.” She sniffed once and said, “He’s not the only bully I’m going to encounter in my life. I needed to learn that I could stand up for myself, so that next time it happens, I’m already prepared.” Mustering a smile, she finished, “And besides, I can’t always expect my parents to jump in and save me, can I?”

“That’s what parents are for,” Osmada told her quietly, stroking her back. “But make no mistake, beautiful, we couldn’t be prouder of how you handled yourself.”

The king leaned forward and cupped Delucia’s cheek, his voice brimming with emotion as he said, “Just as long as you remember that there will never come a time that we won’t do everything within our power to protect and support you, should you need us.”

Another tear escaped, and again, her father wiped it away.

On a shuddering breath, Delucia said, “Stop making me cry on my birthday.” She was only half joking, since her tears were cathartic more than anything. The best present she could have asked for was that very moment in time as she basked in the unfiltered love of her parents.

The moment broke but didn’t disappear entirely when the king let out a quiet laugh, releasing her cheek and sitting back again. “Only because you asked so nicely, darling daughter.”

His wry tone wasn’t lost on Delucia, and she grinned at him, wiping her face again until it was dry.


Inhaling a shaky breath and exhaling it again to centre herself, she said, “If you didn’t want to talk about Maxton, then what—”

She was interrupted when a knock sounded at the door, followed by Mistress Alma entering the room. The tutor didn’t bat an eyelash at the three royals sitting together on the bed, nor the demolished remains of the cake between them. Instead, she just said, “He’s here.”

Delucia looked between her parents, noting their faces had turned serious once more.

“Who’s here?”

Neither of them answered her question, though her mother did ask Alma, “Where is he?”

“Waiting in the library with Master Ying, Your Majesty.”

Osmada nodded then rose from the bed, holding a hand out for Delucia.

Tentatively standing beside her mother, with her father rising on her other side, Delucia felt a prickle of alarm, uncertain what was happening—or who was waiting in the library.

“We’d best not leave our guest waiting,” Aurileous said, pressing a hand to Delucia’s back and guiding her forward as Alma led the way from the room. “He’s rather busy, especially at this time of the year.”

“Father, who—”

“We were hoping to have the chance to speak to you about this before he arrived,” Osmada interrupted, if gently. “But it seems we were distracted by that marvellous cake.”

“Perhaps it’s better this way,” Aurileous said as they hurried down the stairs and along the hallways.

“Perhaps what’s better?” Delucia asked, trying not to sound as frustrated as she felt. “Who are we going to see?”

Osmada reached for Delucia’s hand again and said, “Whatever happens in the next few minutes, the decision is up to you. Make the choice you want to make. We’ll support you no matter what.”

What decision? What choice? Why were her parents acting so strange?

With the library situated only a few floors down from Delucia’s bedroom in the eastern tower, they arrived before she could ask more questions—or demand a straight answer.

Mistress Alma reached forward to open the gilded doors before stepping off to the side, showing that she didn’t intend to go any further. Delucia looked at her parents, uncertain and confused, but they only ushered her into the room while offering tight smiles that she presumed were supposed to be encouraging.

It was quiet in the royal library, with only a handful of people perusing the shelves or seated at the wooden tables, poring over texts both ancient and modern.

Delucia’s parents hurried her along the aisles, nodding at those who bowed as they passed but not pausing for conversation. Deeper and deeper they travelled, heading towards the back where Delucia’s favourite reading spot was located. Soon enough, the armchair came into sight, the large windows behind it revealing a perfect summer’s day outside. But while normally such a sight would have had Delucia longing to be out and enjoying the sunshine—preferably on horseback—instead she focused on the cluster of chairs that had been pulled up alongside hers, and the two men who stood upon their arrival.

“Your Majesties,” Advisor Jaxon greeted with a bow.

Master Ying bowed too, though he said nothing, at least not to Delucia’s mind.

She looked from them both to her parents and said, “We’re here to see Advisor Jaxon and Master Ying? Why not just tell me that?”


Her parents weren’t known for being dramatic. She wondered what had prompted such behaviour, especially if they were only here to speak with her tutor and the cantankerous royal advisor.

Before they could answer, however, a new voice reached her as a man hurried out from in between a stack of shelves.

“Sorry, sorry. Didn’t mean to wander off. I couldn’t seem to help myself—I do love a good library.” He winked at Delucia, his grey eyes like laughing moons.

This man—she knew him. He’d visited the palace before.

He’d visited her before.

“Darrius, it’s been too long,” the king said, moving forward to embrace the other man. Not a king to his subject, but a man to his friend.

Darrius.

Darrius Marselle.

Delucia knew exactly who he was.

She’d been six years old when she’d first seen him. As Headmaster of Akarnae Academy, Professor Marselle toured Medora every five years to evaluate children across the continent, discerning who would one day be offered a position at his exclusive school for the gifted.

Her evaluation that year had been brief—a short conversation and a hand on her forehead and that was it. He’d moved on to the next person.

Kaiden, Declan and Jeera had been amongst those tested during the same visit, with the three of them learning that once they reached fourteen, they would be welcome at Akarnae. Delucia, however, had heard nothing after her evaluation, and when the headmaster had returned five years later, she’d not been amongst those tested again.

“I remember you.”


The words slipped out, and Delucia winced, wishing she could take them back.

Darrius, however, looked pleasantly surprised. “You were very young when we first met, Your Highness.”

Unable to help herself, she said, “You’re rather memorable, Headmaster. Or at least, the reason for your visit.”

He chuckled, bowing his silvery head in acknowledgement. “I suppose you’re right.”

“Why don’t we all have a seat,” Osmada said, gesturing towards the chairs. “We might as well be comfortable for this.”

Her words implied that whatever was coming needed a level of comfort, and Delucia found herself again wondering about their strange behaviour.

Seated in her favourite armchair, almost as if the others had known it was her favourite and left it free for her, Delucia looked around their small group. Her parents were on either side of her, with Jaxon to the right of the king. Professor Marselle was opposite Delucia, his chair turned to face hers directly, with Master Ying on his left.

No one spoke, the silence enough that Delucia could hear the faint rustling of pages from library patrons perusing distant bookshelves.

Uncomfortable, she shuffled in her seat.

The headmaster caught the movement and offered her a kind smile. “I hear birthday greetings are in order, Princess.”

Of all the things he could have said, that was not what she was expecting.

“Thank you, sir.”

“Fourteen. A marvellous year.” His smile widened. “Big changes ahead, no doubt.”

Delucia’s brow furrowed. Confused and impatient for answers, she said, “I’m sorry, but why exactly are you here?” She looked around at the odd group. “Why are we all here?”


Darrius turned to her parents. “Would you like to tell her, or shall I do the honours?”

Delucia’s heart began picking up speed as his words prompted a feeling of trepidation to flutter in her chest.

“Tell me what?” she said, though quieter than she’d intended.

The king cleared his throat. “Sweetheart, Master Ying came to us last night and told us about the conversation you had with him a few days ago. He said—He said you were asking him about your dreams.”

Delucia shot a betrayed look at her tutor, upset that he’d shared what she’d told him in confidence.

But, then again, she hadn’t told him anything—not really. So what, exactly, had he said to her parents?

“Oo-kay,” she said, drawing the word out. “So I asked Master Ying about dream interpretations. That doesn’t explain why we’re here.”

“No, sweetheart,” Osmada said, reaching for Delucia’s hand. “You asked him more than that. Even if you didn’t really ask.”

Delucia blinked at her mother, confused.

‘Dreams that aren’t really dreams, Princess,’ came Ying’s voice in her mind. ‘You asked me about prophetic visions. And I believe we both know why.’

Delucia stilled, her eyes shooting to Ying’s and then around the room, the faces of the others showing his words had been projected to all of them at once.

“I don’t—” Delucia’s voice crackled, panic setting in as she began to fear they would think her crazy. “It’s not what you think.”

“No, Princess,” said Jaxon, his voice gruff—the sound somehow calming her, if only because he was the only one not looking at her like she was made of glass that was about to shatter. “It’s not what you think.”


“You have a gift, Your Highness,” Darrius said. “The ability to dream true dreams. To see visions of the future in your sleep.”

Delucia’s heart skipped a beat. She shook her head. Then shook it again. “No—that’s not—I’m not gifted. You evaluated me yourself.”

“I did,” Darrius confirmed with a nod. “And I knew when you were six years old that one day you would have a place as a student at Akarnae, should you wish to attend.”

Her breathing was loud to her ears as she repeated his words in her head. “No—that’s not what happened,” she said, her voice sounding strangled.

“It is,” Jaxon said, his impatient tone once again grounding her. “But given your age and the threats that were beginning to come in regarding you, the royal council decreed that the results of your evaluation were to be kept quiet. With no one else in your lineage having a gift, your enrolment at Akarnae wouldn’t be expected. Rather than paint a target on your back for the world to see, we kept it secret. From you—even from your parents. At least until last night, when we finally told them the truth.”

Delucia looked at her mother and father, noting the displeased expressions they were trying their best to hide. Apparently, they hadn’t appreciated being left in the dark—so that made three of them. But knowing her parents hadn’t kept such a monumental revelation from her eased something in her chest, her panic beginning to subside, if only a fraction.

‘With the new school year coming up, those of us on the council with knowledge of your gift knew the time was coming when you would need to learn the truth,’ Ying said, again so that everyone could hear. ‘That became a certainty when you asked me about your dreams, since Headmaster Marselle shared eight years ago how your ability would begin to manifest itself. The questions you asked me were enough to make me realise that the time has indeed come for you to learn about your gift—and to make a choice regarding your future.’


Delucia had never paid much attention to Ying’s role at the palace beyond him being her tutor. She’d always known he was one of a small number who had earned a seat on the royal council, but she’d never considered that he—or any of the others—might be keeping secrets from her, let alone from her parents.

“Perhaps we should have done things differently,” Jaxon said, albeit grudgingly. “But we had your best interests at heart, Princess. You were so young—too young to guard your own mind if someone had sought to steal the answers directly from your thoughts. And we needed to make sure you would be safe; we needed to be sure no one would know if you one day decided to attend Akarnae, since while the academy is warded, there’s no personal security on site. No Wardens. No surveillance. Only the teachers and the other students.”

Delucia’s emotions were rioting within her—shock, uncertainty, disbelief… hope. The very idea of what she was hearing… it was too much. Too big. Too life-changing.

Swallowing, she said, “Just to clarify—” Her throat was so dry that she had to swallow again. “You’re saying I’m actually gifted? My dreams—that’s my gift?”

Darrius nodded. “And should you decide to enrol at Akarnae, you will learn how to distinguish between your prophetic visions and your normal dreams, just as you will learn how to control elements of what you see, and perhaps even revisit your dreams to discover further details of what lies ahead.” He held her gaze as he added, “It is an impressive gift you have, Princess. We would be honoured to include you amongst our students.” There was a twinkle in his eyes as he finished, “And I do believe you might rather enjoy yourself.”

She looked from him to her parents, unable to hide the wonder she felt. Fear, too, and no small amount of doubt. But there was no denying that some of her dreams had come true. And if that was because she was gifted… then perhaps she truly did belong at Akarnae.

“The choice is yours, sweetheart,” her mother said, squeezing her hand again. “While your father and I aren’t pleased with how this situation was handled”—the look she shot Jaxon and Ying made Delucia feel a pang of sympathy for them both, certain they hadn’t heard the last of her parents’ thoughts on the matter—“there’s no denying that keeping your gift a secret means you will be safe, should you wish to complete the remainder of your education at the academy.”

The remainder of her education… Delucia’s eyes rose to Master Ying, who only nodded and said, this time just to her, ‘There is nothing more I can teach you that you won’t learn at Akarnae. You would be wise to take advantage of this opportunity, child. For many reasons.’

Before she could respond, Aurileous, having not heard Ying’s words, continued on from Osmada by saying, “And since you’ve been hidden from the public eye for years, you should be unrecognisable to your peers, too.” His features were soft when he finished, “The crown you were born to wear—it’s a heavy burden. We know that. This is as close as you’ll ever get to having a normal life, sweetheart. Even if it’s only for a few years. So we’ll understand if you want to go—and if that’s your decision, you’ll go with our blessing.”

The back of Delucia’s eyes burned. A normal life—a normal life. She couldn’t imagine what that might be like. To live in a place where no one knew who she was and the future that lay ahead for her.

Just yesterday Kaiden had said a doorway would one day open. But this…

… It was more than Delucia could have ever dreamed.

“What do you say, Your Highness?” Darrius asked. “Would you like to accept the offer of enrolment?”


Glancing at her parents once more and seeing the encouraging looks on their faces, Delucia inhaled a shaky breath and turned back to Darrius. “Yes, Headmaster Marselle. I would like that very much.”

And as she said the words, it was like something settled in her soul, a sense of peace she’d never known, along with a deep inner knowledge that the coming days were going to change her life—in more ways than she could ever imagine.






Six

The rest of Delucia’s birthday was spent in a state of shock, with her frequently pinching herself just to make sure she wasn’t in a dream.

Headmaster Marselle spent hours that morning patiently answering her questions, as well as telling her about the academy and what she might expect, from the classes and the grounds to the teachers and the students. Towards the end of their conversation, Darrius also revealed that upon her arrival that coming Sunday—four days away—she would be partnered up with another first year, with the two of them sharing a dorm for the rest of the year.

Delucia had never had a roommate before. The very idea made her nervous. But she couldn’t deny that she was also excited.

Overwhelmingly so.

This was her chance at a different life. And in the face of all that was opening before her, Maxton’s words that had defined her for so long were vanishing like smoke in the wind. Her roommate, her fellow first years—no one would know she was the princess, and that would change everything. Because of that, before Headmaster Marselle left, she made him promise that only the teachers who absolutely had to know her identity would be told. Even then, they were to treat her just like any other student.


“D.C.,” she said to him as he stood and made ready to leave. “My initials—that will be my name at Akarnae. Not Delucia. Not Princess or Your Highness. Just… just D.C.”

And he agreed without hesitation, seeming to understand just how much it meant to her that she’d get to put aside her crown for as long as she was a student at his school.

His departure left a gaping silence amongst their small group, the tension from her parents towards Jaxon and Ying enough that Delucia squirmed in her seat. But she had little time to feel uncomfortable before her mother sighed and said that with so few days left before she was due at the academy, she’d best start making some plans. Taking advantage of the excuse, Delucia left her parents with her tutor and the advisor, relieved not to have to witness the forthcoming conversation.

Hours later, she was still feeling stunned by what she’d discovered that morning—but in that time, she’d also realised something that could ruin her anonymity plans before they even began.

Hurrying through the palace, she kept an eye out for the first Warden she could find, but a stroke of luck meant that she instead happened upon Commander Nisha as she was stepping out of the council room.

“Good afternoon, Your Highness,” Nisha greeted, seeing Delucia stop before her. “Something I can help you with?”

“Do you know if Jeera is at the palace today, Commander?” Delucia asked. “Kaiden and Declan, too?”

Nisha cocked her head to the side, her blue eyes watching Delucia carefully. “I’m not sure about Declan, but Jeera and Kaiden didn’t come with me today. I can holo-call them if you’d like? Ask them to drop by?”

Delucia bit her lip, feeling bad about possibly interrupting one of their last days of freedom before classes started back. “No, that’s okay. But maybe—do you know when they might next be coming? Will they be visiting again before they leave on Sunday?”

A hint of a smile touched Nisha’s lips. “I’m not the one who can dream the future, Princess. Maybe you should tell me.”

A quiet gasp left Delucia’s mouth, and she looked around quickly, making sure no one else had heard. The corridor was empty, though—something Nisha no doubt would have checked before she uttered such a revealing statement.

“Did you know all along?” Delucia asked.

The amusement left Nisha’s face, replaced by an apologetic look. “For what it’s worth, I voted in favour of you being told the truth, despite the security risks. But the council’s word is law, even to me, so I had to abide by their decision to keep it secret.” She reached out and placed a hand on Delucia’s shoulder. “You made the right choice this morning, Princess. Akarnae will be good for you.”

Delucia nodded, feeling more and more confident of that being true.

“I’ll make sure Jeera and Kaiden know you’d like to speak with them before they return to the academy,” Nisha offered. “And I’ll ask Jaxon to pass the message on to Declan.” Her smile returned as she said, “Be prepared for an argument, especially if I’m right about what you plan to tell them.”

Shuffling her feet, Delucia asked, “Do they know? About me?”

“I certainly haven’t told them,” Nisha said, before offering a quiet laugh and adding, “but it wouldn’t be the first time my niece and nephew knew more than they should. So it’s a very real possibility.”

Delucia wasn’t sure how she felt about that, but it also didn’t surprise her, since in the last few days alone, both Jeera and Kaiden had proved to be much more intuitive than she’d given them credit for. Then again, it wasn’t as if she’d ever spent much time around either of them to learn such a thing. And despite the opportunity now before her, that wasn’t going to change.

Thanking Nisha, Delucia left the commander, a skip in her step as she headed back towards her bedroom. As she hurried along, she made a mental list of all that she had to do in the next four days, realising that she didn’t have the first clue where to begin.

Nevertheless, she couldn’t wait to get started.
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The next three days flew by in a haze of checklists and planning as Delucia madly prepared for her departure. Before she knew it, it was Saturday morning, and she was standing in the receiving hall of the palace, bidding farewell to Lady Nerita and Lord Maxton.

After what her parents had learned from Stablemaster Corbin, they’d excused Delucia from breakfasts for the past three days. She, however, had turned up anyway, since after speaking with Maxton in the stables, she was no longer intimidated by him or his cruel words. She didn’t have time for bullies, regardless of the reasons driving their behaviour, and she was determined to no longer allow him any power over her life—past, present or future.

Maxton, however, had skipped the last two breakfasts, having only joined them today for their final meal together. He hadn’t looked at Delucia once in the dining parlour, nor had he responded with anything other than a mumbled, “Good morning, Princess”—but only after she’d greeted him directly.

Delucia wasn’t sure if his show of humility was genuine or if he’d simply decided she wasn’t worth the effort, not now that she’d stood up to him. Either way, she felt a flicker of pride in herself, and she was empowered enough that during their goodbye, she was able to lean in and say, for his ears only, “Remember my words, Lord Maxton. The world owes you nothing. So you’d best watch that tongue of yours, lest you find yourself looking back one day and realising you have no one to blame but yourself.”

Her words had the desired effect, since Maxton’s face paled, before it purpled, and then paled again. His only response, however, was to offer a curt nod, his gaze remaining lowered as he said, “Thanks for the hospitality, Your Highness. My mother and I are already looking forward to our next visit.”

Only then did his eyes rise to meet hers, just for a moment, and Delucia saw that despite his words, he knew he’d never be welcome back at the palace—nor did he wish to return. Like a hunter whose prey had become a predator, the bully no longer had a victim to torment. Delucia only hoped he wouldn’t go on to find a new target, and instead he would heed her warning.

That, however, was no longer her concern, since minutes later he and his mother stepped through their Bubbledoor back to Harovell, the rest of their small delegation leaving with them.

A sigh of relief left Delucia, one she was careful to keep quiet since she knew her parents were watching her closely. Aware of how protective they felt—especially in the wake of what Stablemaster Corbin had shared—Delucia sent them a smile, showing she was fine. And she was, truly, which meant she was able to put the last ten days behind her within a matter of seconds, already moving on to everything else she had to do that day.

Leaving her parents to go about their own business, Delucia hurried to the stables and ventured forth on one last ride before she left for the academy tomorrow. Her Warden companion, a new recruit, remained mostly silent, allowing her to enjoy her final bittersweet hours with Dancer.

While Equestrian Skills was part of Akarnae’s curriculum and students were invited to bring their own horses, Headmaster Marselle, along with Advisor Jaxon, Master Ying and her parents, had recommended Delucia not bring her mare with her. Mostly because Dancer was a singularly spectacular creature—the horse of kings. Or, in this case, the horse of a princess. And if Delucia’s royal origins were to remain a secret, then having Dancer as her mount would no doubt raise questions best left unasked.

Ultimately, they’d left the decision up to her, but she’d seen the wisdom in their advice and, as difficult as it was, she’d agreed. That didn’t mean her heart wasn’t breaking at the thought of leaving her beloved horse behind—or so it had been until yesterday, when she’d witnessed something that had helped ease her despair.

Stablemaster Corbin’s wife—Doctor Sela, the palace physician—had been barren for as long as Delucia could remember. Two months ago, Corbin and Sela finally decided to adopt a young girl. That girl—Ruva—hadn’t spoken a word since her adoption, nor did anyone know if she’d spoken at all in her estimated seven years. Yesterday, however, Delucia had arrived at the stables and found Ruva in Dancer’s stall, her arms wrapped around the mare and tears streaming down her cheeks. More than that—she’d been whispering words Delucia hadn’t been able to hear, the first and only indication she’d shown that she was capable of speech.

Delucia had ducked away before Ruva had seen her, but the image of the girl seeking comfort from Dancer had imprinted on her mind. She’d immediately hunted down Corbin and requested that Ruva be the one to care for Dancer in her absence. The mare had helped Delucia through years of loneliness—perhaps she would be able to heal whatever hurts plagued Ruva, too.

That was what Delucia hoped, at least. And it was the only thing keeping her from falling apart when she returned from her ride and groomed Dancer one last time, silently saying goodbye.


Or—perhaps not so silently, since she couldn’t keep from speaking quietly while she worked.

“You be good while I’m gone, you hear me, girl?” Delucia said as she ran her brush over Dancer’s sleek coat. “And work your magic on Ruva. I have a feeling she’s going to need it.”

Dancer gave a soft nicker, as if she understood and was agreeing.

Delucia’s lips curled upwards, but they trembled at the same time. “I’m going to miss you,” she whispered, resting her forehead on Dancer’s strong neck and breathing in her familiar dusty scent. “But I’ll be back in a few months for Kaldoras. We’ll go riding through the snow together and I’ll sneak extra molasses into your warm mash afterwards. Sound good?”

Another soft nicker from Dancer caused Delucia’s smile to grow, but before she could say anything more, another voice got in first.

“Talking to your horse—the first sign of madness, Princess.”

Startled, Delucia stepped back from Dancer to face the stall door.

“We have to stop meeting like this,” she said, seeing both Declan—who had spoken—and Kaiden standing there once again.

“We heard you wanted to talk to us,” said Kaiden, explaining their presence.

Declan’s dark eyes sparkled with mirth as he added, “We can come back later, if you’d prefer? Maybe once you’ve finished your conversation?”

Delucia pulled a face at him, hoping to hide the heat she felt touching her cheeks. “No need. Just give me a minute and I’ll meet you out in the courtyard.”

Kaiden nodded and dragged the still-too-amused Declan away.


Delucia closed her eyes tightly, pushing aside her embarrassment, and then reopened them to wrap her arms around Dancer, just as she’d seen Ruva doing yesterday. “I love you, my beautiful friend.” She released her arms and then pressed a kiss to Dancer’s soft muzzle. “I’ll see you again soon. Promise.”

And before she could let the tears blurring her eyes spill over, she moved away and let herself out of the stall, her chest unnaturally tight as she headed down the aisle without looking back.

With each step, she fought to remain composed, only managing to do so since she knew Kaiden and Declan were waiting for her. She was doing the right thing, she was sure of that. But it was still hard. She just had to trust that her instincts were correct—and that Ruva would be as good for Dancer as Dancer would no doubt be for Ruva.

Once the courtyard came into sight, Delucia straightened her spine and shook aside her misery, something that became easier when she saw that Jeera had joined both of the boys, since that meant only one conversation would be needed.

“Princess,” Jeera greeted. “Sorry I wasn’t able to come for another ride this week.” She paused and added, “And also sorry we didn’t come sooner after Nisha told us you wanted to speak. The last few days of holidays always fly by so quickly.”

Delucia had experienced as much herself since learning she would be attending Akarnae, so she wasn’t upset that they had only just sought her out. “No problem—and I appreciate you coming by when, if you’re anything like me, you still have to finish packing.”

“So, it’s true, then?” Declan asked. “You’re really coming to Akarnae?”

Feeling oddly shy, Delucia nodded. “Trust me, I’m as surprised as you.”


Or, she was at least as surprised as Declan. Jeera and Kaiden, however, had knowing looks on their faces—looks that Delucia decided were best to ignore, if only to keep from demanding why they hadn’t shared their suspicions with her. She almost felt like she was the last person to learn the truth about herself, and that was a very strange position to be in.

“I won’t keep you long,” Delucia said, gesturing for them to take a seat on the stone bench beside the small water feature. “I just want to talk to you about this coming year.”

“You want us to act like we don’t know who you are,” Kaiden said. There was no question in his tone—just a statement of fact.

Hiding her surprise, Delucia said, “This is my one chance at a normal life. And aside from a few teachers being aware for security reasons, you three will be the only people at Akarnae who know my identity. So I’m asking you—no, I’m begging you—please don’t tell anyone about me.” She wiped her palms on her breeches and added, “From tomorrow onwards, I won’t be your princess. I’ll be just D.C.—no crown, no kingdom, just a normal girl. One who you’ve never met.” She looked them all in the eyes, one after the other, as she finished, “Do you think you can do that?”

There was a beat of silence, but despite the reserved looks on their faces, the three of them nodded.

“We’ll respect your decision, Princess,” Jeera said. “And besides, for my part, I won’t see you often, anyway. If at all.”

Delucia had figured as much, since Jeera had graduated last year and was returning as an apprentice, meaning her schedule wouldn’t line up with regular student timetables. Her hours would instead be all over the place as she studied directly under the Stealth and Subterfuge teacher, as well as both the Combat and Archery instructors, all three having decided she was worthy of furthering her education with them. It was an incredible honour, and one that would leave her in a prime position to enter the Warden service straight after completing her apprenticeships, just as she’d always planned.

“You do realise we might have some potential-based classes together, right?” Declan said, his head cocked to the side.

“If we do, then all the more reason for you to not know me,” Delucia said. “I want to be just like any other fresh-faced first year.”

“Are you absolutely sure that’s how you want to play it, Princess? Because heads up, if you end up in the same Combat class as Kaid and me, we won’t hold back.” Declan grinned wolfishly. “If we’re acting like we don’t know you, that means no pulling our punches. Fair warning.”

Delucia released a quiet laugh. “You have my permission to attack me, if that’s what you’re asking. No holds barred.”

Declan cracked his knuckles, his grin widening. “This is gonna be fun.”

Jeera rolled her eyes before looking back to Delucia and saying, “Sorry to keep this short, but if that’s all, we need to get going. Aunt Nisha likes to have a family dinner with us as well as this brute”—she pointed to Declan—“on the last night before we return to school. It’s tradition.”

Delucia stood as she said, “Please, go. I’ve said all I wanted to say.”

“In that case,” Jeera said, standing as well, with the boys doing the same beside her, “good luck tomorrow, Your Highness, and every other day afterwards.” She then stepped forward and lowered her voice just for Delucia’s ears as she finished, “Whether you’re Delucia or D.C.—the princess is in you and always will be. Don’t forget.”

“I won’t,” Delucia promised quietly.

Jeera held her gaze and then nodded once before walking away. Declan followed after giving Delucia another grin and a merry wave.


“A word of advice, Your Highness?” Kaiden offered, having remained behind.

“Will this be another moment of candour? Because if so, I’m not sure I can handle one of your pep talks today,” Delucia said, only half joking.

He smiled but said, “No pep talk, I promise. Just some advice.”

“Then go ahead,” she replied, knowing she could use all the help she could get.

“D.C. is a good name,” he said, “but when the time comes, might I suggest you go with something more personal? A nickname… perhaps Dix?”

Dix. Delucia liked that. Very much. But even so, she raised an eyebrow and repeated, “‘When the time comes’?”

With a one-shouldered shrug and another smile, this one secretive, Kaiden said, “I’m sure you’ll know when to use it. And with whom.”

Saying nothing further, he gave a short, respectful bow and followed after his sister and friend, leaving Delucia to feel oddly grateful that she hadn’t spent more time with the three of them over the years, given how odd her encounters with each of them had been that week.






Seven

The rest of Delucia’s Saturday was spent packing, unpacking, then repacking again, paranoid as she was about having everything she might need. It was ridiculous, she knew, since the academy supplied all required materials and texts, but she still had to organise her personal belongings. The headmaster had given her a standard checklist, and Mistress Alma had provided a second list—much of which Delucia was choosing to ignore, since it contained things like allergy medication for allergies she didn’t have. It was a thoughtful list—‘Just in case’, as Alma had written—but ultimately redundant, since the headmaster’s offering covered all the essentials.

Nevertheless, it was late by the time Delucia was finally ready for bed, her nerves making it hard for her to settle enough to sleep.

Just as she was beginning to drift off, a quiet knock at her door pulled her back to full consciousness, and she sat up quickly when her mother entered. Osmada was dressed for sleep, the collar of her nightgown peeking out from underneath her silky robe—her attire showing that, like Delucia, she had either just been in bed or was soon to venture there.

“Is everything all right?” Delucia asked. “Is Father—”

“All is well,” Osmada assured her. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to alarm you. I know it’s late, but I can’t let you go tomorrow without showing you something.” She reached for Delucia’s robe and held it out for her. “Will you come with me?”

Surprised and more than a little curious, Delucia pushed back her covers and stood, shucking her robe over her shoulders as she followed her mother from her room.

Osmada was silent as they set out from the eastern tower, the queen leading them on a winding path down the staircases and then along the inner hallways. Together they skirted the throne room, the banquet hall, the ballroom, the art gallery and the music chamber, before finally cutting through the butterfly garden to reach the base of the western tower. Only then did they begin their ascent up another set of spiralling golden stairs.

Just as Delucia began to wonder if her mother was leading her to the observatory located at the top of the tower, Osmada led her off the staircase at the second highest floor.

Brow furrowing, Delucia couldn’t help breaking the silence between them to ask, “The Royal Treasury? This is what you wanted to show me?”

Delucia had visited the treasury before—many times. The crown jewels contained within were an impressive sight, but she still couldn’t fathom a logical reason for her mother’s late-night desire to see them.

“Come, Delucia,” was all Osmada said, as she strode purposefully through the arched golden doorway, heading straight for the TCD panel beside the entrance to the vault.

Only someone from the Cavelle lineage could open the vault, the security panel requiring not just a handprint and retinal scan, but also a drop of blood to prove royal ancestry. It was completely unhackable and should anyone try to break in, they would find the golden arches sealing them inside and the air being sucked from the room until they lost consciousness. They’d later awaken in a cell, ready for interrogation.


Fortunately, Delucia and her mother didn’t have to worry about any of that, and it only took seconds for Osmada to pass the security protocols, causing the Myrox-lined vault door—a gift from the ancient Meyarins before they disappeared—to vanish like mist. No matter how many times Delucia watched it happen, it never grew old, since after fourteen years, she still had no idea where the door went, nor how it reappeared upon their leaving.

Stepping through after her mother, Delucia took in the floor-to-ceiling displays revealing the riches of the royal family laid out on presentation stands and strung up against the walls. Soft overhead lighting struck the jewels, creating a reflective effect, making the room seem even more impressive than it already was. From necklaces, rings, broaches and bracelets, to daggers, arrows, swords and shields, the space was all but bursting with precious metals and priceless gems. It was beautifully ostentatious—or ostentatiously beautiful. Delucia had never quite figured out which. All she knew was that she always felt humbled by the wealth contained within the vault, and the history it told.

A brush against Delucia’s fingers caused her to jump, but it was only her mother reaching out to take her hand again. Silently, Osmada led Delucia deeper into the vault, right towards the back.

They came to a stop in front of a table covered in black, shimmery material. Three cushions were displayed, a crown resting on each—one for the king, one for the queen and one for the princess.

Delucia’s eyes were riveted on her mother’s hands as Osmada reached for the smallest crown. It was daintier than those belonging to the king and queen, with diamonds arranged in spirals and whorls as well as a few set apart in single strands, like fireworks bursting outwards from the centre.


Delucia had always loved the design of her crown. While both her parents had heavy, bejewelled masterpieces, hers was much more demure. And yet, it was no less stunning.

The crown of a Royal Princess, that was what her mother held. And, turning Delucia so that she faced the gilded mirror on the wall beside the display, Osmada stood behind her and slowly lowered the crown until it rested on Delucia’s head.

“The other day, your father said that this crown is a heavy burden,” Osmada said quietly, her eyes locked on Delucia’s through the mirror. “We both know he wasn’t lying. The duties and responsibilities, the lack of privacy and independence—our crowns can be as much of a curse as they are a blessing.”

Delucia’s breathing shallowed, a reaction to hearing her own thoughts uttered by her mother’s mouth. The curse of her crown—the life she had been born into; the destiny that, for better or worse, she had no choice but to live.

“But, my darling daughter, there is something I wish to share with you tonight,” Osmada continued. “Something I want you to take with you to Akarnae tomorrow, to hold dear to your heart in the days to come.”

The queen brushed her fingers against Delucia’s hair, right where the base of the crown rested. “This is who you were born to be, my sweet girl. But it is not all that you are. This crown is a part of you, but it does not define you, nor should you allow it to.”

Osmada dropped her fingers and slowly turned Delucia until they faced each other again. Her eyes were soft as she said, “Don’t let the curse of being a Cavelle keep you from living the life you’ve always dreamed. Because this crown… it is something you will carry with you forever. But that doesn’t mean you have to sacrifice your own happiness in order to wear it.”

She cupped Delucia’s cheek and lowered her voice to finish, “You are a princess, but you are also just a girl. Remember that when you go to Akarnae tomorrow, and do not deny yourself the gift of being both—because doing so would be to deny that gift to the world.”

Delucia felt tears lining her eyes, her mother’s words wrapping around her very heart. In a trembling voice, she asked, “What if I don’t know how to be both?” A tear trickled down her cheek as she added, almost inaudibly, “Or what if… the princess—people have to like her, but what if… what if they don’t like the girl?”

Osmada reached out to wipe away her tear, the queen’s face tender as she whispered, “Then they don’t deserve her.”

Another tear fell, and Osmada wiped that, too, as she said, “You are much too special to live a life defined by the opinions of others. Crown or no, your value lies here.” She touched a finger to Delucia’s chest, right over her heart. “And if they can’t see that, then you—the princess and the girl—are better off without them.”

Through watery eyes, Delucia saw that her mother was expecting a response, but her throat was so tight that she could only nod, more tears falling as she did so.

Too long had Delucia allowed the opinions of others—and especially of Maxton—to rule her life. Too long had she embraced her isolation, certain that anyone she allowed close would only see the princess, not the heart driving her. Too long had she been alone, determined to remain that way for fear of learning that it wasn’t her choice to be without friends… but because no one wanted her.

Too long—but no longer.

Tomorrow at Akarnae, she would be the girl with the heart of a princess—and the princess with the heart of a girl. Because she was both. And as scared as she was, as vulnerable as it would make her, the hope she felt was so strong—hope that she might get to live the life of her dreams, just like her mother had said.


She wouldn’t allow her crown to define her.

She wouldn’t allow the thoughts of others to defeat her.

Most of all, she wouldn’t allow the curse to steal her life away.

As determination settled deep within her, Delucia looked at her mother, her nod this time much more confident. Osmada smiled a gentle, proud smile in response, before reaching up to remove the crown, the weight of which—both physical and metaphorical—left Delucia as the queen returned it to the table.

Opening her arms for her daughter, Osmada wrapped Delucia in a tight embrace as she whispered, “I’m going to miss you, sweetheart. So very much. But if you can let down some of those walls you’ve built around your heart, there’s no end to the beauty that is ahead for you. Promise me you’ll try.”

“I p-promise,” Delucia said, knowing it would be hard, but meaning it with everything within her.

Osmada leaned back, wiping more tears from Delucia’s cheeks as she finished, “Your father and I—we’re so proud of you. In all the days ahead, whether you’re alone or surrounded by people, never forget that.”

That was all Delucia could take before a hiccup-sob left her, prompting her mother to pull her into another comforting embrace.

They held each other close for long minutes—long enough for Delucia’s tears to dry and her eyes to become heavy with fatigue. Only then did Osmada guide her out of the vault and back to her bedroom, tucking her into bed and whispering in her ear, “I love you, my little princess. Always.”

And that was the last Delucia heard before she drifted off to sleep, her final thoughts being that she was ready for whatever the next day would bring—and ready to keep the promise she’d made her mother.

Her walls—from tomorrow, they would be gone.






Eight

When Delucia awoke the next morning, she knew straight away that something was wrong. Her body was soaked in sweat, her teeth chattering with cold and her stomach churning so violently that she had to stumble dizzily to her bathroom, barely making it in time to expel the contents within.

She was still retching when Mistress Alma let herself into the room, likely having come to see why Delucia wasn’t up yet.

“Goodness, child, what a state you’re in,” Alma said, rushing forward to offer a towel. “Nerves got the better of you, I take it?”

But as she said the words, Delucia knew Alma must have realised that wasn’t what was wrong. Yes, she was anxious about her departure to the academy, but not to the extent that she had made herself sick. This was something else entirely.

“You’re burning up, Princess,” Alma said after touching Delucia’s forehead. “Come, let’s get you back to bed and I’ll call for the palace physician.”

“I-I-I’m o-o-kay,” Delucia tried to force out, her whole body shaking enough to make speech difficult. “I ha-have to g-g-get ready a-and go.”

“You’re not going anywhere like this,” Alma said, sternly. “Not until Doctor Sela has looked at you.” She wrapped an arm around Delucia, grunting as she heaved the princess to her feet. “Lean on me, dear. We’ll have you feeling better soon enough. Then you can get ready and go.”


But Mistress Alma was wrong. Because when Doctor Sela arrived, she took one look at Delucia and sighed, saying that the princess was the third person that morning who had come down with a stomach virus. The treatment was simple—three doses of medication, six hours apart, and then she would be back to perfect health. But the catch was, the medication would also knock her out, forcing her body to sleep those hours away as it drove off the sickness.

“I ca-ca-can’t sleep all d-d-day!” Delucia cried—or she tried to, but her voice was too weak to offer much volume. “Not t-t-today!”

Her mother and father, having arrived with the doctor, looked on with sympathy as Sela forced a vial of liquid between Delucia’s chattering lips.

“We’ll notify Darrius, sweetheart,” Aurileous said, brushing hair from her sweaty forehead. “You can still make it there by tonight, with plenty of time to settle in before your classes start tomorrow. You won’t miss anything.”

“B-B-But first years—” Delucia suddenly had trouble finishing her sentence, her eyelids feeling as heavy as bricks as the medication took effect.

What she had wanted to say was that, while second years and up were only required to be at the academy in time for dinner, first years were meant to arrive in the morning for an introduction day. That was when they would be given a tour of the grounds and shown where their classes were located, all while getting to know each other.

Delucia didn’t want to miss out on any of that. It was all a part of the normal experience she was supposed to enjoy.

But as her eyes sealed shut without her permission, she realised that some things were beyond her control.

“Sleep, sweetheart,” Aurileous said quietly. “Akarnae will still be waiting for you when you awaken.”


And without any other choice, Delucia listened to her father, the medication pulling her into a blissfully dreamless sleep.
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Aside from the brief moments when she was roused to take her medicine, Delucia slept all day. But just as Doctor Sela had promised, she eventually awoke feeling completely better.

Or… physically, at least.

Mentally, however, she was a wreck as she rushed through her final preparations. All her personal items had been sent ahead of her arrival, but she still double-checked what felt like every room in the palace until she was satisfied she hadn’t forgotten anything.

When she finally stood in the receiving room with the Bubbledoor already activated and open behind her, she turned to look at her parents one last time.

Earlier, she’d said goodbye to Master Ying and Mistress Alma; the former having told her to embrace her studies and the latter having reminded her to watch her posture. Neither had offered emotional farewells—nor had Delucia expected them to, despite the tutors being the closest companions she’d ever had at the palace.

Her parents, however…

Delucia swallowed as she saw the tears in her father’s eyes. Her mother was slightly more composed, but the king—he was barely holding himself together. If he broke down, Delucia knew she wouldn’t stand a chance of leaving without descending into tears herself, which would then mean she’d arrive at the academy with red eyes and puffy cheeks. That was something she definitely didn’t want to have happen, but if her father didn’t stop looking at her like that…


As if reading her mind, Aurileous drew in an audible breath and straightened his shoulders, visibly steeling his emotions. She knew it was only for her sake, and that made it even harder for her to remain composed when he wrapped his arms around her in one final embrace.

“Remember, we’re only a holo-call away,” he said into her ear. “Or an authorised Bubbler vial, if needed. Just ask Darrius, and he’ll make it happen.”

“I’ll be okay,” Delucia said, having no intention of pestering the headmaster for a trip home outside of the scheduled holidays. No special treatment—she was determined to see out the school year just like all the other students. “Kaldoras will be here before we know it.”

“Not soon enough,” Aurileous said, his voice hoarse, but he released her and handed her over to her mother.

“Be safe, my darling girl,” Osmada said, drawing her close. “We’ll miss you every day.”

She said no more, as if knowing Delucia was only hanging on by a thread.

“Go now, sweetheart,” Aurileous said, his voice still thick with emotion, “before the Bubbledoor closes.”

Aware that lingering would only make it harder on them all, Delucia sent them both trembling smiles and, with tears glistening in her eyes, she said, “I’ll be back again before you know it.”

With that, she turned and stepped through the Bubbledoor, the swirl of colour transporting her away from the palace…

… And finally—finally—to Akarnae.






Nine

Delucia hadn’t given much thought to what would happen upon her arrival at the academy, and that was probably for the best, since when she came out the other side of the Bubbledoor, she experienced a moment of panic as disorientation took hold.

The time difference—she’d forgotten all about the time difference between Akarnae and Tryllin. And while it was only early evening back at the palace with the sun having just set, the academy grounds were fully dark, the half-moon shining brightly overhead offering the only indication as to the hour.

She was late—beyond late—with the silent grounds surrounding her highlighting as much.

Inhaling a nervous breath, Delucia allowed the balmy summer air to calm her, hints of pine and cedar drawing her gaze to the forest beyond the grassy fields. The trees continued right up to the edge of a massive lake, and beyond the water, far in the distance, a stunning mountain loomed, capped with snow even in the middle of summer.

The Ezera Forest, Lake Fee and Mount Paedris—Delucia had heard about them all her life. Never had she imagined seeing them with her own eyes, at least not as a student of Akarnae.

Suddenly, it didn’t matter that she was late. Because she was here. That was what counted.

Except… because it was late, she had no idea what she was expected to do, where she was supposed to go. She’d obviously missed dinner—by hours, it would seem—but she still needed a place to sleep. And a class timetable for the next day.

Shoving a flyaway lock of hair behind her ear, Delucia looked around at the buildings bathed in the moonlight, wondering which one would offer her some answers. But before she could attempt an educated guess—or really, just choose one at random and hope for the best—a voice called out for her attention.

“Wonderful—you’ve arrived. We’ve been expecting you for hours.”

Delucia spun until she faced the closest building, an ancient tower structure that seemed oddly out of place. Standing in the light at the top of the steps leading inside was a tall man with perfectly combed hair, his eyes friendly as they looked at her from behind rectangular glasses.

“I’m Administrator Jarvis,” he introduced himself, walking towards her. “And you must be—”

“D.C.” she said quickly, firmly. “I’m D.C.”

A knowing smile touched his lips, enough to confirm that he was aware of her real identity. “Indeed. It’s a shame about your illness today, but no matter—you’re here now.” He gestured with a hand towards the path leading from the building. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to your dormitory. It’s late, and you’ll no doubt want to get some rest before classes start tomorrow.”

After having slept all day, rest was the last thing Delucia wanted, but she nodded dutifully and followed as he led the way forward. He pointed out specific buildings as they travelled—not quite the tour she would have been given had she arrived with the rest of the first years, but it would hopefully be enough to help her get by until she had time to investigate herself. Preferably in daylight.

As they walked, he told her that the professors all resided in the building he’d just stepped out of—aptly named the Tower building—and that the school library was located there too, but underground. He shared where she could find the food court and the Medical Ward, as well as indicating vaguely in the direction of where her Combat, Equestrian Skills and Species Distinction classes would be held. PE, he explained, rotated between the forest, the lake and the grassy fields, and he pointed out the meeting places for each, along with where she would find the Archery fields.

The campus was beyond impressive and Delucia couldn’t wait to see more of it. But for now, what she wanted most was to meet the students. Her fellow first years—the people she would be spending the next five years of her life with, or more, if she was offered an apprenticeship. Most especially, she wanted to meet her roommate, anxious yet excited for the friendship that she hoped would form between them.

Her first ever real friend—Delucia was terrified… but so very ready.

“Here we are,” Jarvis said as they arrived at a large, multi-levelled building. There was a welcoming feel to it, with lights glowing out from numerous windows and a handful of stairs leading up to a large, inviting entryway. “This is the dormitory for first through to fifth years. Bedrooms are located upstairs and to the right and left wings, with the Recreational Room downstairs and covering the entire basement level. Please—after you.”

Delucia moved up the steps and into the brightly lit entryway, allowing Jarvis to take the lead again as he headed towards the staircase heading to the upper and lower levels.

“Your dorm is on the third floor,” Jarvis explained as he ascended the stairs. “Unfortunately, due to the hour, most of your classmates will already be in bed, but you’ll get to meet them tomorrow.”

Delucia sighed inwardly, cursing the stomach virus that had ruined what was supposed to have been her first day at the academy. But at least she would still get to meet her roommate—presuming whoever she was wasn’t already asleep. It wasn’t that late, though. Delucia felt confident that—

“Also, you’ll be pleased to know that you have an entire dorm room to yourself,” Jarvis said as they stepped off the stairs onto the third floor.

Delucia nearly missed the last step, her neck snapping up to look at Jarvis as she all but whispered, “What?”

“Yes, it worked out rather well,” Jarvis said, not seeing the stricken look on her face as he led the way along the hallway lined with doors. “While it’s unfortunate that you were ill, the upside is that your fellow first years have already paired up, leaving you free to enjoy your own space. No doubt you’ll appreciate the privacy, I’m sure.”

Delucia felt a pain in her chest, a sharp, sudden ache at the realisation of what her late arrival had truly cost her. Her roommate—she wasn’t going to have a roommate. Everyone in her year, they’d already paired up. Already begun to make friends with each other. All except her.

“This is you here,” Jarvis said, his words pulling her from her growing despair—at least for the moment.

Together they’d stopped in front of a doorway labelled with the number seven. Jarvis explained that it was keyed to her specific biochemistry—how they’d organised that, she wasn’t sure—and that she’d be the only one who could open the door from the hallway. He then indicated for her to press her hand against it, and it unsealed at her touch.

“This is where I leave you,” Jarvis said with a warm smile. “If you have any questions, don’t hesitate to come by my office in the Tower building.”

“Thank you, Administrator,” Delucia said, her words feeling thick in her throat at the knowledge of what lay beyond the door.


That being nothing. And no one.

She was going to be alone. Just like always.

“Oh, I nearly forgot,” Jarvis said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a lollipop. He handed it over, and Delucia wrapped her fingers around it, already having been briefed by the headmaster about the test that would decide her potential-based classes.

“Once you’ve finished, place the stick in here,” Jarvis instructed, passing her a small, sealable bag. “Your schedule will arrive moments later.”

Delucia nodded her understanding.

“Good night, then, Your—erm, Miss D.C.,” Jarvis said, looking unsettled for the first time, clearly uncomfortable not addressing her by her title. “I hope you enjoy your time with us here at Akarnae.”

And with a respectful tip of his head—not quite a bow, but close—he left her standing beside her doorway, and all the loneliness that was awaiting her on the other side.
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Delucia didn’t have a good night.

She tossed and turned in her sleep, all too aware of the empty bed on the opposite side of the room. When she did finally succumb to her exhaustion, her dreams were plagued by images of Maxton’s smirking face and the words she’d thought she’d managed to put behind her: ‘You’re going to be alone forever.’

Upon awakening in the morning, her stomach was in knots as she readied herself for the day. She’d taken her potential test last night, her schedule having arrived just as Jarvis had said. To her delight, her results had been almost perfectly average, with her being rated a mid-levelled Gamma for PE, Archery, Combat and Chemistry. Her Equestrian Skills class, however, rated her at an Epsilon level, which wasn’t surprising, though she knew it was rare for students to be rated higher than Delta for anything, especially first years. She only hoped that her mediocre potentials in the other subjects would keep her from standing out, because despite her restless night and the fears tormenting her, she was determined to start her new, normal life today.

So what if she didn’t have a roommate and she hadn’t met anyone yet—that didn’t matter. She had days, months, weeks and years ahead of her to make friends. It was going to happen, she was sure of it. Because she’d promised her mother that she would try, and that was exactly what she intended to do.

Dressed in cut-off shorts and a simple top—a perfectly normal summer outfit—Delucia consulted her timetable one last time, collected her Medical Science textbook from the pile she’d discovered on her desk, and left her room. Her plan was to head directly from the food court to her first class, lingering at breakfast so as to meet as many people as possible.

However, as Delucia left the dorm building and ventured across the grounds in the light of day, she passed numerous students—some smiling, some yawning, some harried, some relaxed—and realised the error of her plan.

There was no way for her to tell who might be first years.

Fourteen-year-olds didn’t look that different from fifteen-and even sixteen-year-olds. As such, Delucia wasn’t sure how to locate her age-based classmates. And when she stepped into the food court, her stomach sank, because she had no idea where in the large space to go, where to sit.

People were clustered around tables of all shapes and sizes in groups of twos, threes, fours and more. All of them were talking, laughing and eating together, their obvious joy at being back at the academy like a hum of energy filling the air.

Part of Delucia wanted to just go up and sit with a random group, hoping for the best, but another part of her was terrified by the very idea. What would she say to them? How would she introduce herself? What if they didn’t have anything in common? What if they didn’t want her to sit with them? What if they just stared at her, waiting for her to leave?

Her palms clammy, she tightened her grip on her textbook as she considered her options. She couldn’t stand in the entryway all morning—that was bound to draw unwanted attention. So she made her decision and headed to one of the smaller, empty tables.

Just this morning—just until she met some of her classmates—she would eat her meal alone. That way she wouldn’t have to worry about impressing herself upon a group that didn’t want her, or strike up an uncomfortable conversation with unwilling ears.

But after her first class, Medical Science, she would know who to look out for, who she could join. Who she could become friends with.

And as she ate her breakfast with only her book for company, she tried not to let the hollow feeling within her spread, determined to hold onto her hope. The day wasn’t over yet—it had barely even begun. There was plenty of time left for her to begin her new life, she was sure of it.
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Delucia was the first person to arrive at her Medical Science classroom.

Part of that was because she hadn’t wanted to sit alone in the food court for longer than was necessary and had decided to take her own tour of the academy, but the other part was simply her desire not to miss out on anything. Again.

Because of that, she was already seated up the back of the laboratory room when her fellow classmates began to stream in from the hallway, and she sat straighter in her seat, her heart pounding in her chest as she waited to see who she would end up sharing bench space with.

Her classmates—they were all so happy. They’d only met yesterday and already they were full of smiles and laughs as they took their seats around her. This—she could be a part of this. She would be a part of this. She just had to find a way in.

Just when she was beginning to fear no one would join her up the back, thwarting her plans before they could take root, two boys burst into the room right as the professor was closing the door, making it just in time.

“Tardiness is unacceptable in my class, gentlemen,” the woman said in a stern voice, her hard tone at odds with the glaring multi-coloured lab coat she wore. “See that you don’t push your luck again in the future, or you’ll find yourself with a detention. Understood?”

Delucia would have been mortified if she’d been the one scolded in front of the entire room, but the two boys looked like they were barely holding back laughter as they tried to school their features into contrition. Nodding, they hurried past the teacher and right up to the back—straight to Delucia’s bench.

Her heart gave a jump, not sure how she felt about this development when it was clear the two boys, one dark-haired and one blond, were still trying to rein in their amusement.

Delucia had been raised with the understanding that she should always respect those in authority. Whether it was her parents, her tutors, the royal council or any manner of others around the palace, regardless of her title, they were people and she was to treat them accordingly.

When it came to her studies, she was to be nothing less than the most dedicated of students. Any slacking off led to consequences—such as the punishment that left her learning tedious languages. Her schooling, her life, was to be taken seriously. And these two boys… Well, one look at them, and Delucia wasn’t sure if they took anything seriously.

But then again… she also wasn’t in a position to be picky. So when they took their seats beside her, she turned to the nearest one, the blond, and gathered her courage.

“I’m—”

She froze, because when he faced her, she saw his features properly for the first time, and the combination of his tanned skin, light hair and bright blue eyes sent a jolt of panic through her. For a moment, all she could see was Maxton, the breath leaving her in a whoosh and the blood draining from her face as she swayed in her seat.

“Are you okay?”

Delucia’s vision snapped back into focus, her cheeks heating when she caught the raised eyebrow the boy was sending her.

It wasn’t Maxton. It wasn’t Maxton.

Aside from his colouring, there were no other similarities between this boy and Maxton, but the shock of what Delucia had just felt was lingering enough that she struggled to form a response.

The boy’s eyebrow arched even higher as he said, “Hello?”

The dark-haired friend leaned towards them both and said, “What’s going on, Jordan?”

The blond—Jordan—shook his head and gave a shrug, his eyes moving from Delucia to the other boy. “Not sure, Bear. But if I had to guess, I think she’s been stunned into silence by my intimidatingly good looks.” He grinned, turning back and winking at the incredulous Delucia. “Can’t blame her for that. Girl’s got good taste.”

Delucia sucked in breath so sharp that it hissed through her teeth. The audacity—she couldn’t believe his nerve.

“Hey, easy, it was a joke,” Jordan said, his brow furrowing as he read her expression. “You know… the ‘ha-ha’ kind?”


“Doesn’t look like she found it very funny, mate,” said Bear, a little too entertained for Delucia’s liking.

Unable to keep the scowl from her face—because he was right in that she didn’t find it funny, at all—Delucia was saved from responding when the professor cleared her throat, calling for their attention.

“Welcome to your orientation lesson for Medical Science,” the woman said. “I am Professor Luranda, and in my classroom, you will abide by the following rules…”

The professor went on to offer a list that she expected them all to follow, with Jordan and Bear snickering at Delucia’s side as that list grew longer and longer.

Truthfully, she couldn’t blame them, since some of the rules were utterly ridiculous—like how they weren’t to eat their textbooks or deliberately wear their clothes back-to-front—but while Delucia was laughing on the inside, she couldn’t condone the disrespect the two boys were showing the teacher, slight as it was. Professor Luranda had authority over the classroom, and if she decreed that they weren’t to chew on their classmates’ hair or use the word ‘pistachio’ in her lab, then as far as Delucia was concerned, they should all follow her instructions without question. And certainly, without derision.

But Jordan and Bear—they seemed to believe otherwise. Just as they seemed to believe that the strict teacher herself was a veritable source of entertainment. And when she stepped into the storeroom, leaving them unsupervised for scant moments, the boys were quick to share their opinion. Or Jordan was, at least, since he seemed to be the ringleader of the two.

“That coat of hers—wow,” Jordan said with a laugh, loud enough to draw the eyes of those seated at the other benches. “She’s gonna poke someone’s eye out with that thing.”

Snorts of agreement met his statement, with nods coming from all around the room.


“The good news is, we’ll see her coming from miles away,” Jordan continued, not at all uncomfortable with the attention focused on him, but instead basking in it. “Honestly—it’s like she went and rolled in a rainbow. I’m half-surprised she’s not trailing glitter dust when she walks.”

Unable to hold back any longer, Delucia said her first full sentence to him—to anyone—and hissed, “Show some respect.”

Her classmates’ amusement vanished, with uncomfortable shuffles and throat clearing meeting her statement. But she didn’t care, since all she could think about was another blond-haired, blue-eyed boy who liked to laugh at people behind their backs. And she couldn’t—she wouldn’t—sit there silently and just allow the belittling of another person, not when she knew exactly how awful it felt.

Jordan turned to her, his face startled. “It was just—”

“—a joke,” Delucia finished for him, already knowing that was what he was going to say. “Well, guess what? Your first one wasn’t funny, and neither is this one.”

Cocking his head, Jordan looked at her like she was some kind of strange species and he wasn’t quite sure what to do with her. Bear was watching them closely, looking torn about whether he should intervene or not.

“Look,” Jordan said after a moment of scrutiny. “I don’t know you, and I’m not sure what your deal is, but… a joke is just a joke, and I meant no harm by it. Try not to take this personally, but maybe you should consider lightening up a bit.” He offered what he likely thought was a winning smile and finished, “Couldn’t hurt, right?”

Delucia couldn’t believe him. No one had ever told her to lighten up—in her life. Her fellow classmates, the people who she had so wanted to become friends with, were all watching, listening, waiting to hear what she would say.


Part of her was horrified, since this was not the kind of attention she’d ever wanted to bring herself. But these people—her classmates—they’d all laughed at Jordan’s ‘joke’, and even now they were looking at him with adoration in their eyes. It sent her straight back in time until she was again seeing Annelyse and Bahrati and everyone else in the palace stables staring at Maxton with unveiled admiration, entertained by his callous words and repulsive behaviour.

The memory, the feeling, it was too much. Too painful. Because with it came the knowledge that whatever had happened yesterday, whatever bonding had occurred between the first years—it was clear that both Jordan and Bear had made their way straight to the top of the social ladder. And Delucia… she wasn’t even on the lowest step.

“You’re right, you don’t know me,” she said, willing steel into her voice to mask the sorrow she felt deep inside. “But I know you. And what I know is that you’re nothing more than an attention-seeking clown.”

She hated—absolutely hated—that he looked even more amused after her insult, enough that she wished she’d come up with something much more biting. But before she could add anything else, Professor Luranda stepped back into sight, continuing on with their lesson by sharing what they would be learning over the coming months.

Despite her attempt at diligence, Delucia found that she wasn’t listening to a word the professor was saying. And that was because realisation was flooding over her—a sudden understanding of what her life would be like in the coming days.

Glancing around the room at the heads bowed together, seeing her classmates taking notes and whispering to each other when Luranda wasn’t looking, Delucia knew.

None of that was for her.


She didn’t have a roommate to sit with, to pass notes with, to share jokes with.

She didn’t have whatever bonds had grown between the first years yesterday.

She didn’t have a way to step up on the ladder, not even a single rung.

She had nothing, she had no one.

Only herself.

That was all she’d ever had.

That was all she would ever have.

And with that realisation, the walls that she’d been so ready to lay aside snapped back into place around her heart, stronger than ever before…

… and never to crumble again.






Ten

Days bled into weeks and faded into months as Delucia settled into academy life. Her classes were challenging, keeping her busy and helping her to ignore the lonely ache inside. There was so much to do at Akarnae—in lessons and out of them—that it was easy to find distraction from her own mind, even her own company.

The library was a haven for her, much like the one at the palace. She’d claimed her own little nook up the back and whenever she needed to get away from the smiling, happy faces all around her, that was where she found herself. Either that, or in the stables, seeking comfort amongst her new equine friends who, just like Dancer, were wonderful listeners and the most faithful of confidantes. They were particularly companionable on the harder days, when all Delucia needed was someone to talk to, four-legged or otherwise.

An added bonus to her stable visits was that the Equestrian Skills instructor, Tayla, was one of the teachers who knew Delucia’s true identity, yet she didn’t treat her any differently from the other students. If anything, she was harder on her, almost as if she knew Delucia had something she wanted to prove and Tayla was willing to offer the chance for her to do that. It was one of the reasons why Equestrian Skills was Delucia’s favourite class—the other being that she was the only first year with an Epsilon ranking, and the handful of older classmates remained polite but distant, with Delucia more than willing to follow their lead.

Whether in the stables or the library, weekends were spent reading volume after volume or mucking out stalls and cleaning tack. On the odd occasion, Delucia was invited to join Tayla on outings through the forest, riding the horse she’d been allocated for the year—a bay gelding named Monarch. Despite the name being Tayla’s idea of an inside joke, Delucia had grown fond of the steadfast gelding, just as she’d also taken a liking to the academy’s shaggy pony, Monster. Barely the size of a large dog, the little beast was a troublemaker—but also a cute one, who never failed to lift Delucia’s spirits.

Outside of her time spent with either books or horses—and, indeed, during those times—Delucia mostly kept to herself. Every so often she spotted Kaiden and Declan around the campus, or the even rarer sighting of Jeera, but as she’d made them promise, whenever they crossed paths, they acted like they didn’t know her. A few times she caught a secret grin and friendly wink from Declan, but anytime she locked eyes with Kaiden or Jeera, she found only disappointment on their faces. Not at her… for her. More than anyone, the two siblings seemed to realise that her dreams of a new life at Akarnae weren’t quite living up to the mark.

It wasn’t all bad, though. Indeed, she loved almost everything about the academy. The classes, the teachers, the grounds—even her own private room turned out to be a boon, just as Jarvis had said, since she could holo-call her parents without fear of discovery, as well as read the books Master Ying sent her way—books from the royal archives, the likes of which would raise suspicion if sighted by others.

All in all, her life was basically perfect. Sure, she was lonely, but she’d been lonely her whole life. Another five years weren’t going to cause her any long-lasting harm.


… Or so she tried daily to convince herself.

Perhaps the only thing that was unsettling were her dreams. As if arriving at the academy had activated some switch inside her, at least three times each week she saw a vision in her sleep that later came true. For the most part, they were small things, like knowing Administrator Jarvis was going to invite her for tea to ask whether she was settling in well, or that Headmaster Marselle would make an announcement at dinner to remind students about the curfew in effect. But there were also a few occasions when her dreams had been more dramatic, like seeing her Equestrian Skills classmate, Ryan, thrown from his horse only to be trampled by its hooves—resulting in three broken bones and a concussion—or seeing her fellow first year, Pipsqueak, suffer an allergic reaction during lunch that sent her into cardiac arrest and required Doctor Fletcher to revive her right in the middle of the food court.

Delucia had felt awful after the incidents, wondering if—and how—she might have warned them. But both events had happened early in the year, at a time when she hadn’t understood her gift enough to know when it was in effect. That was something she was still learning, but as the weeks passed, she was growing more and more confident when it came to differentiating between fact and fiction.

Much of that confidence came from her Core Skills class—the only subject dedicated specifically to the study of their gifts, including learning how to control them. The instructor, Professor Marmaduke, had a low-level mental gift that included the ability to read surface thoughts—something that would have alarmed Delucia had her own limited mental defences not been strong enough to protect her mind against the woman’s weak ability.

Marmaduke was a bit of a flake, but despite her wishy-washy nature, her classes were helping Delucia. Added to that, the library was full of texts relating to gifts, and between what she read in her own time and the exercises Marmaduke set, she was finally beginning to understand how her ability worked, now almost always recognising the difference between a dream and a true dream.

The trick, Delucia now knew, was to identify whether she was a spectator or a participant. If she was a participant—if the dream included something happening to her or as a result of her actions—it was likely a normal dream. If, however, she was forced to watch events play out that had nothing to do with her, events that she couldn’t manipulate with her own subconscious guidance, then it was likely a prophetic vision of future events.

It took a while before Delucia was able to understand the distinction, but with the meditative exercises Marmaduke gave her—exercises to calm her thoughts before sleep and clear her mind—she was eventually afforded a deeper clarity in her dreams and, more importantly, greater retention. Both of these allowed Delucia to consider her dreams carefully upon wakening, weighing just how real they felt.

Of course, she wasn’t always right, as there were the odd occasions when a true dream involved her, making the distinction between spectator or participant all but impossible to judge. But for the most part, she was slowly beginning to get the hang of her ability.

As time passed and the days grew cooler, Delucia began to experiment with her gift, including revisiting her dreams at will. It was something she learned from a book rather than Marmaduke, and arguably the most foolproof way to determine which visions were prophetic, since she could only ever revisit true dreams. It was also remarkably easy, since all she had to do was call to mind a previous dream while drifting off to sleep, and she would find herself returned there, surveying the vision as if she were investigating a crime scene.


While fascinating, her dream revisitations were often rather tedious, since so far, the true dreams she had experimented with had been fairly anticlimactic and boring to re-watch. The same was true for any recurring dreams that she was unintentionally swept back into—especially the one that showed nothing but the unending corridor of doorways. It remained the same as she’d dreamed it over the summer, the whispering voice remaining out of reach no matter how many times she revisited the scene, searching for more details. All she knew was that it was a true dream—which meant one day, it would mean something.

Dreams were fickle things, as Delucia was coming to realise more each day. But she was still thankful for her gift because, if nothing else, it allowed her entry into Akarnae. And despite being a social outcast, she still felt deep in her soul that the academy was where she was meant to be.

Even if she was alone, at least she was alone in the right place, ready and waiting for whatever promise her future held, and hoping every day that the doorway Kaiden had once said would open was coming.
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Seasons changed and summer faded into autumn, the air at the academy growing brisk as the wind kicked up, heralding the swift arrival of winter.

It was on one such windy Saturday in the first week of December that Delucia was locked away in her room, having spent the hours since waking doing everything she could to avoid the outside world.

Normally she tried to be as far as possible from her lonely dorm on weekends, but today was different. It was Family Day at Akarnae, and the only thing harder than seeing her classmates all enjoy each other’s company was when they did it surrounded by their loved ones. Especially since her own couldn’t visit her at the academy, not without giving away everything she was determined to keep hidden.

Laughing humourlessly to herself as she reorganised her belongings for the third time that day, Delucia realised that no one would believe the truth, anyway. Her classmates would sooner believe that Jordan was the royal princess before they considered her a viable heir to the throne. In their minds, she was a moody, antagonistic loner—a reputation she’d earned, and indeed, a reputation she sought to maintain.

A therapist would claim she was self-sabotaging, perhaps even suffering a personality disorder, jumping between the two extremes of wanting people in her life, then determined to keep everyone away. But Delucia was merely protecting herself, her defence mechanisms now as natural as breathing. Her classmates knew she would bite if approached—figuratively, of course—and they kept their distance. Just as she told herself that was what she wanted.

But distant or not, she still had to spend time with them, and even now she knew she couldn’t remain locked in her room much longer. Mostly because she was starving, her empty stomach aching from having skipped breakfast and lunch to avoid witnessing the cheerful family reunions.

Looking outside her window, she saw that the sun had set and dusk had settled upon the grounds. Most of the families should have left by now, so Delucia presumed she would be safe to venture to the food court for dinner without experiencing too many moments of envy.

Grabbing a heavy coat to guard against the piercing wind, Delucia was embarrassingly eager to get to the food court, her gurgling stomach demanding that she order enough for an army so as to make up for the meals she’d missed that day.

Fantasising over what she would eat first, Delucia wasn’t paying attention when she flung open her door and rushed out into the hallway, her mind focused on satisfying her hunger in the timeliest way possible. Distracted as she was, she all but collided with a group of people walking past her room at that exact moment, digging in her heels just in time to avoid ploughing them down.

“Whoa, easy there!” Jordan said, reaching out to steady her as she stumbled backwards. “You okay?”

Delucia froze—but not because of his gentle touch, and not because of the genuine concern she saw in his gaze. In fact, her focus wasn’t on him at all. Instead, she was looking beyond him, to the group of people he stood with.

Bear was there, of course—he and Jordan were a package deal, as Delucia had learned within hours of meeting them. And while they might have started off on the wrong foot that first day, she had since realised that, despite her early judgement, they were nothing like Maxton. Yes, they liked to have fun and spent a good deal of their time in detention because of it, and yes, they were cocky, but it was the playful sort rather than anything spiteful or arrogant. They were also surprisingly dedicated when it came to their studies, and they took their classes more seriously than she’d thought possible. Above all, they were nice—something she never would have imagined after that first day, but it was nevertheless true. Enough that it hadn’t taken her long to understand the reason they were at the top of the social ladder was simply because they deserved to be there.

Right now, though, it wasn’t Jordan or Bear who held Delucia’s attention. Rather, it was the man, woman and small child all staring back at her, waiting to hear her response to Jordan’s question.

But—no. They didn’t all hold her attention. Because while she knew the woman and child were standing there, her focus was targeted solely on the man—a man she knew.


It was Warden William.

William Ronnigan—Bear’s father.

And the startled look on his face showed that he was just as shocked to see her as she was him.

Delucia’s heart pounded in her chest as she wondered what was about to happen. William wouldn’t give anything away, she was sure of it. But her face—she was certain her surprise must be showing. And that was what prompted her to react without thinking, yanking her arm from Jordan’s hold, spinning on her heel and rushing back into her room. She didn’t mean to slam the door after her, but the force she used in her haste to escape was enough that it banged harshly upon closing.

Breathing deeply and wishing she could take back the last thirty seconds, or at least rewrite them, Delucia leaned against her door, berating herself for her ridiculous behaviour. It was only when she heard the muffled voices through the wood that she willed her pulse to calm and strained her ears to listen.

“Don’t take it personally, guys,” Bear said to what was evidently his family.

“Yeah,” Jordan added. “It’s not you—she’s rude to everyone.”

William intervened then, redirecting the conversation by saying, “I believe you promised us a meal before we leave. Lead on, boys, I’m starving.”

And then the only sounds Delucia heard were their indistinguishable voices echoing down the hall as they walked away.

No longer hungry, she slid down her door until she was on the ground, her knees drawn close to her chest as she replayed the scene over and over in her mind, fixating on what Jordan had said about her, and hating that he was right.

She was rude.

While she wasn’t a bully, her behaviour, self-protective or not, made her no better than Maxton.


And that was why, as she sat there, it was with an aching soul and wet cheeks, having no idea how to fix what she’d broken in herself—and fearing she’d remain broken forever.
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The rest of December flew by until finally the Kaldoras holidays arrived, offering the respite Delucia needed. But her vacation days passed quickly and were filled with half-truths about her time at the academy, with her not wanting her parents to know how lonely she was. Instead, she focused on sharing the good things, giving no indication that she was experiencing those things on her own. Indeed, when they asked about her friends, Delucia was ashamed to admit that she lied by telling them about Jordan and Bear, acting as if the three of them were much closer than they were. She was almost relieved to head back to Akarnae after the break, because at least there she could hide behind her haughty facade and ever-fortifying walls.

Months flew by, and before Delucia knew it, she was completing her end-of-year exams and returning to the palace for the summer. She spent her days riding Dancer and reacquainting herself with all her fictional friends, cramming as much enjoyment into the two months as she could before leaving for the academy again.

Her second year passed exactly as her first had, the only difference being that she was now a year older. Her classes and teachers remained the same, she was even allocated Monarch again in Equestrian Skills—nothing had changed.

And nothing continued to change, all the way through to the next year.

Until something did change.

It happened three months into her third year, when she went to bed one Sunday in early November only to dream yet again of the unending corridor of doorways. But when she awoke the next morning, frustrated by the ever-recurring true dream that had yet to be fulfilled, she stilled at the realisation that something was different.

The bed beside her, the one that had been empty for two and a half years…

It wasn’t empty anymore.






Eleven

“What do you mean, I have a roommate?” Delucia demanded, unable to comprehend what she was hearing.

After waking to find the unknown dark-haired girl sound asleep, Delucia had panicked, dressed quickly and rushed out of her room on a mission to find answers. Knowing that the headmaster was away on one of his five-yearly scouting trips, she’d headed straight to Administrator Jarvis’s office, and he was now staring at her from behind his desk, as calm as could be—which only served to aggravate her further.

“Alexandra Jennings,” Jarvis said. “She’s a transfer student who arrived last night, and since your room has space for another occupant…” He trailed off pointedly, then finished, “I’ve no doubt the two of you are going to get along splendidly.”

Was he mad?

Delucia didn’t ‘get along splendidly’ with anyone. Two and a half years into her time at Akarnae and everyone knew that. So why Jarvis would think—

“This is Headmaster Marselle’s decision,” Jarvis continued, “and he always has reasons for what he does. So might I suggest you head back to your dorm and introduce yourself? I’m sure you remember what it was like arriving after your peers. No doubt Miss Jennings could use as many friends as possible to help her transition into academy life.”


His words caused a pang of emotion to sweep through Delucia as she recalled how she’d felt in those first hours after her arrival. How hopeful she’d been, how much she’d longed for acceptance. How determined she’d been to be both the princess and the girl, to ignore the curse of her crown.

That felt like so long ago to her now, yet it took no effort at all to remember just how much she’d wanted it. A new life. A normal life.

And that was why, as she left Jarvis and headed back to her dorm, she did so with a thumping heart and a dry throat, wondering if just maybe this was the opportunity she had always needed. Rather than inserting herself into already-formed friendship circles, there was now someone new she could start fresh with. Someone who didn’t know Delucia; someone who was even further off the social ladder than she was.

They could begin again together. The roommate Delucia had always wanted, she was here now. They could be—they could be friends. Hope long buried rose to the surface, like sunshine driving away years of rain.

By the time Delucia arrived outside her dorm room, she was trembling with anticipation. She felt like there was so much riding on this introduction. She recalled her own early memories and knew deep within her that she wanted to help the other girl, to let her know that there was nothing to be nervous about, that she would stand with her through her first day and every day afterwards. It had to be daunting, starting a school in the middle of the year. Delucia, at least, hadn’t missed any classes with her own delayed arrival. But this girl—Alexandra Jennings—must surely be riddled with anxiety, having no idea what was ahead.

Delucia was determined to be there for her, every step of the way. To be the friend she’d always wished she’d had. The one she’d spent years convincing herself that she didn’t need.


Not wanting to delay any longer, Delucia inhaled a deep, shaky breath and pushed open her door, a nervous smile on her face as she considered how best to welcome her new roommate.

But there was no need for such consideration, because when she stepped into her room, it was empty.

Alexandra Jennings was gone.

Brow furrowing, Delucia wondered where the other girl could be, before realising that she must have ventured out and followed the masses of students to breakfast.

Having seen her face that morning—however briefly—Delucia decided that her best course of action was to hunt the girl down. No doubt she would be overwhelmed upon entering the food court, just as Delucia had been on her first day. Alexandra was probably sitting at the same small table that Delucia herself had occupied, lonely and uncertain about her next move.

Not wanting the poor girl to have to live through that for a moment longer than necessary, Delucia picked up her pace, arriving at the food court in record time. Striding through the doors, her gaze travelled across the room, looking for the girl seated on her own.

Only, that wasn’t what Delucia found.

Because her roommate—she wasn’t alone. Instead, she was sitting with Jordan and Bear, the three of them mid-laughter, looking like they’d known each other for years.

Delucia’s body locked, her blood cooling then heating then cooling again. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. The ease with which they were laughing, talking, even stealing food from each other’s plates—Delucia didn’t understand.

The girl—Alexandra—how had she done it? How had she wound up seated with the two most popular boys in their year? How had she become what looked like instant best friends with them?


Tears prickled Delucia’s eyes as envy—blinding hot envy—flooded her veins. Every smile they shared, every laugh… it was like a dagger to her heart.

That should have been her.

Why wasn’t it her?

What was wrong with her?

Unable to stomach the sight for a moment longer, Delucia spun on her heel and sprinted from the food court, not caring who might be watching.

But as she ran and ran and ran, she realised the sad truth—no one was watching. Because no one cared enough about her to watch.

They never had, and they never would.

To hell with Alexandra Jennings, Delucia decided. To hell with Jordan Sparker and Barnold Ronnigan. To hell with everyone.

As far as she was concerned, they could have each other.

Her roommate—that was all Alexandra would ever be. Together they would be two people who shared a dorm, nothing more.

And as Delucia composed herself, she was resolved that this time she would stand by her decision, determined to withdraw even further into herself, to finally accept the curse of her crown and the sacrifice it required of her.

… But resolved or not, as the following weeks passed, Delucia kept a close eye on Alexandra Jennings, in her dreams and out of them, all the while resenting how the other girl glided effortlessly through life at the academy… and how she had prompted such hope in Delucia, only to snuff it straight out again.






Twelve

Delucia couldn’t stop looking at the bracelet in her hands.

Shaking—her fingers were shaking as they brushed over the shiny metal that glowed with an inner light, the miniscule horse charms almost appearing alive as they pranced in various stages of movement.

Her whole body was trembling with emotion as she picked up the note that had accompanied the gift-wrapped package, both having been resting on her bed upon her return from dinner.

Happy Kaldoras, Jarvis!

Can you do me a favour and pass this on to D.C. for me?

I saw it and just… Well, I thought she might like it.

See you soon!

—Alex

Alex. The bracelet—it was from Alex.

But—but why?

Nearly two months had passed since the other girl’s arrival, during which time Delucia had barely spoken a word to her outside of class assignments. She’d been the opposite of welcoming to Alex, even downright hostile at times. So the gift—it didn’t make any sense.

… And yet, it was also the nicest thing Delucia had ever received, especially unanticipated—and undeserved—as it was.


Perhaps she was just feeling emotional since, for the first time in her life, she was separated from her parents for the holidays, with them away on a diplomatic tour around Tryllin. While she could have easily activated a Bubbledoor to meet up with them, at least for Kaldoras itself today, they’d requested that she didn’t, since their tight schedule meant they were currently in Harovell. They hadn’t needed to explain why they wanted her to stay away—she’d understood that they were just trying to protect her. They had no way of knowing that a run-in with Maxton was hardly going to frazzle her, not anymore.

With only a few other students remaining at the academy, Delucia had spent a miserable day to herself, finding solace in re-reading her beloved book on the Lost City of Meya for what was close to the tenth time. While it was the kind of possession that would raise eyebrows, other than Alex—who had caught Delucia reading it in the food court the night before the holidays had begun—no one had ever noticed or asked any questions. Even the questions Alex herself had asked had been strange—or, stranger than usual, since Delucia had learned that the other girl wasn’t quite as normal as she tried to appear.

… As evidenced by the bracelet Delucia was holding, since no normal person would send such a lovely present to someone who was nothing but antagonistic towards them.

No matter how much time had passed, Delucia still didn’t know what to think about her roommate. The one thing she did know, however, was that since Alex’s arrival, her dreams had been unsettled. The corridor of doors—at least once a week now she saw the same vision. But last night, for the first time, the dream had changed. And while still obscure, she was finally given more details, unnerving as they were.

The first thing she’d noticed was the whispering. Previously, the sound had been muffled, but last night’s dream had revealed a smooth but angry voice clearly saying, “I haven’t found it yet!” over and over again.

The second—and more alarming—thing was that Delucia’s vision had showed that she herself would be in the doorway-corridor—and Alex, too. But they wouldn’t be there by choice. Because unless Delucia was mistaken, their dream-selves had been abducted, which meant the same would be happening to their real-life selves one day. But for what purpose, she had no idea.

Delucia had awoken in a cold sweat after the dream, disoriented and panicked. As the day had worn on, she’d forced herself to remember that she’d been having the same vision for years without it coming true, so she likely still had plenty of time to figure out what it meant.

As it was, she couldn’t imagine a reason why she and Alex would be together, let alone abducted together. Outside of sleeping hours, they were barely in each other’s breathing space for long enough to share the briefest of exchanges. Regardless, there was no doubt in Delucia’s mind that something wasn’t adding up, and she had a feeling it was on Alex’s end, the other girl clearly having her own secrets—perhaps ones almost as significant as Delucia’s.

The only thing Delucia knew for sure was that once Alex returned to the academy, bracelet-gift or not, they would be having a firm conversation. Because given the new details of her dream, it was clear that they were going to face some trouble in the future. If someone was after Alex, then Delucia needed to know as much as she could about the threat so that she could prepare herself for what might be ahead.

Uncertainty aside, when she went to bed that night, she did so with the bracelet clasped around her wrist, imagining that it was a gift from a friend, even if she knew better than to ever hope for such a thing.






Thirteen

Delucia’s conversation with Alex didn’t go very well. In fact, it went about as far from well as was possible, and Delucia blamed herself for that. But in her defence, she hadn’t expected Alex to arrive back at the academy early from the Kaldoras holidays—nor had she expected her to be bleeding.

Furthermore, Delucia had dreamed of their abduction again the night before Alex’s return, the whispering voice even louder, the sense of urgency more pervading than ever before.

With her unease heightened from both Alex’s bloodied arrival and her own threatening dream, Delucia had reacted poorly, speaking harshly enough that Alex had up and left the room. Hours had passed while Delucia stewed over what she’d said, realising that she’d behaved badly. But when Alex returned later that night, she’d cut Delucia off before she could apologise, with Alex’s interruption being to offer curt assurances that she wasn’t in any kind of trouble.

“And even if someone was coming after me,” Alex had said, “I’m sure you would still be safe, since anyone with half a brain can tell that we’re not friends. They would have to be pretty thick to try and get to me through you.”

Delucia hadn’t been able to speak after that—either to apologise for her earlier behaviour or respond to Alex’s remark. Her throat had been too tight to get any words out.

Because Alex was right.


They weren’t friends.

And Delucia knew that was her fault, too, since after sharing a room for eight weeks, after watching the other girl interact with those she came in contact with, Delucia knew that Alex was exactly the kind of person she would want to have as a friend. But she’d blown it, completely and totally, by being a prissy, antagonistic… princess. And she didn’t know how to fix that, how to show Alex that that wasn’t who she was.

Delucia had made her bed. Now she had to lie in it.

And that was why months passed with nothing changing between them. Winter faded into spring and soon the days began heating up as summer approached, the passage of time making even the dream seem like a distant memory of long ago.

Until the day the threat was recalled to the forefront of Delucia’s mind.

The day she was abducted from her dorm and dragged to the Library.

The day she knew she would die to protect her people.

The day Alex saved Delucia’s life…

… and in doing so, changed everything between them. Forever.






Fourteen

Blood soaked Delucia, covering her from head to toe. But it wasn’t her blood.

It was Alex’s.

She knew she must look a sight, standing over the other girl’s prone body in the Medical Ward and screaming at everyone to stay out of Fletcher’s way. The doctor himself was working frantically to keep Alex alive, the dagger she’d jumped in front of—the dagger aimed at Delucia—having punctured her lung from behind, causing massive internal damage.

The look on Fletcher’s face… Delucia knew the doctor was doing his best, but his expression was so grim, like he was already preparing himself for the worst.

The blood—there was so much of it. And not just coating Delucia, but coating everything.

She was scared.

So, so scared.

Because Alex—she’d just saved Delucia’s life. And in doing so, she might well have sacrificed her own.

It was Aven Dalmarta. The abduction dream Delucia had seen during the Kaldoras holidays five months ago, the one with the unending corridor of doors, all of it had come true. The Rebel Prince had finally revealed himself after so many millennia hidden in the shadows.


Alex’s secrets—Delucia had been wrong. They weren’t almost as significant as her own; they were even more significant. Called from another world, Chosen by the Library of Legend—Alex was the only person who could open a doorway for Aven to get back to Meya. And because of that, because of the courage she’d shown in not allowing that to happen, her very life was now on the line.

Delucia couldn’t stand it. The two of them, they’d shared something down in the cell Aven had locked them in. A moment, an understanding—truths had been revealed between them both.

Delucia now knew Alex’s secrets… just as Alex knew hers.

But… even after Alex had learned about her royal title, she’d somehow still managed to see the girl—the one beneath the crown. The girl no one had ever seen before… The one Delucia had never allowed anyone to see before.

But Alex saw.

Alex understood.

Alex cared.

Years ago, Kaiden had told Delucia that a doorway would one day open, leading to a new life. She’d always presumed he’d been speaking figuratively, but a doorway had opened, bringing Alex to Medora. To Delucia. And tied back-to-back together in the dark and dingy dungeon, they had struck a bargain—a friendship.

Delucia’s first ever friendship.

One that she knew deep down to her very soul was going to last forever.

… And therefore, one that she was determined wouldn’t start and end tonight, despite Alex looking as pale as the sheet over which she lay, her chest barely rising and falling.

“Please, please be okay,” Delucia whispered.

On each side of her, Jordan and Bear were offering silent support, staring down at their friend as if doing so would help keep her heart beating. They hadn’t asked Delucia any questions, hadn’t demanded any answers. Perhaps they were afraid of her, having witnessed her earlier screaming display. But Delucia didn’t think that was it. Somehow they knew, somehow they could tell that she wouldn’t be there, wouldn’t be covered in Alex’s blood, if something hadn’t happened between the two girls that night.

Whatever came next, the three of them—Delucia, Jordan and Bear—were going to be in it together now. And then the four of them, once Alex awoke.

And she would awake. She had to. Delucia wouldn’t accept any other outcome.

As if reading her mind, and heedless of the blood covering her flesh, Jordan reached for her hand and gave it a squeeze, whispering, “She’s a tough one, our Alex.”

Bear took Delucia’s other hand and added, also in a whisper, “She’ll be back on her feet and driving us all crazy again in no time. You’ll see.”

Delucia doubted they even realised it, but the strength they were sharing through their words and actions—that was all that was holding her together. And despite the years of animosity between them, despite the walls she’d built to keep them out—walls that tonight had not just crumbled, but disintegrated entirely—they kept holding her hands long into the early hours of the morning, until Alex’s breathing eased and Fletcher finally declared that she was going to make a full recovery.

Only then did Delucia burst into tears, her relief almost as painful as the dagger that had been aimed at her heart—but had instead plunged into her friend.






Fifteen

SEVEN MONTHS LATER

Delucia knelt in the middle of the snow-covered crossroads at Raelia, tears streaming down her face as she stared at the space where Jordan had been standing just minutes before. But that—that hadn’t been Jordan. Not really.

In his place had been a mindless puppet, someone whose actions were controlled by Aven, someone who had lost all sense of willpower.

Jordan was trapped. Stolen from them.

And Delucia… she was going to do whatever it took to get him back.

Together with Alex and Bear, she knew the three of them would travel to the ends of Medora and beyond to save their friend. And when they did, when they found a way to free him, Delucia was going to make sure that she never let him go again.

Just as she would never let any of her friends go, not today, and not in the days to come.

She would fight for them.

She would bleed for them.

She would move kingdoms for them.

And she’d do it all because she knew, deep within her, that when they looked at her, they didn’t see just a princess. They also saw a girl. And they loved her—all of her—just as she loved them.


The curse of her crown—it didn’t exist. Not for Delucia. Not anymore.

And as she listened to Alex’s impassioned speech, wiped her tears and stepped through the opened doorway, she did so with certainty in her heart that everything would be okay. They could make it through anything, as long as they were together. And Jordan—they’d be back with him again soon. She felt it, in everything she was…

… and everything she would ever be.
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One

Jordan Sparker’s throat was dry and his hands clammy as he followed his best friend through the silent halls of the Library.

Alex kept sneaking glances at him, her eyes red and puffy but her lips curved up in a smile, as if she couldn’t believe she was walking next to him. She wasn’t the only one. Had this been only an hour ago, he wouldn’t have been ambling so sedately at her side—he’d have been trying to kill her.

When Alex flicked her gaze his way yet again, he was careful to paint a grin on his face, the action feeling foreign to his mouth; to his heart. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d smiled genuinely of his own free will.

… He couldn’t remember the last time he’d done anything of his own free will.

With a shuddering breath, Jordan forced away the intruding dark thoughts. He was no longer Claimed by Aven, Alex had seen to that. A puppet no more, and yet he couldn’t help fearing the lingering pull of the phantom strings; couldn’t help dreading the mental tug from a mind much more powerful, much more ancient, than his own.

For five weeks Jordan had been Aven’s to command, to control. But as he and Alex reached the foyer of the Library and started up the staircase leading out onto the academy grounds, he reminded himself that she’d rescued him from the prison of his own mind; he reminded himself of what she’d told the Meyarin prince in the mentally fabricated rose garden of Chateau Shondelle:

“You’re done, Aven,” Alex had said. “You have no more power here.”

And just like that, she had used her gift of willpower to transfer the blood-bond over to herself, and soon afterwards she’d freed Jordan completely. His mind was his own again, battered and scarred as it now was.

The damage, at least, was on the inside. And that was where it would remain. Because each glance Alex sent his way told him how relieved she was to have him back—but also how worried she was. And for good reason, Jordan could admit, since the two of them had cried in each other’s arms in the aftermath of his mental liberation. She more than anyone else knew exactly how it felt to be robbed of her own will and forced to carry out Aven’s bidding. Even if she’d only been Claimed for a short amount of time, she knew.

But… she also didn’t.

She had no idea what Jordan had gone through. What scars he now bore, hidden deep inside.

No one knew.

And, as far as he was concerned, no one was going to know.

Because this was his burden to bear. Alex had her own demons she had to face—boy, did he know that was true—and she needed the full support of not just him, but Bear and D.C. as well. Until Aven was defeated once and for all, their entire focus had to be on helping Alex. Nothing could get in the way of that. Jordan wouldn’t allow anything to be a distraction—especially whatever it was he felt simmering deep inside him.

“Ready to face the music?” Alex asked as they stepped off the staircase and onto the ground floor of the Tower building, her voice soft but not soft enough to keep from startling Jordan. He covered his knee-jerk reaction by running a hand through his hair, messing it up even more than it already was.


“You think they’re still serving food?” he asked in return, offering what he knew would be considered a typical response from him. A normal response.

Her answering chuckle told him he’d done the right thing, and he slung an arm around her shoulders, drawing her close as they stepped outside and onto the snow-covered grounds.

Jordan inhaled deeply as they crunched their way along the icy path towards the food court, the frosty air burning his lungs and making him feel alive—fully alive—for the first time in five weeks. He was grateful for the warmth of the thick Myrox-threaded clothes he wore, but a larger part of him wanted to shred the wintry Meyarin outfit and all that it represented, even if it meant running stark naked through the snow.

That, he thought, would be one hell of an entrance.

But with Alex currently nestled into his side, he prudently decided to remain decent, at least until he was back in his dorm room.

The grounds were devoid of people as the two of them hurried towards the large building in the centre of the academy, with all the students having returned from holidays and now in the food court for the welcome back dinner. As they moved closer and closer, Jordan felt his heart rate increase, wondering what reception he was about to receive, wondering how he could possibly face his friends after what he’d been through—after what he’d done.

But then they were entering the doors of the food court and it was too late to second-guess whether they should have gone straight to the dormitory building instead.

Jordan’s skin crawled as the sounds of hundreds of students washed over him, so at odds with the peace of the Library or the quiet of the snowy grounds. Laughter, cheering, teasing—there was so much noise.

Overwhelmed, it took a concerned squeeze of Alex’s arm around his waist for Jordan to snap out of his frozen state. He forced himself to take a deep breath, remembering where he was. Remembering who he was.

“You have no more power here.”

Alex’s mental words replayed in his mind, and Jordan felt his body relaxing once more. This wasn’t just his school—it was his home. These people, even the ones he didn’t know well, they were his family. He wouldn’t allow Aven to take that from him. Not anymore.

“You have no more power here.”

Smoothing his expression as the last of his momentary panic subsided, Jordan looked down at Alex and smiled. Her eyes narrowed a fraction, as if she could see how much the effort cost him, how fake it was, but then something caught her eye and she squeezed his middle again before tilting her head towards the far side of the room.

Jordan followed her gesture and his breath caught at the sight of Bear and D.C. sitting alone together, their heads bowed and their faces pinched with worry. Whether that was because they were anxious for Alex’s return from Meya, or a result of their fear for what Jordan himself might be going through at Aven’s hands, he wasn’t sure. But regardless of the nerves humming underneath his skin, he wasn’t going to make them wait a moment longer.

Disentangling from Alex so that they could move easier through the throngs of students, Jordan followed in her footsteps as they passed table after table. It was surreal that no one looked up at him, that no one cried out in alarm, that no one knew just how dangerous he’d been to all of them the last time he’d been in this building. He’d been a walking weapon. At any time, Aven could have ordered him to commit untold acts of violence. But no one here knew that.

Except… some of them did.

Jordan felt the shocked eyes of the headmaster and key members of the teaching staff land on him. Marselle half rose out of his seat, as did Hunter and Caspar Lennox, but Alex caught their movement too, and a quick but firm swipe of her hand through the air had them slowly lowering again. Jordan wondered if she realised just how much they trusted her, just how much faith they had in her, that they were willing to allow what they presumed was an enemy to walk amongst them. That kind of influence—she really had no idea.

But Jordan couldn’t focus on the academy staff right now, not when he and Alex were only a few tables away from their friends.

“Yo, Sparker!” Blink called out loudly from where he was seated with a group of their fourth-year classmates. “Did you catch the Warriors’ game last night, bro? When Simmons was hovered into that korack’s nest, I was sure we were done for, but—”

Blink continued speaking, but Jordan didn’t hear another word he said, since both Bear and D.C.’s heads had jerked up at the exclamation of his name. The looks on their faces—Jordan felt all the air leave him in a rush.

Fear.

Denial.

Wonder.

… Hope.

The two of them looked between Alex and Jordan and rose from their chairs—Bear slowly, but D.C. with so much force that the seat skittered back and almost went crashing to the ground. And yet, neither of them left their positions by the table, just as neither of them blinked, as if fearing he would disappear like a mirage.

Since Jordan was behind Alex, he couldn’t see her expression. But whatever she silently communicated to their friends had Bear’s shoulders slumping with relief and D.C. throwing a shaking hand over her mouth, tears filling her eyes.


It was like time paused and then someone clicked their fingers to make it speed up again. One moment Alex was standing in front of Jordan, and the next she was jumping out of the way as D.C. uttered a painful sobbing sound and shot forward, launching herself into his arms.

Having not expected such a strong physical reaction, Jordan stumbled back a step as D.C.’s legs circled his torso and her weight hit him, causing him to bump into the table behind hard enough that he’d surely have a bruise on his thigh later. But none of that mattered—all that mattered was the redheaded princess now wrapped tightly around him, her grip nearly strangling and her shudders rocking his whole frame.

“Shhh,” Jordan said, one arm supporting her and the other threading through her hair. “It’s okay. I’m okay.”

“Jor-Jor-Jordan—” D.C. was crying so hard that she couldn’t say more than that, and she buried her face in his neck, her anguish only seeming to grow.

Peering around, Jordan looked past Bear’s pale face and the white-knuckled grip he had on Alex’s hand to see that they were causing quite the scene. As far as the rest of the students knew, even if the four friends had been separated over the Kaldoras holidays, they’d still seen each other barely a fortnight ago. D.C.’s borderline violent reaction was drawing shocked and curious eyes from all across the room.

Catching Alex’s gaze, Jordan jerked his chin towards the exit before turning and heading back the way they’d come, D.C. still clinging to him. The food court was noticeably quieter now, the only sounds being D.C.’s ravaged sobs and the low, questioning murmurs of those watching on.

With long strides, Jordan moved swiftly through the masses, focusing only on the distraught girl in his arms and trying to soothe her as best he could with repeated words of reassurance. But nothing he said was getting through to her—if anything, his attempts at comfort were only adding to D.C.’s hysteria.

Once they were outside again, Jordan turned helpless eyes to Alex and Bear. The latter seemed to be struck mute and was staring at Jordan as if he were a ghost, but Alex placed her hand not being crushed by Bear on D.C.’s back and moved until she was speaking right into her ear.

“Try to take a deep breath, Dix,” Alex said in a soothing voice. “Jordan’s right here—he’s not going anywhere. We need you to try and calm down, okay?”

D.C.’s grip tightened to the point that Jordan began to find it difficult to fill his lungs with air. He looked at Alex and shook his head to let her know her attempt hadn’t helped, but his communication wasn’t necessary, since they could all hear D.C.’s increasing distress.

His heart broke at the depth of D.C.’s pain—at knowing he was the reason for it—and Jordan made a quick decision, striding forward once more.

“Where—”

“Fletch will have something to help her,” Jordan interrupted Alex’s question, shifting D.C. slightly in an attempt to loosen her suffocating hold. It was no use, though. Her grip was unyielding.

Ribcage screaming, Jordan hastily led the way to the Gen-Sec building and straight through the doors on the ground floor. He hadn’t seen Fletcher with the other staff at dinner, so he hoped that meant the doctor was somewhere in the Med Ward.

Sure enough, Fletcher was standing beside a supply cabinet and tapping away on his MedTek screen when Jordan and his friends rushed into the sterile Ward. His lips curled up in welcome upon seeing them, but his smile faded when he realised what he was seeing. Or rather, who.


Jordan had no doubt Fletcher was amongst those who knew Aven had Claimed him. But to the doctor’s credit, after a momentary flash of misgiving, he maintained his revered no-nonsense attitude and hurried over, his focus wholly on D.C.

“What happened?” Fletcher said by way of greeting, searching for any injuries that might have caused D.C.’s traumatic display of emotion.

“I think she’s in shock,” Alex said when neither Jordan nor Bear offered an answer—Jordan because he was being slowly strangled to death and Bear because he remained a walking mute.

Asphyxiating or not, Jordan did note Fletcher’s eyes flicking towards him, and the distrust was clear enough in them for it to feel like a blade stabbing his heart.

When Alex saw the doctor’s look—or perhaps Jordan’s flinching reaction to it—she was quick to defend, if quietly, “Jordan’s himself again, Fletcher. Please, if you can help Dix, I’ll explain everything in a—”

Before Alex could finish, the doors to the Med Ward burst open, revealing the stunned-looking headmaster, with Hunter and Caspar Lennox at his side wearing similar disbelieving—and suspicious—expressions.

“Alex, what—” Marselle began, but D.C. let out another wailing sob and Alex was quick to cut him off.

“Please,” she begged, holding up a hand to stop anyone from speaking over her. “I’ll explain everything soon—I promise.” She turned back to Fletcher. “Just give her something to calm down first.”

Fletcher, however, hadn’t needed Alex to repeat her request and was already on the move before she finished her second plea. Striding quickly to the far side of the room, he returned carrying a small sealed package that he nimbly unwrapped. Inside was what Jordan recognised as a Serenity Spot—an adhesive patch laced with a strong sedative. It wouldn’t knock D.C. out, but it would help her to relax. Considerably.

Wasting no time, the doctor rubbed the patch firmly between his hands to activate the chemical reaction, then pulled the barrier off the sticker and gently lifted the heavy fall of D.C.’s hair to attach the sedative to the nape of her neck. He then rocked back on his heels and waited the five seconds it took for D.C.’s breaths to stop hitching and her muscles to ease their death-grip.

Exhaling with relief, Jordan renewed his hold on D.C. when she slumped bonelessly in his arms, now cuddling him as opposed to choking him. Her sobs downgraded until she was softly hiccupping the last of her tears onto his now thoroughly wet Meyarin clothes.

Soon she was calm enough to draw back slightly so they were face to face. Her cheeks were streaked with red and her eyes were bloodshot and swollen beyond compare, but to Jordan’s mind, he’d never seen her more beautiful.

“Hey,” he whispered, one hand lightly cupping her face while the other continued to support her weight against him.

“Hey,” she whispered back, her voice hoarse. More tears lined her eyes but they didn’t fall, and she managed a wobbly smile as she stared straight back at him.

Another sob echoed around the bleached Ward, but this time it wasn’t from D.C. Instead, Jordan turned to see Alex gripping Bear as tightly as he held her back, fighting a renewed battle with her own tears. Her breathing was visibly harsh but she managed to get herself under control with a few deep inhalations. She then turned to the teachers and spoke in a firm voice that Jordan had rarely heard her use before.

“I know you have questions, but you’re going to have to hold off with them, just for a little while. I promised I’d explain, and I will. But we”—she indicated to Jordan, D.C. and Bear—“have a few things that need discussing first. Once we’re done, I’ll come find you and answer anything you want.”

Jordan could see they weren’t pleased, but they also didn’t fight her request. He clearly wasn’t alone in sensing something had changed in Alex. She wasn’t the same girl who had left the academy two weeks ago. She held herself differently, she spoke differently. There was a confidence about her now, an authority that had only been hinted at before.

Not giving anyone a chance to argue, Alex whispered her thanks to Fletcher and led the way back out of the Med Ward. Jordan looked questioningly at D.C., wondering if she wanted him to put her down, but she just rested her cheek against his shoulder again and continued clinging to him—if no longer painfully so.

Together the four friends walked across the grounds towards the dorm building. None of them spoke, but this time they were joined by the sounds of other students who were leaving the food court and heading briskly through the cold and back to their rooms. The atmosphere was merry, with everyone joyous after a hearty meal and time away from the academy, all of them refreshed and ready for the start of classes tomorrow morning.

By unspoken agreement, Alex—with Bear still gripping her tightly—led them up the staircase and headed not to the room she shared with D.C., but to Jordan and Bear’s room.

Coming to a stop at the bio-sensored door, Jordan felt like he was walking through a dream. The last time he’d been here, he’d been screaming from the depths of his own mind. Screaming for someone—anyone—to hear him. He’d spent three weeks before the holidays coming and going from his own room under the thrall of Aven’s command to act normal, unable to so much as write a note of warning, even knowing what trap lay ahead for his friends.


Added with the two weeks afterwards where he’d been on house arrest at Chateau Shondelle, those were the worst five weeks of his life. Even worse than when Luka had—

Jordan ripped his thoughts into line, not daring to travel down that path. Not now. Not ever again.

Bear’s bio-signature opened the door and they all tumbled into the room that suddenly seemed much too small for the four of them. Gently, ever so gently, Jordan lowered D.C. onto his bed, not sure until the last second whether she would let him go or remain clinging to him. But when he gave her a soft squeeze, she tentatively released her arms enough for him to pull away and whisper, “Be right back.”

He grabbed the first pair of jeans he could find and a warm, long-sleeved T-shirt, gesturing to the clothes and pointing to the bathroom to explain to the others without words that he was going to change from his thick, wintry gear. As he shut himself into the privacy of the ensuite, he heard Alex whisper something to Bear before the sound of the door clicking shut met his ears—presumably Alex leaving to go and change out of her own Myrox-threaded outfit.

Apprehensive about re-entering the room without Alex there as a buffer, Jordan changed slowly, wondering all the while how he might destroy the Meyarin clothes so as to never see them again. At a loss, he shoved them into the corner of the bathroom and resolved to deal with them first thing tomorrow. Maybe Fitzy would have some kind of chemical compound that would incinerate them into ash. The wacky Chemistry professor would probably get a kick out of figuring out the means to destroy the supposedly indestructible Myrox.

When he heard the outer door open and close once more and Alex’s quiet voice murmuring again, he knew he could delay no longer, so he exited the bathroom and paused on the threshold between rooms, his body lined with tension.


This time, it wasn’t D.C. who broke the spell.

It was Bear.

Having finally pushed through the shock that had held him mute, the dark-haired boy lunged forward and enveloped Jordan in a crushing hug. His grip was almost unbearably tight, but Jordan revelled in the feeling and returned the embrace just as fiercely.

Jumping up from the bed, D.C. ran to join them, as did Alex—who had indeed changed from her Meyarin gear into something more casual.

The four of them savoured the group hug for untold minutes before finally pulling away, subtly wiping under their eyes as they did so. D.C. continued holding onto Jordan, so he led her back to his bed and sat them both down with his arm curled tightly around her. Alex shuffled over and collapsed on Bear’s bed, while the dark-haired boy dragged over a chair and turned it around to straddle it backwards. Only once they were all seated did Bear look from Alex to Jordan and finally—finally— speak.

“So, who wants to tell us what the hell is going on here?”

Silence descended for a heartbeat as Alex and Jordan met eyes across the room, wordlessly debating who would speak.

It was Alex who gave in with a sigh and said, “We’re all going to need chocolate for this.”






Two

Jordan awoke covered in sweat, his heart pounding madly in his chest.

On shaking arms, he pushed up to glance over at Bear, heaving a sigh of relief upon seeing his roommate still sleeping peacefully. This was the third night in a row that Jordan had been plagued by nightmares, but the previous two nights he’d awakened screaming loud enough to be heard in Tryllin, scaring the stuffing out of Bear in the process. Jordan had always enjoyed having a roommate, especially when that roommate was someone he considered closer than a brother. But lately he’d wished for his own room, if only so that his mental demons wouldn’t cause Bear to suffer, too. Academy policy, however, meant that only apprentices had single rooms. So that meant Jordan had to get a handle on his night terrors. And soon.

He only wished he knew how, exactly, to do that.

As his trembling eased, Jordan breathed through the last of the lingering nausea that had accompanied his violent awakening. The dreams were a variation of the same every night, and even now that he was conscious, he could still hear the lingering echo of Aven’s voice whispering, “You’re mine, Jordan Sparker. Forever.”

Shuddering, Jordan shoved aside his covers and rose on wobbly legs. Just like the last two nights, he knew he wouldn’t be going back to sleep anytime soon. Rather than chase the shadows across the room until dawn, he quietly changed into warmer clothes, pausing only when Bear made a snuffle sound and rolled over. Once certain his friend was still fast asleep, Jordan tiptoed towards the door, leaving Bear to his undisturbed slumber.

Not sure of the time, all Jordan knew was that it was late. Much later than the ten o’clock curfew after which students were to remain in the dormitory building. But he was jittery from his nightmare still, and he felt the walls closing in on him as he shuffled along the hallway and down the staircase to the ground floor. Curfew or not, he needed to be outside—just like the previous two nights, neither of which had led to him being caught and reprimanded.

If it came to it, Jordan knew he could use his gift. His ability to vanish into thin air certainly made it easier to avoid being seen. But the effort drained him, and he was already so tired from the last few nights of interrupted sleep. Plus, small as the chance of being spotted at this time might be, the risk helped him feel alive and free—even if only momentarily.

When Jordan reached the exit of the dorm building and stepped outside, the cold air was like a slap in the face. He sucked in a gasp, wrapping his heavy coat tighter, relishing in the feeling. Closing his eyes, he breathed deep into his lungs, the burning pain somehow easing the hollow ache inside him.

Reopening his eyes, Jordan stepped forward and began to make his own path through the thick snow. It was undisturbed under his feet, fresh and powdery from a brief snowstorm earlier that evening, and dense enough that it required effort and concentration to move through—all of which helped keep his attention from dwelling on the memories he’d much rather forget.

Like the past two nights, Jordan headed in the direction of the lake, only stopping when he reached the tree he and his friends often sat under in the warmer months. Uncaring about the wet snow, he lowered himself until he was seated with his back resting against the trunk, staring out at the view of the moon shining down upon the icy Lake Fee with Mount Paedris rising in the distance.

It was beautiful.

It was tranquil.

It was exactly what he needed.

But he also knew it wouldn’t last. And sure enough, a few minutes of peace were all he was given before his thoughts turned dark once more.

“You’re mine, Jordan Sparker. Forever.”

Shuddering again at the echo of the menacing voice, Jordan couldn’t help fearing that the Meyarin prince hadn’t just Claimed his will, but that Aven had stolen every facet of his being. Even after hearing Alex’s explanation to Bear and D.C. on their first night back, Jordan still couldn’t believe he was free. Three days had passed with no sign of any mental connection to the Meyarin—or to Alex. And yet, every waking moment left Jordan feeling strangled; left him fearing something had gone wrong, that he was still attached to invisible strings.

But… Jordan also realised that he was likely suffering from post-traumatic stress. What he felt was normal, he knew—at least in theory. And while Bear had tried to talk to him about it, if tentatively, during the midnight hours after the previous two nights’ screamed awakenings, the problem was, Jordan didn’t want to talk about it. He didn’t want to share what he’d been through. What he’d witnessed. What he’d done.

Only one person seemed to understand what Jordan wanted, what he needed, even better than he himself knew. And like clockwork, a few minutes later he heard the soft crunch of boots on the frozen ground, the only sound heralding her arrival.

Without uttering a single word, D.C. curled up next to Jordan in the snow and leaned her head on his shoulder, burrowing deeper into him when he wrapped an arm around her. Together the two of them sat like that for hours, both staring out over the moonlit, icy lake, neither saying a word.

It was beautiful.

It was tranquil.

It was exactly what he needed.

With each passing minute, the ugly feeling inside Jordan began to fade, the softness of D.C. pressed against him warming the numbness in his body until he could feel again, inside and out.

Only when the sun began to hint along the horizon did the two of them stand and make their way back to the dormitory and into their separate rooms once more.

Hours may have passed, but not a single word had been shared between them. Because like Jordan, D.C. somehow understood: there were no words in any language that could heal the scarring on his soul.
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Three more nights passed, two of which had Bear shaking Jordan roughly awake and making him aware of the screams that left his throat raw, and the other with Jordan waking up silently, drenched in a pool of his own sweat and trembling so hard his bones ached. All three nights led him out to the peace of the icy lake, and without fail, D.C. met him there soon after his arrival. They never spoke about their hours together—not even in the daytime when his nightmares were mere shadows pushed aside by the vitality of life.

Jordan wasn’t sure why D.C. continued to keep a lakeside vigil with him. He’d appreciated it the first few nights, but now, after almost a week, the guilt was prickling at his conscience. And not just guilt—also shame. The more time passed, the more he should be improving. But he wasn’t. It was like he was stuck in time.

D.C. never said anything. Never even looked at him like she wanted to broach the topic. In and out of class, she treated him like she always had. She rolled her eyes at his attempted jokes and acted as if she didn’t know how hard he was trying to appear like nothing had changed. She never called attention to his uncharacteristically diminished appetite, instead piling food on his plate under the guise of saying she “couldn’t possibly eat any more.” She asked for his help with her Chemistry homework, ‘forgetting’ that Bear was the one in the Epsilon class, and she even pleaded with Jordan to show her how to hit a moving target she was having trouble with in Archery. Not once did she bring up their night-time shared solitude. She was simply… there for him. Like a silent guardian angel.

And he had no idea what to do with that. Especially since he wasn’t the only one who had noticed.

“So, you and Dix,” Bear had said midway through the week after D.C. and Alex had taken off to their Equestrian Skills class, with the boys ambling along the icy path towards the Archery fields. “Are you a thing yet?”

Jordan had forced a light-hearted sound from his throat, even if all he’d felt was a weight pressing onto his chest. “A ‘thing’? What are we, twelve?”

Bear’s response had been to elbow him lightly in the ribs. “You know what I mean.” His grin stretched across his face, pure mischief in his dark eyes. “That first night you were back, I thought we’d have to get Fletcher to surgically remove you from each other.” He chuckled. “Alex’s joke about you needing a chaperone didn’t seem too far off the mark.”

Jordan thought back to the kiss he’d impulsively placed on D.C.’s temple after hearing Alex’s teasing words, thought about how he’d laughed quietly as D.C. had flushed and ducked her chin, curling into him with embarrassment. The very memory made his body feel warm. But to Bear, he shook his head swiftly, not allowing his mind to wander further down that forbidden path.

“No, we’re not a ‘thing’,” he’d answered.

Surprised silence had met his statement, his words having come out harsher than he’d intended.

Clearing his throat, Bear had jumped to the wrong conclusion and said, “Don’t worry, mate. I’m sure it’s only a matter of time.” He’d then slung a companionable arm around Jordan’s neck and finished, “I might be the charmer, but you’re not lacking your own moves. It’s clear to everyone that you two are meant for each other. She’ll come around.”

Neither at the time of their conversation nor later had Jordan corrected his friend. He hadn’t even considered doing so. Because like D.C., Bear was treating Jordan just the same as he always had—and that was exactly how Jordan wanted to keep it. He mightn’t be able to stop the screaming nightmares—yet—but he’d be damned if he revealed just how messed up in the head he was from everything that had happened.

Because the truth was, no matter how many people thought Jordan and D.C. were ‘meant for each other,’ the two of them would never be anything more than friends. Never mind the glaring differences between their stations—hell, she was the freaking Princess of Medora—but it was more than that. Whether they were seventeen or seventy, they had no future together. And he cared about her too much to hurt her when she would ultimately discover the truth: that anything, anyone Jordan had ever loved had been taken from him.

There was no way in hell that he was willing to risk D.C. becoming collateral damage to the unending tragedy that was his life. He’d do whatever it took to protect her, even if it meant keeping her at arm’s length.

Forever.
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Late on the first Saturday night back at the academy, Jordan paced around his bedroom, worry clawing at his thoughts. Bear and D.C. were in the Rec Room working on a group assignment for History that Doc had paired them with Mel and Connor for, leaving Jordan on his own for what felt like the first time all week. Between all three of his closest friends, someone had been near his side at all times, even if he hadn’t realised it until now, when he was all alone. In the silence that surrounded him, the dark thoughts were scraping for his attention—but this time justifiably.

“Come on, Alex, where are you?” he muttered aloud, his feet still tracking a path in the carpet.

Despite knowing she was more than capable of handling herself, Jordan couldn’t help worrying about Alex. She’d taken off that morning to visit the human leaders of Tryllin to explain the Aven situation to them, after which she had planned on checking in with Kyia and Zain and the comatose Prince Roka.

While D.C. had accompanied her to Tryllin—only to be sent home early, much to her disgruntlement—Alex hadn’t wanted company for the second part of her day. She’d been firmly against it, even when Jordan had expressed his concern at breakfast about her going off alone. But she’d also promised that she’d be back in time for dinner, and that time had come and gone with no appearance by her.

Bear and D.C. hadn’t seemed worried. Apprehensive, perhaps, but they’d been quick to soothe Jordan by reminding him that Alex had a habit of appearing and disappearing on a whim. D.C., especially, knew that to be true, being Alex’s roommate. And if the princess wasn’t concerned, then Jordan knew he shouldn’t be, either.


And yet… he couldn’t help it. Because Aven was still out there, and as long as he was, Jordan was going to fear for all of his friends. Especially when they didn’t turn up when they said they would.

A chiming sound broke into Jordan’s anxious thoughts and he quit pacing to draw his ComTCD from his jeans pocket, exhaling with relief when he saw the identity of the caller.

“Alex, where the hell are you?” he said in greeting as he connected the call, her holograph rising up out of his device. She looked a frightful mess—her face lined with exhaustion, her hair hanging limp around her face, and, most noticeably of all, a white bandage circling the bloodstained jeans of her upper thigh.

Taking in her appearance, Jordan was just about to change his question and demand to know what had happened when she spoke up first.

“I don’t suppose you want to come rescue me from the clutches of the mad librarian?”

Jordan blinked, then blinked again. “The librarian did that to you?”

Alex choked out a startled laugh, then quickly broke off and looked around hastily as if not wanting to be caught. “This happened up in Draekora.” She indicated her leg with her free hand. “But I’m okay—Kyia and Zain made sure I was patched up well enough. And you should see the other guy.”

Jordan offered a smile, knowing it was the response she expected, even if his insides were still tight with fear. “Where are you?”

“I wasn’t kidding about the librarian,” Alex said, lowering her voice further as she glanced nervously around. “He’s going to return any second so I can’t talk for long, but I just wanted to report in and let you know I’m back at the academy, safe and sound. As soon as I’m done playing slave to the unrelenting taskmaster, I’ll catch up with you guys. Okay?”


Alex was back. She was safe. Aven hadn’t captured her. Jordan could breathe easy again. Because of that, the smile he sent her this time was genuine. “Sounds good. Bear and Dix are in the Rec Room—I’ll meet up with them shortly so you’ll find us all there when you’re done.”

“It’s a plan,” Alex agreed. She then hesitated before adding, “Unless the librarian never lets me leave, in which case… enjoy the rest of your life, Jordan. It was nice knowing you.”

Sympathy welled within Jordan—but so too did amusement. “Always so dramatic, Jennings.”

She pulled a face at him before disconnecting the call while Jordan was still smiling, his relief pouring out of him. Had Alex known how truly worried he’d been, she would have called him an idiot and reminded him of all the reasons she didn’t want nor need a babysitter. But Jordan couldn’t help it, not after everything they’d been through. It was all too raw, still.

Her call had offered him some respite, at least for now. Feeling much better, he grabbed his Medical Science homework and headed down to the Rec Room to join the others, pleased that the group he was in with Alex, Blink and Pipsqueak had already finished Doc’s five-page History essay.

Alex didn’t end up joining them by the time they all dispersed for bed, but Jordan wasn’t worried this time, since he knew she was back at the academy—even if she was stuck with the unrelenting librarian. He and the others would see her in the morning and hear news of how her visits to Tryllin and Draekora had fared.

In the meantime, Jordan was determined that this would be the night he slept straight through without waking up soaked in sweat or screaming himself hoarse. He felt at peace, falling into bed, knowing his friends were all safe; knowing that right here, right now, none of them were in danger.


But despite what he knew to be true, his subconscious mind wasn’t willing to play along, so yet again Jordan found himself sitting out beside the icy lake in the early hours of the morning.

This time, however, it wasn’t D.C.’s soft footsteps he heard approach. Indeed, he heard no crunching of the snow indicating the arrival of anyone, so he wasn’t at all expecting the low, male voice disturbing the silence from directly beside him.

“Seems I’ve found the perfect bait.”






Three

Jordan jumped to his feet, his hands flying up into a defensive position. When his eyes fell on the owner of the voice, he lowered his arms but his pulse continued to pound in his chest.

“Hunter?” Jordan said, shock choking the word into a half gasp, half wheeze. Clearing his throat, his next question came out stronger. “What are you doing out here?”

The moon was bright overhead and the Stealth and Subterfuge teacher’s hood was pushed back on his cloak, so Jordan could clearly see Hunter’s facial expression as he raised his dark brows and said, pointedly, “I’m not the one breaking curfew.”

Jordan fought the urge to shuffle his feet. “You startled me,” he admitted, his heartbeat finally beginning to settle. “I wasn’t expecting anyone to be out here.”

If anything, Hunter’s brows only inched higher. With what almost passed for amusement, he drawled, “Now we both know that’s not true.”

This time Jordan had to fight the urge to look back in the direction of the dorm building to see if D.C. was already making her way over.

“However,” Hunter continued, “I’m sorry to say your preferred company won’t be joining you tonight.”

Jordan felt a stab of panic, and Hunter must have noted the reaction because his voice turned calming as he shared, “The princess is safe and well. But despite her intention to join you as she has every other night this week, I have a feeling she will be sleeping soundly until morning.”

A little of the panic left Jordan and he looked closer at his teacher, wondering about Hunter’s vaguely referenced ‘feeling’. Alex had once explained what she understood of the man’s gift, how his supernatural awareness and perception allowed him to know things he shouldn’t and see things before they happened. If Hunter claimed D.C. was safe but wouldn’t be joining Jordan that night, then Jordan knew that was most likely true. Even if it was disappointing, since their silent hours together afforded him a modicum of peace otherwise missing from his daily life.

“Thanks for, uh, letting me know,” Jordan said, if only to acknowledge Hunter’s words. “I guess I’ll just…” He waved a hand towards the path back to the dormitory, not at all ready to return yet but presuming he was expected to do so.

A slight shake of Hunter’s head. “You misunderstand, Jordan. I didn’t come out here to ease any fears you might have felt when Delucia failed to join you tonight.”

Jordan shoved his hands into his pockets and waited to hear what his teacher would say next. It didn’t seem like he was going to be punished for breaking curfew. Indeed, given Hunter’s earlier words, he clearly already knew Jordan—and D.C.—had been breaking curfew all week. But why, then, was Hunter out in the cold in the middle of the night?

Rewinding their conversation in his mind, Jordan tried to figure out if he’d missed anything that might answer his question, since Hunter had avoided doing so when asked earlier. It was only when Jordan considered the teacher’s opening words that he felt a spark of apprehension tingle down his spine.

‘Seems I’ve found the perfect bait.’


Swallowing, Jordan peered closely at Hunter and said, “If you’re not here to tell me about Dix, and you’re not here to give me detention, then why are you out here?”

A gleam of what could only be described as anticipation hit Hunter’s dark eyes, but like earlier, he offered no response. Instead, he reached into the folds of his shadowy cloak and pulled out a Bubbler vial. Without hesitating—or explaining—he threw it to the ground, activating the liquid within enough for the Bubbledoor to rise up from the snow.

Only then did Hunter turn back to Jordan and answer, “Tonight, I’m going hunting.”

Jordan was rooted to the spot as the word ‘bait’ replayed in his mind yet again. “Hunting?”

“And since you have nothing better to do,” Hunter continued as if Jordan hadn’t spoken, “you’re coming with me.”

With no other warning, the teacher latched his fingers around Jordan’s elbow and dragged him through the Bubbledoor behind him.

For the first time in his life, Jordan struggled to remain on his feet as he came out the other side and only just avoided stumbling into the dark outline of a sturdy tree trunk.

“What the hell, Hun—”

“Quiet,” Hunter ordered, his grip on Jordan’s elbow tightening as he led the way through a thicket of scratchy branches that snagged on their clothing.

Long, silent minutes passed as they struggled against nature until finally they stepped into a small clearing. Only then did Hunter release Jordan, who immediately moved his hands to his hair and clothes, attempting to dislodge the prickles that were now covering him from head to toe.

Taking his freedom as an indication that he could speak, Jordan said, grumpily, “Would it have been too much trouble to have had the Bubbledoor bring us straight here, rather than bushwhacking our way through Thorn Land?”

“How long have you been taking my class, Jordan?” Hunter’s watchful eyes peered around the clearing and up at the dense canopy before returning to Jordan. He didn’t wait for an answer before continuing, “Perhaps long enough to know I always have a reason for the things I do?”

“We’re not in class right now.”

Hunter just looked at him. “Aren’t we?”

Feeling uncertain, Jordan didn’t reply.

“Life is a lesson, Jordan. Minute after minute, hour after hour, in class and out of it. You of all people should know that we learn from what we live through, and those teachings are rarely scheduled to fit into a school timetable.”

Jordan couldn’t hold the man’s dark gaze, so he turned to look around the small clearing. It was hardly even that, really; more a gap in the forest large enough for perhaps five people to fit side by side. Breathing room, but little more.

Finally, Jordan moved his eyes back to Hunter and said, “So tonight’s life lesson is on hunting? What, may I ask, is our prey?”

Hunter watched Jordan carefully for a moment before nodding at whatever he saw in his features. The teacher then began checking the various—and numerous—weapons strapped to his body, unsheathing two Shadow Daggers and holding them out for Jordan as he replied, “Tonight, we’re hunting Hyroas.”

Jordan had been reaching for the swirling black blades but he froze mid-action. “Hyroas?”

Hunter pushed the daggers into Jordan’s half-outstretched hands, leaving Jordan no choice but to tighten his fingers around them or let them drop to the ground. As he numbly did so, Hunter said, “I have a feeling Alex is going to have an unorthodox request soon.”


Jordan waited for more details, but Hunter had apparently said all he was going to and was now checking the last of his weapons.

“Alex hasn’t mentioned anything about Hy—”

“Not yet,” Hunter interrupted, “but she will.”

Shaking his head, since that was all he could do, Jordan belted the sheath Hunter handed him to his waist, strapping both daggers on opposite sides of his body. While he preferred fighting right-handed, during his second year at the academy, he’d broken his dominant wrist when a prank backfired on him. Instead of enjoying Fletcher’s fast-acting Regenevators, part of Jordan’s punishment had left him wearing a cast and healing naturally. While frustrating at first, he’d come to appreciate the handicap, especially in classes like Combat, since his left-handed training had ultimately given him an advantage over the other students. Karter himself maintained that ambidexterity was an invaluable asset that offered an element of surprise during a fight.

Glancing into the dark of the forest while nervously palming the daggers, Jordan hoped this wouldn’t be the night where he’d learn the truth of Karter’s words.

“I’m sure I don’t need to point this out, but Hyroas aren’t the friendliest of beasties,” Jordan said, vastly understating what he knew of the creatures. He’d never encountered one himself—sightings were extremely rare nowadays, and it was even rarer for anyone to survive and tell the tale afterwards—but Jordan knew from Alex’s misadventures that he didn’t want to be within miles of a Hyroa, let alone actively hunting one of them.

“You’re right, Jordan,” Hunter said, crouching to the ground and pressing his palm against the earth, “you don’t need to point that out.”

Jordan felt a muscle flutter in his cheek but he shook off his irritation. “I suppose you have a plan?”


Hunter rose again and dusted off his hands. “You already know my plan.”

‘Seems I’ve found the perfect bait.’

Cursing mentally as the words flooded his mind yet again, Jordan realised it was even worse than he’d imagined. His voice was deadpan as he stated, rather than asked, “You’re using me as bait.”

Hunter cocked his head to the side. “That wouldn’t be very responsible of me now, would it?”

Jordan just stared at his teacher’s face, mottled as it was by shadows from the moonlight filtering through the thick trees.

There was a hint of humour in Hunter’s tone when he continued, “No, Jordan. I have no intention of using a student as bait to trap a ferocious predator. The headmaster affords me certain liberties when it comes to my teaching methods, but I imagine that might be pushing even him a bit.”

Jordan’s eyes narrowed with mistrust. “You don’t strike me as the kind of person who fears being reprimanded by Marselle.”

A flash of white as Hunter grinned. “You’re right about that. But Alex would skin me alive if she ever found out I’d deliberately put her best friend in danger. And Delucia would order my execution.” He paused. “It’d be interesting to see who would get in first.”

Absurdly, Jordan found himself agreeing with Hunter—it would be interesting. “If I’m not the bait…”

“You’re the hunter, Jordan. I’m the bait.”

Jordan stared at his teacher. “Excuse me?”

A beam of moonlight revealed a hint of gold as Hunter tossed something through the air, and Jordan’s hand whipped out automatically to catch it. He turned it over between his fingers, squinting at it in the darkness. Smooth like a pebble and shaped like one too, it easily fit into the hollow of his hand. Considering its small size, it was surprisingly weighty.


“You know what that is?” Hunter asked.

Jordan had no idea. “An egg?”

“Good guess, but no. The plan is to make it crack like one, though.”

Looking at Hunter in question, Jordan waited to hear more.

Pointing deeper into the thorny forest, Hunter said, “A few minutes walking in that direction and we’ll be on the edge of Hyroa territory. It’s mating season and a full moon, so it won’t take long for them to catch our scent. Technically, they’ll be the ones hunting us, not the other way around. And we’re going to let them.”

That seemed like a particularly imbecilic idea to Jordan, and he had no qualms in sharing as much with his teacher. Colourfully.

When he was done, if anything, Hunter appeared amused by Jordan’s candour. “Teenagers these days,” he murmured with a grin. “Such creative vocabulary.”

Unimpressed, Jordan crossed his arms, his fingers still wrapped around the golden pebble.

“Don’t tighten your fist too much on that,” Hunter warned, indicating to Jordan’s aggravated stance. “You do and you’ll end up as accidental bait after all. The results won’t be… pleasant.” His eyes flickered for a moment, as if he was watching that particular scenario play out, and Jordan very carefully loosened his grip, causing Hunter to shake himself back to the present and give a quick nod of approval.

“Now,” Hunter said, his eyes peering into the dark of the forest, “the plan is for you to use your gift and remain invisible while I draw attention. Hyroas hunt alone, so we should only have to face one at a time.”

Should? Jordan wondered, noting the distinct lack of certainty in that single word.


“What you’re holding is an instant-release paralytic knockout cocktail—mostly Faenda venom but mixed with a few extra special ingredients for an added kick.”

Jordan’s fingers spasmed and he relaxed his grip even more, just to be safe.

“When the Hyroa is close to me,” Hunter continued, “your job is to put enough pressure on the shell for it to crack, then throw it as hard as you can at the beast. Do not, and I mean do not, keep holding onto it once you’ve broken the seal, or best-case scenario, I’ll be dragging your paralysed ass back to the academy.”

Jordan didn’t have to ask in order to know that the worst-case scenario meant neither of them would be returning to the academy, paralysed or not.

“Right,” Jordan muttered. “Crack and throw. Got it.”

Hunter bobbed his head in confirmation. “Ready?”

No. Jordan most definitely was not ready to face down a monstrous carnivore that would like nothing more than to make a meal out of him. But… at the same time… he also was ready. All week he’d been walking around in a daze of fear—fear of the unknown, fear of what might happen next. Now, at least, his fear was of something tangible—something real. Something he was about to face and, hopefully, conquer, rather than fear of the shadows that had haunted him of late.

He felt… alive. He felt… free.

He felt more like himself than he had for a long time.

And that was why he simply answered, “Ready.”

The look of approval that hit Hunter’s eyes was something Jordan wouldn’t forget for a long time. And that, more than anything, made him realise that Hunter hadn’t happened randomly upon him by the lake and decided to take him along for the journey on a whim. The teacher had had a plan all along—and not just one for hunting Hyroas.


Throat tightening, Jordan kept from making a fool of himself with an emotional declaration of gratitude by instead asking, “If I’m to remain transcended, why give me the daggers?”

Hunter turned away and stepped out of the clearing and into the thorns, but not before Jordan caught a flash of a wicked grin. “Never can be too careful.”

Apprehension flooded Jordan, but so too did a thrill of anticipation, and he found he was fighting his own grin as he followed after Hunter. “If I survive the night, can I keep them?”

“No.”

Jordan’s grin widened at Hunter’s quick and unyielding answer. Under his breath, he murmured an amused, “Worth a try.”

And it had been. Because many people, including Jordan, would give an arm and a leg to say they’d been gifted a weapon by Hunter—the fabled ‘Ghost’. Even just being loaned two of his Shadow Daggers was an honour, with them being a weapon few humans possessed, since Shadow Walkers rarely offered their blades to those of other races. Hunter had earned his, but how, Jordan didn’t know, with the legends being numerous and reaching mythical proportions. And rightly so, given that Hunter didn’t just have a pair of Shadow Daggers, but many, many other Shadow-infused weapons strapped to his person, along with the Shadow Cloak that he always wore. Whatever he’d done to receive such a prize must have made quite the impact on the notoriously difficult race.

Wondering what his chances were of convincing Hunter to share the true story, Jordan realised that perhaps a better time might avail itself later—such as when they weren’t about to try and provoke the attention of a monster.

As if reading his thoughts—and quite possibly doing something similar to that—Hunter said, quietly, “No more talking from here. Activate your gift—and be ready.”






Four

Jordan was hyper alert as they moved silently through the forest. Each crack of a twig underfoot, each brush of a branch snagging his coat, each rustle of leaves in the wind set his teeth on edge. He might have been invisible thanks to his now activated gift, but he felt as if the whole world could see him. Along with Every. Single. Creature. In. The. Woods.

He and Hunter had been walking in what felt like circles for nearly an hour, with no sign of any Hyroas. Jordan was growing weary from using his gift for so long, not to mention the physically demanding nature of slugging through the dense woodland. The climate was nowhere near as cold as the academy they’d left behind, so he was coated with sweat beneath his thick clothes. He desperately wanted to strip off some layers, but his instructions to keep silent meant he couldn’t call out to Hunter and ask to pause their onward trek.

Hunter himself maintained a short distance between the two of them, careful to remain within throwing reach but no closer, staying true to his plan to keep Jordan safe. Or as safe as possible, considering what, exactly, they were hunting.

Or rather, what was hunting them.

As they continued their jungle hike, Jordan became aware that his palms were sweating—along with the rest of him—and the golden egg-thing felt slick against his flesh. He only hoped that when the time came to crack it, it wouldn’t slip straight through his fingers. Hunter would never let him live it down.

… Presuming either of them survived to face the consequences.

Just as Jordan decided he was uncomfortable enough to risk falling behind if it meant he could shed some clothes, Hunter froze, prompting Jordan to do the same.

He noticed it immediately. The absolute silence, absolute stillness surrounding them. Even the wind had quieted, as if holding its breath in anticipation.

Muscles tensing, Jordan was locked and ready for whatever they were about to face. Or, he thought he was ready, but then Hunter jumped into motion and whirled to the left a fraction of a second before the foliage parted and a humongous shadow leapt out, talons the size of Jordan’s forearm extended, and landed right where Hunter had been standing.

“Mother—”

Jordan’s curse was drowned out by the Hyroa’s ferocious roar, its open mouth revealing razor-sharp teeth the length of his hand. He stumbled back a step when he caught sight of its eyes—dilated pupils surrounded by bright, glowing red, vibrant even in the dark of the forest. It was hideous… terrifying… a thing of nightmares.

And it was looking straight at him.

Jordan realised his mistake immediately. Hunter had told him to keep silent. When he’d uttered his oath, invisible or not, he might as well have held up a sign that said ‘free meal’. Because now the Hyroa had caught his scent, and with one push back onto its haunches, it spun around and leapt into the air, barrelling right for him.

It managed three, lightning-fast, ground-eating bounds before uttering a pained snarl and whirling back around, red eyes furious. And Jordan could see why, since when it turned, he caught sight of one of Hunter’s blades lodged deep into its hair-covered flesh. The size of the Hyroa meant the wound was but a pinprick, but it was enough to distract it from Jordan and turn it back to Hunter—which gave Jordan time to finally gather his wits about him.

Adrenaline pumping enough to launch him into action, Jordan sprinted forward as the Hyroa pounced back towards Hunter. He tightened his fist around the golden egg, praying with everything within him that the paralytic effects would work on something as mammoth as the nightmarish creature—and that the result would be instantaneous. Otherwise, they were screwed.

The Hyroa was almost upon Hunter when Jordan felt the shell crack between his fingers, and he didn’t hesitate to fling the golden sphere straight at the beast with all his strength. Mentally comparing it to flicking a grain of dirt at a mountain, Jordan’s confidence wavered when the egg bounced against the Hyroa’s back and fell harmlessly to the ground, all without any sign of the beast having been affected at all.

Certain he and Hunter were going to have to fight for their lives, Jordan drew out both his daggers and closed the remaining distance just as the Hyroa made one final leap towards Hunter—a leap that landed the beast right on top of the teacher, crashing them both to the ground.

Bellowing a war cry, Jordan lunged forward, daggers raised high. But at the very last second, he skidded to a stop when he heard Hunter’s muffled voice yelling, “STOP!”

Jordan was just inches away from gutting the beast, but somehow through the haze of adrenaline-spiked fear, he managed to process Hunter’s shout and realised the reason for it—the beast was no longer moving.

“H-Hunter?” Jordan panted, deactivating his gift as he squinted into the darkness and tried to find his teacher underneath the Hyroa’s hairy mass.


“I’m alive,” came Hunter’s still muffled voice. “Just help get this thing off me.”

Hands shaking, it took two attempts before Jordan was able to sheath his daggers—something he was loath to do, given the creature before him and the knowledge that there were more of them in the surrounding forests. Willing his trembling limbs to steady, together he and Hunter managed to push and heave the heavy bulk of the Hyroa to the side enough that the teacher was able to scramble out from under it.

“That was close,” Hunter said, brushing down his cloak, calm as could be.

Jordan released a surprised laugh—a reaction to the shock, he knew, since there was nothing remotely funny about what had just happened. “You don’t say.”

Hunter’s dark eyes fell upon him. “You have a good arm. I wondered for a second there if you were going to freeze up on me, but you came through in the end. Well done.”

The praise felt like liquid sunshine flooding Jordan’s veins. He couldn’t remember the last time someone who he looked up to had offered him such a compliment. His father certainly hadn’t ever—

Jordan gritted his teeth and slammed the breaks on his train of thought. He turned his gaze downward to the Hyroa and replied with a quiet, but heartfelt, “Thanks.”

If Hunter heard the emotion in his voice, he didn’t comment on it. Instead, he said, “Let’s do this quickly so we can—”

The teacher’s head snapped up and his eyes unfocused as he looked beyond the trees surrounding them, peering deeper into the dark of the forest.

Jordan reached for his daggers again, certain that another Hyroa attack was imminent—and this time there was no knockout cocktail to throw at it.

Heart crashing beneath his ribs, Jordan was so tense that he jumped when Hunter spun towards him and wrapped his fingers around his arm.

“Activate your gift on both of us. Now!”

Hearing the urgency in Hunter’s voice, Jordan didn’t hesitate. But he was slower to react when Hunter issued his next order.

“The Hyroa, too—quick!”

More tentative this time, Jordan pressed his free hand against the beast’s hide. He shuddered at the feel of the coarse hair against his bare fingers and had to will himself not to leap back when its chest rose and fell under his hand. Instead, he gritted his teeth and transcended it as well.

A feeling of bone-weary fatigue hit him almost instantly, the effect of having used his gift for over an hour already, combined with the stress of the attack they’d just survived. He would have been okay if it was just him, but transcending others always required more concentration, more energy. If he had to keep up his gift on the three of them for long, Hunter would be carrying him back to the academy, after all.

“What—”

Hunter’s free hand slapped over Jordan’s mouth and the teacher leaned in to whisper in his ear, barely audible, “Not a sound.”

Even after the Hyroa had almost eaten him whole, Hunter had been unruffled. Jordan was therefore alarmed to note that, for the first time since they’d arrived in the forest, his teacher sounded fearful. No, not just fearful—panicked. That more than anything had Jordan following his order, barely breathing in an effort to remain as still and silent as possible.

Hunter’s reaction told him only one thing: that whatever was coming must be worse than a Hyroa.

Barely two minutes later, Jordan understood.

… Because that was when Aven stepped out of the shadows and stopped barely three feet away from them.






Five

If Hunter’s grip hadn’t increased to bone-crushing levels, Jordan wasn’t sure what he would have done. Perhaps tried to run, perhaps made a sound of alarm…

… Perhaps lunged forward with his daggers raised, intent on sinking them into Aven no matter how impossible he knew such a feat would be.

Instead, Hunter’s fingers were like a vice around his upper arm, the warning unmistakable.

“Kenn naha Sarnaph rolaren,” Aven said, his voice raising the hairs on Jordan’s arms and sending a trickle of sweat down his spine.

Hunter took his hand from Jordan’s mouth and in a soundless, barely there movement, reached into his Shadow Cloak. Jordan’s eyes remained locked on Aven but it was hard to ignore Hunter when he shoved a small bud straight into Jordan’s ear, doing the same for himself with a second bud. Only Jordan’s self-preservation instincts kept him from making a what-the-hell noise, but he had an answer almost straight away when Aven continued speaking and Jordan realised he could understand the Meyarin language perfectly thanks to whatever device Hunter had given him.

“I could have sworn one was headed this way.”

Jordan wondered if Aven was talking to himself, but then two other Meyarins stepped out of the forest beside him, one male, one female, both familiar. The female Jordan had initially encountered when he, Alex, D.C. and Bear had visited Meya for the first time all those months ago, with her guarding the entrance to the palace along with Alex’s later pseudo-bodyguard, Zain. Vaera was her name, if Jordan recalled correctly. But last he’d known, she hadn’t been in cahoots with Aven.

Now, however, Jordan knew that Aven had Claimed all Meyarins who hadn’t escaped the ancient city when he took the throne—meaning that she was now a member of his blood-bonded army.

Unlike Vaera, Jordan had only met the male Meyarin, Skraegon, during his time spent as Aven’s puppet, and he was easily one of the foulest beings Jordan had ever had the displeasure of crossing paths with. Despite his immortal grace, Skraegon looked and acted like a common thug. His face was set into a perpetual sneer, and the few times Jordan had seen him, he’d been seconds away from starting a brawl—and had indeed done so twice when Aven hadn’t been there to step in smoothly to deviate his attention.

It was strange seeing Aven accompanied by Vaera and Skraegon—and even stranger was their being in the middle of the forest in the early hours of the morning. The coincidence of timing and location was uncanny, enough that Jordan was frozen to the spot, wondering what was going to happen next.

Emotions were flooding his system, fear strong amongst them, but so too was anger. Because in front of him stood the person responsible for the recent hell he’d been through, the hell he’d barely survived. Aven was mere steps away and it seemed as if he had no idea Jordan was standing right there. All it would take was—

Hunter’s grip tightened yet again, painful enough for Jordan to wince. He turned accusing eyes on his teacher, but Hunter just shook his head, yet another warning clear in his eyes.


Jordan blanched, realising that whatever possible future his teacher’s gift had just shown him, it likely didn’t work out in Jordan’s favour. So instead of giving in to his fury and throwing caution to the wind in order to attempt physical revenge on Aven, Jordan sucked in a calming—but silent—breath and nodded once, letting Hunter know he wouldn’t do anything stupid. The teacher’s grip only eased a fraction, but that, at least, was telling enough that he believed Jordan. Or that the next future he saw didn’t lead to any… unwanted consequences.

“The Sarnaph was here, all right,” Skraegon replied to Aven, his keen dark eyes peering closely at the ground.

In a voice hardly more than a monotone, Vaera added, “It appears it was in a scuffle, perhaps a dominance challenge by another of its kind. But the tracks just disappear. The forest is too thick here to see any more.”

Skraegon was still glancing around as if searching for more clues, even looking upwards towards the nearest tree, a furrow between his heavy brow as if he was debating whether it managed to climb off the forest floor—something Jordan knew the beast was anatomically incapable of doing, at least according to Alex.

“I don’t have time for this,” Aven snarled. He spun on his heel and jabbed a finger at Vaera and Skraegon. “Don’t return until it’s dead. Along with any others you can find. The less of them there are, the less the mortals can use against us.”

Jordan raised his eyebrows, starting to understand what Hunter had meant about Alex’s unorthodox request coming in the near future. Hyroa blood, Jordan had recently learned, was poisonous—even fatal—to Meyarins. But it seemed Aven was two steps ahead of them if he was already actively hunting them to keep their blood from being used against the immortal race.

Come to think of it, the Hyroas as a race were already close to extinction. Jordan wondered how much of that was thanks to Aven and his clear attempts at exterminating the creatures. Just how many years had he spent hunting down and eradicating the beasts?

Jordan didn’t have time to think more about that before a fourth Meyarin arrived out of what appeared to be thin air. Jordan didn’t recognise this female, but knew she must have used the Valispath—the invisible rollercoaster also known as the Eternal Path—even if his human eyes hadn’t been capable of seeing anything more than her blink-and-you’ll-miss-it arrival.

Without a word—at least outwardly—Aven and the female disappeared, and Jordan realised he must have mentally called her to deliver him from the forest since, as Jordan well knew, Aven was still disinherited and thus unable to activate the Valispath on his own. He would remain that way as long as Prince Roka was alive, his metaphorical wings clipped. It was a small mercy, but Jordan was nonetheless grateful.

However, even with Aven now gone, the threat hadn’t disappeared, since both Vaera and Skraegon had remained.

“This is stupid.” Skraegon kicked at the foliage under his feet. “I have better things to be doing than hunting some beast through the night.”

“I’m sure Faluh is anxiously awaiting your return to her bedchamber,” Vaera said, her tone no longer monotonous but rather dripping with derision.

Ignoring her, Skraegon said, “I don’t see why Aven’s favourite pet couldn’t have come in our stead. Everyone knows he’s the best Sarnaph hunter in Meyarin history. Or he was, before Taevarg.”

“Niyx was a lot of things before Taevarg,” Vaera said, and Jordan was surprised to hear a note of sadness in her voice.

Jordan, on the other hand, felt fury welling up within him all over again at the mention of Niyx—Aven’s best friend and the Meyarin responsible for killing King Astophe. Jordan had met him, just the once, during his first trip to Meya with his friends. The then-prisoner had been dragged up from his cell deep in the bowels of Taevarg and he’d had the audacity to accuse Alex of being one of Aven’s Garseth—one of the Rebels.

As far as Jordan was concerned, Niyx was scum. As Aven’s right-hand man, he was almost as dangerous as the Rebel Prince himself. Perhaps more so, since he’d managed the impossible and escaped from the supposedly impenetrable prison in order to execute Meya’s true monarch and secure Aven’s seat on the throne.

Niyx’s loyalty to Aven and his anti-mortal cause was unparalleled. More than that, his skill was legendary. Jordan had heard the rumours while under Aven’s Claim—that Niyx had trained with Meya’s elite guard and was considered one of the most talented Zeltora recruits of all time, his skill with a blade unmatched throughout the ages. But he was also the firstborn son of a high-ranking family in the Meyarin Court and he chose to put aside his duty as a protector of his people to instead live the expectations borne to someone of his station. He exchanged honour for power—a decision that led him to Aven and then, later, into a prison cell for thousands of years.

Given Jordan’s own background, he understood more than anyone about the pressure to live up to family expectations. But unlike Niyx, Jordan had chosen to be his own man, to turn aside from his family and forge his own path in life—a path that led him to Bear, and then later to Alex and D.C., all of whom became his family. In choosing Aven, Niyx had chosen wrong. Plain and simple. And Jordan couldn’t help looking forward to the day his decision would come back to haunt him.

“It doesn’t matter, anyway,” Vaera continued, shaking off whatever thoughts had momentarily upset her. “Niyx wasn’t an option for tonight since he took off after the meeting earlier and no one has seen him since.”


Skraegon barked out a laugh. “Can’t blame the poor fool. I’d disappear to lick my wounds too if I’d managed to stab myself in the leg with my own blade. Did you see his face? I nearly wet myself.”

Vaera wrinkled her nose, not at all amused. “Charming.”

Still grinning widely, Skraegon said, “Serves the kregon right, if you ask me.”

“I didn’t.”

“He’s had it coming a long while,” Skraegon continued over Vaera. “The rest of us have to earn Aven’s favour, but Niyx is treated like royalty for no reason other than the history they shared millennia ago. It’s about time Aven saw how much Taevarg changed his beloved pet. I don’t care what anyone says; despite how he looks and how he acts, Niyx can’t be more than a shadow of what he once was, and as soon as Aven realises that, the better for all of us.”

Her steely eyes narrowed, Vaera said, “You like to hear yourself talk, don’t you?” Without waiting for a reply, she glanced around dismissively and announced, “We’ve wasted enough time here; the Sarnaph is clearly gone. We’ll head deeper into the forest and try and pick up another set of tracks. Weapons out, eyes alert—and I won’t be lugging your carcass back to Meya, so a quick kill with no blood contact.”

Skraegon didn’t appear pleased to be the recipient of Vaera’s orders, but aside from the tightening of his features, he didn’t argue. Instead, he pulled his sword from his sheath and offered a mocking bow. “After you, sweetheart. I may not be a Zeltora like you, but you can trust me to watch your back.”

Jordan shivered at the malice in Skraegon’s dark gaze, and despite Vaera being Claimed by Aven, Jordan still had to resist the urge to leap out and tell her to run far, far away from the brute. But it also appeared that Vaera didn’t need the warning.


“You first, norot,” she said, waving her own blade in the air between them, a clear challenge—and one that Skraegon couldn’t miss, nor ignore.

He sneered at her and then walked a few steps into the forest before disappearing entirely, taking the Valispath to his next destination.

As soon as he was gone, Vaera’s blank face transformed until it was awash with emotion, her feelings clear to read: pain, anger, sadness, frustration… misery.

Jordan felt his heart ache with sympathy. He remembered those moments—the moments when Aven’s grip loosened enough that his puppets were free to act as they wished, their strings only hanging at the ready rather than pulled tight. Right now, Vaera’s outstanding order was to hunt the Hyroa, but as far as Jordan could tell, she hadn’t been commanded to act a certain way while doing it. That meant what he was witnessing right now was the real Vaera—the one who knew her will was no longer her own, and that at a second’s notice she would have to do exactly as she was told.

Jordan wished there was something he could do for her—he wished he could offer her some kind of comfort, some kind of assurance that he’d been freed, and one day she would be, too. But he knew without Hunter’s pincer-grip on his arm that it would be a foolish action on his part. As soon as he revealed himself, Aven would pull those strings tight and mentally issue the command for his capture—or, more likely, his death—without hesitation.

Instead, Jordan could only watch as Vaera scrubbed her free hand over her anguished face before sighing deeply and schooling her features into blankness once more. Only when she had regained control of her feelings did she summon the Valispath and disappear from sight.


Long minutes passed as silence descended upon Jordan and Hunter once more, until finally Hunter released his grip and announced, “We’re good.”

Since Hunter had broken their contact and was therefore visible again, Jordan presumed he was allowed to deactivate his gift. When he did so, the relief was so acute that he wondered for a second if he was going to pass out. Having been caught up in the scene unfolding around them, Jordan hadn’t realised just how long he’d kept himself, Hunter and the Hyroa transcended—long enough that he was now all but swaying on his feet. His light-headedness began to lessen as he shook out his cramped limbs, but he still felt much weaker than he would have liked, especially knowing that Vaera and Skraegon were still out in the woods somewhere.

“What happens now?” Jordan asked, being careful to keep quiet even though he knew Hunter would have shared if any danger remained.

“Now we do what we came out here to do, then haul ass back to the academy before more unexpected company decides to drop in on us.”

That sounded like a wise plan to Jordan, so he knelt on the ground beside Hunter and listened to the teacher’s quiet instructions as they drew vials of blood from the creature. It was strange—after being next to the prone Hyroa for so long, even touching it, Jordan wasn’t nearly as afraid of it anymore. He almost felt sorry for the beast, especially knowing that it likely wouldn’t live much longer if Aven had his way. Hunter, at least, had no intention of actually killing it—‘waste not, want not,’ the teacher had claimed when Jordan asked.

When enough vials were filled that they couldn’t possibly carry any more between them, Hunter and Jordan backed away from the Hyroa.


“I was going to let the paralysis wear off naturally, but given our friends in the forest…” Hunter trailed off, but he didn’t need to finish.

“Give it the best chance you can,” Jordan said.

Hunter nodded and reached into his cloak, withdrawing two items—the first a Bubbler vial and the second another egg-like sphere, but black this time rather than gold. With a quick look at Jordan to make sure he was ready, Hunter smashed the Bubbler vial on the ground, and as the Bubbledoor rose up beside them, he cracked the black sphere and threw it at the Hyroa.

The last thing Jordan saw before Hunter shoved him through the Bubbledoor was the beast jumping to its feet and launching itself in their direction, teeth snapping and eyes flashing with rage. But then they were whisked from the forest, leaving the Hyroa safely behind, thousands of miles away.






Six

Jordan didn’t realise he was shaking as he followed Hunter mechanically across the academy grounds and towards the Gen-Sec building.

He didn’t realise he was shaking as they entered the empty Med Ward and stepped through a set of doors he had never explored before, ones that led into a refrigerated room cold enough to compete with the wintry temperature outside.

He didn’t realise he was shaking as he helped Hunter offload the vials into a section marked Daesmilo Folarctos, slotting each sample carefully into place before sealing the compartment closed.

He didn’t realise he was shaking as Hunter led the way back out onto the grounds and, after the quiet order to, “Follow me, Jordan,” continued automatically towards the Tower building where they ascended four stories before entering a doorway.

Jordan didn’t realise he was shaking because a numbness had settled upon him, and it was only when he found himself surrounded by the silence of Hunter’s personal quarters that he finally became aware of the trembles wracking his frame.

Part of him wondered if he should feel embarrassed or ashamed by his reaction. Hunter wasn’t shaking. Hunter was as composed as ever. And Hunter was someone Jordan looked up to, someone he wanted to impress, not someone he wanted to look weak in front of. The last thing Jordan wanted was Hunter’s pity.


But… Hunter wasn’t looking at Jordan with pity. He wasn’t looking at Jordan at all. Instead, he was heading through the darkened room and over to the fireplace, tapping on the TCD panel beside it. Within seconds, a roaring flame surged to life, the warmth so welcome that Jordan unconsciously moved closer.

A heavy hand came down on his shoulder as Hunter half guided, half pushed him until he was seated on a plush chair in front of the grate. Only then did Hunter move towards a desk in the corner of the room, one covered in objects that, at any other time, Jordan would have given his right arm to snoop through.

Instead, he focused on the warmth of the fire seeping into his numb body. Shock, he knew, had settled in—a delayed reaction to what had happened in the forest. Or rather, whom. Because it wasn’t the encounter with the Hyroa that had unsettled Jordan. No, he was trembling for another reason entirely.

Seeking a distraction, Jordan watched as Hunter unfastened his cloak and threw it across the desk, the shadowy material rippling with the movement. Still dressed head to toe in black, the teacher began unsheathing his weapons and dropping them beside his cloak.

With each freed blade, Jordan’s eyes widened further and further—daggers strapped to his thighs and forearms, throwing knives holstered to his boots and biceps, two longer hunting blades crisscrossed over his back and more weapons from places Jordan couldn’t begin to fathom. And that wasn’t even covering what was inside the Shadow Cloak, where he’d hidden the paralytic egg and its cure, along with what Jordan now saw was an assortment of other devices he was unable to identify.

Shaking his head, Jordan leaned forward and unstrapped the daggers Hunter had loaned him, laying them on the armrest at his side. He then pulled the bud from his ear, having forgotten all about the translation device until he saw Hunter remove his own to rest it on the desk beside what was now growing to be a small armoury.

“Thanks for these,” Jordan said into the silence, annoyed when his voice wavered a little in the middle. He wasn’t sure if it was noticeable or if he was just hyperaware of the fact that his body was still betraying him. No matter how soothing the flames were, he still continued to visibly quake.

In an effort to keep his mind focused on anything other than what he was feeling, Jordan turned the bud in his shaking fingers, taking in its silvery colour. Having never seen anything like it before, let alone experienced its effects, Jordan asked, “Do you always keep Meyarin translation devices handy on you?”

Given the growing accumulation on the desk as Hunter kept adding to the pile, Jordan figured the answer would be a resounding ‘yes’. However, his teacher’s answer surprised him.

“Only when I have plans to visit Meya—which was where I was before I happened upon you tonight.”

Jordan jerked. “You were in Meya? Tonight? Are you insane?” He barely paused for breath before adding, “How did you even get in? No—how did you get out? How are you even alive right now?”

He stopped, realising he wasn’t giving Hunter the chance to answer.

“Someone has to keep an eye on what’s happening there,” Hunter calmly responded, still removing items from his person. “I’ve been sneaking in and out of Meya since long before you ever set foot in this academy.”

His eyes round, Jordan gasped out, “But—But the city—it was lost! Until Alex led us there last year, no humans had set foot in Meya for thousands of years!”

“No humans that they knew of,” Hunter said, a devious smirk there and gone again in a flash.


Jordan gaped at him, unable to comprehend what he was hearing. And yet, with what he knew of Hunter, he also found that he wasn’t surprised. As always, his teacher was endlessly mysterious, his past filled with secrets the likes of which Jordan knew very few people would ever hear. He hadn’t thought it possible to respect Hunter more than he already did, but learning something like this…

“Wow,” Jordan mouthed as he turned the bud one final time in his still trembling hands, before placing it beside the daggers.

Hunter didn’t reply, but his eyes did slide across to Jordan as he laid a final blade on the desk, then stalked back to the mounted TCD panel. Seconds later, two steaming mugs appeared, a spicy aroma filling the room almost immediately.

“Drink,” Hunter ordered, shoving one of the mugs towards Jordan before lowering himself into the second armchair.

Giving the liquid an experimental sniff, Jordan recognised hints of honey and cinnamon, with something else familiar but unidentifiable tickling the back of his nose and making his eyes water.

Aware of Hunter’s gaze on him, Jordan took a tentative sip, feeling the burn of the liquid slide all the way down his throat to settle in his stomach—a burn that wasn’t just from the heated temperature.

Shooting an incredulous glance at his teacher, Jordan’s lips stretched into a grin as he said, “Giving alcohol to a student, Hunter? What would Marselle say to that?”

Hunter didn’t deign to respond, though his mouth did twitch as he raised his own mug.

The spiced mead wasn’t Jordan’s drink of choice, but he was grateful for the warmth it offered—inside and out. His fingers curled around the heated mug as he continued sipping, staring at the fire as if hypnotised.


Just as he started to get a handle on his shakes and relax into the comfort of the plush chair and the growing heat of the room, Hunter spoke.

“You’ve nothing to be ashamed of, you know.”

Jordan’s shoulders tensed, his fingers spasming enough that the small amount of liquid remaining in his mug sloshed up the sides and nearly spilled over the rim.

With careful deliberation, Jordan said, “I’ve never seen a Hyroa in real life before.” He paused. “It was bigger than I expected.”

“I wasn’t talking about the Hyroa, Jordan. And you know that.”

It had been worth a try, even if Jordan was well aware that there was little Hunter didn’t see. Didn’t notice. Didn’t understand.

What Jordan didn’t anticipate were Hunter’s next words.

“I was only a year or so younger than you when I first crossed paths with Aven Dalmarta. It was an encounter that scarred me in more ways than one.”

Jordan sat, transfixed, as Hunter rolled up his sleeve and turned his arm around, showing the fleshy underside and revealing the jagged, misshapen scar that ran the length of his wrist up past his elbow. It was thick and uneven, the kind of wound that would have needed a heavy dose of Regenevators to heal all the injured tissue. But those Regenevators would have also smoothed any scarring, which meant that Hunter had been left to heal without assistance. It was as if his wound had been made with a single purpose: to cause long-lasting pain.

Hunter rubbed his hand along his forearm as he stared unfocused at the scar, before lowering his sleeve again and turning back to Jordan. “It hurt at the time, and for a long while afterwards. Even now it still causes me pain sometimes. But it’s nothing compared to what Aven took from me that day.” He met Jordan’s gaze. “Some scars never heal. I think you know that better than most.”

Jordan swallowed and looked away, unable to hold Hunter’s eyes. In a voice that was bitter to his own ears, he said, “What, did he Claim you, too? Because you look like you’ve managed to do all right, considering.”

Jordan knew he wasn’t being fair. He’d just seen the evidence of whatever Hunter had been through slashed into his flesh. But he was shaking again, still cold despite the fire and the mead, and feeling as if the walls surrounding them were beginning to close in on him. If he’d had the strength, he would have taken off. But he feared that if he tried to stand, he’d only fall over and embarrass himself further.

“No, Aven didn’t Claim me,” Hunter said.

Jordan nodded, already knowing that was the case, and kept his eyes firmly on the fireplace.

“But he did Claim my brother. And I could do nothing but watch as Aven ordered him to pick up a blade and stab himself in the heart.”

Jordan whirled back around to look at Hunter in horror. “What?”

“It was a long time ago,” Hunter said, his voice quiet and his gaze lowered, “but I still dream about it sometimes. I doubt I’ll ever forget.” He looked up again and stared straight at Jordan as he repeated, “Some scars never heal, Jordan. And that’s nothing to be ashamed of.” He leaned forward in his seat, his empty mug held loosely between his hands. “What you need to decide is whether you’re going to let your scars fester like an open wound, infecting your heart and your mind, or if you’re going to let them heal so you can move on, learning from your experiences and finding strength in your survival.”

Throat clogged, Jordan was unable to speak. But Hunter wasn’t finished.


“Some scars never heal,” he whispered. “But even the scars we consider ugly can be beautiful when we look at them in the right light. When we see not what was done to us, but what we overcame.”

Jordan couldn’t move. He couldn’t breathe. All he could do was feel the weight of Hunter’s words wash over him.

And then, suddenly, it was like the floodgates opened and he couldn’t keep silent anymore.

“It’s my fault. All of it—it’s my fault.”

Hunter’s gaze remained calm, steady, as he said, “What’s your fault?”

“Skyla.” Jordan swallowed, once, twice, then whispered, “And Luka.”

He slammed his eyes shut as the images overwhelmed him. No longer was he sitting in the warmth of Hunter’s private quarters; instead, he was transported to the snow-covered Raelia with Aven and Calista Maine. Alex, Bear and D.C. were there, too, along with Skyla. And Jordan was the reason for it—the reason they were all in that clearing; the reason Alex had been tricked into allowing Aven access through the Library to Meya; the reason that, once Aven had everything he wanted, he’d ordered Calista to break Skyla’s neck.

Jordan could still hear the crack of her spine snapping.

Every.

Single.

Night.

He watched it happen, in his nightmares and out of them.

But that wasn’t all Jordan saw, all he heard. Because Skyla’s wasn’t the only neck he’d seen broken in his short life. Skyla’s wasn’t the only crack he heard every night.

… Skyla wasn’t the only death he felt responsible for.

Everyone thought Jordan had found the note afterwards. But he hadn’t.


He’d found it before.

Eleven years old and he’d known—he’d known—what the words had meant. What they’d implied.

Succumbing to his memories, Jordan re-lived the moment his younger self sprinted down the staircases of Chateau Shondelle and tore out into the snow. He wore no coat, no mittens, no scarf, no shoes, but he didn’t feel the cold. He didn’t feel anything other than dread as he ran through the frosted rose gardens, his mother’s precious everbloom buds still vibrant even in the middle of winter, the fae lights twinkling merrily, oblivious to the terror in his heart.

His lungs burned as the roses gave way to a topiary maze, but he didn’t slow, the note clutched desperately in his fist as he navigated his way to the centre and towards the pond at the heart of the labyrinth. He knew it was Luka’s favourite place to visit when he came home, somewhere far away from their mother and father, a hidden world surrounded by majestic willows and nothing but the serenity of nature.

It was pristine… untouched… peaceful. The only thing Luka liked about Chateau Shondelle, the only sanctuary he’d ever known while growing up in their ancestral home.

It was there that Jordan was certain he would find his brother.

And he soon discovered he was right, since he arrived at the icy pond just in time to watch as Luka dropped from the branch of his favourite willow tree… with a rope noosed around his neck.

In the split second that passed as he fell, Luka’s brilliant blue eyes met Jordan’s, an apology and a plea for understanding in his teary gaze. And then the rope caught, the echo of cracking bone filled the clearing… and Luka’s bright eyes never looked at anything ever again.

“Jordan—Jordan!”


A rough shake to his shoulder brought Jordan back to the present, and he looked up to see Hunter standing before him and leaning down to eye level, his normally stoic features flooded with concern.

Jordan understood why when he realised that there were dots at the edges of his vision—a side effect of the short, shallow breaths he was unable to control, with them not pumping his blood with enough oxygen.

Overwhelmed by the memory of his brother’s death—something he never wilfully allowed himself to recall—Jordan struggled to regulate his breathing. His lungs burned almost as badly as they had that day six years ago when he’d run faster than he’d ever run before in his life, and yet he’d still been too slow.

If only he’d made it there sooner. He could have saved his brother—he could have stopped him.

Instead, Luka was dead.

And now, Skyla was dead, too.

Next, D.C. would be dead. And Bear. And Alex. And everyone else Jordan cared for. Aven had told him as much—shown him as much—over and over, every single day when he’d been Claimed. The Meyarin had shared in vivid detail exactly how he planned to kill them all, how he was going to torture them until they begged for death. He’d shown Jordan fabricated visions of their final moments, the images so realistic that Jordan didn’t need to close his eyes to recall them; they were burned into his brain.

The Aven who haunted his nightmares was right. Jordan’s will might once again be his own, but a part of him was still Claimed, and would be forevermore.

‘You’re mine, Jordan Sparker. Forever.’

He was never going to be rid of the taint Aven had left in him. He was always going to be scarred. And despite what Hunter had said, Jordan could see no beauty in what he had been through, in what he had survived. Because while he may have lived, others had died. And no matter how much he’d wanted to, he hadn’t been able to save them.

Death, death, death. It was all Jordan saw when he closed his eyes. Day after day, night after night. Luka. Skyla. Everyone else he loved. Real and false—so much death.

“I was hiding.”

Three words. Jordan had no idea how long Hunter had been trying to break through the haze surrounding him, but those three words managed to finally penetrate.

“I was hiding when Aven Claimed my brother,” Hunter said. His voice was husky, the emotion he’d been holding back earlier evident in every line of his body. “Callum made me promise, made me swear to stay out of sight, no matter what I heard. No matter what I saw. He knew—somehow, he knew what was going to happen.” Hunter pulled in a rough breath. “I was hiding when I heard Aven give the order, and I stayed hiding as Callum raised the dagger and plunged it into his own chest.” Whispering now, he shared, “Not a day goes by when I don’t wonder what would have happened if I’d tried to save him.”

Hunter was breathing almost as heavily as Jordan, but he continued, his voice growing stronger, “Only time and experience have helped me realise that there was nothing I could have done. Callum was given a direct order, and there was no way he could have fought it.” Hunter’s gaze locked on Jordan. “I need you to hear me on this, Jordan: you are not responsible for Skyla’s death. You had no choice but to follow orders—the fault lies with Aven, and Aven alone. Not even Calista Maine bears the burden of judgement on this, despite it being her who dealt the killing stroke. From beginning to end, it was all Aven.”

Blood pounding in his ears, Jordan tried to process all he’d just heard. Logically, he knew Hunter was right. He’d known it even while Claimed at the time, having fought in vain against Aven’s will for weeks, having searched for any kind of loophole that might allow him to warn his friends, having tried with all his might to keep the Meyarin’s plans from succeeding. But in the dark of the night, logic didn’t keep the guilt away, even if Jordan knew better.

Still, hearing Hunter verbalise his beliefs so succinctly certainly helped Jordan begin to breathe a little easier.

“As for Luka,” Hunter said, and Jordan found his chest tightening all over again, “I know all about your brother, Jordan. Possibly more than you would believe. And I can tell you with absolute certainty that if he was intent on taking his life—which he was—then there was nothing, absolutely nothing you could have done to stop him.”

Having gone from hyperventilating to now scarcely being able to draw a mouthful of air, Jordan whispered, “You don’t know that.”

“I do,” Hunter said with a confidence Jordan couldn’t ignore. “You might have managed to stop him that day if you’d arrived in time, but it would have only delayed the inevitable. He would have made sure that his next attempt wasn’t interrupted.”

“How do you know all this?” Jordan demanded. “You don’t—How can—” Unable to stay seated while Hunter stood above him, Jordan jumped to his feet and cried, “You weren’t there! You have no idea what you’re talking about!”

“You forget, Jordan, that Luka was once one of my students,” Hunter said, unfazed by Jordan’s outburst. “And much like with you, my gift allowed me to understand him better than I’m sure he would have liked.”

That was something Jordan could believe, even if he struggled with all the rest.

His focus intent, Hunter said, “Your brother was smart, funny, full of compassion and kindness to those around him. He was a rare human being, beloved by all who had the pleasure of knowing him.”

Jordan grit his teeth, doing everything he could to hold back the emotions he was barely managing to keep from erupting again.

“Yet despite all that,” Hunter continued, “he struggled to fit in. To feel accepted for who he was. He found it difficult to ignore the pressure of expectation he felt was placed upon him at birth.” Quietly, Hunter added, “No matter how many of us tried to talk to him, tried to help him, that pressure eventually became too much.”

Jordan thought his lungs might collapse if his teacher didn’t stop talking soon.

“There was nothing you could have done for him, Jordan,” Hunter said softly. “You know as well as I do that Luka never would have been able to follow through with those expectations forced upon him. And he never would have tied someone else to his fate and made them suffer through the future he believed he had to endure. So he made a decision.”

Hunter placed a hand on Jordan’s shoulder again, his grip much gentler this time. “It was a horrible, sad ending to his life, one that neither he nor you should have had to suffer. But it can’t be undone, and there is little point in blaming yourself for something that was never within your control.” His hand squeezed lightly as he finished, even softer than before, “You need to let your scars start to heal, Jordan. Luka would have wanted that for you.”

Jordan turned to look at the fire, blinking quickly to keep his tears at bay. For six years now, he’d managed to push back all thoughts about his brother, to repress the guilt and anger and self-loathing. But ever since Aven had taken away his willpower and stripped his soul bare, Jordan had been drowning.

It wasn’t just that he’d been forced to lie to Alex, D.C. and Bear at Raelia, telling them that Luka was alive when he’d known without a shadow of a doubt that his brother was dead. That had been agonising, and yet it didn’t compare to how Aven had made him re-live the hanging scene, over and over for five weeks, never giving him a moment’s peace or letting him forget what he’d witnessed, what he’d failed to keep from happening.

Now, taking in Hunter’s words, for the first time since he’d skidded to a halt beside the frozen pond and watched the rope catch around his brother’s neck, Jordan almost felt as if he… understood. Or at least, understood that there was nothing he could have done. Because Hunter was right—the reasons motivating Luka’s decision never would have disappeared. Without learning to accept that, to accept himself, he would have tried again… and again… and again. And eventually he would have succeeded, with or without Jordan there to watch it happen.

The truth wasn’t easy for Jordan to acknowledge. But as he stood staring at the fire, something loosened within him, something that had been locked up tight for years. A scar beginning the long process of healing.

Hopefully the first of many.

And when he finally found the courage to turn back and look at Hunter only to see tears shining in his teacher’s eyes, Jordan realised that he wasn’t the only one choosing a path of healing tonight, just as he wasn’t the only one still dealing with the loss of a brother who had taken his own life, willingly or not.

“Does it get any easier?” Jordan rasped out.

“Some scars never heal,” Hunter whispered again. Only, this time he added, “But with time and care, they can fade.”

Jordan allowed the hope of that to settle somewhere deep inside him.

“Here’s to fading scars, then,” he said, raising his nearly empty mug to Hunter, who, after hesitating only a moment, collected his own and clinked it against the side.

“To fading scars,” the teacher agreed. “And the hope of healing.”

And together they drained the last of their mead before calling up another round, taking their seats again in front of the fire, and basking in the comforting silence of each other’s company.






Seven

Jordan was bleary-eyed and headachy the next morning as he made his way across the grounds towards the food court for a late—very late—breakfast.

His uncomfortable state was partly due to his lack of sleep over the course of the week, in particular the late night he’d just had, having not left Hunter’s quarters until dawn. But more than that, Jordan was mindful enough to realise that he was also hungover, since despite knowing better, he hadn’t stopped at just two mugs of spiced mead in front of the fire.

In his defence, he’d needed it—which was also the only reason why Hunter had allowed it. The emotional upheaval of their conversation was not something Jordan wanted to repeat in a hurry—or ever—and that wasn’t even taking into account the physical strain of their hours spent hunting in the forest beforehand.

Physically, mentally, emotionally—in every possible way, Jordan was shattered. Enough that he ended up deciding to bypass the food court and instead stumbled straight towards the Med Ward, knowing that even though it was Sunday, he wouldn’t last the day without some kind of medicated assistance.

Unlike his visit with Hunter a few hours earlier, when Jordan entered the Ward this time, Fletcher was already there. The doctor glanced up upon Jordan’s arrival, a smile overtaking his features that was almost as bright as his pristine lab coat.


“Hunter mentioned you might drop by this morning.” Fletcher’s smile widened as he added, “You look terrible.”

Jordan pulled a face. “I feel worse than I look.”

Chuckling, Fletcher said, “Usually it’s the other way around.”

“You’ve obviously never sampled Hunter’s wares.” Jordan groaned when his stomach lurched, then winced as pain stabbed between his temples. “I think he poisoned me.”

Fletcher was altogether too amused for Jordan’s liking. “That’s what you get for imbibing.” His face softened. “Normally I maintain strict rules about students and recreational substances, leaving them to suffer the consequences of the morning after so they might make better choices in the future. But like Hunter, I believe your circumstances are unique enough to allow for a free pass. Just this once.”

His final three words were a clear warning, and Jordan nodded his understanding—a mistake, he learned quickly, as the room began to spin enough that he had to close his eyes and take a deep breath to keep the contents of his stomach from resurfacing.

Another light chuckle had Jordan reopening his eyes, if slowly, only to keep them narrowed at Fletcher. “This isn’t funny.”

“On the contrary,” the doctor disagreed. “You should see yourself right now.”

As his headache stabbed again, Jordan hissed through his teeth, “You’re the most sadistic doctor I’ve ever met, you know that?”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Fletcher replied, walking a few steps away to rifle through the closest medical cabinet. He came back and handed over a light green vial along with a small packet of orange powder. “Drink first. Then swallow the powder.”


Jordan didn’t need further encouragement. He downed the pain reliever in one go, his headache disappearing almost instantly. He then tore open a corner of the clear packet and threw back the powder, the dryness of it needing a few chewing swallows before it was all gone. He scrunched his nose at the mix of flavours—on its own, the pain reliever offered a fresh, minty taste, while the unknown powder was a blend of citrus fruits. Separately, they would have been pleasant. Together, not so much.

“Mmm. Minty oranges. My favourite.”

Fletcher’s eyes twinkled. “You’re welcome.”

Jordan smiled back at the doctor, and not just because Fletcher’s merry attitude was contagious—also because the powder had made his nausea disappear entirely.

“Instant hangover cure, huh?”

“Don’t ask me what’s in it,” Fletcher warned, “or you’ll be feeling sick all over again.”

Jordan raised his eyebrows but decided to heed the doctor’s warning.

“Here,” Fletcher said, pushing one final item towards Jordan.

Recognising it as a rehydration toffee, Jordan said, “It’ll be like a party in my mouth.”

True enough, as soon as he placed the toffee on his tongue, the sweet flavour mingled with the mint and citrus, but he knew better than to complain. It was, after all, his own fault. And despite the unpleasant taste sensation he was experiencing, he was grateful Fletcher wasn’t leaving him to face a day of pain and sickness.

“I really appreciate this, Fletch,” Jordan said around the toffee. “Sadistic or not, there’s no one I’d rather have my back.” He paused, then clarified, “At least medically.”

Fletcher huffed out a laugh before he turned serious. “I don’t suppose you’d like to have a chat about the dark shadows under your eyes?”


Jordan stilled but he recovered quickly enough to play it off. “I’m hungover, remember? You’ve already said I look like utter—”

“I’ve been watching you closely all week, Jordan. The shadows were there before this morning.”

Jordan’s stomach tightened but he attempted a quirky grin. “Watching me closely? Stalker, much?”

Apparently Fletcher wasn’t willing to let it go. “I know you haven’t been sleeping, Jordan. Even if you weren’t exhibiting physical signs of excessive fatigue—which you are—my personal quarters overlook the lake. I’ve seen you out there most nights. You and Delucia, both.” His green eyes were filled with compassion. “It’s understandable, given what you’ve been through. And healing takes time, especially for psychological wounds. But I want you to know I’m here if you want to talk, and that there are sleeping aids I can provide you with, if you so wish.”

Emotionally spent from everything he’d already offloaded in the last twelve hours, all Jordan could do was nod and say, with feeling, “Thanks, Fletch. That means a lot.” Then, sensing a spark of his old self returning, his lips twitched as he added, “And it’s good to know you’re so quick to offer drugs to your favourite students. Why didn’t I know this about you before?”

Fletcher watched him closely for a moment, reading him carefully, before his mouth curled up at the corners and his eyes twinkled once more. He quickly schooled his features, though, and after raising a single arched brow, he said, “What makes you think you’re one of my favourites?”

A laugh left Jordan, the sound genuine and leaving him feeling better than he had in a long time. “Don’t kid yourself. We both know I’m a favourite for every faculty member here at Akarnae.” He grinned roguishly. “What’s not to love?”

Making a scoffing sound, Fletcher pressed a hand to Jordan’s shoulder and gave him a hearty nudge towards the exit. “If that’s your perception of reality, then I think you might still be a little drunk.”

“It’s okay, Fletch,” Jordan said, somehow managing to keep a straight face. “I won’t tell anyone how you feel. We wouldn’t want to make the other students jealous.”

“Get out of my Ward and go do something useful with your life,” Fletcher said, shoving again, harder this time.

“Hey, psychologically wounded here, remember?” Jordan said, rubbing his shoulder while hiding another grin, amazed that he could joke about it and do so with such cheer. “No need to add physically to that, too.”

Fletcher pointed to the door. “Out, Jordan.”

Jordan couldn’t contain his humour any longer and he chuckled quietly as he gave a mocking salute, before turning and heading towards the exit. Just as he reached the door, Fletcher called his name, so he paused to look back over his shoulder.

“The offer stands for the drugs. And the talk. Any time.”

Feeling that settle deep within, Jordan replied with a grateful nod and a farewell wave, before continuing outside. His steps were buoyant as he realised just how many good people he had in his life. It said a lot about the decisions he’d made in the wake of Luka’s death, the risks he’d taken to distance himself from his parents and instead seek his own path in life. He’d lost a lot in making that decision, but he’d gained so much more. Not a day went by when he wasn’t thankful for the choices he’d made that led him to where he now was, despite the hurdles he’d faced along the way.

Caught up in his inner appreciation as he wandered along the icy path, Jordan only jolted out of his thoughts when he approached the food court and heard D.C. calling out his name. He glanced up to find her jogging his way, her cheeks rosy from the cold and a vibrant blue scarf wrapped around her neck, brightening her eyes.


Jordan had always loved her eyes. From their very first day at the academy when she’d narrowed her gaze at him and called him an attention-seeking clown—in her defence, her comment had been justified—he’d been struck by the unique blue-green colour. Until he’d semi-met her father in the dungeons beneath the Tryllin palace, Jordan had never seen eyes that could compare. And coupled with her flushed face and the smile she sent him—the shy, secretive smile that he’d only ever seen her direct his way—for a moment he found himself struck mute as he took in all that she was.

Apparently he stayed staring at her in silence for too long, since her smile fell and she bit her lip as she looked down to fiddle with her mittened hands. “Are you angry with me?”

That was enough to pull Jordan from his daze. “What? Why?”

She glanced up at him from under her lashes, her cheeks pinker than before. “I don’t know what happened. I always toss and turn at night, especially now with Lena Morrow still nullifying my gift. It’s unnatural for me to sleep without waking, without wondering what I’m missing out on seeing because of her. But last night, I slept like the dead. And I—I left you out here alone.”

Suddenly, Jordan understood. And when he did, he couldn’t help his reaction. He reached out a hand—bare, since he’d left his gloves back in his room—and stroked his fingers against the warmth of her cheek. Just the once, just enough to feel the softness of her skin, enough for her eyes to widen and her blush to deepen.

The two of them had never shied away from physical affection, not since embarking on a friendship at the end of their third year, especially after D.C. had lowered her walls enough to share who she really was. But while in the past they’d freely exchanged hugs or curled up together in the Rec Room or their dorms, they’d always been careful not to cross an unspoken line. Their last week, however, had been different, ever since her emotional reaction upon his return to the academy. That first night she’d been unwilling to let him go—and he’d been equally unwilling to relinquish his hold on her. And then there were their nights by the lake when she cuddled up beside him, staying burrowed into his side for hours at a time.

Jordan knew what he felt for her. He’d known it for a long time—perhaps from that first moment her narrowed blue-green eyes had settled on him four years ago. No one had called him out to his face before, but if ever there was a soul brave enough to do so, he should have known it would be the heir to the Medoran throne, even if he hadn’t known her identity at the time. Instead, he’d thought of her as a moody princess—not the royal kind—and had never looked deeper into his feelings as the years had passed. Never wondered if the antagonism he felt towards her was really a grudging respect just waiting to grow into something more.

Now, having spent time with her and learning who she really was, it was no surprise how his feelings had developed; how what was between them had evolved from a forced friendship for Alex’s sake, to genuine affection, and then beyond that.

But despite how Jordan felt—and how he was pretty sure she felt about him—he still struggled with accepting that they might have that kind of future together. For many reasons—all of which he had trouble recalling while she was looking at him with such bright, hopeful eyes.

Knowing he needed to retreat before he did something to cross that line between them, making it considerably harder to keep her safe, Jordan lowered his hand and cleared his throat. “Of course I’m not angry. You’ve been out every night with me—you needed to sleep.” Then he added, “And besides, if you had come out last night, you wouldn’t have found me.”


Her gaze turned sceptical. “You… You slept through the night, too?”

Jordan wished he could tell her yes, if only because he knew she was worried about him. But he couldn’t lie to her. And he didn’t want to. Even if the truth was hardly something she would have expected.

“No, I ended up going on an… errand… with Hunter,” Jordan answered. “We didn’t get back until late. Or, uh, early, I guess.”

D.C. tilted her head to the side. “What kind of errand?”

Jordan knew diversionary tactics would be needed now, since he had no intention of sharing with her—or anyone—that he’d been out Hyroa hunting and had ended up just steps away from Aven. She would freak. Alex would freak. Bear would freak. And then they would ask all kinds of questions, none of which he wanted to answer while his conversation with Hunter had left him feeling so raw.

“He needed help with something out in the forest,” Jordan said carefully. “By the time I made it back to my dorm, it was already dawn.”

He shuffled his feet, aware that D.C. was looking at him as if awaiting more. But then she huffed out a quiet laugh and rolled her eyes.

“You know I’m not your babysitter, right? I don’t expect you to tell me everything you get up to, especially when it’s none of my business. Just tell me to butt out, and I will.”

Jordan couldn’t help the grin that settled on his face. “You’re kidding, right? As if I’d ever dare say anything so disrespectful to the royal princess.”

D.C.’s eyes widened and she looked around fearfully, but Jordan had already checked to make sure the coast was clear. He was always careful when he used her title, jokingly or not. He knew how important it was to her to retain as much of her anonymity as was possible.

“You’re hilarious,” D.C. deadpanned, turning back to him once she saw that no one was close enough to have overheard. “But I mean it—you don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to. Ever.”

Jordan had to resist the urge to cup her cheek again, then pull her closer and wrap his arms around her. Instead, he settled for taking her mittened hand in his and giving a gentle squeeze.

He already knew the truth of her words. She’d proved them to him over and over again every night for the past week, sitting beside him in the cold rather than coercing him to speak before he was ready. He was more grateful for that than anything else they’d ever shared between them. And it was because of that that he couldn’t stop himself at just the hand squeeze, so he leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to her beanie-covered forehead, whispering there, “I know.”

He pulled back just in time to see her throat bob and her cheeks flush again. He knew she hated that—the curse of being a redhead, she’d once complained to him. But while he’d known better than to admit it to her at the time, it was yet another thing he loved about her. That her emotions played out so clearly across her features, her very blood revealing how she felt at any given time.

“Anyway,” D.C. said, and this time it was she who had to clear her throat, “I didn’t come out here looking for you just to apologise for last night.” She glanced from him to the food court, a furrow between her brow. “It’s late. Have you had breakfast yet?”

“No,” he answered, “but I’m not hungry.”

She looked concerned at that, and since he knew she’d been monitoring his eating habits closely over the week, he was quick to explain, “Fletcher dosed me up with a rehydration toffee just before you found me. To help me recover from the, uh, late night.” No way was he going to admit to the real reason for the toffee—and the rest of the meds Fletcher had given him. “I won’t be thirsty or hungry for a few hours until it wears off.”

D.C. nodded, sticking by her earlier statement and not asking for more details. “That’s good, since I don’t think we have time for you to eat before the meeting.”

“Meeting?”

“That’s why I came to find you,” D.C. said, indicating for him to follow as she headed in the direction of the Tower building, the snow crunching under their boots. “Alex wants us with her when she talks to the headmaster and some of the other teachers. I think she’s come up with a plan.”

Anticipation swirled in Jordan’s stomach as he thought about the promise Alex had made when she’d Released him—that they would be fighting back against Aven. For the last week, none of them had managed to brainstorm any viable ideas. But if Alex had called a meeting with Marselle and whoever else, then perhaps something had changed. Perhaps they’d finally be able to act.

Picking up their pace, Jordan and D.C. hurried until they reached the entrance to the Tower, where they found Bear already waiting for them.

“I thought you two would never get here.”

Despite the impatience threaded in his words, Bear’s face was lit with eagerness that Jordan felt reflected in his own features.

D.C. looked between the two of them, her lips curling as she read their enthusiasm. “Let’s go see what this is all about, shall we?”






Eight

The meeting in the headmaster’s office had been interesting, to say the least.

Along with Marselle, the other teachers present included the Combat instructor, Karter, the Archery teacher, Maggie, and the Shadow Walker, Caspar Lennox, along with Hunter and Fletcher. The presence of the latter two had caused Jordan to pause upon entry into the headmaster’s office, particularly that of Hunter. But when the Stealth and Subterfuge teacher showed no sign of mentioning the events of the previous night—any of them—Jordan took that as his cue and, relieved, focused on nothing but the meeting.

Alex’s plan, Jordan soon discovered, was to visit the most powerful mortal races of Medora and form a political alliance. He wasn’t as surprised to hear it as some of the teachers, since it was one of the possibilities she’d mentioned during all their discussions over the past week. What did surprise—and delight—him was that she intended for him, D.C. and Bear to accompany her. It wasn’t uncommon for Alex to venture out alone on some of her more daring adventures—not always by choice, but nevertheless, it was what happened, especially when her journeys involved travelling through the Library.

Unlike Jordan, Bear and D.C., not all of the teachers were pleased to hear Alex’s intentions. Marselle in particular was unexpectedly resistant to the idea of a political alliance amongst the mortal races. Or perhaps he wasn’t resistant to the idea as much as not wanting the four of them to travel outside the safety of the academy grounds in order to seek aid.

Jordan could understand where the headmaster was coming from, but none of them were going to be safe for much longer—no matter where they were—if they didn’t start doing something proactive, if they didn’t at least try to stop Aven before it was too late. This plan would offer the first step of many in campaigning to bring the mortal races together against a common enemy. It was vital if they were to have any hope for the future. And while it took some gutsy words from Alex and some pointed comments from the other teachers, especially Hunter and Karter, Marselle finally acknowledged that it was a good idea and weighed in with his thoughts and advice right along with the others.

After brainstorming for hours, they were able to end the meeting on a high note, with everyone feeling tentatively hopeful about the following weekend when Jordan and his friends would venture first to the Flips and Jarnocks on Saturday, then the Shadow Walkers and Dayriders on Sunday.

Jordan didn’t know which city he was looking forward to visiting most. What he did know was that he was looking forward to it—and that was something that, even just a day ago, wouldn’t have been possible. At least not with genuine enthusiasm. He would have acted it, for sure, but it wouldn’t have been real. Now, however… He couldn’t wait.

Despite feeling freer than he had in weeks, he still wasn’t surprised when he awoke from sleep that night. It wasn’t the same sweaty, screaming awakening that he’d suffered through most other nights, but the nightmares had been vivid enough for him to know he wouldn’t be dozing off again anytime soon.

So he headed out to the lake. And soon after, D.C. joined him.

This time, however, when she curled up beside him, he broke the silence they’d otherwise maintained until now.


“I didn’t just go out into the forest with Hunter last night.”

She didn’t say anything, just burrowed deeper so he’d know she was listening.

“I went back to his quarters with him afterwards. We talked. It… helped.”

A long pause, and then D.C. whispered, “I’m glad.”

That was all either of them said for the rest of their time together, but it was enough. Because Jordan had learned from Hunter that with time and care, scars could fade. Time, he would have to wait for. But care—that was something he had to give himself. Or allow someone else to give him.

And despite knowing better, despite his determination to keep her at a distance, Jordan knew that if his scars were ever going to start fading, D.C. would provide better care than he could ever give himself—simply by being curled up against him and offering the healing comfort of her silence.
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The next afternoon found Jordan in the Arena sparring with Bear in their Delta Combat class. He felt more refreshed than he had in weeks, mostly because, for the first time since he and D.C. had begun their midnight lake visits, he’d become tired enough to suggest they return to their rooms long before dawn touched the horizon. He’d then ended up sleeping until morning—something he still couldn’t believe.

Jordan had forgotten what a good night’s sleep felt like, or at least part of one. His body was thanking him for it now, fuelled with energy he’d been lacking of late. It meant he was meeting Bear strike for strike in their unarmed fight, something he’d struggled with during their last few classes. But today the two of them were equally matched, with neither of them pulling their punches.


After one particularly vicious uppercut that had Jordan ducking just in time for it to slide past his jaw, Bear paused his attack, stood back and placed his hands on his hips. Panting with exertion, he all but yelled, “I’m sorry—I can’t ignore it any longer. You’re my best friend, you’re like a brother to me, and I can’t—I can’t—”

Jordan, breathing just as heavily, looked at him in concern. “What’s going on?”

“What’s going on?” Bear cried in disbelief. “You tell me, Jordan! What’s going on with you?”

When Jordan just looked at him with wide, confused eyes, Bear jabbed a finger at him and said, “I know you’re not sleeping. I know your appetite is sketchy at best. I know you’re going through the motions and acting like nothing’s wrong so that people won’t notice. I know you, Jordan. And I’ve let it go for the last week because I thought you needed time. But I can’t do it anymore—not if you’re hurting.”

Jordan and Bear had always had a close relationship, closer than friends, more like siblings, just as Bear had said. They’d always been there for each other, ever since their first day at the academy when they’d been paired as roommates. Through highs and lows, they’d counted on each other—but until now, they’d mostly had many highs and very few lows.

What Jordan had recently gone through, however, was a definite low. And he was touched that Bear felt so strongly about it that he was willing to scream at him in the middle of their Combat class.

But for that very reason, Jordan also found that he was mortified. He wasn’t sure whether to slap a hand over his face or, irrationally, burst out into embarrassed laughter.

“Uh, mate,” Jordan said, looking around at their fellow Delta classmates who had paused sparring to watch the scene unfold. Even Karter was looking on, his arms crossed, an eyebrow raised over his icy blue eyes. “Maybe we should talk about this once we’re back at the dorm. You know… later?”

“Will we, though?” Bear cried, throwing his hands out to the side. Then, seeming to realise the attention he’d gathered, his cheeks flushed and he stepped forward to throw another punch, renewing their fight.

He didn’t, however, stop talking. But he did lower his voice.

“I’m worried about you. And I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to help. Especially if you won’t talk to me.”

A surge of gratitude spread within Jordan as he jumped over Bear’s half-hearted attempt at a leg swipe and retaliated with a reverse spinning kick. Bear was so distracted by what he was saying that Jordan’s boot nearly made contact with his face, with him bending backwards at the very last second.

“Good, Sparker!” Karter called from across the Arena. “But more speed next time. Rotate your hips in through the turn and it’ll add extra force. Again!”

Jordan only half paid attention to Karter’s instruction, focusing more on Bear even as he repeated the move with the changes to his position. His teacher was right: the hip adjustment did allow for more speed and force, but Bear was ready this time and deflected with his forearm, nearly unbalancing Jordan. Bear then attacked with a series of hand strikes that had Jordan backing up quickly and going on the defence again.

Jordan tried to respond to Bear in between lunges, but his friend was now channelling his concern into emotion-driven attacks and it took all of Jordan’s concentration to keep from being overcome.

When Jordan eventually saw an opening, he went in low and rained a sequence of jabs to Bear’s stomach and ribcage, causing his friend to grunt and curl in on himself before he lunged upwards and managed to surprise Jordan by grabbing him in a headlock, wrestling him to the hard, frost-covered ground. There, Bear continued his attack, once again yelling at Jordan.

“I”—grunt—“ just want”—punch—“to be here”—elbow jab followed by another grunt—“for you!”

A savage strike to Jordan’s kidneys had him spitting a curse word that turned into a moan, but he then managed to leverage a foot on the ice and heave enough to roll Bear’s weight and pin him down.

“Would you stop hitting me for a second and let me speak!” Jordan yelled into Bear’s face, shaking him roughly.

Eyes wide, Bear just looked up at him, panting as heavily as Jordan.

“I get it, okay?” Jordan cried. “You were right, I did need time—I do need time. What happened messed me up and I haven’t been dealing well. I should have spoken to someone—spoken to you—about it rather than trying to go it alone. I screwed up, and I know that now.” He paused for a quick breath before adding, “What you need to know is that I’m okay.”

When Bear’s eyes narrowed and his mouth opened in what was likely an objection, Jordan continued, “I mean it, Bear. I wasn’t doing great—I can admit that now. But Hunter knocked some sense into me over the weekend, made me realise a few things. I’m still working through it all, but I wasn’t lying—I’m doing better now. Or, I’m getting there, at least.”

Jordan loosened his grip and moved his weight off Bear and to the side, rising to his feet and wincing at the pain from the blows he’d taken. He held out a hand to his friend, and Bear took it tentatively, until he was up and standing beside Jordan.

Holding Bear’s dark eyes, Jordan shared in a soft voice, “It means a lot to me, though. What you said. I just… want you to know that.”

Bear’s throat bobbed and he looked away. When he turned back, a familiar light had returned to his eyes and he clapped a hearty hand on Jordan’s shoulder—something that caused Jordan to stifle another groan of pain.

“The offer stands forever, brother,” Bear said, his voice just as soft as Jordan’s had been. “I’ll always be here for you. No matter what.”

“Right back at you… brother,” Jordan replied, his lips curling into a smile.

“If you’re both done, class finished five minutes ago,” Karter broke in, causing Jordan and Bear to look over at him. “Get your asses out of my Arena.”

Exchanging a snicker with Bear, Jordan dusted the ice and muck from his clothes that he’d accumulated from wrestling on the ground, then started towards the exit of the Combat amphitheatre.

“Sparker.”

At Karter’s call, Jordan glanced back only to find the gruff man looking at him with a rare display of emotion… and unmistakable pride.

“My offer’s on the table too, boy. If ever you need it.”

Karter stormed away before he could witness Jordan’s reaction—a swift intake of breath and the quick blinking of his eyes. Bear, however, noticed, and he slapped Jordan on the back again, the gesture full of understanding.

Jordan couldn’t ignore the warmth bubbling inside him at yet more evidence of how fortunate he was to have such supportive people in his life. Bear, D.C., Alex… Hunter, Fletcher… and now Karter, too. He truly had been an idiot to try and deal with everything alone when there were so many people he could have turned to. So many people with their arms outstretched towards him.

“Come on,” Bear said, nudging Jordan forward when he remained frozen to the spot. “We’d better get cleaned up and head over to Archery before Maggie gives us detention for being late… again.”

“Right,” Jordan said, the word sounding thick to his ears. He cleared his throat and was about to say something else to cover, when they stepped through the exit of the Arena and nearly collided with a swiftly moving Alex.

“Whoa,” she said, reeling back to avoid crashing into them.

“Someone’s in a rush,” Bear commented.

To Jordan’s surprise, Alex’s cheeks blossomed with colour. Her eyes flicked past them into the Arena before she turned back, looking disappointed. She quickly schooled her features into a wry grin and said, “You know how much I love spending time with Karter. We’re practically besties.”

Jordan snorted and Bear chuckled lightly.

“You’re both here later than usual.” Alex fidgeted as she glanced back into the Arena and then over her shoulder, her eyes scanning the figures heading their way before her shoulders slumped and she focused on them again to ask, “Everything okay?”

Looking at her closely, Jordan realised that Alex was not only distracted, she was also concerned. And that concern had nothing to do with him and Bear running a few minutes behind schedule.

“We’re not that late. But you’re very early,” he said, unable to keep the curiosity from his voice. “What’s going on, Alex? Normally you drag your feet to Combat class.”

She bit her lip and shuffled her boots in the snow, her gaze flicking to three of her Combat classmates as they arrived and, after a quick word of greeting, continued on into the Arena. They were all first- and second-year apprentices—Sebastian, Nick and Brendan, if Jordan recalled correctly.

“Alex,” Jordan growled, a warning in his tone. “If something’s wrong—”


She interrupted to say, “Nothing’s wrong. I don’t—I’m not—” She stopped, sighed and tried again. “I’m just… I’m looking for Kaiden.”

Bear coughed and looked away, while Jordan tried to hide his grin fast enough for her not to catch it. Alex was fooling herself if she thought none of them could see the chemistry she shared with Kaiden James. Jordan had noticed it from the first moment he’d seen them dancing together at D.C.’s seventeenth birthday party months earlier. They hadn’t been able to take their eyes off each other, and even when the song had ended, they’d remained caught up in each other’s arms, oblivious to everything around them.

Jordan, Bear and D.C. had been speculating about the two of them ever since, not that Alex would have been pleased to hear it. He’d finally brought it up with her after their disaster of an overnight SAS field trip, hoping she’d admit to the attraction she felt towards the fifth-year boy. But she’d instead turned the conversation around on Jordan and asked about his feelings for D.C.—something he hadn’t been willing to talk about at the time. They’d been left in a stalemate, with both of them knowing the other’s truth without needing anything confirmed.

By unspoken agreement, neither of them had brought the topic up again, but now… Well, this opportunity was too good for Jordan to resist.

“Trouble in paradise, Alex?”

The glare she sent him was enough to have him choking back laughter.

“Seriously, though,” Bear jumped in, playing the role of mediator even if his voice was bubbling with humour. “Why are you looking for him? Is everything all right?”

Alex pursed her lips, apparently considering whether she’d rather kick them in the shins or explain herself. Fortunately for their shins, she decided on the latter. “He missed classes all last week. And I—I just really need to talk to him about something.”

“I’ll bet you do,” Jordan said under his breath, biting back another laugh at the look on her face. Taking pity on her, he gestured with his chin towards the figure who was approaching next and said, “Have you asked Declan?”

Alex turned just as Kaiden’s best friend arrived at the entrance to the Arena and stopped at their small group.

“What’s up?” Declan greeted, nodding to Jordan and Bear and offering Alex a warm smile. Catching sight of her expression, his smile faded into concern and he asked, “What’s happened?”

“Nothing,” Alex was quick to reassure him. “At least, I don’t think so.”

Seeing Declan’s puzzlement, Jordan said, “Alex is just wondering where Kaiden is.”

The look Alex shot him could have melted all the ice under their feet, and it only deepened when Declan chuckled and murmured, “Why am I not surprised?”

Bear actually had to walk away this time, but Jordan didn’t bother concealing his amusement. As far as he was concerned, even if it made him a horrible person, he was enjoying himself way too much to risk missing anything. And besides, he knew Alex would exact her revenge later.

“I’m afraid I don’t know any more than I told you last week,” Declan said to Alex, an apology in his voice that was at odds with the humour dancing in his gaze. “You know, when you hunted me down and threatened to cut off Declan Junior if I didn’t tell you everything I knew? Which, I’ll remind you, is nothing.”

Jordan’s body was visibly shaking as he tried to keep his laughter contained. “You seriously threatened to cut off his—”

“He knew I didn’t mean it,” Alex mumbled, crossing her arms and unable to meet their eyes. “And he deserved it for all the help he didn’t provide.”


Declan raised his hands. “Hey! It’s not my fault he was called away urgently and didn’t leave any details. Don’t blame the messenger.”

Alex exhaled loudly. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” She offered him a contrite smile and said, “Be my partner today? I’ll let you kick my ass?”

Declan snorted. “I doubt that. You’ve turned into a fighting machine ever since you returned from holidays. I’m almost certain you’re using some kind of performance-enhancing drug.”

Alex blinked at him. “Those exist here?”

Brow arching, Declan repeated, “Here?”

When Alex blanched, realising her mistake, Jordan decided it was time to intervene. “We’re all going to be late if we don’t get a move on. And Karter’s in his usual cheery mood today, so you’d both better start stretching so you’re ready when he returns.”

Alex sent him a grateful look, something that he much preferred over her earlier scorching glare, and he gave her a gentle nudge towards the inside of the Arena.

Only when she wandered off with Declan did Jordan start jogging up the hill to where Bear was waiting, still chortling over Alex’s denial.

All Jordan could think was that he wished Bear had been there to hear about Alex’s threats to Declan’s manhood. Because that had been well worth hanging around to hear.






Nine

“When I was eight, a boy named Maxton visited the palace,” D.C. said late that night when they were snuggled up beside the lake. The moon was shining down on the surface, glittering off the icy edges. “His mother, Lady Nerita, was a High Court judge, and the two of them stayed with us for weeks. They had a whole wing to themselves—she carried out private meetings and everything.”

Jordan twirled a finger around a lock of D.C.’s hair that had escaped her woollen cap, listening intently. Other than the two whispered words she’d offered the previous night, she hadn’t broken her midnight silence, so he knew there must be a reason she was sharing now.

“I was… lonely,” D.C. admitted quietly. “There weren’t a lot of kids around the palace when I was young, and those who were there all knew who I was. They stood on ceremony, always bowing and curtseying and calling me ‘Your Highness’. I—I hated it.”

Jordan tightened his arm around her at the sadness in her voice, at the knowledge of how isolated she’d felt while growing up. He’d experienced a similar childhood, in some ways, but he’d always had Luka. At least during his younger years.

“I was so excited when I heard we would be having long-term visitors, one of whom was my age. I made my parents promise not to introduce me as the princess, to make sure all the palace staff kept it secret. I thought that… I was certain that if the boy didn’t know who I was, we would end up becoming the best of friends. And I was sure that when he eventually discovered who I was—since I knew I couldn’t keep it a secret forever—he wouldn’t care because by then he’d know me. The real me.”

Her voice hitched slightly, but she continued. “It was wonderful, at first, just as I’d imagined. We played together, laughed together, ran around the palace and grounds together. He was my first ever true friend.”

A moment of silence passed.

“But then one day I arrived early at the stables to meet up with him, and I overheard him talking to a group of other kids, including two young maids I thought saw me as more than just ‘the princess’. Aside from those two girls, I didn’t know the others very well. None of them had really spoken to me before, so I was surprised to hear my name uttered, enough that I hid around the corner. They—They had no idea I was there. No idea I was listening.”

D.C. pressed deeper into Jordan, her words now so quiet that he could barely hear her.

“What Maxton was saying to them… about me…” Her voice wobbled. “I realised then that I’d been played. He’d known who I was all along. I was just a game for him, a passing amusement.” D.C. swallowed audibly. “He called me simple. He called me naïve. He called me gullible and worthless. He called me other things, too. And then he laughed—they all laughed—so hard at the idea of me thinking he was my friend. As if he’d ever be friends with a ‘spoiled royal brat’—that’s what he called me, right after he said no one would ever want to be ‘stuck spending time’ with me. And I… I believed him.”

Jordan’s heart was hurting. It was physically burning in his chest. He pulled her closer, resting his lips against the woollen-covered crown of her head, offering what little comfort he could.


“I—” D.C.’s voice cracked so she cleared her throat and tried again. “That was it for me. In eight years I’d found no one I could trust, and after how betrayed and hurt I felt that day, I wasn’t willing to put myself through that again. Not when I’d tried over and over with so many others before Maxton, yet received nothing but loneliness and heartache in return.” She paused. “So I stopped trying. I kept up my walls and I didn’t allow anyone else in.” Another pause. “Not for another eight years. Until Alex. And Bear.” She released a breath. “And… you.”

Understanding that something important was happening, Jordan held her, incapable of saying anything lest he ruin the moment. She was sharing her scars with him. It was his turn to remain silent and just listen.

Surprisingly, D.C. laughed then. It was a low sound, not entirely amused, but there was a hint of humour to it. “Did you know that I hated you from the first day I laid eyes on you?”

Jordan raised an eyebrow at the turn in conversation, not that she could see the gesture.

“It was our first day of classes, orientation for Med Sci, and you made some joke about Luranda’s rainbow coat when she left the room. Everyone else laughed, but all I could think about was Maxton—the boy who had called me names and laughed behind my back.”

Jordan felt that stab deep inside him. He whispered, “You called me an attention-seeking clown.”

“I wanted to call you worse,” she admitted, and strangely, there was a smile in her voice. “I just didn’t feel it was entirely justified. Or appropriate, since I barely even knew your name.”

“I’m sorry.”

D.C. stiffened in his arms and pulled out of his hold, enough to turn and face him. “I didn’t tell you all that because I wanted you to feel bad, Jordan. You were only fourteen, and what you said about Luranda’s coat wasn’t that bad. It’s not your fault I made the comparison in my mind. What you said wasn’t even close to what I’d heard when I was younger.”

“Then what…?”

She reached up and pressed her mittened hand to his cheek. “I told you that so you’d understand. So you’d know how grateful I am to have you in my life, even if our first three years were… rocky.”

Her mouth curled into his favourite quirky grin before she turned serious once more.

“I told you all that so you’d know how thankful I am for what we share—you, me, Alex, Bear—for how real it is, despite who I am, what life I was born into, what future I face. And also…”

She sucked on her bottom lip and Jordan had to fight the sudden urge to close the distance between them and do the same.

“I also told you all that so you’d know exactly what… exactly what you mean to me.” Her eyes dropped to look at his scarf, as if she was unable to hold his gaze. “I was alone for a long time, long enough that I reached a point where I thought I was okay with that. That I could live like that forever. But I was wrong. You showed me that—you and Alex and Bear. You showed me what real friendship is. And you also showed me what… what…” Her voice was barely a breath of sound as she finished, “You showed me what… more than friendship… feels like, too.”

Even in the pale light of the moon, Jordan could see the deep flush on her cheeks. He knew what she was saying. He understood perfectly.

Barely six inches separated their faces. All Jordan had to do was lean in.

He wanted to.

Desperately.

And so he started to move. One inch, then two.


Then he paused.

He looked deep into her eyes, his heart pounding as he watched her watching him, neither of them breathing, both of them waiting.

But then… He inhaled sharply and turned his face away, drawing his arm tightly around her and tucking her into his side. He held her close, not wanting her to feel any kind of rejection, because that wasn’t what had just happened. Not even close.

He wanted her. Badly. Enough that he was physically aching.

But he was also terrified.

So. Freaking. Terrified.

And he didn’t know how to explain it to her. Didn’t know how to share with her as she had with him, so openly offering her scars for him to see.

He wasn’t there yet.

But he wanted to be.

And he was going to do whatever it took to make it happen.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, needing her to know how much he meant it. Needing her to know why he was saying it. Needing her to know it wasn’t her, but him.

“You never have to apologise to me, Jordan,” she whispered back. She curled an arm around his middle, holding onto him just as he held her. Then, so low that he almost wondered if he imagined it, she said, “I’m not going anywhere.”

And with her words, a tightness left his shoulders and he pulled her even closer, the two of them descending into healing silence as together they watched the moonlight travel across the night’s sky.
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Once again, Jordan returned to his dorm from the lake with enough time to get a decent amount of sleep—mercifully dreamless sleep. Like the previous day, his body was grateful for the rest, his energy levels improving and his mind feeling clearer than it had since before Aven had Claimed him.

He was a little nervous upon entering the food court at breakfast that things would be strained between him and D.C., fearing that despite holding her close afterwards, she’d still misinterpreted the reasons for him pulling away. When they’d parted ways at her bedroom in the early hours of the morning, he hadn’t been able to resist kissing her on the cheek, his lips lingering on her skin before he’d forced himself to leave. But there had been enough time since then for her to dwell on what had happened by the lake. Or rather, what hadn’t happened.

Jordan knew he needed to find a way to tell her soon. To share with her—everything. To show her his scars so that she’d understand why he hadn’t closed the distance between them last night. That was what he’d decided in the time since they’d last seen each other. And he was determined to follow through, no matter how hard it would be. He just had to figure out the best way to go about it.

All of this he was thinking about when D.C. entered the food court with Alex by her side, the two of them chatting happily as they made their way over to where Jordan and Bear were seated. Or, D.C. was chatting happily. Alex, on the other hand, looked as tired as Jordan had felt over the previous week, and around her yawns she kept mumbling under her breath nonsensical things like, “slave-driving Meyarin” and “way too early” and “still can’t feel my toes.” Added to that were her even stranger ramblings of, “I’ll show Mr. Mystery Man what he can do with his ball of yarn” and “I’ll never eat another banana again.”

By the time they’d all ordered their breakfasts and the food had arrived on the table, Jordan was genuinely considering escorting Alex to the Med Ward. Bear and D.C. appeared just as alarmed—with hints of amusement, too. But after Alex downed a meal large enough to feed a small family, she managed to come back to herself enough that her mutterings ceased. Only then did Jordan feel like he could turn his attention to D.C., and he breathed a sigh of relief when she caught his nervous gaze, understood it for what it was, and sent him a warm wink along with his favourite quirky smile.

Seeing her reaction—the comfort she offered him without asking anything in return—he was more determined than ever to follow through with his plans to share everything with her. But he still was no closer to figuring out the best way to do that.

As it happened, it was later that night during his Stealth and Subterfuge class that the answer came to him. And yet again, it was Hunter to the rescue.

“Jordan, a word?”

Their class had just ended, and since it had been a particularly gruelling two hours filled with avoiding—or mostly untangling from—some of Hunter’s more devious traps, Jordan and his classmates were all covered in icy forest grunge and moaning with pain. The last thing he wanted was for Hunter to resume their heart-to-heart conversation from the weekend, but it was the only reason he could think of for being asked to remain behind.

Despite wanting nothing more than a hot shower and to curl up in bed for as long as he could before the nightmares overtook him, Jordan did owe his teacher for giving him a much-needed kick up the psychological backside. So instead of leaving the forest with the rest of his classmates, Jordan waved Alex, Declan, Pipsqueak, Blink and Tom onwards—they were down to just the six of them now, with Kaiden still absent from the academy and Skyla never to return—and waited to hear what Hunter had to say.

Hunter, however, didn’t speak. Instead, he reached into the folds of his cloak, withdrew something small and tossed it towards Jordan.


Not expecting a game of catch, Jordan’s fingers fumbled, but he managed to close his hand around the glass vial before it fell to the ground. A short, sharp whistle drew his attention back to Hunter just as another vial came sailing towards him, which again, he only caught just in time to avoid disaster.

Looking down at the items now in his hands, Jordan furrowed his brow as he recognised them as Bubbler vials.

“What…?”

“They’re both authorised,” Hunter told him. “Use them well. And whatever you do, make sure neither of you are caught.”

After that sage, if unexpected advice, Hunter spun on his heel and, with a whirl of his cloak, disappeared into the dark of the forest.

Jordan, however, remained in place for a long moment afterwards, amazed yet again by the irrefutable proof that his SAS teacher always seemed to know everything.

But this time, especially, Jordan was grateful. Because Hunter had offered him a gift and an answer all at once. And even if his palms were sweating at the very idea of what he held and all that it meant, there was no way he wouldn’t take advantage of the opportunity he’d been presented with.

“Thanks, Hunter,” Jordan whispered into the night, confident that, wherever his teacher was, he’d heard him. And that he understood exactly how grateful he was.






Ten

Jordan was distracted for most of Wednesday, enough that it caused him more problems than usual during his classes.

In PE, Finn punished Jordan’s inattention by making him stay back at the end and sprint an extra two laps around the field, followed by a gruelling sequence of push-ups, sit-ups and lunges. Due to his delay with the Taser-wielding psycho of a teacher, Jordan was late to Equestrian Skills, which started him off on the wrong foot with his instructor, Tayla. He intended to fly under the radar for the rest of the class, but while riding out in the snowy forest on a cross-country team-building exercise, he didn’t realise Tayla was only one horse-length behind him when he whispered an ill-timed comment to Blink and Pipsqueak about the properties of glue. The normally easygoing teacher was fiercely protective of her beloved equines and took offence on their behalf, which resulted in her giving Jordan a lunchtime detention to muck out every stall in the Stable Complex.

By the time he reached his Combat class, Jordan was sweaty, smelly, achy and hungry. He knew he wouldn’t be able to make it through the rest of the day in his current condition. He wasn’t even sure he’d make it through the entirety of Karter’s class.

“What’s your deal today?” Bear asked, pulling back his wooden staff just before it could crack open Jordan’s head. “Are you even here right now?”


“Sorry, mate,” Jordan apologised, trying to focus. He was lucky Bear was paying attention, otherwise he’d be unconscious—or worse—after that last attack. Combat class was always more dangerous when they sparred with weapons, so Jordan knew he had to get a grip on the distracted thoughts that had plagued him since Hunter had given him the Bubbler vials the previous night. Even D.C. had noticed his inattention when they’d been out by the lake in the midnight hours, the two of them having returned to being silent once more.

“You’ve been getting more sleep the last couple of days,” Bear stated, swiping forward again, a solid thud echoing around them when their two staves met mid-air. “Your appetite seems to be coming back, too. And you told me yourself the other day that you’ve been doing better. So, what gives?”

“I just have a few things on my mind.” Jordan clenched his teeth when a particularly jarring strike reverberated along his arms.

Bear’s lips quirked. “I’m guessing one of those things is redheaded?”

Jordan almost didn’t block Bear’s next attack in time. “What?”

Bear laughed. “Oh, come on. You said last week that nothing has happened between you and Dix yet, but we all know it’s only a matter of time. You’re as bad as Alex with Kaiden.”

“Not true,” Jordan said, going on the offence with a powerful upswing followed by a downward strike and then spinning around and going low to swipe Bear’s legs out from underneath him—all of which Bear managed to defend against, including jumping over the staff for the final move. “Alex is still firmly in denial, while I have no problem admitting how I feel for Dix.”

“Then why aren’t you doing something about it?” Bear asked, his staff grazing Jordan’s hipbone when he didn’t deflect it fast enough. “I get that you’ve been working through some stuff, but now that you’re starting to improve, maybe…”

“You don’t think I’ve already considered that?” Jordan returned, panting now as their fight picked up speed and strength. “Why do you think I’m so out of it today?”

“Ah-ha!” Bear cried, before following up with a pained “Ooof!” sound when the end of Jordan’s staff jabbed him hard in the stomach.

“Ah-ha, what?”

“Ah-ha, I knew it,” Bear wheezed out, winded from the blow. He bent at the waist and held a hand to his middle, miming with a finger for Jordan to give him a second. Once he straightened again, his face sported a slightly pained but still wide grin. “So you’re gonna go for it, then?”

The answer to that was more complicated than Jordan was willing to say, so instead he replied, “If I can figure out how. And when.”

“At least you have the who,” Bear said, still grinning. “Do you have the where?”

Jordan nodded but didn’t elaborate.

“Then it’s simple.” Bear leaned on his staff, his expression open and full of encouragement. “If it’s distracting you this much, then you need to do it soon. Today. This afternoon.”

“Easier said than done,” Jordan said, circling a finger to remind Bear that they were in the middle of class and still had another one to go afterwards, and by then it would be dinnertime. The winter sun would already be close to setting, and for what Jordan had planned, both he and D.C. would need to be able to see by natural light. That meant that, despite Bear’s ‘simple’ answer, Jordan couldn’t follow through today—he’d have to wait for the weekend. But then, he also couldn’t do that, since they were all heading out to begin their diplomatic mission on Saturday, and continuing on Sunday.


Time was not in Jordan’s favour.

At least, that was how it seemed, until Bear snorted and reminded him, “Since when do you have a problem skipping class?”

Jordan stilled as he thought it over and a rough plan came to mind. Perhaps it really was simple, just as Bear had said.

“Would you cover for me with Maggie?”

Bear looked offended. “Of course. By the time I’m through with her, she won’t even remember your name, let alone that you’re in her class.”

Jordan didn’t think Bear would need to use his gift to that degree, but all the same, he was grateful. “And Dix, too? She’s meant to be in PE with Finn.”

“Eugh, I hate charming Finn,” Bear grumbled. “He’s so stubborn. Takes me forever to break through and I always have to get creative with my suggestions.”

Likely noting Jordan’s face falling with disappointment, Bear quickly continued, “But you know I’m all over this—I’ll have Finn eating from the palm of my hand. Team Jordix for the win!”

Jordan, while grateful, also found that he was questioning his friend’s sanity. “Team… Jordix?”

“You know—Jordan and Dix. Jordix.”

At the ‘what the hell?’ look Jordan sent him, Bear ran a hand through his already mussed hair and said, “I think I’ve been spending too much time with Alex. She keeps trying to explain this Freyan obsession with ships and canons and—you know what? Never mind. Just blame her for the name. She came up with it.”

Jordan wondered what watercraft and ancient weaponry had to do with amalgamating his name with D.C.’s, but he decided against continuing his line of questioning. Instead, he said, “You’re the best, Bear.”


“You can thank me by naming your firstborn child after me.”

Jordan’s breath seized in his chest, but he didn’t have a chance to figure out whether what he felt was amusement or panic, because Karter chose that moment to stalk over to them and bark, “When you two windbags are done yabbering, maybe you’ll think about breaking an actual sweat.”

Since Jordan now had a clear afternoon thanks to Bear, he wasn’t willing to risk getting slapped with another detention that day. Bear, too, seemed disinclined to chance Karter’s bad temper, so together the two of them picked up their staves and began attacking each other with renewed fervour.

With Karter watching them closely for the rest of class, they didn’t have a chance to continue their conversation—something Jordan was almost relieved about, given Bear’s firstborn child comment. He might have been willing to acknowledge he had strong feelings for D.C., but he was in no way ready for… that. And while he was fairly certain Bear had only been kidding, he didn’t want to fan that particular flame. No sir-ee.

When their Combat class finally finished, the two of them parted ways, with Bear hurrying off to work his charm on Finn and Maggie, while Jordan headed straight to the dorm building. Usually D.C. stopped off to change out of her riding clothes after her Equestrian Skills class, so he hoped they’d cross paths without him having to hunt her down at the Stable Complex or on her way to PE.

Apparently the stars were aligning in Jordan’s favour that day, since he all but bumped into her outside the entrance to the dormitory. Alex wasn’t with her despite having come from the same class, and Jordan hid a smile, certain that the other girl was likely sprinting to the Arena with the hope that the still-missing Kaiden would finally turn up.


“Forget something?” D.C. asked when she saw him, a warm smile on her face.

It was a mark of how nervous he suddenly felt that he nearly blurted out ‘You’ without offering any context—something that would have sounded corny to no end. He never would have lived it down. So he was relieved when his brain managed to kick in enough for him to reply with a full sentence. “Actually, yes. There’s something I need to grab from my room, but then I was hoping that…”

D.C. cocked her head in question, her red hair spilling down her shoulders. “Hoping what?” Before he could answer, concern flooded her face. “Are you feeling all right? You look a bit flushed.”

Offering a smile that he prayed didn’t show how ill he was feeling all of a sudden, Jordan replied, “I’m good. Just… I was hoping… Uh…”

D.C. laughed, the sound like bells in the air. “Spit it out, Jordan.”

Finally pulling himself together, Jordan stepped closer and said, clearly, “I want to take you somewhere. Today. This afternoon.” He quickly added, “Bear’s covering for us both, so you don’t have to worry about—”

“Just give me five minutes to shower off the horse smell,” D.C. said, no questions, no arguments, no need for any further details. That in itself touched Jordan, knowing that she trusted he had a good reason for asking her to skip class.

After agreeing to meet up again shortly, the two of them took off to their separate rooms. Having worked up a sweat in Combat class after all, and still reeking from cleaning out the stables beforehand, Jordan took a quick shower as well, before changing into clean, warm clothes. He grabbed the two Bubblers and, at the last second, rifled under his bed until he found something he hadn’t sought in a while, pocketing it along with the glass vials. He then left his room and wandered down the hallway, trying to steady his breathing and keep his heart from beating straight out of his chest.

Part of him wondered what he was doing, wondered why he was doing it. It was so much easier to keep his walls up, to keep his scars hidden. But then he remembered the way D.C. had thrown herself at him when he’d returned to the academy, free from Aven’s Claim, and cried so hard that she’d needed to be sedated. He remembered how she’d sacrificed her sleep night after night to sit with him by the lake, somehow knowing he wasn’t ready to talk and giving him the healing comfort of silence. He remembered how she didn’t fuss over him during the day despite the performance she’d clearly seen through, instead treating him as if nothing had changed. And lastly, he remembered how she’d shared a story about a lonely little girl whose heart had been broken by betrayal, yet she’d learned to trust again. To love again.

As Jordan remembered all that, he knew exactly why he was now standing in front of her door. And that was why he didn’t hesitate to knock, nor did he falter when she opened it and stepped out beside him, a curious smile on her face.

“So,” she said. “Where to?”

He felt his mouth hitch up into a half-smile, amazed that this beautiful girl wanted to go anywhere with him. Full stop.

“You’ll see,” was all he said, knowing that he’d never be able to explain—not until they arrived.

Shrugging her acceptance, D.C. started following him down the hallway a half step behind, allowing him to lead the way. But Jordan didn’t want her behind him—he never wanted her behind him. Her place was at his side, just as his was at hers. So he reached for her hand and linked their fingers together, drawing her closer until they were in perfect step with each other. She looked at him with a question in her eyes, and a hopeful light as well, and gave him a tentative squeeze as they walked side by side along the rest of the corridor then down the stairs and out onto the grounds.

Jordan didn’t want to release her hand, but it was cold out, and he knew it would only be marginally warmer where they were going. It was only for that reason that he let her go so they could both don their gloves and tighten their coats. Once they were better protected from the cold, Jordan led the way around the side of the dorm building until he found a relatively secluded spot and, after checking that the coast was clear, withdrew one of the Bubbler vials and threw it onto the snow.

D.C. made a surprised sound but she didn’t ask any questions as Jordan took her gloved hand in his, and for that he was grateful. Mostly because his throat had tightened with nerves and he wasn’t sure he’d be able to speak even if he wanted to.

Instead, he secured his grip on her and stepped into the Bubbledoor, picturing their destination clearly in his mind. It wasn’t hard. He saw it every night in his dreams. In his nightmares. Even if he hadn’t seen it in real life since that day six years ago, he would never forget.

Blood pounding in his ears, Jordan exited the Bubbledoor with D.C. at his side, the two of them glancing around in silence at the picturesque view in front of them.

… A view showing a wintry pond surrounded by frost-covered willows, hidden deep at the heart of the immaculate grounds of Jordan’s ancestral home.






Eleven

The pond was nestled too deep inside the labyrinth of the grounds to have a direct line of sight to Chateau Shondelle, and that was the only reason Jordan had been willing to risk bringing D.C. anywhere near his parents’ mansion. He knew that, like him, neither Marcus nor Natasha Sparker had travelled through the topiary maze to the pond since Luka’s death, causing it to be perhaps even more serene and magical than it had been six years earlier. There was a remote beauty to it now, a wildness that hadn’t been there when Jordan and Luka had been regular visitors.

When they were younger, the two brothers had frequented the pond every day during the warmer months, swinging from the willows into the crystal-clear water and lazing in the sunshine before jumping back in and racing each other from shore to shore. The pond wasn’t huge, but it wasn’t small by any means, so they’d always had to drag themselves back to the mansion at the end of the day, exhausted from their efforts but deliriously happy. When the weather cooled, they’d still visited as often as they could—at least when Luka wasn’t away at school—climbing the willows, playing games in the snow, skipping stones across the water, even ice-skating during the colder winters when the pond froze over completely. It was Jordan and Luka’s special place—a haven they had escaped to whenever they’d needed a break from the expectations that came with the Sparker name.


Even after Luka graduated from Akarnae and entered the workforce, he still tried to spend as much time with Jordan out by the pond as possible. He’d once shared that it was where he felt most free to be himself, where he could avoid the judgemental eyes that followed him everywhere else.

Jordan hadn’t understood at the time. Not fully.

He did now.

Not ready to go there mentally just yet, Jordan glanced around the refuge that had once been a place of such joy, but now represented such anguish.

On that thought, his gaze drifted over to the tree—the tree—and he struggled against the memories that threatened to overwhelm him. It was as if he was eleven all over again, watching the ghost of his brother with the rope around his neck as he jumped off the branch and to his own death.

He must have made some sound, some quiet noise, because D.C.’s hand tightened against his and she moved closer, whispering his name.

It was only her soft, worried voice that managed to draw his gaze away from the majestic willow, Luka’s favourite of them all, and he glanced down to see her looking up at him with concern. He closed his eyes tight and leaned down until his forehead pressed against hers, trembling slightly when he felt her free hand move to rest against his chest, right over his heart. He found comfort in the gesture, relaxing in her presence and allowing her touch to soothe him.

Finally, when he felt somewhat steady again, he opened his eyes and took a step back, breathing deeply into his lungs.

“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice husky. “I knew it would be hard, coming here. I just hoped—”

“What did I tell you the other night?” D.C. gently interrupted. “You never have to apologise to me, Jordan.” Quieter, she added, “Though, I wouldn’t mind if you clued me in here. It’s beautiful, for sure, but I’m guessing you didn’t bring me here just so we could enjoy the scenery.”

Jordan huffed out a laugh, amazed that he was able to do so. He reached forward and tucked a windswept strand of hair behind her ear as he said, “No. You’re right about that.”

Gathering his courage, Jordan started walking down towards the edge of the pond, D.C. moving hand in hand with him. Each step felt like he was dragging weights in his boots, but he made himself continue onwards, one foot after the other, until the two of them came to a halt in front of Luka’s tree.

Belatedly, Jordan realised he should have brought a blanket for them to sit on. But then he realised he’d never done so with Luka, not even in the winter months—they’d always either climbed up into the branches or slumped down in the snow, heedless of the cold or the wet seeping through their clothes. And while D.C. was no stranger to sitting in the snow, as she’d done every night beside the lake, Jordan felt bad about making her do so now. But before he could think of an alternative, she lowered herself to the ground, tugging at his hand until he got the hint and followed her down. They were on a slight rise, Luka’s willow just to their right, the pond directly in front of them and the maze of foliage encircling them. The perfect view.

Inhaling deeply again, Jordan released the heavy breath and stared out at the pond as he said, “I brought you here for a few reasons, but also because it’s the best place for me to tell you about my brother.”

He felt rather than saw D.C. make a startled motion from beside him. Jordan couldn’t blame her—she had no idea they were only a short distance from where he’d lived before being semi-adopted into the Ronnigan family. She also had no way of knowing the significance of this place, of what had happened here. But Jordan was about to tell her.


“How much do you know about Luka?” he asked, wishing his words didn’t sound quite so hoarse. “I know I don’t talk about him, but you must have heard… some things.”

D.C. fiddled with the edge of her coat as she, too, focused intently on the lightly rippling water with its icy patches. “I know you were close,” she answered in a quiet, careful voice. “Really close. And I know you were young when he… when he… died.”

“We were. And I was.” Jordan pulled off a glove and burrowed his fingers into the snow, relishing in the burn of the ice against his skin and allowing it to ground him. “Luka was more than my brother, more than my best friend. He was all I had in the world.” Gaze unfocused, he shared, “He did it here, you know. Right from this tree. I’ll never forget the look in his eyes just before he jumped. Like he was begging me to understand.”

D.C. jolted again beside him. “You—You saw—?” She cut off at his quick nod and sucked in a breath that sounded painful to Jordan’s ears.

“I arrived just in time to watch him die.”

A low sound, almost like a moan, came from D.C., and he tore his eyes from the water to look at her. Seeing her pale, stricken features, he removed his hand from the snow and tangled his fingers with hers once more. Even with her gloves still on, her grip was so tight it almost hurt.

“I’ve never told anyone this, but I want—I want you to know,” Jordan said. “I need you to—I need you to understand.”

D.C. remained silent, giving him the time he needed to gather his thoughts.

Not sure where to start, how to share all that he wanted her to know, he decided it was best just to jump straight in.

“You told me the other night about what happened to you when you were eight,” Jordan said. “When I was eight, something important happened in my life, too.” He nodded to the tree. “I walked down here one day and found Luka with another boy.”

When D.C. didn’t react, Jordan thought he might need to clarify, so he added, “It was obvious that they were… more than friends.”

D.C. trailed her thumb across the back of his hand and said, softly, “I knew what you meant, Jordan.”

He wasn’t sure what he’d expected from his declaration—perhaps some kind of shock, maybe something worse, but D.C. just continued to look at him steadily, her eyes full of understanding, even comfort. His throat tightened as he found himself wishing he’d had her by his side six years ago. Earlier than that, even.

“Right. Well, Luka was eighteen at the time—in his fifth year at Akarnae. The boy was one of his classmates. I’d never met him before, but I could see how happy Luka was with him. I’d never seen my brother smile so much, laugh so much, look so relaxed in his own skin. I was so pleased Luka had found that. That he had someone who made him feel like that. But my parents…” Jordan trailed off, his eyes glazing as the memories washed over him. “When they found out, they didn’t… take it well.”

Suddenly, Jordan was no longer sitting beside the pond; instead, he was transported to his father’s private den, with Marcus on his feet wearing a livid expression and Natasha hunched over in a chair with tears rolling down her horror-struck features. Luka stood before them, face pale, visibly trembling. None of them knew Jordan was there, peeking around the corner, having been awakened from sleep by their raised voices.

“Wake up, Dad!” Luka cried, his cheeks red with emotion—anger, embarrassment, Jordan wasn’t sure which. “Society isn’t bound to a set of out-dated, intolerant beliefs anymore and hasn’t been for a long time. It’s hardly uncommon these days, and plenty of people—”

“Not in this family!” Marcus roared. “I don’t care if the king himself announces that he’s keeping a man on the side, you will not—will not—bring such humiliation upon us by carrying on with that boy another minute longer. Do you hear me?”

Luka looked as if he’d been slapped, a hint of wet beginning to line his eyelids. In a now shaking voice, he whispered, “You can’t—You can’t tell me who to love.”

Marcus leaned forward, a threatening glint in his icy eyes as he said, “Try and stop me.”

Jordan could see from Luka’s expression that something had broken in him. Luka’s desire for acceptance, for understanding, from their parents… it was like he’d suddenly realised that he was never, ever going to receive it.

Jordan hurt for his brother, for the only person in the world who mattered to him. He wanted to storm in there and demand that his parents leave Luka alone. Couldn’t they see how happy he was? Didn’t they want that for him? But Jordan knew there was nothing he could do—Marcus and Natasha would never care about his opinion, they’d only punish him for thinking he had a right to share it. All he could do was keep watching, waiting to see what would happen next; waiting to see if Luka would stand up and fight back, or give in.

Luka did neither.

Instead, he drew in a trembling breath, turned on his heel and strode from the room without another word. His steps faltered upon catching sight of Jordan, who hadn’t the time to hide. But Luka said nothing—he just beckoned Jordan close, wrapped an arm around him and led him swiftly down the hall, swiping quickly at his cheeks as he did so.

“Luka, are you—”

“I love you, Jordo,” Luka interrupted, his voice no longer shaking, but still full of emotion. “No matter what choices you make in life, I will always, always, love you. Do you understand?”


Jordan didn’t comprehend the magnitude of his words. Not fully. And when the time came that he finally understood… it was too late.

Coming back to the present when D.C.’s thumb brushed his hand again, Jordan shared what he remembered of that night and then continued by saying, “I didn’t see Luka as much after that. He was a Chemistry whiz like Bear and went on to accept an apprenticeship at the academy for the next two years before he was offered a dream job with ChemTech straight after he graduated. Most of the times we met up were spent right here, in secret, so that he didn’t have to deal with our parents and their prejudice towards him.”

A muscle twitched in Jordan’s cheek as he thought about all that had come next.

“Despite Luka doing everything he could to avoid them, our parents were relentless. No matter what, he was still their firstborn son, and with that came certain responsibilities that he was expected to fulfil, to live up to.” Jordan’s eyes dropped. “For generations, Sparkers have been considered amongst the social elite. Luka was expected to step into that, something he’d felt burdened with since birth. Me, as well, to a lesser degree—before I decided to go my own way.”

Jordan released another deep breath and continued. “Luka was always too nice for his own good. Regardless of the differences between him and our parents, he still tried to live up to their expectations, with the only thing he refused to yield on being the one thing they were determined to stamp out of him.”

Jordan’s eyes moved back to the pond, not really seeing it. “Then one day, just after my eleventh birthday, the holo-message announcements came. Two of them within minutes of each other.”

When he didn’t go on, D.C. gently pressed, “Announcements?”

“They were public news broadcasts, received by anyone with a ComTCD,” Jordan said. “You might even remember.”


D.C. continued to wait patiently for him to answer.

“The first showed a picture of a young man in a Warden uniform. The headline read: ‘Training Accident Leads to Tragic Death of Young Protector’.” In a whisper, Jordan said, “He was three years older than when I’d first seen him here with Luka, but I still recognised him as the boy who my brother had gone to school with, the boy my brother loved.”

Jordan turned back to D.C. in time to see her blinking back tears. She didn’t quite succeed and one slipped out, trickling down her cheek.

“The second holo-message came right on the heels of the first,” Jordan continued. “It was a wedding announcement… For Luka.”

At D.C.’s bewildered look, he explained, “My parents had organised an arranged marriage for him, all behind his back. They were determined that he would sire them heirs.” Jordan gave a bitter laugh. “Those were the words they used. Sire heirs. As if he were nothing more than a prized beast whose sole purpose in life was to breed. I’d never felt more disgusted in my life.”

Even now Jordan felt bile threatening, but he swallowed it back down and pushed through with finishing his story.

“There was nothing wrong with the girl, except for the fact that she was a girl,” Jordan said. “She came from what our parents considered a respectable family and to all outward appearances seemed like the perfect match for Luka, someone the high-society gossipmongers could easily see him settling down with to raise a family and continue the Sparker legacy. But even if Luka hadn’t been lost in his grief, he never would have gone through with the wedding. He never would have made the girl suffer through a loveless marriage, through the knowledge that she would never bear his children, never feel anything from him but indifference, even pity. That wasn’t the kind of man he was.”


Jordan’s breath hitched. “But he must not have seen any other way out—of his grief, of his engagement, of his future as a firstborn son to our family—because three days after both announcements came, I found his note on my bed. And then I found him here—but by then, I was already too late.”

When he turned to look at D.C., she was no longer blinking back tears. They were flowing silently down her cheeks.

“The note,” she whispered. “I’d heard… that he left you one. But I didn’t realise you found it… before.”

“No one knows. I’ve never told anyone that I watched him die. And I’ve never showed anyone the note.” He fought past the vice pressing in on his chest. “But I’d like to show you.”

Her eyes widened and she blinked her wet lashes. “You brought it with you?”

“I take it with me everywhere I go.”

D.C. seemed equal parts confused and saddened by his statement, likely imagining him being so attached to the last thing his brother left him that he couldn’t bear to be separated from it. She would have been both right and wrong with that assessment.

Certain that his courage would flee if he put if off any longer, Jordan released her hand and stood to his feet, unbuttoning his thick winter coat as he did so and dropping it onto the ground along with his second glove. He then gripped the hem of his long-sleeved thermal and pulled it up and over his head, leaving him shirtless and shivering in the cold.

“Are you crazy?” D.C. demanded, jumping to her feet with his coat in her hands, thrusting it towards him. “Put your clothes back on before you freeze to death!”

“You’ll understand in a second,” Jordan interrupted through chattering teeth.

His skin pebbled as the frigid air brushed against his bare chest, but he didn’t take the coat from her. Instead, he rifled through the pockets, pushing aside the second Bubbler vial until his fingers wrapped around the object he’d kept hidden under his bed. It, too, was a glass vial filled with liquid, but that was where the similarities ended.

“What is that?” D.C. asked, squinting at the vial as Jordan dropped his coat back onto the snow.

“Water,” he answered, uncapping the stopper and splashing a few drops onto the unmarked flesh over his heart, wincing a little at the cold. “Water from this pond, to be exact.” He realised he wasn’t explaining well, so he added, “I wasn’t sure if it would be frozen over or not, so I brought some, just in case. At least it’s not as icy as having to take a dip would be.”

Clearly fearing he was out of his mind, D.C. tentatively said, “I think you might have had enough for the day. Maybe we should head back to the academy.” A hesitant look. “Perhaps we’ll have a quick visit with Fletcher.”

Unbelievably, Jordan found himself releasing a quiet laugh. He certainly was acting like a loon, enough to warrant her suggestion. But his unexpected humour vanished when D.C. uttered a surprised gasp and stepped closer, leaning in until he could feel her warm breath tickling his chest.

“What…?”

Jordan glanced down with her, seeing the familiar tattoo that was now standing out vividly against his tanned skin.

“Laethoran Ink,” he explained quietly. “Invisible unless activated by a revealing agent unique to each individual.” He gestured with his chin towards the pond. “It was an easy decision, to have my revealing agent be water taken from here. Considering… everything.”

Slowly, D.C. removed one of her gloves, glancing up at him as if asking for permission. When he nodded, she lightly traced the design, her touch bringing both pleasure and pain.


Jordan didn’t need the revealing agent to know what she was seeing—he saw it even when his eyes were closed. He felt it, too; the warmth of the chemically infused ink thrumming beneath his skin—ink that revealed the last words his brother had ever written him. There had only been five—the last five words Luka had ever offered anyone:

NEVER LET THEM BREAK YOU

Nothing else had been scribbled on the note, but Jordan had wanted more than just Luka’s words inked into his flesh. He’d wanted another reminder, too—not that he’d ever forget. And that was why, when he’d hunted down the revered skin artist years ago, Jordan had asked the woman to mock up a design where Luka’s final words were arranged around a curling rope… that ended in a noose.

It was intricate and artistic, the rope loose and relaxed with the words positioned alongside the coils and hugging either side of the noose. The whole design was only about as large as his palm, fitting perfectly over his left pectoral—over his heart. A reminder that was always there, even when it was hidden. His brother’s final words.

Words to live by.

Words to die by.

Never let them break you.

“I carry this with me everywhere I go because it means I can carry him with me, too,” Jordan said, his voice rough. “And when Aven—when things were really bad—when I feared he might use me as a weapon to hurt Alex, hurt Bear, hurt you, and I thought the only way to stop that happening was if I… took myself out of the equation…” The flash of pain that crossed D.C.’s face made Jordan ache inside, but he pushed through it, needing to be completely honest with her about all he’d gone through. “At those times when I thought it’d be safer for everyone if I was… gone… all I had to do was feel the ink thrumming under my skin. Feel the reminder of what had been taken from me. And I knew I couldn’t do that to someone else, couldn’t put anyone I cared about through that kind of pain.”

He drew in a shuddering breath, his body trembling and not just from the cold. “I loved my brother and I understand why he thought he couldn’t live out the future laid before him, but I also hate him a little for leaving me like that. And also for the message he left behind—one that he himself didn’t listen to. He let them break him. And in turn, his death nearly broke me.”

A long silence filled the air as Jordan tried to figure out how to say the rest of what he needed to share. He wasn’t sure what he was more nervous about—the conversation he’d just endured, or what was about to come next.

While he deliberated, D.C. pulled back from him and collected his discarded clothes, handing them to him with a pleading expression. This time, he didn’t resist, his body too cold to function much longer without protection.

Only when he was rugged up again and rubbing warmth back into his arms did he find the strength to continue.

“When I was Claimed, Aven spent a lot of time messing with my head, making me re-watch Luka’s death a hundred, maybe a thousand times.” The words felt like glass in his throat, but he forged onwards. “He got a kick out of tormenting me—he particularly enjoyed that day in Raelia when he forced me to tell you all that I asked him to Claim me because I was sure Luka was alive. It was—” Jordan shook his head. “I’ve never known anyone could be so cruel. Could have so much hatred in their heart.” He paused. “But it was worse than that. Because it wasn’t just Luka’s death that Aven made me watch.”


This was the moment. Other than to share with D.C. about his brother, this was the reason he had brought her here, so he could show her his scars—all of them.

“After Calista killed Skyla, Aven played that on repeat, forcing me to re-live it time and again. But in the weeks leading up to that, and then afterwards, he didn’t just show me real memories.” Jordan swallowed. “He made me watch things he was going to do. Things he was going to make me do.”

Jordan turned so he was right in front of D.C., facing her straight on. “Day after day, hour after hour… he made me watch as I killed you. Over and over again.”






Twelve

The memories now assailing Jordan were so vivid that he struggled to stay in the moment rather than let them overcome him; struggled to keep looking at D.C., watching the emotions play out across her face. Sadness, anger, anguish—all for him. For what Aven had made him go through, made him witness, made him experience.

“You, Alex, Bear and his family—anyone I care about was free game,” Jordan said. “But you especially, since Aven was in my head enough to know how I feel about you.” The last part was whispered, his eyes losing focus as he fell into the memories. “I poisoned you, stabbed you, drowned you, strangled you. I did”—he shuddered—“terrible, despicable things to you. Unforgivable things.”

D.C. was motionless in front of him, tears dripping down her cheeks and falling onto the snow, her watery blue-green eyes filled with horror.

Filled with pain.

For him.

“And even though I’m not Claimed anymore,” Jordan said, still whispering, “that’s what I see every night when I close my eyes. That’s what I wake up from, screaming myself hoarse. I hear Aven’s voice as he tells me I’m his forever. I see Luka hanging from his favourite tree. I hear Skyla’s neck breaking. I watch Alex, Bear, everyone else dying. And I see myself hurting you, killing you because I wasn’t strong enough to protect you—from me.”

He was breathing heavily now, his heart hammering as the emotions became too much for him. But he needed to finish. He needed her to know the rest, to know it all. To see him—scars and all.

“I know Aven doesn’t control me anymore, that he can’t force me to do anything to you,” he said, his fingers itching to wipe the tears that were flowing like rivers down her face. But he kept his hands by his sides, not sure how she would react when she was standing so still, so silent before him. “I know that. But I also know that if you and I—if we ever started anything between us—he would make it his mission to come after you just to make me pay. He would make sure you suffered, and he would make sure I watched it happen. I’m the one that got away, and he’s never going to forget that.”

His gaze remained locked with hers as he said the words, as he witnessed her reaction to them. He didn’t know what to think when she closed her eyes and turned her face away.

Shifting his weight, he continued, his pulse still beating too fast, “I can’t—I can’t lose you, too, Dix. That’s why I pulled away the other night. Because the idea of something happening to you because you’re in a relationship with me, I couldn’t stand it. My parents are wildcards, I don’t know what they’d do if they found out. But Aven, I know exactly what he’d do. He showed me, vividly, what to expect. And I’d rather—I’d rather never see you again than see anything like that happening to you… because of me.”

He reached out and, with a shaking hand, gently turned her chin back to look at him. He was surprised to see the fire in her eyes, but he had one last thing to say and forced himself to finish.

“I’m like a poison, Dix. My life has been tainted since birth and everything good in it, everything I touch ends up being taken from me. I can’t—I won’t allow anything like that to happen to you.”

Feeling drained, Jordan dropped his hand, waiting to hear how she’d respond; waiting to hear her say she understood.

What he didn’t expect, however, was what she said instead.

“Are you done?”

Combined with the fire still blazing in her eyes, the tone she used had Jordan sensing the need to brace himself.

He nodded, somewhat hesitantly, and confirmed, “I’m done.”

He was right to have braced, because while he’d anticipated a continuation of the compassion and care D.C. had been showing him not just today, but since his return to the academy, she proved yet again to be a surprise.

“You’re an idiot, Jordan Sparker.”

Jordan blinked. Twice. “What?”

D.C. crossed her arms over her chest, her eyes narrowed. “You do realise that I’ve had a target painted on my back since the day I was born, don’t you? Before that, even? I’m the heir to the crown of Medora—the heir to one of the most powerful positions in the entire world. Death threats have been coming in daily since before I was even conceived! Aven himself has already tried to kill me—and that had nothing to do with you. It won’t be the last time he tries, either.”

Jordan clenched his jaw and looked out over the pond, not wanting to hear her words, to feel the fear and desperation and vulnerability they ignited in him.

“I can see you don’t want to hear that,” D.C. said, her angry tone softening, if only slightly, “but it makes it no less true. And even if I wasn’t the princess, even if I wasn’t best friends with Alex—which, by the way, offers another reason for Aven to come after me, to get at her, not you—then I’d still be in danger.”

D.C. moved a step closer. Then another. Until she lightly rested her hands against his chest.


“Don’t you see, Jordan?” she said, her tone pleading with him, enough that he turned back and found himself caught in her brilliant, bright gaze. “We’re all in danger now. No matter who we know, no matter who we’re close to. If Aven has his way, there’s going to be an all-out war across this world. No one is truly safe.”

She pressed her right hand more firmly against his chest over his heart—over the ink that was now covered by his clothing and would soon fade beneath his skin.

“If you let him take the things you love away from you for fear that you’ll lose them, then you’re just going to lose them anyway.”

Jordan’s breath arrested in his lungs, but D.C. wasn’t finished.

“However many or few my days may be, if I have a choice between spending the last of them with those I love even if it means ending my time in pain and suffering, I would choose that in the space of a heartbeat. Because better to live a life filled with love and die for it, than hide behind my fears and never risk the pain of heartbreak, the pain of sorrow, the pain that comes with loving someone with everything you are and everything you’ll ever be.”

She held his gaze as she ran her fingers over the exact spot where the ink was thrumming under his skin and whispered Luka’s words, “Don’t let them break you, Jordan. Don’t let Aven break you. He doesn’t deserve that kind of power. And if you give it to him freely, then he wins… but you’re not the only one who will lose.” Her voice was husky as she declared, “I will, too.”

The meaning in her eyes, it was unmistakable. But she still made sure he knew exactly what she was saying with what she told him next.

“I love you, Jordan,” she breathed, looking up at him with brimming eyes. “I know you’ve been through so much—more than anyone should ever have to go through. But if the only reason you have for not being with me is because you’re afraid to go through more, then you have to know… that’s really stupid.”

A surprised sound escaped Jordan’s lips—something partway between huffed amusement and choked incredulity. It was a sound that shocked him, since it came from a place deep inside—a place that was beginning to fill with warmth, making him feel lighter than he had in a long time. But still—

“I get what you’re saying, and you’re right—because of who you are, you’ve always been a target. And because of your friendship with Alex, too,” Jordan acknowledged, already having realised all this. “But I don’t think you understand just how much Aven enjoyed the images he sent me—how much he wants to see them happen. And how if he learns that we’re… together… he’ll make sure that they play out.”

“Let him try.”

Jordan reared back at the strength of D.C.’s words, at the challenge in her voice, at the determination in her eyes.

“I think you’ll find that this is one princess who isn’t so easy to mess with,” she continued. “And that’s what he’ll find, too, if he’s foolish enough to dare coming after me again.”

The wind picked up around them, blowing D.C.’s loose hair around her face. With her eyes ablaze and expression fierce, Jordan thought she’d never looked more beautiful.

“This is my decision too, Jordan,” she told him quietly, stepping closer again, the toes of their boots now touching. “And I’m choosing you. Because I believe that whatever comes next will be worth the risk. The question is, do you feel the same?” She licked her lips, the only indication of her nerves. “Am I worth the risk?”

Jordan shut his eyes tight as he leaned in and pressed his forehead against hers, just as he had when they’d first arrived through the Bubbledoor. His mind was in turmoil, his scars laid bare. His fears, his nightmares, his past—everything. And yet here she was, not running from him, not agreeing to keep a safe distance; instead offering herself to him, willing to risk her own life, her own death just to be with him.

‘You’re mine, Jordan Sparker. Forever.’

Jordan heard Aven’s threat intrude across his memory. But then, clear as day, he heard another voice—Alex’s voice—and the words she’d spoken from inside his mind.

‘You’re done, Aven. You have no more power here.’

And then, straight after Alex, Jordan heard Bear:

‘I’ll always be here for you. No matter what.’

He then heard D.C. from just moments ago:

‘If you let him take the things you love away from you for fear that you’ll lose them, then you’re just going to lose them anyway.’

And lastly, he heard Luka, the voice of his long-dead brother so close that Jordan could almost imagine he was standing right next to him:

‘Never let them break you, Jordo.’

Pulling in a haggard breath that broke midway through, Jordan opened his eyes and drew back enough to see D.C. watching him, her expression open, warm, filled with all the affection she felt for him.

Seeing all that, he heard one final voice—Hunter’s.

‘To fading scars. And the hope of healing.’

Jordan could almost imagine his instructor raising his glass in another toast as his thoughts fell into line and began to solidify within him. As his scars began to fade in the silence offered by the girl he loved while she waited for him to realise what she already knew: that being together was worth the risk. Was worth any risk, every risk. And that Aven would be a fool to come after them, because they weren’t going to roll over without a fight.

They weren’t going to let him win.


They weren’t going to let him break them.

Feeling peace settle upon him unlike anything he’d experienced before, Jordan was finally able to answer D.C.’s question.

Sort of.

“In the last few minutes, you’ve called me stupid and an idiot, both terms I find highly offensive.” His lips tipped up at the corners as he reached out and slowly began to curl his arms around her waist. “But I also think you might be right. About them… and everything else.”

“I normally am right,” D.C. said, her voice slightly breathy as he pulled her closer, the hint of a tentative—and hopeful—smile spreading across her face. “You should know this about me by now.”

“Somehow you keep managing to surprise me,” he said, one of his hands travelling up until it cupped her cheek, the other still wrapped around her middle. “I’m guessing this is something I’m going to have to get used to, especially if we’ll be spending more time together.” His voice turned meaningful as he said, “A lot more time.”

“A lot more time, huh?” D.C. asked, nothing tentative about her smile now—it was full-on glowing. With a playful tilt of her head, she continued to surprise him by what she said next. “I hope this means you’re going to kiss me. Because if you want my opinion, we’re long overdue.”

Jordan pulled her closer, fighting a grin. Fighting a laugh, even—something he never would have imagined possible, given where they were standing and what they’d just been through.

“I don’t know,” he said, enjoying teasing her. Enjoying feeling light-hearted enough to tease her. “I mean, you might be the girl I’ve fallen in love with, but let’s not forget, you’re also the Royal Princess. Is there some kind of paperwork I need to fill out first? An official petition of some kind? Maybe a—”


“Just shut up and kiss me, Jordan,” D.C. said, eyes dancing.

Jordan returned her smile and leaned forward until he was whispering against her lips, “As you wish, Your Highness.”

And then he closed the distance between them, touching his mouth to hers and revelling in the soft sigh she released as he did so… and as he continued to do so, until the afternoon sun disappeared over the horizon and the moon rose in its place.

Only when the two of them were so cold that they could barely feel their lips anymore did Jordan activate the second Bubbler vial to return them to the academy.

They trundled up to their rooms, cheeks flushed and eyes bright with the happiness they both shared. It was there that Jordan gave her a final—and lingering—goodnight kiss right in her doorway, one that only ended when Alex arrived and cleared her throat, unable to get through because they were blocking the path. The look she sent them was both knowing and amused—and also showed just how happy she was for them.

Bear, too, was just as thrilled, as Jordan discovered when he arrived in his room only to be ambushed by the other boy who demanded to know everything.

Jordan, of course, didn’t share everything. But he did confirm his new relationship status—something that seemed to delight Bear almost as much as it did Jordan.

As he started getting ready for bed, Jordan thought about the days ahead, knowing they would be difficult, challenging, even terrifying. But that would be the case regardless of whether he and D.C. were together or not. With Aven out there, no one was safe. And while the weekend would see Jordan and his three closest friends—one of whom was now officially his girlfriend—travelling to Nialas, Maroo and Graevale to petition the support of the other races in the coming war, even with their help, he knew they all had the fight of their lives awaiting them.


And he knew they might not all survive.

But D.C. had been right when she’d said that it was better to spend the days they were given with those they loved rather than push them away for fear of what might happen to them.

Jordan had lost so much in his short life—suffered so much. And he was still scared of losing more. Of losing his friends. Of losing D.C.

But as she’d challenged him to admit, she was worth the risk. And he wasn’t going to sacrifice what little time they might have left just because he was afraid of the future. If he did that, he’d be exactly the kind of stupid idiot she’d accused him of being.

Instead, he was going to hold onto her. To love her, with all his heart. Come what may.

He’d been through hell, and he’d survived—and he would continue to survive, no matter what scars he bore, no matter what new ones might come.

Because as he’d learned, scars fade.

And with D.C. by his side, along with Bear and Alex, Jordan knew he’d be able to make it through anything. He knew they’d be able to make it through anything. Together.

Aven didn’t stand a chance.

Because they weren’t going to let him break them.

On that thought, Jordan climbed into bed and, exhausted from the emotional turmoil of the day, soon drifted off to sleep. But for the first time since returning to the academy, he didn’t hear Aven’s voice calling through his dreams. He didn’t witness his brother hanging above the pond or his loved ones being killed by his own hand. He didn’t see death and destruction and everyone he cared for being taken from him.

Instead, he dreamed about a smiling princess and stolen kisses.

And he slept straight through until morning.
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One

Pain.

Overwhelming, unending pain.

That was all Bear felt—agony the likes of which he’d never experienced before.

His eyes snapped open, a moan leaving his mouth as anguish rippled through his body.

“He’s awake, Fletcher—do something!”

“Hold him down, Declan, we need to keep him still. Hunter, hand me—no, not that—yes, that one.”

Bear moaned again, deep in his throat, when lightning scoured up and down his leg. His stomach heaved, his nerves were on fire. Sweat dotted his forehead but ice was running through his veins. He started struggling, pushing against the hands that pressed him down, needing to escape the daggers of flame stabbing from his foot all the way up to his knee and beyond.

“Easy, Bear,” said the first voice again, from right above him. “Easy.”

Bear twisted under hands that were unyielding in their grip. He fought to open his eyes, his blurry vision catching sight of a familiar face looking down in concern.

“Declan… hurts…” Bear couldn’t even utter a whole sentence, his slurred words barely a gasp of pain.

Black dots began to creep in, and Bear saw Declan straining to keep him in place as he writhed on the Medical Ward bed.


He remembered trees, heat, running. One misplaced step, then the crack of his bone snapping, echoing through the forest.

He remembered Alex and Hunter, their faces pale as they worked to strap his leg, to keep him calm. As they carried him through the woods, fleeing from the Jarnocks who hunted them.

He remembered biting through his lip to keep from screaming, the slightest movement prompting waves of torment.

He remembered finally finding the Library doorway and returning to the academy—then the euphoric oblivion of Fletcher’s pain relievers.

Pain relievers that had now stopped working.

“Can’t you put him under again?” Declan asked the doctor, his steady onyx gaze remaining on Bear—calming, soothing.

Hold on, Declan seemed to be willing him. Just hold on.

That was the last Bear saw, the last he heard and thought, before another sharp lance of pain spiked enough for him to cry out, his eyes rolling to the back of his head as he returned to blissful unconsciousness.
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A voice came to Bear as if from far away, low and deep, breaking through the haze of sleep.

“… and I’m still angry at him. It was one thing to give me Sarinpox—especially since I was the idiot who ignored the ‘QUARANTINE’ sign on his door and let myself in. Serves me right, really. But did Kaid have to borrow General Aesopheles right before they shut the place down?” A grumbled sound, and then, “We’ve been back so many times to look, but nope. Can’t find him anywhere. Limited edition, too, and lost to the ruins of Heartstone Grove. Probably forever.”

Bear fought to open his eyelids as he heard Declan’s annoyed sigh. But then, in a tone that held a hint of amusement, the other boy said, “I guess that’s one way to solidify a friendship. Share a disease, share an action figure, then lose both and be stuck with each other.” A snort. “Don’t tell Kaid I said that last part. He’s sensitive these days, especially since the girl he’s head over heels for is too busy saving the world to date him. Poor baby.”

Bear’s lips curled upwards and he was finally able to open his eyes, blinking against the bright lights.

“There you are,” Declan said, reclining in the seat beside Bear’s bed, his long legs stretched out, his broad shoulders seeming too large for the chair. “’Bout time you decided to wake up. I was running out of stories.”

“How long have I been out?” Bear said, his voice a harsh, grating sound.

“A few hours. It’s morning.”

Morning. That was more than just a few hours. Bear must have slept all through the night.

“What—” He coughed, trying to clear his dry throat, but it felt like he was swallowing gravel.

With more grace than someone so large should command, Declan stood and ambled across the room, returning with a glass of water. He moved closer and held the straw up to Bear’s mouth, as if helping a child in need of coddling.

Bear pointedly took the glass from him and rasped, “I didn’t break my hands.”

“You’re welcome,” Declan simply said.

Tossing the straw and instead downing long, deep gulps of the soothing water, Bear only spoke again once the glass was empty, his voice no longer quite as hoarse. “What are you doing here?”

An amused laugh. “Way to make a guy feel welcome.”

A hint of warmth prickled Bear’s cheeks. “Sorry. That’s not what I meant.”


Humour still lit Declan’s dark features as he said, “I know.” His easy grin proved he wasn’t offended. “I’m here because Fletcher had to go help Luranda with something but didn’t want you to wake up alone. I swung by to check on you right as he needed to leave, so I offered to stay.”

“You didn’t have to do that.”

Declan shrugged, his shoulders like mountains moving up and down. “It’s Sunday. I don’t need to be anywhere else in a rush.”

Sunday. Bear was supposed to go to Graevale with Alex today. With Jordan and D.C. stuck in detention, he was all Alex had.

Pushing back his covers, Bear swung his legs over the side of the bed. He was still wearing his clothes from yesterday—including his lucky jeans, as he’d called them, though now he felt a name change might be in order.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa—what do you think you’re doing?” Declan demanded, standing in front of Bear with his hands on his hips and a scowl on his face.

“I have somewhere to be,” Bear answered. Flexing his leg, he felt a twinge of pain—a tired kind of ache, like he’d overused a muscle—but otherwise Fletcher’s Regenevators had worked miracles overnight.

“Yeah, you do,” Declan said, pointing a finger back at the bed. “Fletcher says you’re to stay here until he checks you over.”

“I’m fine.”

“You snapped your fibula in two last night.” With emphasis, Declan repeated, “In two, Bear. The meds work fast, but you still have a few days of healing before you’ll be fully recovered.”

Bear ignored him and placed his feet on the ground, rising carefully. The moment he put weight on his injured leg, the tired ache flared into a bolt of pain, enough for him to utter a muffled curse and collapse back onto the bed.


Declan, to his credit, didn’t say anything.

“How long did Fletcher say he’d be?” Bear asked through clenched teeth as he waited for the pain to subside.

“He didn’t.”

Bear blew out a loud breath. “I don’t suppose I can convince you to grab me some painkillers and let me go on my merry way?”

“Orders are orders, B. I’m here to make sure you stay put.”

‘B’. No one called Bear that. He wondered why Declan was being so friendly. The two of them had always got along well, but they’d never spent much time together. They didn’t share any classes at Akarnae, but with Bear’s dad being a Warden and Declan’s grandfather the advisor to the Medoran throne, they’d run into each other every so often at social events over the years. Bear imagined that if he and Jordan weren’t so close, and Declan and Kaiden the same, then Bear and Declan likely would have been closer than they were. They would have found that friendship with each other—that bond that makes two people nearly inseparable.

… But that wasn’t enough to stop Bear from what he did next, what he had to do next.

“You don’t want to be here,” Bear said, infusing his words with intent, with encouragement. He often compared his gift of charm as being like a lullaby—something that hypnotised the listener, swaying them into acquiescence. “You’re hungry and you want to go and have breakfast. But before you do, you want to pass me that green vial sitting on Fletcher’s desk. Then you’ll get to go and eat.”

Bear waited for Declan to succumb to the power of his gift. But instead of nodding dazedly, handing over the pain reliever, and disappearing, Declan smiled a wide, incredulous smile.

“Did you seriously just try to use your gift on me?”

Bear swore under his breath.


Snorting, Declan said, “You do know who my grandfather is, right? Don’t you think Jaxon would have made sure I had at least some defensive training? I mightn’t be able to keep out mind readers as well as Kaiden or even Jordan, but I can hold my own against most mental manipulation.”

Bear refused to feel guilty. “I have to get out of here. Alex needs me.”

“Alex needs a lot of things,” Declan said, straight faced. “Not the least of which is a holiday.”

Bear couldn’t argue with that.

“But if you’re speaking of her needing you, specifically, today,” Declan continued, “then she’s going to have to do without.”

“You don’t understand. I need—”

“You need to rest and recover,” Declan said, firmly. “And Alex is smart enough to know that.”

Bear’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

“She’s already gone. Whatever you were planning on doing—I saw her disappear into the shadows with Caspar Lennox when I was walking over here this morning. She knows you need to take it easy, and she’s making sure you do exactly that.”

A frustrated, helpless feeling overtook Bear. He hated that Alex had been left to visit Graevale on her own. But… at least she wasn’t completely alone—though, he doubted she’d be thrilled by having the company of their SOSAC teacher. Four years into his education at Akarnae, and even Bear still felt on edge around the Shadow Walker at times.

… Most times.

“You can’t join her, and presuming you’re sane, you won’t want to join Dix and Jordan in detention, so that leaves you…” Declan trailed off pointedly.

“Here,” Bear said with a sigh. “That leaves me here.”


“Got it in one.” Declan grinned. “Everyone says you’re the smartest in your family.”

A surprised laugh escaped Bear, chasing away his frustration. “Don’t let my brothers hear you say that.”

“Ah, yes. The infamous Ronnigan brothers.”

“Don’t let them hear you say that, either.” Bear pulled a face, knowing he’d never hear the end of it if word reached Johnny or Blake that they were ‘famed’.

“My lips are sealed,” Declan said, his soulful eyes dancing with humour, “as long as you promise to stay here for the day.”

Knowing he sounded like a grumpy child, Bear couldn’t help saying, “It’s not like I have a choice, is it?”

“That’s the spirit.”

Before Bear could retort, Declan stepped away and grabbed the vial on Fletcher’s desk, handing it over.

Bear looked at it suspiciously. “I thought you said my gift doesn’t work on you?”

Declan rolled his eyes. “I’m not letting you out of here. That’s just to help take the edge off.”

Since Bear’s leg was still aggravated from his failed attempt at standing, he nodded his gratitude and downed the pain reliever, not pausing to take a proper look or smell of it before doing so. The moment the taste hit him, he realised his mistake.

“Wha…”

“Sorry, B,” Declan said, his now blurring face looking both amused and apologetic. “You’ll recover faster if you’re sleeping. And you won’t be able to try and escape as soon as no one’s looking.”

“You…” Bear’s mouth was unable to form the insult on his lips before his eyes shut of their own accord and sleep claimed him once more.
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When Bear awoke next, there were shadows flooding the room, indicating that it was much later in the day.

A crunching noise had him looking towards the end of his bed where he found Jordan eating from a box of crackers. D.C. was curled into his side and reading their Med Sci textbook, a slight frown between her eyebrows as she took notes with her free hand. The two of them looked the picture of the perfect couple, causing Bear’s heart to warm.

He was so happy for them; thrilled, in fact, after everything they’d been through—especially Jordan, who had overcome demons to reach where he now was. Ever since he and D.C. had stopped dancing around their feelings for each other and become an official couple a few days earlier, it was like their entire group dynamic was just right. Like a missing piece had been filled, even though all the players remained the same.

“Well, finally,” Jordan said, grinning as he noticed Bear had awakened. “I’ve had to ask Fletcher three times to check if you were dead. Declan sure got you good with that vial swap, didn’t he?”

“I’ll definitely be having words with him later,” Bear said wryly. But as he stretched his leg and felt only the barest hint of pain, he wondered if perhaps those words would include ‘thank you’. The day of rest appeared to have been exactly what Bear had needed, much to his disgruntlement.

“How are you feeling?” D.C. asked, her expression soft as she bookmarked her textbook and placed it aside. “Does your leg still hurt?”

Stretching again, Bear shook his head in wonder and said, “I can hardly feel it anymore. Good as new, it seems.”


“I’ll be the judge of that,” Fletcher said, appearing from within a supply room and walking over to Bear’s bedside. “Let’s take a look at you.”

The doctor rolled up Bear’s jeans and rotated his leg to and fro, running his hands along the bone and using his MedTek to check that everything had set well, before finally nodding.

“You’ll be a bit tender until the Regenevator finishes its work, so take it easy for the next few days. But otherwise, you’re good to go,” Fletcher said, rolling the jeans back into place.

Relieved, Bear swung his legs over the side of the bed, feeling only a slight twinge of discomfort this time when he moved to stand.

“If the pain flares up again or you’re concerned about anything, come back and see me,” Fletcher said. His look was stern when he added, “I mean that, Bear. You had a nasty break and while you’ll make a full recovery, you’ll lengthen your healing time if you don’t take care of yourself.”

“Don’t worry, Fletch,” Jordan said, “we’ll make sure he’s waited on hand and foot until he’s all better. Breakfast in bed, spoon-feeding, sponge baths—the whole shebang.”

Fletcher’s stern look shifted as he took in Bear’s expression. Now fighting a smile, the doctor said, “I’m not sure the spoon-feeding will be necessary.” A lip twitch. “Nor the sponge baths.”

Shooting a very clear warning to Jordan, Bear said, “You so much as come near me with a spoon or a sponge and I’ll show you firsthand just how healed my leg is.”

D.C. snorted and Jordan chuckled, but he nodded all the same.

“Then let’s get you out of here, mate,” Jordan said, as D.C. uncurled from him and the two of them stood. “You hungry?”

“Starved,” Bear answered. He looked to Fletcher and said, “Thanks for putting me back together, Fletch. Until next time.”


“You lot are going to turn me prematurely grey,” Fletcher said.

“Don’t be so dramatic,” Jordan said. With a wink, he added, “We all know the credit for that will go to Alex.”

Fletcher sighed—deeply—and wandered off, murmuring under his breath about needing a new job.

Snickering, Bear donned the coat D.C. offered him before limping out of the Med Ward with her and Jordan, heading through the thick snow in the direction of the food court. What he’d said before was true—he was starving, having not eaten anything since lunch the previous day.

When they reached the entrance, D.C. paused and said, “I’ll go see if Alex is back from Graevale yet.”

Bear looked at his two friends and asked, “You didn’t check earlier?”

“We came straight to you after we finished detention,” D.C. said, as if he was ridiculous for thinking otherwise. “We wanted to be there when you woke up.”

Her words and her gentle smile resonated deeply within Bear. When he’d first noticed the feelings growing between her and Jordan months ago, Bear had wondered if a relationship between the two would mean he would be pushed to the side. But that wasn’t the case—they’d all been through too much together, their bonds too deep for them to ever consider casting him aside.

“You want to meet us back here?” Jordan asked his girlfriend.

“Sounds good. But if we haven’t joined you by the time you’re done, come find us,” D.C. answered, smiling at Bear again before leaning up to give Jordan a light kiss and then taking off towards the dorm building.

“Looks like things are going well with you both,” Bear commented as he and Jordan entered the food court and sat at the closest available table.


With a contented sigh, Jordan said, “She’s amazing.”

Bear grinned as he ordered the biggest steak on the menu. “You sound like a love-struck dope.”

Jordan returned his grin and said, “Believe me, I know. Past-me would have been kicking my own ass by now. But… things change.”

A shadow of darkness flickered in Jordan’s eyes before he was able to blink it back and grin again. The moment had been fleeting, but was enough for Bear’s heart to ache at the reminder of what his friend had been through at Aven’s hands—and over the rest of his life. Jordan had never had it easy. His family was a mess, his childhood the stuff of nightmares, but despite all that, he’d managed to survive it all.

Bear was self-aware enough to know he’d had a hand in helping his friend through a lot of that. His family had basically adopted Jordan from the first moment they’d met, and that had gone a long way to healing Jordan’s past wounds. But so much pain had lingered still, and been added to after he’d been Claimed. When he’d first been saved by Alex, Bear had feared the darkness within Jordan would scar him forever.

Looking at his friend now, Bear was eternally grateful that Jordan had found a way to overcome the shadows within. D.C., Bear knew, had played a large role in that healing, but Jordan had still had to face his nightmares and make the decision to move on from them. For that reason and many others, he was, without a doubt, one of the strongest people Bear knew—and someone he was damn proud to call his best friend.

“Why are you looking at me like that?”

Bear blinked, realising he’d been staring. “Sorry. Just thinking.”

“Well, eat while you think, or your food’ll get cold,” Jordan said, pointing a fork to the plate that had appeared in front of Bear.


Needing no further encouragement, Bear dug in with relish, only just holding back a moan at how good it tasted. Jordan was enjoying some kind of chicken dish, and for long moments neither of them spoke as they focused solely on their meals.

Only when his stomach was beginning to feel somewhat full again did Bear say, “How do you think Alex went today?”

“Honestly?” Jordan said, swallowing a mouthful of vegetables. “It could have gone either way. If the Shadow Walkers are all like Caspar Lennox, then we’re screwed. But maybe she’ll have had some luck with the Dayriders.”

Bear was nodding. “I don’t know much about Dayriders, but Blake hates when he has to liaise with the Shadow Walkers. Says they’re haughty and racist. And hate humans in particular.”

Jordan snorted. “That bodes well for us.”

Bear’s lips twitched. “If by ‘bodes well’ you mean ‘we’re dead’, then sure.”

“It’s like you read my mind,” Jordan replied, his eyes laughing.

Bear had no idea how they were managing to find humour in the situation. But then again, it was either that or wallow in misery and fear of what the future was likely to bring.

“Enough guessing,” Bear said, watching his now empty plate disappear right after Jordan’s. “Let’s go and see what Alex has to report.”
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As Bear had feared, upon arriving at Alex and D.C.’s dorm room, he and Jordan learned that the visit to Graevale hadn’t gone well. But since the two powerful races might yet be swayed into helping, he was determined to remain optimistic.

It helped that the Shadow Wolf pup Alex had returned with was there to lighten the mood, the black furball yipping excitedly and trying to chew their hands and feet off—much to Alex’s displeasure.

It also helped that, while they were showering attention on the wolf, Bear’s parents and little sister arrived for a surprise visit. He was shocked at first, since they rarely visited him at the academy, and then he felt a spike of fear, wondering if something had happened to one of his brothers or Gammy. But his panic faded once his mum explained that the academy had informed them about his injury and they’d come to make sure he was okay.

That, however, didn’t stop him from rolling his eyes when Evie ran straight from Alex to Jordan without so much as a ‘hello’ to Bear—the little traitor.

Over two hours passed before his family left, with Dorothy kissing his cheek and reminding him to be careful, and William hugging him close and whispering, “I love you,” into Bear’s ear before pulling back again. Despite having felt the love of his father since birth, Bear still had to blink away tears. And when he returned the words, it was in a voice hoarse enough that William just held him closer before releasing him.

“Let me walk you out,” Bear said, stepping forward.

“Don’t even think about it,” Dorothy said with a stern look only a mother could give. “You’re to rest that leg until it’s all better, you hear? You shouldn’t even be standing right now.”

“Mum, I’m fine, really—”

“What did I just say? Rest. Now.”

William wisely said nothing, though he did chuckle lightly as he gathered up the sleeping Evie from where she was curled beside Soraya. The resigned look he sent the Shadow Wolf was almost as comical as the strict look Dorothy was still sending Bear.

“Barnold, you’re still on your feet,” she said pointedly.

Jordan, D.C. and Alex all snickered, their humour growing at the face Bear pulled. His parents only used his full name when he was in trouble—something his friends well knew. He didn’t hate his name, but in nearly eighteen years, he’d never understood what had driven his mum and dad to choose something so strange. Especially when the rest of his siblings had such normal names.

“Unless I’m camping out with Alex and Dix tonight, I’ll have to return to my room at some stage,” Bear said. “That requires me to stand. And walk. On my perfectly fine, non-broken legs.”

Dorothy pursed her lips. “From here to there, nowhere else.”

Bear had to fight a grin. His mum, he knew, was only concerned. But even she had to realise she was being over the top with her mothering. Everyone else certainly knew, if the continued snickers and chuckles were any indication.

“We’ll see you all again soon,” William promised them—promised Bear—as he led the way towards the door with Evie still sleeping in his arms.

“No more broken bones,” Dorothy told Bear as she trailed after her husband. “No more broken anything, or I’ll drag you back to Woodhaven and lock you up until this Aven mess is all over and done with. Understood?”

“Pretty sure that’s illegal, Mum,” Bear said, his grin now breaking free. “And Dad’ll likely lose his job if anyone finds out.”

“Good. That’ll save me from locking him up, too,” Dorothy said, causing William to shake with humour as he leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. A few steps more, and they were gone from the room, bickering quietly as they headed down the corridor.

A contented sigh left Jordan as he said, “I love our family.”

Those four words had Bear sighing contentedly as well, and that feeling stayed with him for the rest of the night, long after he and Jordan took off for their own room and found their way to their beds.






Two

“Brian! A moment, if you please!”

Bear had just finished his final class before lunch on Monday when Fitzy’s call reached him. He was right at the door, in the process of hanging up his lab coat, when he turned and saw the crazy-haired professor waving him over. Despite four years of being an Epsilon student, Fitzy still didn’t know his name—didn’t know anyone’s name, for that matter—but like most people, Bear found that to be unendingly hilarious. The man was a genius when it came to Chemistry, yet somehow everything else was beyond him.

“Sir?” Bear asked, moving back through the laboratory benches with only a slight limp to his walk now after another full night’s sleep.

The professor was scrolling through his personal TCD tablet, on which Bear could see complex equations and scribbled drawings in nearly illegible handwriting.

“How can I help you, Barclay?” Fitzy asked, pushing his glasses up his nose and not realising—or caring—that half of his moustache was coloured blue, as it had been all class.

Bear blinked, then carefully said, “You called me, sir. How can I help you?”

It was Fitzy’s turn to blink, but then his eyes focused behind his magnified lenses and he said, “Ah, yes. Forgive me, I wasn’t thinking.”


When he began scrolling through his tablet again and said no more, Bear pressed, “So…?”

Fitzy jumped as if startled. “Goodness, Bellamy, how long have you been standing there?”

Bear had to stifle a laugh. “Sir, did you want me for something?”

Fitzy straightened his glasses again. “Come to think of it, since you’re here, I could use some help.”

It was a struggle for Bear not to roll his eyes. Instead, he said, “What kind of help?”

Fitzy finally placed the tablet on the bench and gave Bear his full attention. “I’m working on a project and have reached a point where I could use another mind to brainstorm through some unanticipated complications. You’re my best student, Bucky—what do you say to some extra credit?”

Bear loved Chemistry. It was something that came naturally to him, but more than that, he thoroughly enjoyed all the possibilities it presented. Humans weren’t capable of magic, but with Chemistry, there was no end to what they could do; no limit to the wonders they could invent. All it took was some out-of-the-box thinking and, with the right equation and ingredients, anything was possible.

Because of that, Bear never turned down Fitzy’s offers for extra credit work. Mostly because those projects always ended up being challenging enough to actually make Bear have to think—something that made the end results all the more satisfying.

“What’s the project?” Bear asked.

Fitzy picked up the tablet again and scrolled backwards until he reached what he was looking for, handing it over to Bear.

“I’ve been tasked with creating a device that will contain two solutions within. Upon activation, there needs to be an amplified spray, ensuring that both solutions are distributed and reach their intended targets within an expansive zone. Both solutions, Baxter. That’s very important.”


Bear scanned the rough two-dimensional drawings of the prototype Fitzy was working on, nodding as he saw the direction his professor was taking. He also saw what Fitzy wasn’t saying.

Tapping his finger on the circular diagram, Bear said, “It’s a weapon.”

Fitzy didn’t meet Bear’s eyes as he brushed an arm down his lab coat, dislodging some glittery vessaroot powder that they’d been using in their lesson and had somehow ended up coating the professor. With it fizzling and sparking in the air as it was disturbed, he merely replied, “I never said that.”

Bear raised an eyebrow, but otherwise let it go so he could focus back on the drawings, squinting as he tried to read Fitzy’s scribbled equations. “You mentioned complications?”

“Yes, yes,” Fitzy said, nodding eagerly. “We may only have a limited supply of both solutions so they need to spread far and wide, but the devices themselves need to be compact enough to be carried with ease.”

Deadpan, Bear repeated, “Because it’s a weapon.”

“Semantics.” Fitzy waved a hand. “The point is, with the devices needing to be so small, I’m struggling to design a compression system that will enable the spray to travel across a vast distance.”

“How far?” Bear asked.

“As far as possible,” Fitzy replied. “The more range, the better.”

Bear nodded, chewing his cheek as he considered. “When’s your deadline?”

“I said I would have a working prototype within a fortnight.”

A fortnight wasn’t long, but Bear at least had some time to consider options. “Okay, I’ll—”

“But that was over a week ago.”

Bear only just refrained from sighing. Instead, he deliberately kept his tone even as he said, “Fitzy, how long do I have?”


“The sooner the better, Benjamin,” Fitzy replied. “By the end of the week, preferably.”

The end of the week. Bear found that he was almost glad he’d broken his leg since it meant he was excused from his physical classes for the next two days. With no Combat, PE, Archery or Equestrian Skills, he’d be able to spend those classes working on Fitzy’s project.

“I’ll see what I can do,” Bear told his teacher. He pulled out his much smaller ComTCD and pointed to Fitzy’s tablet. “Can I get a copy of all this?”

Fitzy transferred the files over, and once he was finished, Bear asked, “I don’t suppose you want to tell me what kind of weapon this is, who it’s for, or what it’ll do?”

“Weapon?” Fitzy said, his bushy eyebrows furrowing. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Brydon.”

And with that, the Chemistry professor walked away, heading out of the room and leaving Bear to wonder at the eccentricities of his borderline-crazy teacher.
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Every spare moment for the rest of the day had Bear pulling up the diagram on his ComTCD and puzzling over the prototype. Whenever his friends noticed his inattention, he simply told them that he was doing an extra credit project for Fitzy, as he so often did. He half wondered if he should clue them in on this one, especially since he could only presume that the weapon must be in development to help with the coming dangers, but he held back, not wanting to get their hopes up when he himself had no idea what he was really working on. Once he knew more, he would share his suspicions, but until then, it would remain his and Fitzy’s secret.


“Where do you suppose Alex takes off to every night?” Jordan said later that evening in their dorm. He was meant to be finishing his SOSAC homework due the next day, but instead his notes were discarded and he was lying on his bed, bouncing a neon pink ball off the wall over and over again. The repetitive thumping sound was drilling into Bear’s ears as he tried to concentrate on Fitzy’s equations, enough that he was glad to take a break if only to give his mind a moment of peace.

“You’ve noticed too?” Bear said, laying his ComTCD aside, along with the notebook he’d been using to scribble his thoughts—most of which were scratched out after he’d decided they wouldn’t work.

Jordan snorted. “It’s a bit obvious, even if she thinks we haven’t realised. Nine o’clock every night, except on Tuesdays and Thursdays when she takes off after SAS.”

“And she’s only gone long enough to walk to the Tower and back,” Bear said. “It has to have something to do with the Library.”

“It’s strange she won’t tell us about it,” Jordan said, catching the ball as it bounced off the wall before throwing it again. “Dix says she’s gone most mornings, too. Early.”

Bear made a hmm sound. “I didn’t know about that.”

“My guess is that she’s training with Zain and Kyia in the mornings—secret Meyarin warrior stuff,” Jordan said. “It almost makes me wish some of Aven’s blood had stayed with me so I could join her.”

Bear’s gaze sharpened on his friend. “You don’t mean that.”

Jordan’s throwing stopped, his eyes moving to take in Bear’s stricken expression. Quietly, he said, “You’re right. I don’t.” A tentative smile touched his lips as he added, “But I would give a lot to watch one of their training sessions.”

Shaking off the troubled feeling that had settled upon him—a lingering phantom of what he’d felt while Jordan had been Claimed—Bear carefully said, “I know you’ve worked through a lot in the last couple of weeks, but if you ever need to talk, about any of it—”

“I know, Bear,” Jordan said, his tone still quiet, the ball still unmoving in his hands. “I promise I won’t bottle it all up again.” His mouth twitched. “It’s not like it did me any good last time, with three busybody friends who refused to let me act like everything was fine.”

“You’re not a very good actor,” Bear said, wryly. “I suggest you consider a different career path.”

Jordan laughed and resumed throwing the ball. “Noted.”

“And about Alex,” Bear said, feeling better now that he could see Jordan was, too, “there must be a good reason why she’s not telling us what she’s up to, especially since she knows we’re all capable of keeping her secrets. I say we leave her alone and wait for her to tell us when she’s ready.”

Jordan nodded. “I agree. And Dix does, too, which is why she’s been acting like she hasn’t noticed Alex’s early morning disappearances. Or her night ones, even if she’s always back in time for curfew.”

“I just hope…” Bear trailed off, not sure how to share what he was feeling.

“What?” Jordan pressed.

Not looking at his friend, Bear said, “I just hope she doesn’t think she’s alone in this. Or that she has to do it all herself.”

“That’s why it’s our job to remind her that she’s not,” Jordan said, understanding. “We mightn’t be able to fight like a Meyarin or have her willpower gift, but we’re not without our own strengths. One of which is how much we care for her, and how we’ll do whatever it takes to support her as she tries to keep us all alive through whatever comes next.”

Bear looked at his friend, really looked at him. Pride welled up within him as he realised just how much Jordan had matured since Alex had come into their lives.

“You’re right, Jordan,” Bear said in a voice full of feeling. “We’ll make sure she knows.”

Jordan’s eyes flicked to him in between ball catches. “You should know it for yourself, too, mate. You keep telling me you’re here if I need you—the same works in reverse. Always. You know that, right?”

Bear swallowed. “Right.”

A pause followed, until—

“Are we having a moment?” Jordan grinned. “Should we hug it out?”

A pillow to the face was the only answer Bear gave him, the mood broken as the two of them laughed and went back to their separate tasks. Or, Bear did, at least. Jordan continued to ignore his homework, the ball thump, thump, thumping against the wall.

“What’s Fitzy got you working so hard on, anyway?”

“Some kind of device he needs help developing,” Bear answered distractedly. “I thought I’d have some ideas by now, but everything I come up with is negated by the design of the construction itself. The shell casing he seems intent on using won’t allow for—”

“Never mind,” Jordan interrupted, pulling a face. “Forget I asked.”

Bear snorted and went back to wracking his mind, scribbling possibilities and crossing them out again. Jordan eventually put the ball away and fell asleep, but Bear worked late into the night, determined to have something as a starting point before going to bed. However, his eyes soon became so heavy that he knew he had to call it a night and try again fresh the next day.

When he slept, his dreams were plagued by equations and diagrams and Fitzy’s voice saying, “This is important, Bruno. We need it to save our world.”






Three

Four days passed with Bear having made no progress on Fitzy’s project. He was becoming desperate, enough that he spoke to his professor after class on Wednesday, tentatively suggesting that the entire design might work better if it were drafted from scratch again. Fitzy had merely waved a frazzled hand in the air and said, “Whatever it takes, Bobbie.”

His answer had shocked—and concerned—Bear. Usually the professor was much more certain about whatever foundational information he provided. That Fitzy was willing to try something completely new made Bear realise more than ever just how important this device must be—and how stumped Fitzy was for a solution. It was enough for Bear to consider what to do next with careful thought.

Once he made his decision and sent off a quick holo-message, he was only slightly surprised to find a Bubbler vial waiting on his bed after classes ended on Friday, along with the note:

IT’S AUTHORISED AND PRE-PROGRAMMED.
BRING THE DESIGN AND YOUR NOTES.
– J.

“Do I want to know?” Jordan asked, recognising the familiar handwriting from over Bear’s shoulder.


“I’m not even sure I want to know,” Bear returned, wondering how the vial was authorised and where it would take him, though he had a fairly good idea about both.

“Need me to cover for you?” Jordan asked, nodding to the note.

“You don’t want to come?”

Jordan grimaced. “And listen to you two speak geek for the next however many hours? I’d rather ask Alex to stab me in the gut with that magical blade of hers.”

Bear grinned. “And you accused Fletcher of being dramatic.”

“Go on, get out of here while you still have some hope of returning before curfew. I’ve got a hot date with a beautiful princess I need to prepare for.”

“Prepare?”

“I told her I had something special planned.”

Seeing Jordan’s guilty face was enough for Bear to say, “Let me guess, you have no idea what to do?”

“That’s why I need time to prepare. Lots and lots of time.”

Bear walked to his wardrobe and swapped his jacket for a warmer coat, donning it as he asked, “When are you meeting her?”

Jordan glanced at the time on his ComTCD and winced. “In half an hour.”

Bear gave an amused shake of his head. “If that counts as ‘lots and lots of time’, then good luck, mate. You’re gonna need it.”

Jordan scrunched up his face. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

Bear sobered and said, “Dix won’t care what you do as long as you’re doing it together. You know that.”

A soft smile settled on Jordan’s features. “Yeah. I do.”

“Then on that note…” Bear pocketed the Bubbler vial, ComTCD and notebook as he headed to the door. “My work here is done.”


Jordan laughed but waved Bear out of the room. “Say hi from me.”

“Will do,” Bear promised, closing the door between them.

Striding purposefully down the corridor, he felt no pain in his leg, not even when he jogged down the staircase to the ground floor. He’d resumed his physical classes on Wednesday, with no problems jumping straight back into the action. Fletcher had checked up on him once, with Bear easily declaring that it felt like he’d never broken the bone at all.

Reaching the exit to the dorm building, Bear held the door open for a trio of second years who were running to get away from the wind that had picked up outside, and he drew his coat tighter as he stepped out into it. He spared a thought to simpler days when, like those second years, his only troubles on a night like tonight involved escaping the weather. Those times were long behind him, his fears of the future now shadowing his steps. He wasn’t a worrier by nature, but if a war was coming, he knew there would be casualties. Perhaps even people he cared about.

As a second year, such a thought had never crossed Bear’s mind. Now, however… it was difficult to ignore. But rather than becoming overwhelmed by what his family and friends might soon have to face, he was determined to focus instead on helping the mortal races prepare for the possibility—or rather, the inevitability—of Aven’s coming assault.

Which, of course, is what led to Bear battling the icy wind on this miserable evening venture, since while his Bubbler vial was supposedly authorised, he doubted his trip was sanctioned.

Wanting as few witnesses as possible to his leaving, he braved the worsening weather, stumbling around the side of the building until he was out of sight of the entrance. Only then did he throw the vial to the ground, relieved to get away from the elements as he stepped through the colourful Bubbledoor.


When he came out the other side, he shook the snow from his hair and shoulders, wincing as it landed on the pristine marble floor and started melting immediately.

“Not even here a minute and you’re already messing up my office.”

Bear smiled at his eldest brother’s comment and looked up, ready to greet him. But instead of seeing Johnny seated behind his desk at the ChemTech facility in Karonia where he was employed, Bear’s eyes widened when he took in only himself.

… As in, multiple replicas of himself. Or at least, semi-replicas.

“What the…?” Bear trailed off, spinning around and watching the other versions of him doing so as well. There were at least ten replicas of him in the room, each slightly different from the last: one skinnier, one more muscled, one taller, one shorter, one wearing glasses, one with lighter hair, one wearing heavy make-up, one with a scruffy beard, one in a tuxedo and one bare-chested while wearing only summery beach shorts and holding a surfboard. Despite the variances, when Bear moved, they moved, copying his actions in real time—even his words when he spoke.

“Johnny?” Bear called, distinctly weirded out by what he was seeing.

“What do you think, little bro?” Johnny asked, finally walking into view from between two different ‘Bears’, one hand in the pocket of his jeans and the other holding a TCD tablet casually in front of him. His light brown hair was in disarray, overdue for a cut and sticking out at odd angles as if he’d been running his hands through it—something he was prone to do while mulling over his more challenging projects.

“I think I’m worried you miss me a little too much, if this is the company you’re keeping.”

Johnny barked out a laugh and removed his hand from his pocket, swiping a finger across his tablet and vanishing the replicas from the room. “I’m working on a ComTCD app where users can tweak their holo-image to make themselves seem more impressive when they make calls.” He winked. “It ties in nicely with our new Com-dating app that’s being upgraded with a few bonuses in the coming months.”

“That is…” Bear didn’t have any words for what it was, so instead he closed the distance between them and embraced his brother. “Thanks for bringing me here.”

“You did say the fate of the world depended on it,” Johnny said dryly as he gave Bear’s back a hearty thump and released him. “Usually Jordan is the one known for melodrama.”

Bear snorted, since there was no point denying the truth of that.

With the heat of the room starting to make him uncomfortable, he took off his coat and slung it over the nearest chair, his eyes travelling around Johnny’s office as he did so. Given how secure the ChemTech facilities needed to be, there were no windows, but along one of the walls was a holo-mural that made it seem like the room opened up to a private tropical beach. The waves were rolling and the wind was kicking up golden sand along the shore, with fluffy white clouds moving across the blue horizon as the sun began to set in the distance.

Taking in the image and almost smelling the salt in the air, Bear peered around the rest of the room. Somehow it was both chaotic and organised, with gadgets and gizmos spread all around the office, in bookshelves and on benches. Then there was the glossy desk piled high with what Bear could see was next-gen tech—much of which he couldn’t recognise, since it hadn’t been made public yet.

Whistling low as his focus moved back to Johnny, he said, “No wonder you don’t come home much if this is where you get to spend your time.”


“You’ve been here before,” Johnny replied, his dark eyes filled with humour. “Why so surprised?”

“Not since you were promoted,” Bear said. “You didn’t have a beach in your last office.”

“A perk of being a genius,” Johnny said, grinning.

Bear shook his head at his brother’s lack of humility, but was unable to keep from grinning back. Johnny had earned his playful arrogance through years of dedicated hard work coupled with an uncanny ability to retain and apply knowledge. Even as a child, everyone in their family knew he was destined for great things—mostly because he was hacking all of their home tech before he was old enough to start secondary school. When the time came for Headmaster Marselle’s scouting visit, it was a surprise to learn that Johnny didn’t have a gift that would allow him a spot at Akarnae—because his intellect and skill were natural, rather than supernatural.

“Time’s a wasting, little brother,” Johnny said. “Let’s get cracking on saving the world.”

With Johnny’s desk already covered by his own work, Bear followed him until they were seated next to each other in front of a glass coffee table. Once Johnny cleared it, Bear placed his notebook and ComTCD onto the surface, activating the holographic setting which he’d only been able to use when in private back at the academy. Immediately, a three-dimensional image of Fitzy’s drawings and equations rose from his screen, with Bear zooming in until they were much easier to see—if still barely legible.

After reminding his brother that what they were working on was top secret—to which Johnny didn’t deign to respond other than send him a ‘you don’t say?’ look—Bear spent the next hour sharing what Fitzy had told him and everything he’d considered over the past five days. He showed Johnny his notes and his progress, explaining how all his ideas had resulted in dead ends. Johnny kept up with ease, his brow furrowed as he puzzled over the challenge facing them.

“I think you’re right about the design itself being flawed,” Johnny said, using a thumb and forefinger to expand the holo-image. “See this part here? I get why you think there needs to be some kind of spring mechanism that will help offset the compression when the spray releases, but with the spatial restrictions, there’s no way to fit anything like…” He trailed off, his eyes losing focus.

Bear gave him a moment, waiting to hear what he might be considering.

Johnny’s gaze sharpened again as he pulled out his own tablet, opening and closing files as if searching for something. “How far did Fitzy say he wants the target range to be?”

“As far as possible,” Bear answered, trying to follow what his brother was doing and wondering about all the security codes he was entering. “He said there may only be a limited supply of both solutions, so each device needs to make as big an impact as possible.”

“And the solutions themselves, you don’t have any idea what they are?”

“None.” Bear indicated to the scribbles around the design and added, “But with the materials Fitzy proposed for construction, we can presume they’re neither corrosive nor explosive. If either solution were volatile, an unstable reaction between the two would render the device useless before it ever had a chance to do what it was supposed to do.” Bear considered it further and continued, “I think it might be some kind of… bio weapon. Fitzy was adamant about both solutions needing to reach the targets, so maybe it’s like… a sedative or something. Something to put those it touches to sleep.”

Johnny rubbed his cheek, his forehead crinkled in thought. “Then why two solutions? A sedative would wear off on its own, with only one mixture needed.”

Thinking quickly, Bear guessed, “Perhaps it’s more like… a poison. And a cure.”

“That would make more sense, given Fitzy’s designs.” Johnny tapped the holograph, his finger going straight through. “But if that’s the case, why offer a cure at all? If it’s a weapon, why not just leave it as a weapon?”

Bear tried to put the pieces together in his mind, and when things started to add up, he realised he had to be careful about what he shared. “What if—hypothetically—your enemy wasn’t really your enemy and you just wanted to… take them out of action for a while, but not actually kill them? You’d want to give them something to weaken them, while also making sure it wasn’t permanent. Solution A and Solution B—both playing a necessary role.”

The look Johnny sent Bear was telling enough that Bear knew to brace for what he was about to say.

“Reading between the lines,” Johnny said, “I’m presuming you think this is a device to help incapacitate the multitudes of Meyarins now Claimed by Aven Dalmarta?”

Bear gaped at his brother. “How—”

“Please, Bear,” Johnny scoffed. “Let’s not forget I helped you break into Mardenia’s ChemTech facility. Do you really think that’s the only kind of hacking I still do these days?” He shook his head. “I need something to keep me entertained around here.”

Somewhat stunned, Bear struggled to process his brother’s words. He knew both Johnny and Blake were aware that Aven had Claimed Jordan, since Bear had needed his brothers to help run interference over the Kaldoras holidays while he, Alex and D.C. searched for ways to free their friend. But anything more than that… Bear had no idea how Johnny could possibly know about Aven taking over Meya and Claiming its denizens.


Reading his expression, Johnny explained, “Alex’s trip to Tryllin nearly a fortnight ago—someone in that war council took notes and uploaded them to a secure server. Everything she discussed with the king and queen and the rest of our leaders was highlighted in the dossier.” An amused expression settled on Johnny’s face when he added, “Her being from Freya—that was unexpected. But I can’t say I’m entirely surprised. Remember the first dinner we all had together when she had no idea what any of us were talking about?” He snorted. “Makes so much sense in hindsight.”

Bear could do nothing but stare at his brother in shock. “You… hacked…”

“It’s not the first time, and it won’t be the last,” Johnny said, shameless. “And you should be grateful for my mad skills, little brother, since now that we have an idea of what we’re working with, I think I can help you get this device functioning—but it’s going to require me doing something not entirely legal.” He paused. “And it’s also going to require outside help.”

Without saying more, Johnny placed his tablet beside Bear’s notebook and pulled his ComTCD from his pocket. He didn’t activate the holographic setting, just the audio as he held it up to his ear and spoke into it. “Hey, it’s me. I need a favour.” Silence for a beat, before Johnny added, “Fine, another favour. How long until you can be in my office?” The answer he was given had him nodding. “Great, see you soon.”

“Who was that?” Bear asked when Johnny disconnected the call. “Don’t you remember the part about this being top secret?”

“Relax, bro,” Johnny said. “We’re just keeping it in the family.”

Bear raised his eyebrows, but then he jumped to his feet when a Bubbledoor opened in the middle of Johnny’s office. A smile stretched across his face when Blake stepped through, his brother’s own grin already in place.


“Long time, no see,” Blake joked as he stepped forward and gave Bear a backslapping hug. “I heard you snapped your leg in half a few hours after our trip to Nialas last weekend. Did you think playing the sympathy card would get the Jarnocks on our side?”

Bear laughed as he pushed away from his brother. “You know me. Willing to give anything a try.”

“Team player until the bitter end,” Blake agreed, his blue eyes alight.

Sobering, Bear asked, “What’s this favour I heard you guys talking about?”

“Don’t ask me,” Blake said, straightening his leather jacket and offering an amused shake of his head. “I wasn’t the one on the other end of the call. I’m just the eye-candy on this visit.”

Confused, Bear was about to ask what Blake was talking about when Jeera stepped through the Bubbledoor, right before it closed. Unlike Blake, who was wearing casual attire, she was still in her Warden uniform, and Bear felt a hint of unease, wondering why Johnny might have contacted her.

Looking at Jeera, Bear realised he didn’t know much about her other than that she was Kaiden’s older sister and Alex considered her a friend. It had come as a shock to learn last week that the Warden was Blake’s girlfriend—mostly because Bear’s brothers usually shared everything with him. But Blake’s reasons for delaying the announcement had been justified, so Bear had been quick to forgive them both for the belated revelation.

Mentally joining the dots together with Johnny’s ‘another favour’ statement, Bear said to Jeera, “I’m guessing I have you to thank for getting me through the academy wards?” He looked around. “And the ChemTech ones, too?”

Jeera offered him a sly grin and threw something his way. He snatched it out of the air and turned it over in his hands, recognising it as another Bubbler vial.


“That’ll take you back whenever you’re ready,” she said, but there was no explanation given for how she’d organised the two authorised Bubbledoors.

Bear returned her grin and said, “You Wardens and your secrets.”

She winked at him as she leaned against Blake. “Secrets and favours. That’s our currency.”

“Bit of an abuse of power, don’t you think?” Bear asked, only half joking.

She cocked a dark eyebrow over her striking eyes, holding out her hand with her palm facing upwards. “If you think so, feel free to give me that and find your own way back to the academy.”

Bear quickly pocketed the vial, ignoring the quiet laughs of his brothers.

“What’s this favour, Johnny?” Jeera asked, turning their attention from Bear—to his gratitude. “And how much trouble are you going to get me in?”

When Johnny shuffled guiltily, Jeera sighed and untangled herself from Blake, crossing her arms. “That bad, huh?”

“Let’s just say it’s good you’re still wearing your uniform,” Johnny replied. “It’ll look like what we’re doing is official business, rather than—”

Jeera interrupted by holding up a hand. “Never mind. The less I know the better.”

Johnny scratched his nose as if hoping it would hide his smile. He then looked to Blake and Bear and said, “We’ll be back in ten.”

Jeera didn’t ask any questions, she just sighed again and rolled her eyes to the heavens, resignation plastered over her features.

Bear, however, said, “Wait—why can’t we come?”

“Because we’re going to the vault,” Johnny answered, grabbing a second tablet from a drawer in his desk. “Only those with the highest level of security can enter, and they have to have a Warden with them at all times.” He nodded towards Jeera. “I can hack through the security, but it’d take more time than we have to convince the system that I have a Warden escort. And while I can easily scramble the footage taken in the corridors to keep you both from being caught on film, I’d rather not risk someone discovering my digital fingerprint in the erased files if I don’t have time to cover my tracks. It’s safer for everyone if you two stay here until we return—and I’ll get to keep my job that way.”

“Not to mention, stay out of prison,” Jeera said under her breath.

For someone supposedly responsible for upholding the law, Bear couldn’t help thinking Jeera was a little relaxed when it came to their current situation—and others, since she’d also helped them out with their unauthorised Nialas trip last week. Not that he was complaining. His dad probably would have acted the same, especially if he knew it was for a good reason.

“Whatever you’re doing, be quick,” Bear said. “And don’t get caught.”

“Wasn’t planning on it,” Johnny said as he led the way towards the door, placing his hand against the panel to activate the unlocking mechanism, prompting it to slide open. Seconds later, he and Jeera disappeared around the corner and the door slid shut again.

“Now we wait,” Blake said, taking a seat and lifting his feet until they rested on the coffee table, his legs going straight through the hologram of Fitzy’s design. “And while we do, you can explain what the hell we’re all doing here, little brother.”






Four

Ten minutes came and went, with no sign of Johnny and Jeera.

Blake kept Bear’s mind off what might be happening by filling him in on how his relationship with the Warden had developed. Apparently he’d been chasing her for years, but she’d never given him the time of day until she was appointed as the protective detail for one of his diplomatic missions. He didn’t go into details, but Bear got the gist enough to figure out that Jeera had saved Blake’s ass when things had turned pear-shaped, and he’d somehow twisted her arm into a ‘thanks for saving my life’ dinner afterwards. They’d been inseparable ever since.

… Or, so Blake said. But knowing his brother, Bear presumed Jeera might have a different story to share, and he hoped one day he’d get to hear it.

Just when Bear was pacing enough to wear a track into the marble floor beside the holo-mural that now showed the beach bathed in moonlight, the door slid open and Johnny and Jeera burst through it, both panting and red-faced. Johnny slammed his palm against the TCD panel, sealing the room again, and he held up a hand when both Bear and Blake opened their mouths to demand answers.

“Give him a second,” Jeera said between lungfuls of air. “There was a… complication. He needs to make sure no one realises we took anything.”


Took anything? Bear repeated the words in his head, his eyes travelling over both of them and finding nothing obvious that they might be carrying.

Johnny’s fingers moved so quickly that they almost blurred, with him inputting command codes and security overrides on first one tablet and then the second. Only after forty-eight long seconds—with Bear counting each one—did he release a breath and say, “We’re good.”

Jeera wilted in relief, but then she moved until she was beside Johnny and promptly punched him in the arm. Hard.

“Ow!” Johnny’s free hand covered his bruised flesh, a scowl on his face.

“You deserved that,” Jeera said, returning his scowl. “Don’t deny it.”

He didn’t. Whether because of the look on her face, the look on Blake’s face, or the truth of her words, Bear wasn’t sure.

“I’ll admit, I didn’t think to check for a virtual watchdog,” Johnny said sheepishly as he placed both tablets on the messy desk. “That was my bad.”

Jeera looked as if she was about to hit him again, but Blake wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close—perhaps to comfort her, but more likely to contain her.

“What happened?” Blake asked.

Bear wanted to know that, too.

“Doesn’t matter,” Johnny said with a shake of his head. “We both survived. And as far as I can tell, no one will ever know what we did.”

Survived? Now Bear really wanted to know.

“Heads up,” Johnny called, and Bear watched a black object sail through the air towards him. He caught it, discovering it to be a dense, glossy sphere that fit neatly into the palm of his hand.

Bear looked at his brother in question.


“That, little bro, is the answer you’ve been looking for,” Johnny said.

Rotating the sphere between his fingers, Bear peered closely at it. “How so?”

In answer, Johnny picked up one of his tablets again and swiped until he found what he was searching for. He then activated the holographic function, with the schematics for the globe Bear held now rising into the air.

Bear read through the materials and structure of the black sphere, his eyes widening at the complexity of the algorithms inspiring its creation. “Am I reading this right?”

“I don’t understand a word of it,” Blake said, squinting at the equations. “What does that squiggle mean?”

Neither Johnny nor Bear answered him—Bear, because he was staring at Johnny in wonder, and Johnny because he was grinning smugly back.

“Given the look on your face, I’d say yes, you’re reading it right,” Johnny answered.

Bear blinked, then blinked again as he read the formula once more. It shouldn’t be possible—it couldn’t be possible. It was so beyond what he thought Technos were capable of creating. It wasn’t just next-gen; it was next-gen.

“You’re telling me,” Bear said in a choked voice, “that inside this”—he held up the sphere—“is a pocket… in space?”

“With enough room for both your solutions and the aerosol spring-release mechanism that you’ve already drafted plans for,” Johnny said. “Once it’s all ready to go, this little device should allow the mixture to spray at least twenty metres in every direction.”

This was exactly what Bear had been looking for. It was the solution to all the problems that had arisen each time he’d thought he’d found an answer, only to discover that the size limitations of Fitzy’s original design were too restrictive. But now…


“This is—I mean—” Bear gathered his wits and tried again. “Can it be mass produced? Quickly?”

“If you know the right people and have the right equipment,” Johnny said, “then yeah.”

Jeera made a groaning sound. “Why do I have a feeling you’re going to ask for yet another favour?” She speared a look from Johnny to Blake and said to her boyfriend, “You owe me for this. Your family is going to give me a stomach ulcer.”

Blake answered by leaning in and kissing her, whispering something against her lips that had her blushing—something Bear was happy not to have heard. Johnny, too, if the look on his face was anything to judge by.

“We’ll get things moving on our end and start a production line,” Johnny said, swiping Bear’s ComTCD from the coffee table and transferring over the files from his own tablet containing the sphere’s design. “Show these blueprints to Fitzy and make sure they’re compatible with whatever his two solutions are. Also run your plans for the spring-release valve by him and see if he has any improvements. That’s not really my field, but I do think what you’ve drafted is really solid.” The proud look he wore had Bear fighting his own blush. “Once Fitzy gives you the go-ahead, we’ll liaise with him directly and have him oversee the completion and distribution of the devices.”

Bear nodded, but warned, “Fitzy can seem a bit…” He searched for an appropriate description, and settled on saying, “He might seem as if he has a few screws loose. But he’s one of the smartest men I know.”

Jeera snorted, causing all eyes to turn her way.

“Fitzwilliam Grey is a nut-job, plain and simple,” she said. “When I was at Akarnae, he set himself on fire no less than twelve times—in my first month alone.” She held Bear’s eyes as she added, “Each time, he giggled as if it were the most hilarious thing in the world. If he even noticed at all. More often than not, one of us had to jump up and smother the flames because he kept right on working.”

Bear coughed to hide a laugh at the incredulous looks on both Johnny and Blake’s faces, neither having had firsthand experience with the professor. They did, however, know his brother, Anton Grey, who owned Double Bubble in Woodhaven—and since Anton was almost as whacky as Fitzy, they shouldn’t have been too surprised to hear of the similarities between their personalities.

“But,” Jeera went on, “despite that, I still agree with you. He’s brilliant. And I can’t help thinking the mad professor act is just that—a performance.”

Bear wasn’t so sure, but he was relieved to hear Jeera’s vote of confidence. Still, he told his brothers, “Don’t expect him to remember your name—or mine. Just respond if you think he’s talking to you, regardless of what he calls you.”

Jeera laughed knowingly, nodding in agreement. Both Johnny and Blake looked increasingly apprehensive, but they withheld from airing their concerns.

“It’s nearly curfew—you’d better get going before I have to cover for you, too,” Jeera told Bear after checking the time on her ComTCD.

At the ‘too’ addition, Bear looked at her with curiosity.

Her eyes were bright with humour as she said, “Kaiden and Alex stopped by my aunt’s place for a late-night supper earlier this week. They seemed very cosy together. And they didn’t leave until long after curfew was in effect.”

Bear raised his eyebrows at that, while Blake and Johnny snickered.

Knowing Alex would share if and when she was ready, Bear only said, “Right. No alibi needed for me—I’m going now.” He indicated towards the sphere and the plans now transferred to his ComTCD as he said to Johnny, “Thank you. Really.”


Instead of offering a cocky reply, Johnny’s expression was serious when he quietly said, “We all have to do our part if we’re to survive the coming storm. Never be afraid to ask for help, Bear. That’s what family’s for.”

Bear felt his throat tighten as he stepped forward and embraced his eldest brother. He knew Johnny had risked a lot in stealing the sphere from the ChemTech vault—and handing over the confidential files to Bear. Blake, too, had risked much when he’d used his influence to escort Bear and his friends on their trip to Nialas last weekend. They were debts Bear could never repay. And yet, because Johnny and Blake were his brothers, Bear knew he didn’t have to repay them. As Johnny had said—that was what family was for.

“C’mere, little bro,” Blake said, pulling Bear from Johnny and into a rough hug, messing his hair as he let him go.

“Hey!” Bear cried, trying to flatten the dark haystack now atop his head, with little success.

“Hopefully next time I see you, it won’t involve anything illegal,” Jeera said, a wry smile on her face.

Considering everything she’d done for him that night, Bear didn’t hesitate to move forward and wrap his arms around her. “Thank you,” he said quietly before he pulled away again. He then grinned and added, “And no promises.”

She huffed out a laugh. “Hardly surprising, given the company you keep. And I don’t mean these two.”

Bear’s grin only widened and he saw little point in denying her claim. Instead, he donned his coat and smashed the Bubbler vial she’d given him onto the marble floor, waving to the three of them as he stepped through and back to the icy landscape of the academy.
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The wind had eased considerably in the hours Bear had been gone, with night having well and truly fallen upon the snow-covered grounds. He knew he had barely minutes left before curfew set in, but rather than head towards the entrance of the dormitory, Bear instead took off towards the Tower building to share what he’d learned with his Chemistry professor.

After tracking his way through the snow and ascending the inner staircase of the Tower, Bear approached the door to Fitzy’s chamber. He raised his hand to knock, but paused when he heard a strange sound from within.

Bear had visited Fitzy’s personal rooms a number of times over the course of his years at the academy, mostly when the professor forgot one thing or another with the extra credit projects he set. Unusual sounds were considered normal when it came to Fitzy’s quarters: popping, bubbling, crackling, sparking—chemical reactions and workshop noises, including wood- and metal-work construction sounds, depending on what the professor was working on.

Never, however, had Bear heard anything like what was now reaching his ears.

Because the sound coming from the other side of the door—that was singing.

Fitzy singing.

And badly.

Bear winced when the professor attempted a high note, the warbling screech piercing straight through the door, before he trilled an off-key melody that had Bear wanting to cover his ears. The professor might have been able to solve complex equations in his sleep, but he was clearly as tone deaf as they came.

Eager to save what was left of his hearing, Bear pounded on the door—hard. He had to do so twice more before the sound travelled through enough for Fitzy’s singing to cease, and there was a shuffling noise before the door was finally opened.


It was one of the most challenging things Bear had ever done, but somehow he managed to keep a straight face at the sight of his professor wearing a fluffy pink dressing gown complete with rainbow slippers and bumblebee earmuffs.

“Bartholomew,” Fitzy said, holding a mug that was bedazzled with glitter and multi-coloured twinkle lights. “Is it Monday again already?”

Bear blinked. “Erm, no, sir. It’s still Friday night.”

“You’ll have to speak up, Bernard,” Fitzy said, raising his own voice until he was nearly yelling. “I’m afraid my hearing’s not what it once was.”

It crossed Bear’s mind to wonder what liquid was in the twinkling mug—and just how strong it was—as he reached forward and tapped a finger against the earmuffs. The googly eyes of the bees jiggled almost sickeningly, and Bear couldn’t stop watching them as Fitzy got the hint and lowered the earmuffs until they were wrapped around his neck.

“Goodness, the silence is loud tonight,” Fitzy commented, and for some reason he did so while squinting his eyes and shielding them as if from a glare.

Once more, Bear wondered what, exactly, his professor was drinking. He also wondered if perhaps he might be better off returning in the morning.

“What brings you by, Bradford?” Fitzy asked. “Chloe’s not loose again, is she? Last time she ate her way through my favourite pair of socks—and the stone walls around which they were kept. A marvellous creature, if temperamental.”

Bear had absolutely no idea what his professor was rambling about. Desperate now to escape before his own sanity was compromised, he said, “Sir, if you’re up for it, I have a solution for the project you tasked me with.”

In the space of a breath, everything about Fitzy changed. Gone was the unfocused babbler and in his place was someone giving Bear his full attention. The transformation was telling enough for Bear to wonder whether Jeera had been right—if the crazy professor act was just a performance.

If so, Fitzy was doing a bang-up job of it.

“Come in, come in, Boris,” the professor urged, ushering Bear into his quarters. “No time to waste.”

More uncertain than he’d ever been when stepping into Fitzy’s rooms, Bear paid only half a mind to the gurgling fluids set up in the corner workspace, and he didn’t so much as blink at the green flames travelling up one of the stone walls from floor to ceiling. Instead, he kept his eyes on his professor, wondering whether he was dealing with the eccentric genius, the focused genius… or someone else entirely.

“Sit, sit,” Fitzy said, indicating for Bear to take a seat in front of the unlit fireplace. The green flames were warming the room enough without the grate needing to be kindled. “Tell me what you’ve discovered.”

By those words alone, Bear made the presumption—or at least hoped—that Fitzy would remain focused, and he launched into his explanation, pulling out the sphere and expanding the holographic plans for Fitzy to flick through. He then shared his own designs for the spring-release device that would distribute the aerated solutions as far as possible from the detonation point. All of which would be contained within the space pocket inside each small black sphere.

Once Bear was finished, he looked at Fitzy, waiting with baited breath to hear what he would say. Long moments passed as the professor scoured through the various notes and fiddled with the prototype Johnny had stolen from the vault, but finally, Fitzy turned to Bear.

When he did, Bear froze upon seeing tears in his professor’s eyes. But then Fitzy blinked and they were gone, quick enough for Bear to wonder if he’d imagined it—as well as the pride he’d seen right there along with those tears.

“I’ll contact your brother Jeffrey first thing in the morning,” Fitzy said. “Together with his politician girlfriend, we’ll get started on all this at once.”

Bear didn’t bother to remind Fitzy about Johnny’s name—nor did he correct him about Jeera being a Warden who was dating Blake, not Johnny.

“Let me know if there’s anything else I can help with, sir,” Bear offered as he stood and started back towards the exit of the room. “If my presumptions about this device are correct, it could save a lot of lives. I’m happy to do whatever it takes to refine the design further and make it as effective as possible.”

Fitzy followed Bear over to the door, opening it for him and watching as he stepped through.

“You’ve already done more than enough, my boy,” the professor said. He then added, quietly enough that Bear nearly missed it, “I knew I could count on you, Barnold.”

Bear inhaled a sharp breath, his shocked eyes meeting Fitzy’s. Not once in four years had the professor managed to get his name right. And right there for Bear to see were the tears again, the pride splashed clearly across Fitzy’s features.

Reaching out an arm, the professor clamped a hand on Bear’s shoulder, giving a heartening squeeze. “Well done, Bear. Well done, indeed.”

And then the professor released him, sent him a smile and closed the door between them.

The breath Bear loosed was shuddering, full of unexpected emotion. But then he shook his head and a quiet laugh left him. Jeera, it seemed, had indeed been right about Fitzy’s acting game. What purpose it played, Bear didn’t know. But his professor was apparently just as sane as the rest of them.


… Aside, perhaps, from his choice of robe, shoes, earmuffs and mug.

Chuckling to himself, Bear started down the stairs, intent on heading straight back to his dormitory. It was now after curfew but he wasn’t worried—if anyone caught him, he could explain about visiting Fitzy and hopefully the professor would confirm his story. Even so, he kept his pace swift as he left the Tower and strode across the cold campus, the chill in the air making him almost wish for his own pair of googly-eyed earmuffs.

Bear was just rounding the food court and on a trajectory straight for the entrance to the dormitory building when a shadowy figure caught his gaze—someone moving away from the dorms.

At first, Bear wondered if it was Alex, given her secretive comings and goings of late. But upon closer inspection, the figure was much too large. Even if she’d donned thick snow gear, she never could have reached the height and bulk of whoever was slinking across the grounds. Indeed, Bear could only think of one person who was that size, and when the figure turned just enough for the moonlight to splash across their face, Bear knew he was right.

It was Declan—and he was clearly up to something, if his hurried pace and sketchy, late-night escape were any indication.

Because of that, rather than continuing on to his nice, warm bed, Bear instead turned and followed after the other boy, trailing him from a distance across the grounds and eventually into the Ezera Forest.

They continued walking long enough that Bear considered turning back, but with each step, his curiosity grew. Where was Declan going? Was he meeting someone? Was he just out for an evening stroll? Or… was something more sinister afoot?

No—given what Bear knew about the other boy, he didn’t think there was anything suspicious to be worried about. At least, no more suspicious than a middle-of-the-night walk in the asscrack of winter. That he couldn’t account for. But he was intrigued enough to continue onwards, careful to maintain a short distance between them to keep Declan from noticing he was being tailed.

Once they had travelled far enough from the academy that they were outside the wards, Declan finally came to a stop. But he only did so in order to throw a Bubbler vial to the ground and step through.

Bear had seconds to decide what to do, but his curiosity won and he ran forward, entering the Bubbledoor just moments before it disappeared from sight.






Five

“I think there’s a good reason why you never made it into Hunter’s Stealth and Subterfuge class.”

Bear flinched upon hearing Declan’s words the moment he arrived out the other side of the Bubbledoor—and upon seeing the other boy looking at him with an amused expression, complete with arched eyebrow.

“Uh, hi,” Bear said, shifting his boots through the lush grass underfoot—grass that crackled only slightly with frost but had no snow on it. “Fancy seeing you here.”

Declan snorted. “You’ve been following me since right after I left the dorm building. It’s hardly a surprise—to either of us.”

Bear was disgruntled to learn that Declan had been aware of him all along. But he knew there were much more pressing things for him to focus on—the main one being where they were now standing.

An eerie feeling settled upon him as he took in their surroundings, from the lightly rolling hills bathed in moonlight to the holo-trees swaying in an invisible breeze. Bear knew exactly where they were. Just as he knew they were alone.

… But they were also not.

“Why are we here, Declan?” Bear asked, fearing the answer. “Why are we at Hallowgate?”

Declan walked slowly forward, careful to keep his feet on the perfectly maintained grass. “I come here every year,” he said quietly. “On the anniversary of my parents’ deaths.”

Silence fell between them, with Bear lost for words as Declan continued leading the way along the manicured paths. At their feet were rows upon rows of circular glass plaques dotted further than Bear’s eyes could see. But he knew they weren’t just plaques.

They were headstones.

Glass headstones.

Because Hallowgate was a cemetery—the largest human graveyard in Medora. And surrounding Bear and Declan beneath the rolling hills and moonlit pastures were innumerable bodies of the dead.

Including, apparently, Declan’s parents.

Minutes passed as Bear followed the other boy along the grassy walkways and in between copses of holo-trees intermingling throughout the cemetery, offering an enchanted feel to the otherwise spooky scenery.

Bear had only been to Hallowgate once before, when he’d accompanied Jordan to visit Luka’s gravesite three years ago. It had been a rainy, miserable day—the very opposite of the crisp, clear night currently surrounding them. Then, Bear had been so cold that he’d been trembling in his boots, feeling not just the rain soaking through his clothes but also the all-pervading melancholy that not even the colourful trees could erase. The same feeling settled upon Bear now, but there was also a balminess to the air that had him considering removing his coat, for while the temperature was fresh, it was nothing compared to the wintry cold they’d left back at the academy.

Before Bear could decide, Declan came to a halt beside a single glass circle that was nestled in between two drooping holo-trees. He knelt down and ran a hand over the glass, brushing aside the flecks of grass and fine layer of dirt that dusted the transparent surface.


At his touch, the glass came to life. What was before a clear, unmarred slab now had words rising up out of it. A holo-message.

IN LOVING MEMORY OF RANDON STIRLING FATHER, HUSBAND, SON AND FRIEND WHO WALKED IN STRENGTH AND SHARED HIS HEART UNTIL THE VERY END

Bear read the words twice before they dissolved in the air, replaced by four more words:

GONE, BUT NEVER FORGOTTEN

And then those disappeared, too, the space above the glass empty once more.

“Randon—your dad?” Bear asked, his voice barely more than a whisper.

“Yeah,” Declan replied, still crouched beside the grave. He pulled a knife from his belt and sliced the blade lightly along the pad of his index finger, holding his hand above the glass until a drop of blood dripped down onto the plaque.

If Bear hadn’t witnessed Jordan do something similar three years ago and seen what the bloodletting prompted, he would have cried out in alarm at what happened next.

Upon activation by a blood relative, footage rose up from the glass showing a three-dimensional holo-image of a man. From his dark skin, hair and eyes to his broad shoulders and immense height, there was no doubt in Bear’s mind that this was Declan’s father. And at Randon’s side—there was Declan himself.

No more than five or six at the time, Declan was staring up at his dad with a gap-toothed grin on his face—a grin that only stretched when Randon picked him up and threw him into the air before catching him again. The footage didn’t allow for audio, but the child-Declan was clearly giggling with glee as his dad threw him over and over again.

When a woman walked into the scene, Randon paused and held Declan still in his arms. As pale as they were dark, she was smiling widely at them both, her joy evident for all to see. Randon wrapped his free arm around her as she leaned in and kissed Declan on the cheek, the young boy’s beaming face revealing exactly how he felt while basking in the love of his parents.

Knowing that their story didn’t have a happy ending, Bear’s heart ached as he watched the recording play out once more before it faded like smoke, the glass plaque revealing nothing else.

“It happened when I was thirteen—just a few months before I started at Akarnae,” Declan said, still kneeling and staring down at the glass. “There was an accident at my dad’s workplace. Some cables snapped and—” Declan drew in a shuddering breath. “He was crushed. It was quick. Painless, they told me.”

Bear didn’t know what to do, what to say. He reached out and laid a hand on Declan’s shoulder, kneeling beside him, offering whatever comfort his silence could provide.

“Your mum?” Bear asked quietly. “You said—both of them—” He paused. “Is she… somewhere here, too?”

Only then did Declan look up from the plaque, blinking back tears that never fell from his eyes. “No,” he said, his voice shaky. “She’s not really dead. Just dead to me.”

Bear had no idea how to respond to such a statement.

“When my dad died, she couldn’t handle it,” Declan explained. “She tried—I know she did. But every time she looked at me, she flinched, until soon enough she stopped looking at me at all.” Another shuddering breath. “Jaxon said it was because I look so much like my dad that my mum couldn’t bear it. She loved him with all her heart, and seeing me was a constant reminder of everything she’d lost.”

Softly, carefully, Bear asked, “What happened?”

“She took off two weeks after Dad died,” Declan said in an emotionless voice. “I haven’t seen her in over five years.”

Cold seeped into Bear’s veins—cold that had nothing to do with the steadily falling temperature. “She abandoned you?”

“Jaxon did everything he could to try and find her. He’d lost his son, but I’d lost my dad and my mum, all within the space of a fortnight.”

“Did he ever—”

“Once. A year and a half after she left.” Declan’s tone was dark when he said, “He found her playing happy families with another man and his children, determined to forget the husband she’d lost and the son she never wanted to lay eyes on again.”

“Declan,” Bear whispered, but there was nothing more he could say. Nothing that could ease the pain he saw in the other boy’s eyes.

“The funny thing is,” Declan whispered back, “I don’t blame her. Even if I can’t forgive her for leaving me, I understand why she did. But Dad…” He trailed off, running his fingers over the plaque again, the holographic words rising up at his touch. Gone, but never forgotten. “I think about him every day.”

Three years ago, Bear had knelt beside a similar grave, with Jordan whispering the exact same words to him about his brother.

‘I think about him every day.’

Just as Bear had done then, he said to Declan now, “Tell me about him.”

And as Jordan had once shared, so too did Declan.

He told Bear how his dad used to grow their own vegetables and cooked pasta from scratch; how he would read to him every night before tucking him in so tight that he could barely roll over. Declan spoke about the vacations they’d taken, the dreams they’d shared, the life they’d experienced, the future they’d planned. He said little about his mum, but the love he felt for his dad was shining in his eyes as he told Bear all about his childhood, including the horrific day he learned about Randon’s accident.

“Jaxon might be a bastard, but he was there for me through it all, and I’ll always be grateful to him for that,” Declan said. “Especially when he took me in after Mum left. The last thing the old codger wanted was to take care of a young, grief-stricken teenager, but he didn’t leave me to fend for myself—even if he complained every single day.”

Bear was amazed to see a hint of a smile on Declan’s face. Despite his words, he clearly held some kind of affection towards his notoriously churlish grandfather.

“I’m… glad you have him,” Bear said.

Declan barked out a laugh. “You wouldn’t be saying that if you knew him.”

Bear’s own lips curled upwards. “I have heard he can be a bit… difficult.”

Declan laughed again. “Alex, right?”

“Amongst others.”

Mostly, it was Bear’s dad who had grumbled over the years about the cantankerous royal advisor. But even William somehow still managed to do so with the same kind of affection that Declan was exhibiting.

“He’s awful,” Declan said, straight up. “But for better or worse, he’s all I have. And I’m who I am today because of him.”

“That says a lot about him—and about you.”

Bear couldn’t believe that the boy kneeling beside him was the same one who walked around the academy so comfortably, so confidently, so cheerfully. What Declan had been through—Bear couldn’t imagine it. Couldn’t imagine the horror of losing one parent, let alone two. And he couldn’t imagine how he would go on afterwards, how he would find that inner strength that was so apparent in Declan.

“At the risk of sounding really…” Bear didn’t know what word to use, so he moved on and said, “I think you’re pretty amazing, Declan.”

Even in the shadows of the night, a hint of colour touched Declan’s dark cheeks. But Bear felt he owed it to the other boy to be honest, especially after everything Declan had shared with him.

What he didn’t want was for Declan to feel uncomfortable, so Bear was quick to grin and add, “Even if you do lose points for drugging me against my will.”

“Admit it, you felt better after your nap,” Declan said, now grinning too as he brushed his fingers one last time against the glass and stood to his feet, holding a hand out to help Bear up.

“I admit nothing,” Bear said, dusting off his jeans once he was standing. “But I will say that I’ve never slept more in my life than I did last weekend.”

“And I will say that you’re welcome,” Declan returned. He held Bear’s eyes and, much quieter, said, “And just so you know… I think you’re pretty amazing, too.”

The words washed over Bear like sunshine on a cloudy day, warming him from the inside out. He smiled softly in response, fighting the heat now touching his own cheeks.

With so much already shared between them that night, there was little else for them to say as together they turned and headed back towards the entrance of the cemetery. Once clear of Hallowgate’s wards, Declan activated their return Bubbledoor. They then trekked through the forest to the academy in companionable silence, finally reaching the dormitory building and escaping the miserable cold.


It was only when they ascended to the third floor and were about to part ways on the staircase that Declan spoke again—the first words uttered between them since leaving Randon’s grave.

“Thank you—for tonight. For following me.”

“I think you mean ‘stalking’.”

A huff of laughter. “I mean it, B. Not even Kaiden knows I go there every year. I usually have to get through that on my own. It was… easier, tonight. Having you there.”

For the umpteenth time that evening, Bear didn’t know what to say. So he let his actions speak for him, stepping forward and pulling Declan into a tight embrace, holding him close. Just as he’d said to Jordan days earlier, he croaked out, “If you ever need to talk, I’m here. I mean that.”

Declan took his time pulling back, but when he did, he met Bear’s steady gaze and repeated, “Thank you. That—” His voice cracked, so he cleared his throat and tried again. “That means a lot.”

Bear squeezed his arm. “Any time, Declan. Day or night.”

Declan only nodded, but then he returned, “Same for you, B. Any time. Any reason.”

Bear offered a half grin and, seeking to lighten the mood, said, “You’ll likely regret that offer. Don’t forget who I hang out with.”

Amusement flashed across Declan’s features. “You probably need your very own therapist just to get through each day.”

“You have no idea,” Bear said, sighing comically.

And with Declan’s laughter still ringing in his ears, he took off down the hallway to his bedroom, before collapsing onto his bed fully clothed. The day’s events finally caught up to him, prompting his eyes to close as he began to drift off into a deep sleep… with a smile on his face.






Six

“Bear.”

“Bear—wake up.”

“BEAR!”

“Wha—huh?” Bear shot up in bed, rubbing his eyes and squinting through the light flooding in from the windows.

“You’ve gotta get up, mate,” Jordan said, rifling through Bear’s wardrobe and throwing clothes onto his bed. “Alex heard back from the Shadow Walkers—she’s fighting the winner of that warrior trial thing today. At noon.”

“Whaz’tha time now?” Bear asked around a yawn.

“It’s half past eleven.”

“Half past eleven?” Bear cried, jumping out of bed. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept so late. “Why didn’t you wake me sooner?”

“You didn’t get in ’til late and you’ve been working nonstop on that project of yours all week. I figured you could use the extra sleep. Here, catch.”

Bear snatched the breakfast bar out of the air when Jordan lobbed it his way, turning it over in his hands and unsealing it before biting down on the chewy mixture of fruit and nuts. It wasn’t a glamorous meal, but it would keep him going until they returned from Alex’s attempt at swaying the Shadow Walkers to their cause. This was the last chance she had—they all knew it. Everything was riding on the outcome of her fight against the victor of the vatali targo.

“Are we all going? And where are we meeting?” Bear asked in between chews, the words distorted from both the food in his mouth and the long-sleeved shirt he was in the middle of pulling over his head.

“Caspar Lennox said only Alex should go, but she was adamant about wanting us with her.” Jordan winced and added, “He wasn’t… pleased. But he’s gone on ahead to warn the elders that we’re all coming.” He threw a pair of socks to Bear. “We’re meeting in the foyer of the Library in fifteen. You’ve got a few minutes, so calm down.”

He likely said the last because Bear was now hopping madly around on one leg, shoving the other through a pair of jeans—but not his ‘lucky’ ones, since he wasn’t willing to risk them failing him again. Not today.

“Seriously, Bear—take a breath before you break your other leg. We’ve got time.”

Bear knew he was acting almost as crazy as Fitzy, so he listened to Jordan and took a breath. He finished dressing—at a much safer speed—and swallowed the last of his meagre breakfast, chasing it with the bottle of apple juice Jordan tossed his way. He then used the bathroom, cleaned his teeth, put on his shoes and was ready to go, all with a few minutes left to spare.

“See? I could’ve let you sleep longer,” Jordan said, before choking on a laugh in response to the look Bear shot him. Snickering, he added, “If I’d known you were going to be such a princess about it, I would’ve woken you at dawn.”

“You’re never up at dawn.”

Jordan laughed again. “Tell you what. The next time one of our friends has to fight a Shadow Walker to gain the allegiance of a powerful race in order to help save the world, I’ll make sure I get up at dawn just to wake you with enough time to have a proper breakfast. Sound good?”

Bear shoved a coat at Jordan’s chest—hard—while grumbling under his breath, “Smartass.”

Jordan grinned as he slid his arms into the sleeves. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

This time Bear didn’t respond—he just reached for his own coat and followed the still amused Jordan from the room. Together they made their way towards the Tower where they found Alex and D.C. already waiting inside, with Soraya sitting on her haunches a few feet away. A puppy no more, the Shadow Wolf had grown exponentially in under a week. If Bear hadn’t known just how devoted Soraya was to Alex—and therefore, that she wouldn’t harm anyone Alex cared about—he would have been terrified of the nearly chest-high canine. Instead, he petted her on the head as he walked past, earning a waggle of her thick tail and a wolfy grin in response.

Turning his attention to Alex, Bear saw that she was biting her lip and bouncing from foot to foot, so he moved to her side and wrapped his arm around her, looking at her with concerned eyes. “You doing okay?”

“Nervous,” she admitted. “I’m fighting Trell again—she’s the female I told you about from last time.”

“The one who punched you in the face right at the beginning?”

Alex grimaced. “Yeah. But at least I’m prepared for something like that today. She won’t get the drop on me again.”

Bear wasn’t so sure. As the winner of the vatali targo, Trell would likely have a number of underhanded moves up her sleeves. But he plastered a smile on his face and said, “You’ve got this, Alex. There’s nothing to be nervous about.”

The look she sent him made it clear she knew he’d say anything to help her feel better, but regardless, it worked, since she stopped bouncing and settled at his side.


“Remember, the Shadow Walkers don’t like humans,” she said, looking from Bear to D.C. and Jordan. “Caspar Lennox promised to find you a place to watch that will keep you separate from them, but just… be careful.”

“Don’t antagonise the prickly race of bigots,” Jordan said cheerfully. “Got it.”

Alex’s lips twitched but she managed to school her features into something stern as she said, “Don’t make me regret bringing you with me.”

“You know the funny thing about regrets?” Jordan said, his eyes full of mischief. “You don’t know you’re going to have them until afterwards.”

Bear groaned, wondering if Jordan was trying to make Alex leave them behind. D.C. must have wondered the same, since she slapped a hand over Jordan’s mouth, stopping him from saying more.

Alex, however, coughed to cover what sounded suspiciously like a laugh.

Before Bear could so much as raise an eyebrow at her, she gave his arm still wrapped around her a grateful squeeze before stepping away and saying, “Then let’s go and see just how much of today we’re all going to end up regretting afterwards.”

Bear followed after her when she strode forwards, with Jordan and D.C. close behind. Moments later, they were all deeper in the Library where Alex opened a doorway to Graevale, straightened her shoulders and led the way through it.
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Bear couldn’t stop staring at Alex.

She’d won her fight against the Shadow Walker just over an hour ago and was now pacing along the balcony overlooking the cathedral-like building where the match had taken place, waiting for the elders to make their decision.

Never in his life had Bear witnessed something as incredible as Alex fighting against Trell Roven. While he’d once seen her defend against the invisible, Claimed Jordan, watching her today had been a whole new experience. Alex’s movements had been almost impossible to track, her magical sword aglow with blue flames and sparking every time it struck Trell’s double-bladed staff. With the cursed purple fire surrounding them, Bear had scarcely risked blinking for fear of missing the battle that took place in and around the flaming star.

When they’d begun shadowing, Bear’s heart had nearly stopped, especially when Alex pulled out the biggest surprise of all by activating her Shadow Ring. It was a gutsy move—and it paid off, since it gave her the advantage she needed to win the fight.

But just because she’d triumphed over Trell, that didn’t mean the Shadow Walkers were now allying with the humans. All Alex had earned was an audience with the elders, which she’d used to share her tale and beg their aid. How they would respond, no one yet knew. And as the seconds ticked by, Bear and his friends were all becoming edgier and edgier as they waited.

And waited.

And waited.

“Sixty-seven minutes and counting,” Jordan said, checking his ComTCD—again. “What are they doing, having a nap or something?”

“Maybe they’ve gone off to have some lunch?” D.C. said, fidgeting with her Myrox bracelet and chewing on her bottom lip—both actions she only did when nervous. “Discussing it over a meal—that could work well for us. Food makes everyone happier.”


“I’m not sure the elders know the definition of ‘happy’, let alone ‘happier’,” Alex murmured, still pacing. Soraya was lying with her head on the ground, but her eyes were tracking Alex’s movements carefully, alert for any threats to her mistress’s safety. And, perhaps, sanity.

“Did you get a read on them at all?” Bear asked, standing from the uncomfortable chair fused to the black crystalline surface of the balcony and wincing when his back cracked from the move. “Any idea of which direction they might be leaning?”

Alex shook her head. “Nothing. Those three would clean up in poker.”

Bear exchanged looks with Jordan and D.C., the three of them frequently having to overlook some of the stranger things Alex said, presuming them to be Freyan expressions. This time was no different, and instead of asking what poker was and why the elders would be cleaning it up, Bear said, “Well, one way or another, we’ll know soon enough.”

A tense silence settled upon them all again, with D.C. continuing to fidget and Jordan obsessively checking the time. Alex paced back and forth, blood dripping from her battle-wounded hand despite it being fisted around a wad of material. Soraya, conversely, fell into a light doze—to the envy of the rest of them.

Just as restless as his friends, Bear strode forward until he was leaning against the balustrade, looking down at the Shadow Walkers lingering on the ground floor of the Obscuria building. His gaze travelled upwards to those filling the balconies jutting out all the way to the top of the spired cathedral. He couldn’t see across to where the elders were situated adjacently from where he stood—no doubt a strategic move on their part—but he knew they were there, so close and yet so far away.

When another hour passed with no update, Bear wasn’t only feeling restless and edgy, he was now also bored. On top of that, the juice Jordan had given him for breakfast had long since made its way through his body, and he was in desperate need of a bathroom break.

Just as he was considering how much longer his bladder would last, the female Shadow Walker Alex had introduced as Shirez Ganare appeared from within a cloud of darkness. D.C. and Jordan both jumped up from their seats, and Alex stopped pacing and turned so sharply on her heel that she had to catch herself from tripping.

“Well, finally,” Jordan said.

“Have the elders made their decision?” D.C. asked, as if to cover for Jordan’s less than polite exclamation.

Shirez merely blinked her black eyes at the both of them in clear dismissal before looking at Alex and saying, “The elders are now considering your appeal.”

“Now?” Alex repeated. “What the hell have they been doing for the last two hours?”

“The elders’ business is their own,” Shirez stated blandly. “It is not my job to question them—nor is it yours, human.” The last was said as a clear warning, enough that even Jordan knew better than to argue.

“Fine,” Alex bit out. “I guess we’ll just keep waiting.”

Shirez nodded, seemingly apathetic to the entire situation. Bear would have believed the performance if not for Alex having shared earlier that Shirez was the one who had advocated to the elders on the humans’ behalf, as well as visited Alex in the middle of the night to tell her about the noon fight and warn her about which weapon Trell favoured. While the Shadow Walker was hardly rolling out the welcome mat, she was perhaps somewhat less human-hating than the rest of her race.

… But only somewhat.

Just as the shadows began gathering around her once more, Bear had the presence of mind to call out, “Wait!”


When she arched an impatient eyebrow at him, he said, “Any chance you can point me towards the… uh… facilities?”

Somehow managing to sigh, purse her lips and roll her eyes all at once, Shirez stepped forward and latched a mottled-grey hand around Bear’s forearm, giving him no warning before the shadows surrounded them and she tugged him after her.

Bear had never walked through the shadows before—and he wasn’t sure he ever wanted to again, not when it felt as if he was treading through sludge. He had no idea how the Shadow Walkers moved so quickly—how Alex had moved so quickly when she’d activated her ring. But it only lasted scant seconds before the gritty feeling faded and Bear found himself in a darkened corridor with Shirez at his side.

“We are underneath the Obscuria,” she told him, pointing her finger further into the darkness. “See to your needs in the room on the left, then follow this hallway back until you reach the staircase. It will lead you up to the ground floor, and from there, either myself or another will return you to your friends.”

“Thank you,” Bear said, grateful despite the unexpected shadow-travel. He would have been just as happy to walk both ways.

She offered a stiff nod and disappeared in another burst of shadows.

Not wanting to linger in the bowels of the eerie cathedral, Bear was quick to go about his business and step back out into the corridor, moving swiftly along the darkened path. When he was barely feet away from the base of the narrow staircase, he saw a figure striding down it, so he paused at the bottom to allow him or her past. It was only when the figure reached the lowest steps and was suddenly in front of Bear that he realised it wasn’t a Shadow Walker, but a human.

And it was someone he knew.


“Well, if it isn’t my son’s best friend. Barnold Ronnigan, isn’t it?”

Bear had to fist his hands by his sides to keep from physically launching himself at Marcus Sparker, an urge that was nearly impossible to ignore when he saw the smug look on the man’s face.

“We missed you at our New Years’ Eve Gala a few weeks ago—you and Alexandra. And Jordan, of course, though his absence was expected given that he was… indisposed.”

A haze of red flared across Bear’s vision. His hands were now balled so tightly that his nails were piercing the skin of his palms—the pain being the only thing helping to ground him.

“If by that you mean his own parents offered him up as a puppet to a psychopath, then you’re right,” Bear said through his teeth. “He was indisposed.”

A muscle ticked in Marcus’s jaw, but he didn’t try to defend against Bear’s accusation. There was nothing he could say, anyway. Not after what he’d done. Not after he’d called Jordan home for the weekend and allowed Aven to Claim him. Not after everything that had happened since.

“I must say, I’m surprised to see you here,” Marcus said instead, his icy eyes boring into Bear’s. As much as Bear knew it irked Jordan, the resemblance between father and son was uncanny—even if Marcus was much more refined than Jordan would ever want to be. The man was perfectly tailored, from his pristine suit to his polished shoes. There wasn’t a strand of his blond hair out of place.

“Not as surprised as I am to see you,” Bear said, looking at the narrow stairs and wondering whether he should just push the man aside and bound up them.

“You—and your friends,” Marcus said, as if Bear hadn’t spoken. “And, of course, my son.”


“You don’t get to call him that,” Bear snapped, his gaze moving back to Marcus. “You lost all rights to call him that after what you did.”

“You are young, Barnold,” Marcus said, a warning in his tone—and in his hard expression. “Don’t speak about matters of which you don’t understand.”

Bear laughed, but it held no amusement. It was a dark sound, one he’d never heard leave him before. “Don’t patronise me, Marcus. We both know there’s no excuse for what you did. Your actions were unforgivable.”

“Fortunately for me, I don’t care for your forgiveness.”

“You’d better hope you don’t care for Jordan’s, either, because you’re never going to get it.”

Marcus jerked in a barely-there flinch—something that would have surprised Bear had he not known that the Sparker patriarch was a world-class actor. Nothing he said or did could be believed. Nothing.

“Why are you here, Marcus?”

Bear knew he wouldn’t be able to trust the answer, but he still had to ask.

“I’m sure you’ll discover the reason soon enough,” Marcus said smoothly, all traces of emotion—fake or otherwise—gone as he brushed invisible lint from his jacket. “I’m more intrigued by why you’re here, Barnold.” His eyes met Bear’s, a smirk on his face as he added, “Alexandra’s last-ditch effort to rally the mortal races hangs by a thread, does it not? Pity she won her fight only to lose the battle. After everything she went through…” He cocked his head to the side. “And you, too, it would seem. How’s the leg? All better?”

Bear inhaled sharply, his heart picking up speed as realisation swept over him—but too late.

Much too late.


In his anger, he’d forgotten. Forgotten who Marcus was—and what he could do. Forgotten that he was a gifted mind reader who could pluck information and steal secrets without so much as lifting a finger.

“It seems Alexandra has failed to sway all of the mortal races—hardly unexpected, really. But—what’s that?” Marcus’s eyes widened as he stared deeper at Bear—into Bear. “Well, well, well. Alexandra certainly has been busy, hasn’t she? Travelling to the past. How… fascinating.”

No, Bear thought, panicking. He lunged forward, intent not on escaping but on seizing Marcus; on keeping him from sharing the details he’d just pulled from Bear’s defenceless mind.

If Marcus reported back to Aven about Alex’s visit to Ancient Meya… Bear didn’t know what would happen. He was sure Alex hadn’t shared everything, that she was keeping secrets about her time in the past, but she wouldn’t do so unless she had a good reason. And now—now one poorly timed bathroom visit was at risk of jeopardising her secrecy.

Just as Bear was a whisper away from reaching Marcus and taking him down, with his plan being to knock him out and then call for backup from his friends, Marcus moved. One second he was in front of Bear, the next he whirled with a speed and agility that caught Bear by surprise, until he had Bear slammed face-first up against the black wall at the base of the staircase.

Bear struggled in his grip, grunting and pushing back with all his might, making headway until a blade was pressed up against his throat.

“Stop,” Marcus commanded.

The position of the weapon gave Bear little choice if he wanted to survive their encounter, so he did as he was told, panting and biding his time for the right moment to act.

“There are three things you need to know,” Marcus hissed into Bear’s ear. “Firstly, I am not Claimed, and you should be thankful for that, boy, since it means Aven won’t know about this meeting unless I choose to tell him. Which leads to my second point, something you’ll want to hear given the panic you just displayed.”

He pressed the blade deeper, a hair’s-breadth away from piercing Bear’s skin.

“Listen and listen well, boy. I serve Aven Dalmarta for the advantages that come with his favour. Since it would offer little benefit to me, I have no reason to tell him that Alexandra travelled through time. If that changes—if I discover some reward in sharing that knowledge with him—then I may amend my decision. But for now, your secrets—her secrets—are safe with me.”

Bear knew he couldn’t place any hope in what Marcus was saying. His breathing was shallow, his pulse pounding in his ears. He wondered how long it would take his friends to question why he’d been gone so long, for Shirez or one of the other Shadow Walkers to come looking for him. If they arrived in time, they could help him—

“Lastly,” Marcus hissed, “and most importantly, there’s something you need to know about me, Barnold.”

In one quick move, Marcus loosened his hold on the knife enough to spin Bear around to face him, the blade returning to Bear’s neck before he could gather his wits enough to try and shove the man away.

“I am not a mind reader,” Marcus stated.

With how close the weapon was to his jugular, Bear didn’t speak—couldn’t speak—even if so far the other man had been careful not to actually draw blood. But despite that, Bear still slitted his gaze enough to show he knew Marcus was lying.

“I can read minds,” Marcus admitted, “but not because I’m a mind reader. It’s merely part of my gift—a gift that allows me to modify short-term memories. Even erase them completely.” A pause. “Memories like this pleasant moment we’re both sharing right now.”

Bear felt the blood drain from his face and, heedless of the knife at his throat, he began struggling anew. “Don’t—You can’t—”

“I can, I will, I must,” Marcus spoke over the top of Bear’s protests. “It wouldn’t do for anyone to know I’m here before I’m ready to announce myself, would it?”

And then suddenly Bear’s mind was on fire, a haze of pain searing from the inside out. It was as if there were a thousand pins stabbing into his brain, over and over again.

“My son is lucky to have you, Barnold Ronnigan. Take care of him.”

Bear struggled to make out the whispered words through the agony he felt, but then the sensation slowly faded until his mind blanked—completely. A dizzy feeling overcame him enough that he gasped and had to double over against a surge of nausea. Blackness crept into his vision, and when it disappeared, he found Shirez standing in front of him at the base of the stairs, tapping her foot and snapping her mottled-grey fingers under his nose.

“What is wrong with you, human?” Shirez said. “Are you ill?”

Bear blinked at her, then blinked again as he straightened. He looked around, wondering why he’d stopped at the narrow staircase, but then he shook his head, frowning only slightly as he said, “No, I’m good.”

Something about his answer didn’t sit right with him, but all he’d done since leaving his friends was visit the bathroom and then walk along the dark corridor until meeting up with Shirez. The Shadow Walker had asked if he was ill—he wasn’t. There was nothing at all wrong with him, aside from a desire to leave the eerie hallway and return to his friends.


“Then come along,” Shirez said, wrapping her fingers around Bear’s arm once more. “It is unsafe to linger in the depths of the Obscuria. You never know who—or what—you may happen across.”

Bear shuddered as the shadows rose to whisk them back to the balcony, relieved, at least, that he’d been spared from any unwanted encounters, and cursing Jordan for the apple juice that had led to his having to leave his friends in the first place.






Seven

“They said no.”

Bear looked at Alex, struggling to process the first words she’d uttered since they’d all arrived back at the academy from Graevale and retreated to his and Jordan’s dorm room.

“What do you mean, they said no?” D.C. asked, her voice pitched high.

“I mean exactly that,” Alex said, tugging her hair with her uninjured hand. For some reason, she was looking at everyone but Jordan as she continued, “The elders don’t believe they’re in any danger. They think they’re safe from Aven, that he has no desire to target their race.”

“Are they insane?” Jordan cried. “How can they think that?”

Still not looking his way, Alex said, “Because that’s what they were told.”

Bear’s forehead crinkled. “Told? By who? Not Aven, surely.”

“No, not Aven,” Alex said, now avoiding everyone’s eyes. “But… someone close to him made promises on his behalf.”

His body tensing as if preparing for a blow, Bear waited with Jordan and D.C. to hear more.

But Alex didn’t continue, not until Jordan asked, in a brittle voice, “Who, Alex?”

Only then did her eyes rise to meet his, her dark gaze brimming with emotion—anger, pain, sorrow. In a whisper, she answered, “It was your dad, Jordan. Marcus was there as an emissary for Aven, guaranteeing protection to the Shadow Walkers.”

Bear jolted with surprise and he glanced over at Jordan, noting his friend’s lips pressing into a thin line as his face drained of colour.

Slumping down onto his bed, Jordan cradled his head in his hands and stared daggers at the carpet. “Son of a—”

“He arrived while the elders were considering what I’d shared,” Alex interrupted quietly. “I don’t know exactly what he said to them, but whatever it was meant they weren’t willing to listen to any of my objections. Not even when I said he was probably Claimed and would say whatever Aven wanted him to say.”

“He’s not Claimed.”

All eyes turned to Bear, and he jolted again, as shocked as they were by the words that had fallen from his lips.

“Sorry,” he said, shaking his head to clear his mind and wincing when he felt the sharp jab of a headache before it disappeared again. “I have no idea why I said that.”

The others all frowned at him—or, Alex and D.C. did. Jordan was still glaring at the carpet, his anger towards his father palpable. No doubt he felt some responsibility for Marcus’s interference, and Bear knew that nothing any of them said would convince him otherwise.

“Whether he’s Claimed or not doesn’t matter,” D.C. said carefully, sitting beside Jordan and placing a comforting hand on his knee. “What’s done is done. We have to look ahead and figure out what to do next.”

“What to do next?” A bitter laugh left Alex. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m all out of ideas. Everything I’ve come up with has failed—spectacularly.”

“We can’t give up,” D.C. said. “We have to—”


“Have to what, Dix?” Alex said, her voice rising. “Have to figure out how to save the world? Newsflash: it’s not looking real good from where I’m standing.”

“That doesn’t mean—”

“And as if things weren’t bad enough,” Alex interrupted, “Marcus heard me tell the elders about the prophecy—which means Aven will know about it soon enough, too. And I thought things couldn’t get any worse.” Another bitter laugh. “Stupid me.”

Jordan’s head snapped up. “What prophecy?”

Bear was wondering the same thing. D.C., too, judging by her expression.

Alex blinked at them all, then scrubbed a hand down her face, sighing. She sat on Bear’s bed, picking at the dried blood on her jeans as she quietly recited, “When Day and Night combine and fight against one Enemy, then Dark and Light shall meet mid-strike and set the Captives free.”

“Where did you hear that?” D.C. breathed.

“Lady Mystique shared it with me after—after everything that happened at Raelia.” Alex bit her lip and added, “I didn’t keep it secret deliberately. I just… I was trying not to think about it.”

Bear didn’t know what to do with the new information. He could only think one thing. “This is good news.”

Alex raised questioning eyebrows his way. As did D.C. and Jordan.

“If the prophecy is to be believed, then the ‘Captives’—presumably those Claimed by Aven—can be set free. There is hope here, guys. Something to work with.”

Alex, however, was shaking her head. “Not if the Shadow Walkers refuse to join us. Because without them, that means no Dayriders. And the prophecy says both ‘Day’ and ‘Night’ have to join the fight.”


“It also says ‘when’,” Bear replied.

Alex just looked at him.

“You said, ‘When Day and Night combine and fight…’” Bear recited. “‘When’ implies that it’s going to happen. Maybe not today, but sometime in the future. All isn’t yet lost.”

“That’s a stretch,” Alex said, but Bear could see a flicker of hope in her eyes.

“Maybe,” he admitted. “But a stretch is better than nothing.”

“It won’t matter,” came Jordan’s hoarse voice. “My dad will make sure Aven knows. They’ll make it so the Shadow Walkers and Dayriders never join us now.”

The hope that had lit Alex’s eyes vanished in an instant.

“Never say never,” D.C. said—whether for Jordan’s benefit or Alex’s, Bear wasn’t sure. They both seemed to be beating themselves up right now, and Bear had no idea how to help either of them.

As if she couldn’t take any more, Alex stood to her feet, waving her injured hand in the air. “I need to go get this treated. Then I need to check in with Kyia and Zain and let them know… what happened today.”

There was no denying the misery in her tone. Bear felt an echo of her disappointment and hurt, but he knew he had to stay strong for his friends. They would get through this, they would find another way. They always did.

“It’ll be okay, Alex,” Bear told her quietly as she passed him. “Once you’re back from Draekora and have a good night’s sleep, you’ll feel better in the morning and we can start planning again. Things will work out—you’ll see. Together we can make it through anything.”

Tears shone in her eyes before she blinked them away.

“I hope you’re right, Bear,” she whispered back. “But I can’t help fearing you’re wrong.”


And before he could come up with a response, she was gone.

Bear sighed loudly and turned to D.C. and Jordan. The latter looked like he wanted to throw something, and only the calming hands of his girlfriend seemed to be keeping him from storming off to Chateau Shondelle to have it out with his father. That wouldn’t help any of them—for so many reasons—so Bear decided to leave D.C. to work her magic, excusing himself and saying he’d be back again shortly.

With so many hours having passed while they’d waited for the elders to make their decision, it was well after dark by the time Bear and his friends had arrived back at the academy. Now, after learning about Alex’s conversation with the Shadow Walkers, it was nearing nine o’clock, and despite the turbulent emotions Bear was feeling, he was also hungry.

Knowing that the food court would be closed, he headed down to the Rec Room in search of a snack. He returned the greetings of his classmates as he passed them, politely declining their invitations for him to join them—something that became more difficult when Blink threw an arm around his neck and dragged him over to a table where he, Pipsqueak, Connor and Mel were playing a game of Dagger Snatcher.

Despite Bear’s gurgling stomach, his days of late had been mostly devoted to Alex, Jordan and D.C., so he figured it might be good for him to spend some time with his classmates—with the added bonus that it would keep him from dwelling on today’s newest concerns.

Blink, Pip and the O’Malley cousins were the perfect distraction for his worried mind, and he spent the next hour being thoroughly defeated.

“Take that!” Pipsqueak cried, pumping her hands in the air as she pilfered yet another dagger and added it to her impressive pile.

Had the weapons been real—and life-size—they would have been flooding off the table by now. Instead, the inch-long holographic daggers were neatly stacked on her side of the hovering holo-board, a safe distance from where all their chosen characters were fighting.

The animated figures were ruthless in carrying out the attack sequences their players commanded—a normally impressive sight. But Bear found that after having watched the speed and skill Alex had displayed earlier that day, the game’s combatants weren’t as inspiring as he’d once considered them.

That, however, didn’t mean he wasn’t enjoying himself—even if he was close to being defeated. With only two daggers left to his name—after having started with twenty—he was very nearly done for the night. Connor, too, had only one left, while Mel had five. Blink was already out of the game and cheering them on from the sidelines.

“I think it’s safe to say Pip is gonna win,” Connor said dryly.

“Don’t give up, bro,” Blink encouraged. “You can still make a comeback. I believe in you.”

Mel snorted. “He has no chance.”

And then, as if to prove her words true, she commanded her character to perform a particularly tricky move that disarmed Connor’s figure of his final dagger. Having lost, the animated warrior hung his head and walked off the side of the holo-board, falling over the edge and vanishing from sight.

“And I’m done,” Connor said, just as Pip’s character stole another of Bear’s daggers.

Swearing, Bear tried to put up a fight when Mel’s character engaged his as well, but his head wasn’t really in the game. With both Pip and Mel attacking at once, it took only seconds before he lost his final dagger. His character had a little more personality than Bear normally allowed, and the warrior woman offered a rude gesture to her two combatants—and then to Bear—before she strode from the board with her head held high, disappearing once she crossed the edge.


“You put up a good fight, my man,” Blink said, clapping Bear on the shoulder.

“Want to continue?” Pipsqueak asked Mel, a challenging look in her eyes.

Mel laughed. “No, thanks. I already know how this’ll end. I’d rather go out with some dignity.”

Bear grinned and Connor rolled his eyes, both of them acknowledging the pointed insult. Blink remained oblivious, telling Mel she couldn’t give up yet when she was ‘so close’ to winning.

At ninety-four daggers to six, Mel knew the odds weren’t in her favour, and she stuck by her original declaration.

“I’m done.”

With her words, her figure vanished, and Pipsqueak’s warrior raised his hands in triumph. He then bowed to Pip before disappearing from sight, the board wiping clear.

“Good game, you guys,” Pipsqueak said, a wide grin on her face.

“Rematch!” Blink cried. “Right here, right now. Let’s do this.”

Bear was trying to come up with an excuse when Mel said, “You’re crazy, Blink. It’s already after ten. I’m heading to bed.”

Connor and Pip both nodded their agreement, and Blink pouted but finally sighed with acceptance.

“Another time, dudes,” he said. “Then you’ll see that I was only warming up.”

Connor grinned. “Pretty sure that’s what you said last time.”

“And the time before that,” Mel added.

“And before that,” Pip said.

Unashamed, Blink said, “Warming up takes time.”

Bear wasn’t the only one to chuckle, and he did so while standing and stretching. While they’d been playing, the Rec Room had mostly cleared of people, with only a few stragglers left behind. Curfew had passed, but as long as students were inside the dormitory building, they could do as they wished. Even so, everyone was smart enough to keep a good sleeping schedule, given their exhaustive class timetables.

“I’m heading in,” Connor said, and the others nodded their agreement, all of them moving off towards the exit where the staircase was, leading up to the ground floor and beyond to their dormitories.

Bear didn’t follow, and Pipsqueak paused to ask, “You’re not coming?”

“Grabbing a snack first,” he said. “I skipped dinner.”

“Want some company?”

Since her offer was made around a yawn, Bear smiled and said, “Thanks, but I’m good. See you tomorrow.”

She nodded and took off with the rest, while Bear moved to the small dining area and grabbed a menu. Unlike in the food court, the Rec Room had a much more limited selection, and since he was hungry enough not to be fussy, he touched on the first thing that caught his fancy. Seconds later a plate of cheese, crackers and grapes arrived, and he moved to take a seat in front of the roaring fireplace, content to watch the flames while he ate his supper.

Within seconds of being alone, his thoughts darkened as fear began to take hold. Despite the comfort he’d tried to offer Alex earlier, he had no idea what they were going to do now. They’d needed the Shadow Walkers to come on board in order to sway the rest of the mortal races to their cause. Without the might of Graevale backing them, they were undoubtedly—

“You look like you’ve been kicked in the stomach,” came Declan’s voice as he sunk into the armchair beside Bear, reaching over to steal a grape. “What’s up?”

“Just a bad day,” Bear replied.

“Want to tell me about it?” Declan asked, stealing a cracker this time.


Bear raised a pointed eyebrow. “Want to get your own food?”

Declan grinned. “Nah. Sharing’s good for you.”

Bear rolled his eyes but moved the plate so it was on the table in easy reach of them both.

“I hear you headed out to Graevale today,” Declan said between swallows. “I take it things didn’t go so well with the Shadow Walkers?”

Bear looked at him in surprise. “How do you know about that?”

Declan released a huff of laughter. “You forget—Kaiden’s my best friend. And Alex is terrible at keeping secrets from him. She gives things away without even realising it.”

“And he told you?” Bear asked, feeling indignant on Alex’s behalf—and surprised, since that didn’t sound like something Kaiden would do.

“Well, no,” Declan admitted, scratching his jaw and looking uncomfortable. “He would never betray her trust, even if she doesn’t know how much he knows. I sort of… figured things out on my own.”

Bear just waited, his expression saying Declan had better explain.

Exhaling loudly, Declan said, “You know what my gift is, right?”

“No,” Bear answered, having never thought about it.

“I can tell when someone’s lying,” Declan said. “Or when they’re not telling the whole truth.”

Bear stilled, trying to recall if he’d ever lied to Declan. Nothing came to mind, thankfully, but he still felt somewhat uneasy.

“Despite the mental defences Kaiden has picked up over the years, he can’t block against me,” Declan shared. “Nor can anyone else—other than Alex, of course, but she’s so bad at lying that you’d have to be a corpse not to notice.”


That, Bear knew—with no small amount of humour—was the absolute truth.

Declan popped some cheese into his mouth, chewing and swallowing before continuing. “Anyway, between Kaiden, Jordan, Dix and some of the teachers—Caspar Lennox, mostly—I was able to ask some pointed questions and make educated guesses that led me to filling in the gaps on my own.”

Bear processed that as he took a handful of crackers before Declan could finish the plate off. “I guess it’s not really a secret.”

Strangely, Declan laughed. “Secret or not, I’d be careful not to make it public knowledge, given that it’s technically treason.”

Bear stilled, having forgotten that Alex had been ordered by King Aurileous not to approach the other races. With a wry smile, he said, “I don’t suppose you’d mind keeping this from your grandfather?”

“I might be able to do that,” Declan said, before adding, “but only if you tell me what happened.”

Seeing little point in lying—especially since Declan would know—Bear offered him an overview of what had happened earlier that day and the events leading up to it. He kept the details brief, leaving out some of the more sensitive secrets, like the prophecy and the interference of Marcus Sparker, simply saying that the elders were led to believe they would be safe from Aven’s plans.

“And so now they’re not going to join with us,” Bear finished, dusting crumbs from his jeans. “That’s that. We’re screwed.”

Declan held Bear’s eyes, his gaze steady. “I didn’t think you’d be one to give up so easily.”

Bear blinked. “You call this easy? Did you not hear the part about what Alex went through just to get an audience with them?”

Shrugging, Declan said, “It sounds like she’s done everything she can.”


Bear blinked again at hearing the emphasis Declan offered—emphasis on the ‘she’.

“You think…” Bear considered his words carefully. “You think more can be done? Just… not by Alex?”

“I think more can always be done, B,” Declan said quietly, standing to his feet. The flames flickered shadows over his dark skin as he continued, “The things we want most in life are always worth fighting for. Whatever it takes, however long it takes. We just have to be willing to persevere even when it seems like there’s no point in trying anymore.”

With that, he clapped a hand on Bear’s shoulder, before turning and leaving him alone with his thoughts.

Bear sat there staring at the fire, replaying everything Declan had said and everything that had occurred that day. Anxious and uncertain, he longed for the comfort of a familiar face, so he pulled out his ComTCD and made a call.

“Bear?” came William’s sleepy voice when he accepted the connection, his tired-looking form rising up from the Device. “It’s late. Is everything okay?”

“Sorry, Dad,” Bear said, wincing as he calculated the time difference between Akarnae and Woodhaven. “I forgot how late it is there. I can call back in the morning if you want?”

William covered a yawn with his hand before rubbing his eyes and focusing on Bear, more alert now. “No need. What’s going on, son?”

Carefully, Bear said, “If something bad happened and you didn’t know how to fix it, but it needed to be fixed, what would you do?”

William blinked owlishly at Bear. “Am I going to need coffee for this conversation?”

Bear laughed quietly. “You know you can’t have caffeine after dinner or you won’t sleep.”

William grumbled a response too low for Bear to hear, but then his image was on the move. He headed down the staircase of their house and along the hallway, finally reaching his private den. Only after stoking the dying fire and taking a seat in his favourite armchair did his attention return fully to Bear.

“This bad thing that needs fixing,” William said, “is it something you have the power or ability to fix?”

Bear chewed his cheek, thinking. “I think that’s beside the point since someone needs to fix it. And if no one tries, then nothing will change.”

“Can it be fixed?” William asked. “Because sometimes, son, things happen in life, and we just have to deal with them. Tragedy strikes every day. That’s just a part of living—having to make the best of bad situations.”

“But this is a really bad situation, Dad,” Bear said. “As in, the worst.”

William considered that and said, “Then you know what you need to do. And I don’t think you need me to tell you.”

Bear released a deep breath. “It could get me in trouble.”

It was William’s turn to laugh. “Like that’s ever stopped you before.”

Grinning sheepishly, Bear said, “True.”

Sobering, William said, “You know I wouldn’t have you any other way, son. You—and, admittedly, Jordan—may be turning your mother and me prematurely grey, but troublesome or not, I’m so proud of you, Bear. Everything you are, and the man you’re becoming—I’m just so proud.”

Tears pricked the back of Bear’s eyes, especially when he saw them glistening in William’s, too.

In a choked voice, Bear said, “Thanks, Dad. That means—” He had to clear his throat when he couldn’t get the words out. “That means a lot.”

A tender moment passed between them, one that settled the unease that had been swirling within Bear.


“It’s late,” William said gruffly, blinking quickly and giving a quiet sniff. “We both need to go to bed.”

Bear nodded and was reaching forward to end their call when William whispered, “I love you, son. More than you’ll ever know.”

And before Bear could return the words—not that he had to, since William already knew—their call disconnected.

Filled with warmth and a renewed sense of determination, Bear rose and headed up to his room. Jordan was already in bed so Bear tried to be as quiet as possible while he showered and changed into his sleep shorts before crawling under his blankets.

Once there, he tossed and turned. Hours passed before he realised he wasn’t the only one who was restless.

“Can’t sleep?” Jordan asked in the darkness.

“You too?” Bear returned, lying on his back and looking up at nothing.

“I keep thinking about my dad being there today. How he was so close. I don’t—” Jordan audibly swallowed. “I don’t know what I would have done if I’d seen him.”

Bear rolled onto his side. Even with the moonlight streaming in from the windows, it was too dark to see anything but Jordan’s outline.

“I hate him after everything he did, after everything he let happen to me,” Jordan whispered. “But… he’s still my dad.”

Bear hurt for his friend. Having only hours ago spoken with his own father and experiencing the love and pride that came from such a pure, uncomplicated relationship, he couldn’t imagine what Jordan was feeling.

“I’m sorry, mate,” Bear said. “I wish there was something I could say that would help.”

“And I wish there was something I could do to make all this better,” Jordan replied. “I feel like… like it’s my fault, you know? Like he was only there because somehow he knew I’d be there. And he wanted to make me pay.”

“Get that out of your head,” Bear said firmly. “You’re not responsible for the actions of your father any more than I’m responsible for whatever Aven does next.”

There was silence from Jordan, enough that Bear wasn’t sure whether he was listening or too lost in his own misery to hear what Bear was saying.

When it dragged on longer, Bear eventually said, “You really want to do something that might make things better?”

Jordan offered an affirmative sound.

“Then I have a plan,” Bear said. “But we both need to get some sleep if we want it to work, since come morning, we need to be ready.”

“Ready for what?” Jordan asked, his blankets shuffling as he rolled over to face Bear.

“We’re going back to Graevale tomorrow,” Bear said. “And we’re going to do whatever it takes to convince the elders to listen to us.”

A beat of silence from Jordan, and then, “I always knew there was a reason you were my best friend, you crazy, desperate fool.”

“Ditto, mate.” Bear grinned into the dark. “Ditto.”






Eight

Despite claiming that they needed to get some sleep, Bear remained restless for the rest of the night, unable to manage more than a light doze. It wasn’t even dawn when he finally gave up and pushed back his blankets, with Jordan already awake and on the move, too.

Once dressed and ready, the two of them were debating whether or not to wake Alex and D.C. to take them along when there was a knock at their door. Given the early hour, they looked at each other in question before opening it to discover D.C. on the other side.

“Alex didn’t return to our dorm last night,” she said without preamble. “Soraya didn’t, either.”

Bear felt a stab of worry, but he tampered down his fear and offered the most logical conclusion. “She probably stayed with Kyia and Zain up in Draekora. They would have noticed she was miserable—they must have wanted to keep an eye on her. And Soraya will be close to wherever Alex is, keeping her safe.”

D.C. was nodding her agreement, likely having presumed the same, but Jordan still looked concerned. After everything he’d been through with Aven, he was now more protective—of them all. Alex, especially, since her life seemed to be under constant threat of danger. But Bear knew there was no point worrying until they had a reason to worry, and he held Jordan’s eyes, silently communicating as much. Jordan released a breath and nodded, his tension easing somewhat.

D.C. watched them both and then arched an eyebrow as she gestured to their fully dressed selves. “Let me guess—we’re heading back to Graevale?”

Bear wasn’t able to hide his surprise. Nor was Jordan.

D.C. snorted, noting their reactions. “Please. As if I don’t know how you both think by now.”

“That’s scary,” Jordan murmured, but even so, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her temple.

“You were planning on inviting me along, right?” D.C. asked, her inflection pointed enough that there was only one answer they could give.

“We were just on our way to get you,” Jordan told her quickly—almost too quickly.

If Declan had been with them, he would have sensed the deceit, but thankfully D.C. didn’t have her own inner lie detector.

However… somehow she still seemed to know it wasn’t the entire truth, because all she said was, “Hmm.”

“Let’s, uh, get going,” Jordan said, clearly anxious to stay in D.C.’s good graces.

“How exactly do you plan on getting us all to Graevale?” she asked. “Especially without Alex here to open a Library door?”

Bear already had an answer for that—mostly because he’d been brainstorming options during the hours when he should have been sleeping.

“Caspar Lennox,” he said. “We go straight to him and convince him to take us all there.”

“He’s going to love that,” D.C. said, her tone dry.

“Maybe he’s a morning person,” Jordan said.

“It doesn’t matter,” Bear said. “Because we won’t accept no for an answer.”
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Caspar Lennox, it turned out, was not a morning person. He wasn’t an any-time-of-day person, really, but he especially wasn’t a before-dawn person.

Normally Bear wasn’t a before-dawn person himself—and Jordan definitely wasn’t—but the two of them and D.C. had still hurried across the dark grounds, the sky only just beginning to lighten on the horizon. Sunrise was a while off yet, but Bear wasn’t willing to wait any longer for what they needed to do.

And that’s exactly what he told the Shadow Walker teacher when they pounded on his door inside the Tower building loud enough to wake the dead.

Caspar Lennox either slept in his Shadow Cloak or he’d already been awake, because despite the early hour, he’d answered the door fully dressed and alert—if moody. That moodiness only increased when Bear, D.C. and Jordan shoved their way into his quarters, begging him to take them back to Graevale.

They’d been arguing for ten straight minutes when finally Bear said, “Sir, you don’t understand. We have to do something.”

“There is nothing you can do, Barnold Ronnigan,” Caspar Lennox replied curtly. “The elders’ decision is final.”

“I can’t accept that,” Bear said. “I won’t accept that. Not without trying one more time.”

“If Alexandra couldn’t convince them after triumphing over their greatest warrior, what chance do you believe you have?”

Bear could almost hear the unspoken ‘foolish human’ tacked on the end. Teacher or not, Caspar Lennox was still a Shadow Walker with all the ingrained prejudice held by the rest of his race. He might not have been as bad as some of the others at Graevale, but he certainly wouldn’t be offering ‘free hugs for humans’ anytime soon.


“Like Bear said, we have to try,” Jordan jumped in. “And maybe because we’re not Alex, they’ll be willing to listen to us. To our stories.” His throat bobbed as he swallowed. “Or to mine, at least. I know firsthand some of the horrors that Aven is capable of; what it’s like to be Claimed by him and have no choice over what you say and do. Maybe they need to hear what I went through to finally understand that the danger is real.”

Caspar Lennox didn’t say anything, but he did watch Jordan carefully, his features pensive now rather than showing flat-out refusal.

“Don’t make me pull the ‘Princess Card’,” D.C. threatened, arms crossed.

The Shadow Walker’s eyes swung to her. “You are not my princess, Delucia Cavelle.”

“But I am a princess of Medora,” she returned, “and you might not be human, but you live in this world, don’t you?”

Bear wasn’t sure where D.C. was going with her argument, since it wasn’t like she was planning to—or even able to—kick Caspar Lennox out of Medora. The Shadow Walker seemed to be thinking similarly, since his dark brows were arched. Amazingly, however, there was a hint of a smile touching his lips before he quashed his humour.

“I do not believe this is wise,” he said, his expression grave once more. “The elders made their decision and they will be insulted by your arrogance in questioning them.”

“Our arrogance?” Jordan scoffed. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Nevertheless,” Caspar Lennox said, a warning in his tone, “I will take you. But on your own heads be it.”

Bear tensed at the Shadow Walker’s last words, but then he shook off his trepidation. This was what they needed to do. Whatever it took—Bear wasn’t willing to give up.

“Thank you, sir,” he said, with feeling.


“Do not thank me, Barnold Ronnigan,” Caspar Lennox said, holding his gaze. “You will soon see this as the folly it is.”

“Folly, shmolly,” Jordan said. “How long until they’re awake?”

Caspar Lennox looked at him as if he didn’t understand the question.

“You know,” Jordan explained, “so we don’t make them any grumpier than they already are by waking them up.”

“I would suggest you refrain from calling the elders ‘grumpy’ while in their presence, Jordan Sparker,” Caspar Lennox said. “And to answer, my race does not need to sleep as yours does. The shadows provide our energy—and the night is full of shadows. The elders will be in the Obscuria. They will not, however, be pleased to see you.”

“We’ve already covered this,” Bear said, pushing aside his shock of having lived nearly eighteen years without learning that the Shadow Walkers didn’t need to sleep. “Let’s not hash it out again. You said you’d take us—so let us deal with the consequences.”

Caspar Lennox bowed his head. “As you wish.” He glanced between the three of them and shared, “I can only travel with two at once.”

Bear looked to his friends and offered, “You guys go first. I’ll be right behind you.” His eyes moved to Caspar Lennox in warning as he said, “Right, sir?”

With a longsuffering sigh, the Shadow Walker nodded his head. “I shall be back momentarily.”

And with that, he wrapped his hands around Jordan and D.C.’s arms, shadowing them straight from the room.

Bear had never given thought to how much time it took to walk through the shadows, but as the seconds turned to minutes while he waited in the professor’s dark quarters, he began to wonder if Caspar Lennox had lied to him. He calmed himself with the knowledge that Graevale, while not plotted on any human maps, was speculated as being in the southeast mountainous region of Medora—a considerable distance from Akarnae. It made sense that it would take a few minutes to travel there, leave Jordan and D.C. somewhere safe, and then travel back again.

Just as Bear was becoming fidgety enough to consider snooping through the Shadow Walker’s belongings—especially the strange cube of swirling darkness on his desk and the black Shadow Dagger resting beside it—Caspar Lennox returned. He followed Bear’s gaze and strode across the room until he reached out and plucked up the dagger, sliding it into a sheath before holding it out.

“I want this back,” the teacher said.

Bear looked at the offering with wide eyes, tentatively taking it. At Caspar Lennox’s gesture, he hid it within the folds of his coat, careful to keep it out of sight.

Stunned—mostly because Shadow Walkers never gave away their coveted blades, not even as loaners—Bear cleared his throat and asked, “Is there a reason why you think I’ll need a weapon today?”

“Your brother has no doubt shared enough of his encounters with my race for you to know better than to ask that question, Barnold. Just as you should have known better than to request my assistance on this reckless errand.”

Bear felt a flicker of shame.

“However,” Caspar Lennox continued, “it just so happens that I agree with your objectives. And I will not be the one to stand in your way, should there be but a sliver of a chance for your success.”

Shame dissolved as hope took root.

“The dagger is merely a precaution,” the professor informed. “Just in case things… degenerate… further than anticipated.”


Bear swallowed and said, “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

“Indeed,” Caspar Lennox said, “since not even steel imbued with Shadow Essence will save you if you find yourself facing one of my race in open combat.”

“That’s definitely not on my list of goals for the day,” Bear assured the Shadow Walker. “I promise to do my best to avoid any and all forms of combat, open or otherwise.”

Caspar Lennox’s features tightened as if he thought Bear was joking, when he was not. He might have been rated Delta in Combat, but he’d seen Alex fight Trell Roven—he certainly wasn’t naïve enough to think he stood a chance against the shadowy race.

“Let us depart,” the teacher said, “before your friends decide to wander off without us.”

That was something Bear could easily imagine Jordan and D.C. doing, so he nodded his agreement and stepped forward when Caspar Lennox gripped his arm firmly and commanded the shadows to rise around them.

All sense of time and place became distorted as they travelled across the continent through the darkness. It took considerably longer than when Shirez had relocated Bear from the balcony to the bathroom, though he still couldn’t get a read on just how much time passed as they walked the shadows.

Soon enough they came to a halt in a hidden alcove somewhere inside the dark walls of the Obscuria, arriving directly beside the relieved-looking D.C. and Jordan.

“We should not linger,” Caspar Lennox said. “Follow me.”

Bear and his friends didn’t need to be told twice, and together they followed the Shadow Walker up a narrow set of spiralling stairs until they reached the main floor of the cathedral. They hugged the walls, careful to keep out of sight of those revelling with abandon. There appeared to be some kind of celebration underway, and Bear remembered after a moment that they must be honouring Trell’s vatali targo victory. According to what Alex had shared, the festivities would continue for a whole month—ridiculous, to Bear’s mind, though he made a mental note to keep his opinion to himself.

They were but a few feet away from the private staircase that led up to the elders’ balcony when a familiar figure stepped in front of them, blocking their path.

“I should have known.”

“Well met, Shirez Ganare,” Caspar Lennox said formally, despite having seen the female Shadow Walker just yesterday.

“Is it, Caspar Lennox?” Shirez asked, her dark features arched. “Because I could swear you have three humans with you, despite the elders decreeing our borders closed to their kind for the foreseeable future.”

Bear couldn’t help looking at her with shock, his eyes then moving to Caspar Lennox only to see the professor’s expression tight—and pale. Apparently the risk he was taking in bringing them back was more than he had let on, as were the consequences that perhaps he had understated. Or—maybe there was a very real reason why he had handed Bear the Shadow Dagger, and why he had warned them numerous times about the foolhardy nature of their mission.

And yet, he’d still brought them.

Because he believed in them, and what they were trying to do.

That was enough for Bear to stand taller and, despite knowing that it was considered impudent to speak to a Shadow Walker without first being invited to do so, he took a step forward and said, “Shirez Ganare, you must know the elders made a mistake.”

Her onyx eyes narrowed and she opened her mouth, most likely to rail at him, but he continued before she could.


“Please, just listen,” he said, holding up his hands. “You heard Alex’s story—you know she wasn’t lying. But for whatever reason, your elders weren’t willing to listen to her. So please, let us try.” He indicated to the nodding D.C. and Jordan. “One chance to share what we know, what we’ve experienced. One chance to set this right.”

A flicker of uncertainty flared in her dark gaze, enough for Bear to think she might be about to give in.

“Please,” D.C. whispered. “Please let us through.”

Shirez looked from D.C. to Jordan to Bear, and then finally settled her eyes on Caspar Lennox. Sighing loudly, she said, “Con arta pos te vardi.”

Bear exchanged uncertain looks with his friends, none of them having any idea what she’d said in her native tongue. He was surprised—and amazed—however, when he noticed the smile curling Caspar Lennox’s mouth.

“We’ve years of friendship between us, Shirez Ganare,” the professor responded in the common tongue, his amusement brightening his mottled features. “We both know you could never hate me.”

Bear noticed Jordan’s eyebrows shoot upwards and D.C. covered her mouth to hide her grin.

Shirez’s gaze narrowed—again—as she turned back to them and said, “For the grace of the shadows, do not make me regret this.”

And then she stepped aside. Not only that, she fell in beside Caspar Lennox as he started leading the way forward again.

“Thank you, Shirez Ganare,” Bear said, wholeheartedly. “I promise we’ll—”

But he never got to finish his promise, because at that moment, a sound unlike anything he’d ever heard came from all around him. It was a high-pitched keen, a shrill ringing in his ears that had him clamping his hands over them and bending at his waist as if it would help block the painful tone. All around him, the celebrating Shadow Walkers came alert at once, all signs of revelry disappearing in an instant as they turned their eyes to the stained glass windows, looking out at the dawning sky as if it were offering a message only they could interpret.

“What is that?” Jordan gasped, his hands pressed over his ears just like Bear.

D.C. also showed signs of feeling the same agony, while their two Shadow Walker escorts—and indeed, all the Shadow Walkers around them—appeared to be unaffected.

But—no. Bear realised they weren’t entirely unaffected. They might not have been debilitated by the piercing tone, but they were reacting to whatever it meant. Both Caspar Lennox and Shirez Ganare’s faces had drained of colour, their skin now an ashen, chalky grey. They stared at each other with wide, horror-struck eyes, communicating silently before their gazes landed on Bear and his friends again.

In the space of a blink, the sound ended as quickly as it had begun, and as soon as there was silence around them once more, Shirez disappeared in a cloud of shadows.

She wasn’t the only one—the entire cathedral erupted in darkness as every single Shadow Walker vanished, from those on the ground to those high up in the overlooking balconies. Bear didn’t need to look to know that even the elders were now gone from the Obscuria, the whole building cleared of its inhabitants.

Still experiencing a light ringing in his ears—a lingering echo that was slowly fading—Bear lowered his hands and straightened just as Caspar Lennox pointed a grey finger to the ground.

In a voice Bear had never heard him use before, the Shadow Walker commanded, “You three—do not move from here until I return. Is that understood?”


“What’s going on?” Jordan asked. “What was that awful noise?”

“It was an alarm,” Caspar Lennox answered, the shadows already beginning to rise around him. “A city-wide warning.”

“What kind of warning?” D.C. asked, her voice shaking, as if somehow she already knew—and dreaded the answer.

Bear, too, felt it deep within him. The sense that something was very, very wrong. And his feeling was confirmed with Caspar Lennox’s next words, four of them uttered in the instant before he vanished from within a cloud of darkness.

“Graevale is under attack.”






Nine

‘Graevale is under attack.’

Bear heard Caspar Lennox’s parting statement repeat across his mind as he took in his friends’ anxious faces.

“Aven?” D.C. asked.

“Must be,” Jordan said, looking to the upper windows, though there was nothing to see save for the slowly lightening sky, overcast as it was. The Shadow Walker half of Graevale was covered by unceasing storm clouds, so even the rising sun was having trouble breaking through the gloom.

“What do we do?” D.C. asked, shifting from foot to foot and glancing nervously towards the huge, double-arched doorway on the far side of the Obscuria—the exit that would lead them outside.

Despite Caspar Lennox’s order to remain where they were, the temptation was strong to go and see what was happening. Too strong.

“We need to know what we’re dealing with,” Bear said, nodding his head towards the impressive doorway.

“If the city really is under attack, we can’t just stay in here,” Jordan said. “We might be able to help.”

Bear decided not to point out that if it was Aven who had set off the alarm, he likely would have brought his Claimed army of Meyarins with him. Three humans would pose little threat to them, especially when they were armed with only one Shadow Dagger between them. Instead, Bear nodded his agreement, knowing that despite their lack of weapons—or immortality—they weren’t entirely useless.

“We won’t last five seconds in a battle against immortals,” D.C. said, having no problem saying what Bear had decided to ignore.

“Would you rather we just wait for Caspar Lennox to return and whisk us back to the academy?” Jordan asked, a challenge in his tone.

He knew his girlfriend well, since while her features were pale, her eyes narrowed and her spine straightened with determination. As heir to the human throne of Medora, this was not her first test of courage—nor would it be her last.

“Let’s go,” she said, striding forward with purpose.

Jordan stepped in line with her, threading their fingers together as if to offer her comfort Bear knew she didn’t need. D.C. was in princess mode now. With her head held high, she epitomised the future monarch she would one day become—a young woman who would do anything to protect her people, her world.

Princess mode or not, Bear could see that she still gripped Jordan’s hand tightly, giving him a small smile as the three of them walked the long path across the empty, echoing cathedral towards the exit.

Bear had no idea what to expect when they pulled the heavy doors open, but his first glimpse outside left him staggering.

A wave of sound crashed over the trio—metal against metal, roaring voices, hideous gurgling sounds of agony. Barely minutes had passed since the alarm had sounded, and yet the sight laid out at the base of the staircase leading down from the Obscuria made it seem like hours had gone by.

The immense cobblestone square was flooded with people. Meyarins, Shadow Walkers and Dayriders were blurring around each other too fast for Bear’s eyes to follow. The Shadow Walkers were swirling through clouds of darkness, while the Dayriders, having crossed over to the shadowy side of the city, were appearing and disappearing in sudden, bright flashes. The latter were throwing spears of lightning at the Meyarins, who must have been travelling on the Valispath because Bear couldn’t keep up with their seemingly invisible movements.

Jordan cursed loudly as he took in the view, and Bear couldn’t help repeating the exclamation. Because looking down on the battle that had begun barely moments earlier…

It was already a bloodbath.

And the sounds that were reaching their ears—not to mention the sight of such gruesome, unrestrained violence—it was like nothing Bear could have ever imagined. Nothing he’d ever wanted to imagine.

In the face of this, he had been naïve to think they might be able to help. D.C. was right—they wouldn’t last five seconds if—

“BEAR, LOOK OUT!”

Bear ducked just in time after hearing D.C.’s shrill cry, and he spun around to find a stunning male Meyarin with a Myrox sword embedded into the door right beside where his head had just been.

With no time to think, Bear’s four years of Combat training kicked in, and he drew the Shadow Dagger from its sheath, holding it up before him. The weapon was like a toothpick in comparison to the Meyarin’s sword, but it was better than nothing. And when the male swung at him again, Bear thought he was ready to meet him blade against blade. But he’d forgotten to factor in the immortal speed, and as the sword streamed towards him too fast to see, Bear knew he wasn’t just in trouble—he was about to be dead.


Only, that’s not what happened, because before the Meyarin’s sword could finish its downward strike, he lost his balance, stumbling to the side.

“Terin—”

Whatever he’d been about to say was cut off when his sword-arm rose and the pommel of his own weapon smashed into the side of his temple—hard. And then it did so again once more, even as he was crashing to the ground.

The next second, Jordan materialised beside the Meyarin, having used his gift to save Bear. His face was pale but triumphant, the sword now gripped in his hands. The victorious expression didn’t last long, since the Meyarin might have been dazed by Jordan’s unanticipated transcendence, but it would take much more than two knocks on the head to take him out.

Noticing that, Jordan handed Bear the sword and grabbed hold of both Bear and D.C., reactivating his gift to cover them all just as three more Meyarins arrived at the top of the Obscuria. With their immortal senses, they wouldn’t need to see Bear and his friends in order to engage them in combat—something he, Jordan and D.C. all realised at the exact same moment.

Because of that, none of them hesitated when Jordan cried, “RUN!”

And together they bolted down the jagged stone staircase and into the nightmare of what lay waiting for them at the bottom.
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Jordan couldn’t cover D.C. and Bear with his gift indefinitely—the energy required eventually became too much for him. As it was, they were fortunate for the long minutes he managed while they struggled their way through the warring races to the side of the square. It was there that they found an alleyway tucked into the shadows, one that offered a modicum of protection from the madness occurring across the cobblestone space—madness that had only increased when Aven himself arrived, landing at the top of the Obscuria.

… Right where Bear, Jordan and D.C. had been standing just minutes before. Had they not left when they did… there was no telling what might have happened to them. What would have happened to them.

But they had survived, and they had escaped. And now that they were safe—or at least, relatively—Bear took a moment to berate himself for having dropped the sword during their mad dash across the square. He’d been forced to block a stray blow from a passing Meyarin whose blade had been on a path straight for Jordan’s head—a lucky strike on the female’s part—and when Bear had met her weapon mid-air, he’d felt the collision so sharply that his whole arm had been jarred and the sword had clattered from his grip. Fortunately, his pitiful attempt at blocking had given Jordan the time needed to moved out of the line of danger and shove Bear and D.C. forward before the Meyarin had figured out where her invisible opponents were.

While Bear lamented having left the sword behind, he had saved Jordan’s life—and thus paid his friend back for his earlier rescue—so the trade was well worth it.

“Look!” D.C. cried, drawing Bear’s gaze from where he’d been watching Aven overlooking the battle. But what he saw upon D.C.’s exclamation stole all of his attention—just as it stole Aven’s attention, too.

Scuttling to the edge of the alleyway, as close to the end as was safe, Bear looked on in wonder at the sight of hundreds, if not thousands, of coloured Bubbledoors opening up all around the square. Out from each ran a stream of humans—black uniformed militia and Wardens, all of whom had come to lend their aid to a race who, only one day earlier, had been willing to leave them for dead.

“Bear—is that—” Jordan sucked in a sharp breath. “It is! It’s your dad!”

Bear’s neck swivelled so fast that it cracked, his eyes locking on the figure battling on the far side of the square. There was no mistaking the familiar form of William Ronnigan commanding a small unit of Wardens. At once, Bear felt both the warm touch of pride and the cold prickle of fear flooding his veins.

“Dad,” he choked out, even knowing there was no possible way for William to hear him. Jordan and D.C. were only feet away, and he doubted that they could hear him over the clamour of the battle. There were too many people. Too many Dayriders appearing and disappearing in flashes of light, too many Shadow Walkers surrounded by darkness, too many Meyarins using the Eternal Path, too many humans running around with bursts from their Stabilisers adding to the confusion. Yelling, screaming, shooting, stabbing—there was too much happening for William to even know Bear was there.

Before he could say—or do—more, a Meyarin blurred into their hidden alley, eyes unfocused and sword raised. Jordan transcended in an instant, leaping forwards to confuse the immortal, while both Bear and D.C. jumped into action without a second thought. D.C. dived towards the Meyarin’s legs, while Bear went straight for his sword arm to keep any of them from being impaled. But there was no need, since the invisible collision from Jordan was enough to have the Meyarin activate the Valispath again and disappear, apparently preferring encounters that didn’t require him shaking off two humans and a ghost.

“That was… unexpected,” D.C. said, panting lightly as she stood and dusted herself off.

“Let’s just be thankful that he didn’t take us along for the ride,” Jordan said.


“Or bother with killing us first,” Bear pointed out, somehow managing to inject dryness into his tone despite the massacre occurring all around them.

He glanced down at the shadowy blade in his hand—a blade that he’d been barely an inch away from stabbing into the Meyarin—and then looked at D.C., who was still brushing grime from her clothes. If they were to survive another attack, Bear knew they all needed to have weapons, regardless of how ineffective they might be against the immortal race.

Jordan’s transcendence gift would have to be enough for him, but Bear spotted something metallic wedged against a wall of the alley and rushed over to scoop it up. Turning it over in his hands, he discovered that it was a solid scrap of metal. It was heavy, but that meant it would be not just an effective shield, but also useful as a battering weapon.

He looked to D.C. as he held both the metal and the dagger out and said, “Which do you want?”

She glanced between the two, reaching tentatively for the shield. An indelicate grunting noise left her as she felt its weight, and she swiftly passed it back to Bear, saying, “I clearly need to do more strength training.”

Bear mustered up a grin and handed the dagger to her, the blade much lighter and easier to wield than the metallic slab. D.C. was only Gamma-rated in Combat, but Bear had no doubt that she’d be able to hold her own in another fight—Karter’s strict training would make sure of it.

Despite that, none of them said what they were thinking—that they were in real trouble. And as they edged out to watch the ongoing battle once more, Bear knew it was only a matter of time before their hiding spot was discovered again.

Part of him wanted to run out into the square, to join his dad and the other humans—including Jeera, who he could see leading her own unit of Wardens—and fight openly with them against the Meyarins. But he also was wise enough to know that the human militia, while still helpless against the might of the immortals, had come armed to the teeth with weapons. Together with the Shadow Walkers and Dayriders, they were working as a team to offer distractions to the Meyarins—distractions that the two other mortal races took advantage of, swooping in with their Shadow-infused blades and lightning spears to eliminate the immortal threats.

Bear was overwhelmed by what he was seeing. By what he was hearing. By what he was experiencing. He knew that if he and his friends so much as tried to run out into the square without Jordan having the energy to cover all three of them, they’d barely make it a handful of steps with their meagre shield and dagger as their only protection.

Taking in his friends’ grim faces, Bear knew they felt the same—that they wanted to be out there helping but also understood the reality of their situation. Running headfirst into the warring races would only result in one outcome: a swift death.

“We have to wait,” Jordan said, a muscle ticking in his jaw. “If a safe path opens, we’ll make our way to your dad, steal some proper weapons and join the battle. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” D.C. said. Her face was pale as she watched the gruesome scene, but her body was coiled and ready to run as soon as a path became clear.

Bear simply nodded his agreement, hoping and praying that an opportunity would arise soon.
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Together, they waited.

… And waited.

… And waited.


Nothing changed—if anything, rather than tiring and falling back, the fighting turned even more savage and bloodthirsty as the minutes crawled by. Bear’s stomach churned with each sword stab he witnessed, at the sight of the silver, red, black and white blood spraying from wounds grisly enough that he was glad to have skipped breakfast that morning, since it would have made a reappearance right there in the alleyway.

Bear had lost sight of his dad an indeterminate amount of time ago, and he’d been desperately trying to find him again with no luck. There were just too many people; too much happening. Especially with the gifted humans added to the mix—both Aven’s Claimed humans and the Wardens who were not without their own surprises.

It was a struggle to know where to look, but Bear was still searching, searching, searching.

And that was how he caught sight of something unexpected. Someone unexpected.

“Is that Alex?” he gasped, pointing across the square.

It was her, he was sure of it, despite the armour she wore that made her look like a Meyarin. She was fighting her way through the masses, her magical sword leaving a trail of blue flame as she thrust it towards all those in her path. Soraya was at her side, appearing and disappearing in clouds of lightning-strewn darkness as she attacked anyone who dared try and strike down her mistress. All around the two of them were other Meyarins, only one of whom seemed to be fighting with Alex. He was facing the other way, protecting Alex’s flank, but from what little Bear could see of his form, he didn’t look like Zain or any of the other immortals Alex was close to. There was something familiar about him, though, even if all Bear could tell for certain was that he must have been one of those who had escaped Meya before Aven took over the city.


“We need to get her attention,” D.C. said, jolting slightly as she watched Alex slash the legs of three different Meyarins within the space of a blink. “If we can get her over here, she’ll be able to clear a path for us so we can find William and get some weapons.”

While not wanting to break into Alex’s battle concentration, Bear knew it was a risk worth taking—especially if it would allow them to hunt down his dad and join the fight. So on the count of three, he, Jordan and D.C. all yelled, “Alex!”

Their timing was unfortunate since her name left their lips and caught her heightened hearing just as a Meyarin swung his blade at her—a blade that she very nearly failed to duck in time due to their distraction. But she fended him off and as soon as she was clear, she whirled around, her eyes searching frantically until her gaze landed on the three of them waving at her from the alleyway.

Only—as her eyes came to them, so did the eyes of others. And while Bear, Jordan and D.C.’s call had been successful since Alex was now cleaving a path towards them, within a fraction of a second, two Meyarins blurred into the alleyway, weapons drawn.

Just like with the first one who had found them, Bear and his friends didn’t hesitate; they jumped right into action, with Jordan bursting in and out of transcendence to disorient the immortals, D.C. stabbing and slashing low with the Shadow Dagger, and Bear slamming his shield down on them and blocking their jarring sword thrusts, the pain of each blow sending him staggering.

Their speed and strength—it was an effort just to defend against them, something Bear knew they wouldn’t have managed at all if it hadn’t been three against two. But even with the odds in their favour, Bear knew there was no way he, Jordan and D.C. would have held up against the two Meyarins for much longer if the blood-covered Alex hadn’t arrived at their sides, panting and demanding, “What are you doing here?”

None of them were in a position to answer her right away, fighting for their lives as they were, but then she jumped into the fray and within seconds the two Meyarins were stumble-running away from them and back out into the crush of warring bodies.

Their departure offered a moment of respite, during which time the four puffing friends looked at each other with pale faces and wide eyes. Alex in particular was staring at them, waiting for an answer.

“We asked Caspar Lennox to bring us back,” D.C. said, her voice shaking as her eyes flicked back to the bloody battle taking place. She then went on to give a vague explanation and shared that they’d been separated from the Shadow Walker soon after arrival, finishing with a croaky-sounding, “We only wanted to help.”

Bear closed his eyes, feeling those five words deep in his soul. They’d wanted to help—and look where that had left them. Even now, they were all but useless, left with no choice but to hide in the shadows. While they never could have anticipated Aven’s attack on Graevale that morning, they still should have come prepared for anything. They should have brought their own weapons, Bubbler vials, even ComTCDs—anything would have been better than the nothing they’d arrived with.

He struggled to read the emotions that were flashing across Alex’s features. She looked torn between being worried about them and relieved to see them. Despite her immortal skills that enabled her to be much better equipped to survive the fighting, Bear wondered if she found comfort in having them there, since she wouldn’t have to carry the burden of being the only one to witness the harsh realities of the battle.

Before he could reach out and ask if she was okay—mentally and physically, since she was covered in blood—she spun around and met the swords of two more Meyarins, the swiftness of her unhesitating defence causing Bear to draw in a sharp breath of surprise.

While she clearly didn’t need any help, Bear, Jordan and D.C. all rushed forward to assist her in beating them back. They mostly offered a distraction as Alex smoothly dispatched them. One was knocked out cold from the pommel of Alex’s weapon, and the other, after being stabbed in the shoulder by her fiery blade, was sent flying back into the square by a solid kick to his abdomen from her leathery boot.

Before anyone could say anything—and before they could be set upon by any more attackers—Alex turned to them with wide eyes and said, “Come on, we need to—”

“There you are!”

Bear whirled around to find Caspar Lennox fighting his way towards them, his voice carrying over the clashing steal and war cries. He was a sight to behold, with his Shadow Cloak ripped in places and almost as much blood covering him as Alex. He was only feet from the entrance to the alley when a Meyarin engaged him, causing him to vanish like smoke, appearing and disappearing as his Shadow Sword met the immortal’s weapon over and again.

Before Bear and his friends could run out and help, three Meyarins arrived in the alley on the Valispath and lunged towards them. Slashing, parrying, shielding and dodging, he, Jordan, D.C. and Alex were joined by Caspar Lennox once he defeated his quarry, the Shadow Walker helping them to overpower their three newest attackers.

“You four,” Caspar Lennox said, not questioning how Alex had come to be with them. “Time to go. This is not your fight.”

The Shadow Walker didn’t waste words berating them for leaving the Obscuria, despite his clear order to stay put. Perhaps he knew that with Aven still standing at the top of the stairs, their fate would have been sealed if they’d remained inside the cathedral. Out here, at least, they had the possibility of survival.

“It’s everyone’s fight,” D.C. argued, still in princess mode and willing to do whatever she could to protect those who needed protecting.

“There is only death for you here,” Caspar Lennox replied grimly.

Without giving them any option, he clamped his hands around D.C. and Jordan’s arms, the shadows rising around them before they vanished from sight.

Knowing that they had a few moments before the professor would return, Bear said to Alex, “He can only travel with two people at a time.” His gaze looked past her and out across the square again as he added, “He won’t be gone long, so if you don’t want to get stuck going back to the academy, then—”

He broke off suddenly as his eyes finally—finally—landed on his dad again. But what he saw had the blood draining from his face, because William wasn’t fighting side by side with his unit of Wardens anymore. Instead, he was alone—and facing off against the telekinetic Calista Maine and the tattooed menace Alex had once named Gerald Togen. Calista had William held immobile off the ground—something she’d once done to Bear himself—and Gerald was swinging bladed whips—tattooed whips, the ink flowing from his very skin—in lazy circles.

Heedless of his own safety, Bear charged forward, intent on reaching William no matter what it took. But before he could close the distance between them, Alex’s arms wrapped around his middle like bands of steel, keeping him from leaving the safety of the alleyway.

“Bear!” she cried. “Stop!”

He struggled against her, fighting with everything he had to get free of her grip. “Dad!” he yelled, his voice hoarse with fear. “Dad!”


Gerald’s lips were moving, but Bear had no idea what the man was saying. All he knew was that his dad was in danger—and he needed help.

“Dad!” he cried again, even knowing he was too far away for William to hear.

Bear craned his neck and saw Alex looking past his shoulder, her arms still holding him hostage as she took in the scene unfolding between his dad, Calista and Gerald.

“We have to do something!” Bear said, feeling sick to his stomach as Gerald continued to swing his bladed whips. “Let me go, Alex! We have to—”

He didn’t need to say more before Alex released him, having reached the same conclusion that William needed them. “Come on!” she said, grabbing his hand and sprinting forward.

They made it three steps before Bear stumbled to a gasping halt.

And that was because, as he watched, Gerald swung his arm back and then forward, his bladed whips snaking through the air… and slashing across William’s torso.

Blood sprayed—no, gushed—from the wound, and Bear knew deep inside that he was too late. He was too far away. Even if he had access to the Valispath, he would never reach William in time.

He screamed for his dad, the anguished sound like nothing he’d ever heard leave his lips. It somehow rose above the clamour of the battle, enough to reach William’s ears. Trapped by Calista’s grip, he could only turn his neck, his pain-filled eyes latching onto Bear’s.

The emotion that shone in his dad’s gaze, it was like a dagger to Bear’s heart. And when William mouthed ‘I love you’ right before Gerald’s whips slashed forward again, that daggered feeling only grew as sheer terror overwhelmed Bear. He couldn’t look away—he couldn’t stop watching.


I love you.

I love you.

I love you.

Gerald’s tattoos met their mark, slicing deep into William’s neck.

Too deep.

And then William’s eyes, still locked on Bear, lost focus as the light left them and he breathed his last.

“DAD!” Bear roared, as agony—blinding agony—washed over him.

Alex reached for him, as if fearing he would run further into the battle, perhaps take vengeance against those who had just—had just—

He couldn’t even think about what had just happened. He couldn’t bear the sight of William being lowered to the ground by Calista.

As his dad disappeared amongst the masses of still-fighting bodies, Bear couldn’t hold himself up anymore. He collapsed to his knees, right there at the overhanging entrance to the alleyway.

His dad… His dad was…

He was dead.

Dead.

Bear couldn’t draw breath into his lungs. He felt Alex’s arms around him, not to hold him back, but to comfort him. He was shaking violently enough that his bones were all but jolting, but he couldn’t help it. He couldn’t help anything.

He knew they had to move—knew they were in danger still. But he was numb. Alex had tears streaming down her cheeks, but Bear couldn’t even manage that. What he felt inside—there was no outward reaction strong enough to reveal the depths of his pain. The sight of his dad mouthing those three words kept replaying in his mind, followed by the vision of the light fading from his eyes. Bear knew that what he’d seen would haunt him for the rest of his life.

But that life wouldn’t last much longer if he didn’t get up, didn’t keep fighting to stay alive. That’s what William would have wanted—for Bear to survive.

He had to pull it together. His dad would never have wanted him to give up. But just as he was ready to try and rise again, Alex yelled for Soraya, and in a flash of light and dark, the Shadow Wolf arrived at their sides.

“Get him out of here!” Alex commanded the wolf.

Before Bear could object, before he could utter an argument that he barely had the strength to offer, lighting-shadows surrounded him as Soraya whisked his numb self away from the battle, delivering him straight to his dorm room where Jordan and D.C. were waiting.

Still kneeling, Bear didn’t move, didn’t raise his head, not even when the wolf gave him a soft nudge and offered a sad, knowing whine before she disappeared again.

He didn’t move—because he couldn’t.

The resolve he’d managed to summon right before Alex had called for Soraya had left him now that he was no longer in danger.

On some conscious level, he was aware of Jordan and D.C. calling his name, but all he heard was the echo of clashing steel and roaring voices, the battle sounds still ringing in his ears. The clamour transformed into a single high-pitched tone, not unlike the painful alarm that had warned of Graevale being under attack. The shrill note pierced through every fibre of Bear’s being, a steady agony that transcended noise to become like barbs of liquid fire starting in his heart and pumping through his blood.

His dad was dead.

His dad was—


“BEAR!”

A rough shake brought him back to the room, the ringing in his ears dissolving. He blinked, blinked, blinked at the worried faces of Jordan and D.C., his eyes dry despite his entire being flooding in rivers of pain.

“He’s dead.”

The two words that left his numb lips were barely a whisper of sound. He looked down at his hands resting on his knees, saw his visibly quaking body. He didn’t feel anything.

“Who’s dead?” D.C. breathed, kneeling beside him and placing her hand over his. “Who, Bear?”

He met her eyes, seeing the fear in them, and uttered the words that were repeating in his mind.

“My dad. He’s dead.”






Ten

Bear wasn’t sure what happened in the aftermath of arriving back at the academy.

He recalled Jordan and D.C.’s shock and grief as they managed to pull the story from him in stuttered, pain-filled words, with Jordan affected by the news almost as deeply as Bear.

At some stage, Marselle arrived, having heard about the battle and that the three of them had been there. He brought Fletcher with him, the doctor checking them over and using his healing salve on the nicks and scratches they’d obtained in their various skirmishes—the wounds minor compared to what might have happened.

They were fortunate.

So, so fortunate to have survived.

Bear knew that.

And yet, he wasn’t able to summon any relief. He wasn’t able to summon any feeling at all, not over his all-consuming heartache.

D.C. was the one who quietly informed the headmaster and doctor about William, with both Bear and Jordan too overcome for words. Fletcher offered to give them something to help numb their emotions until they were ready to process what had happened, but Bear had no need of the medication—not when he was already numb inside. Jordan, too, declined, but the offer managed to rally him and he laid a hand on Bear’s shoulder, offering his silent support.

I’m here, Jordan seemed to be saying. We’ll get through this. Together.

Everything afterwards was a blur, the words spoken between Marselle, Fletcher, D.C. and Jordan nothing but a murmur of sound reaching Bear’s ears.

He only managed to regain some focus again when the headmaster ushered them all out of the room, then out of the dorm building, before handing Jordan a Bubbler vial.

“Take as much time as you need,” Marselle said quietly to Bear. He turned to Jordan and D.C. and added, “I’ll send Alex along as soon as she returns.”

And then Jordan was smashing the vial on the ground, the Bubbledoor rising up in front of them.

Bear didn’t need anyone to tell him where they were going. As soon as he stepped through after Jordan, he found that they were in Woodhaven, right outside his home.

The door flung open before he could even make it four steps up the path, his mum running towards him, her eyes red and her cheeks wet.

Bear didn’t ask how she’d heard. He already knew the answer—already knew what he’d find once he stepped inside the house.

He wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight as she cried into his shoulder. She was trying to speak around her sobs, trying to say how relieved she was that he was safe. Bear didn’t know how she’d learned that he’d been at the battle. But it didn’t matter.

Nothing mattered.

It took some gentle encouragement from D.C. and Jordan, but somehow the two of them managed to guide Bear and Dorothy up the stairs and into the house.


Blake and Johnny were in the living room, word having already reached them. Their faces were ashen, their eyes shadowed by grief.

Evie was sitting on Johnny’s lap, tears falling freely down her face and splashing onto his shirt. Even as young as she was, she understood. She knew what had happened. She knew what it meant.

Gammy was standing in the corner, her grey head bowed, her hands pressed to her chest as if doing so would help ease the pain of her son’s death.

And there, sitting innocuously on the coffee table, was the reason they all knew. The reason Johnny and Blake were here. The reason Dorothy had run out of the house upon Bear’s arrival home, already lost in her grief.

Before word had been delivered from any outside source, before news had come telling the why, the when, the how—it would have arrived.

It was an insurance policy, a safeguard in place for all those who served the crown, so their family members would be the first to know of their passing.

The moment William breathed his last, it would have appeared.

A headstone.

A glass headstone.

The same one that would be laid over his grave at Hallowgate, as soon as his body was retrieved from Graevale and moved to the cemetery for burial.

On wooden legs, Bear moved closer. With a shaking hand, he reached out, trailing his numb fingers over the glass.

His heart—it was like he could feel it breaking as the words appeared one by one above the headstone.


HERE LIES THE WARDEN WILLIAM EUSTACE RONNIGAN ALWAYS LOVING, ALWAYS LOVED REMEMBERED UNTO ETERNITY

It was simple, heartfelt. They would be able to change it if they so wished. But Bear couldn’t imagine what more they would say. What more his dad would want written.

Empty.

He felt so empty.

And yet, looking around him, he also felt a spark of something more.

His family—they were all here. Even Aunt Tessa, walking into the room bearing a tray of steaming teacups, handing them out with quiet words of comfort. She sat by her sister, taking Dorothy’s hand in hers, lending her quiet strength and the unspoken promise that she was here—for all of them.

Jordan and D.C., too, were offering the same strength, the same promise.

And then Bear felt it.

Waves upon waves of peace flooding him. Supernatural peace, the kind that touched him from the inside, easing the pain, soothing the hurt—the reason he felt anything over the emptiness within.

His eyes moved to Gammy, knowing she was responsible. Knowing that she was pushing through her own suffering in order to help the rest of them with theirs.

Minutes passed—hours passed—as they drank their tea, and then more tea, and tried to process their grief.

No one asked Bear what he knew, if he’d seen it happen. For that, he was grateful. He couldn’t go over it again, not when it was taking everything within him to keep accepting the peace Gammy was offering.


They were already aware that he’d been at Graevale—whoever had reported as much likely shared the rest of the details. Maybe one day his family would ask him, but not today. Today was for silence and comfort and tears. Today was for holding each other together. Today was for somehow finding the strength to continue.

As the hours continued to pass and the room filled with late afternoon shadows, Bear ended up in his room with D.C. and Jordan sitting on either side of him. They weren’t saying anything, knowing he wasn’t ready for conversation. Gammy’s peace was still flooding him, but the echo of his pain lingered—a pain he knew would stay with him until the end of his days, when his body was laid beside William’s at Hallowgate. But for his dad’s sake, despite the sorrow he felt inside, Bear hoped that day would be a long time coming.

William would have wanted him to live a long, happy life. And as much as it hurt to even consider living in a world without his dad, Bear knew he had to honour the sacrifice William had made—the life he’d given in protection of his kingdom, his race and his family.

A soft knock at the door interrupted Bear’s quiet thoughts, the pale, drawn face of Gammy peeking through the entry.

She moved into the room and, without needing to be told, D.C. squeezed Bear’s hand and Jordan patted his shoulder before the two of them slipped out.

Gammy lowered herself onto the bed beside Bear, taking the hand D.C. had just released.

“There’s something you need to know, Barnold,” she said, her quiet voice alone helping to soothe the pain within him.

He shifted his eyes to hers, seeing the tears pooling there—tears like the ones he felt lining his own eyes, though they still refused to fall.


“Your father may never have had a gift like you and me, like all those who enrol at Akarnae, but he had an uncanny knack for knowing things he shouldn’t.” Her wrinkled throat bobbed. “Things that hadn’t yet happened.”

A tear escaped, rolling down her weathered cheek.

“Last night, he came to me,” Gammy said, lifting Bear’s hand until both of hers were wrapped around it, holding him tight. “He woke me up, telling me he’d just spoken with you.”

Like an echo in his ears, Bear replayed the last words his dad had uttered during their call—the last words William would ever say to him.

‘I love you, son. More than you’ll ever know.’

A sudden, sharp pain pierced Bear’s chest, enough that he had to close his eyes against the agony.

“I think he knew what was going to happen to him today.”

Bear’s eyes shot back open as he looked at Gammy, his disbelief as clear as his anguish.

“He said—” Gammy had to swallow again. “He wanted me to remind you about what he said to you last night. That tragedy can strike at any time, and that when it does, we have to keep moving forward.”

Bear couldn’t hold his tears in any more. One fell down his cheek, followed by another.

“He also wanted me to tell you,” Gammy said, her own tears now flowing freely in streams down her face, “that you are brave, you are loyal, you are strong, and that, living or dead, he will be forever proud of you.”

Bear couldn’t take any more.

He.

Couldn’t.

Take.

Any.

More.


“And most importantly,” Gammy continued, her wet eyes holding his, “he wanted me to tell you that you have to keep fighting, no matter what.” She released his hand only to cup his cheek, wiping tears from his skin as she finished, “He made me promise to tell you that the role you are yet to play in the coming days will be vital, not just in protecting your friends and family, but in protecting the world as we know it; in ensuring a safer future for us all. He said—He said—” She drew in a ragged, tear-filled breath. “He said that you have the heart to overcome whatever challenges you are yet to face… and that no matter where you go and what you do, he will always be with you.”

With that, she was done.

And so was Bear.

He wrapped his arms around her, the two of them now crying openly, their grief pouring from them.

Gammy wasn’t flooding him with her peace now—their pain was raw and unmuted. But in releasing it, Bear found his own sense of inner stillness. Hearing the message William had left him, the shredded part of Bear’s heart—the part that had torn open at the undeniable truth of the words floating above the headstone—was now slowly being stitched back together.

He would never fully heal. His heart would always carry a scar. But his dad had left a message for a reason, knowing exactly what Bear needed to hear in the wake of such utter despair.

Bear would follow his dad’s final request.

He would keep fighting.

No matter what it took, no matter how hard it was, he would keep fighting.

He didn’t know how. He didn’t know what the future would bring, what challenges his dad’s message had alluded to. But he was determined to be the man William saw him as; the man his dad had said he’d be forever proud of.


Bear’s growing resolve fortified his grieving heart, granting him the strength he needed to guide Gammy downstairs and offer comfort to the rest of his family. They were broken, but in time, they would find a way to work through their pain. Bear planned to be there with them, for them, every step of the journey.

But those plans changed when there was a knock at the front door.

Bear figured it must be Alex, given the lateness of the hour. It was now fully dark outside, and he recalled Marselle saying he would send her along once she returned from Graevale. But when Aunt Tessa left them all to go and open the door only to return seconds later with Declan on her heels, Bear had it in him to feel surprised.

While Declan’s timing was unusual—inappropriate, even—Bear presumed he had come to offer his condolences, given that he was wringing his hands together, clearly having heard the news. But the look on his face said otherwise, because while there was sadness there, and a depth of understanding, too—having felt deeply the loss of his own father—there was mostly guilt.

“I’m so sorry to interrupt,” Declan said, glancing around the room, at everyone in their various states of mourning. “I know this is the last thing you want or need to hear right now.”

Bear’s muscles tensed, preparing for another blow, one he wasn’t sure he was yet ready to take.

Alex—where was Alex? Where was she?

Panic set in, overriding his grief. If Declan was the messenger…

Bear opened his mouth, but he couldn’t force the question out, couldn’t voice a single syllable through his suffocating terror.

“It’s just—” Declan broke off, unable to finish; unable to be the bearer of whatever news he brought with him.


“What is it, Declan?” D.C. pressed, her face revealing dread almost as acute as Bear’s. “Why are you here?”

Declan was clearly torn, but he straightened and looked right at Bear as he said, “Earlier this evening, Marselle told me and Kaiden what happened at Graevale.” His gaze travelled around the room again, the sympathy he felt for them all clear to see. “He filled us in on what he thought we needed to know, then shared that Alex had returned to the academy late this afternoon.”

The breath whooshed out of Bear, relief nearly sending him to his knees. Alex—she’d made it back to the academy. She was safe.

But… Bear’s brow furrowed, since if that were the case, he wondered why she hadn’t come straight to Woodhaven, as Marselle had said she would.

“She was battered enough to need treatment from Fletcher, but he sorted her out and she left the Med Ward, telling the headmaster that she’d clean herself up and then come straight here.”

“But… she’s not here,” Jordan said, fear sharpening his voice—fear that was again welling within Bear. “She never came.”

Declan was nodding. “Kaiden presumed as much. Somehow he sensed something, and he took off to look for her.” His gaze moved from Jordan to D.C. to Bear as he finished, “That was hours ago. And now… they’re both missing.”

“No,” D.C. breathed, her voice choked. “No.”

Bear’s vision began to blur. Not Alex—not Alex.

Gammy stood and moved to his side, placing her hand on his forearm. Her peace flooded him once more, allowing him to think more clearly—and helping him to realise something important.

In a croaking voice, Bear said, “If Aven had captured her—or worse—we would all know about it. He’d be shouting it from the rooftops. Someone would have told us.” To Declan, he added, “You would have heard something at the academy. Word would have reached there, reached Marselle, before anywhere else.”

Declan was nodding. “Wherever the two of them are, I’m sure they’re together, and I’m guessing they’re safe.”

“Guessing,” Jordan repeated, his face white.

“We have to find them,” D.C. said, just as pale. “We have to make sure they’re okay.”

Declan nodded again, with Jordan copying the gesture.

Bear, however, was torn.

His family needed him. Especially now.

But—Alex was also his family. She might not be related by blood, but she’d been adopted by all of them. And if she hadn’t come straight to Woodhaven despite telling Marselle that she would, then there must have been a reason for it.

A gentle pressure on his arm turned his gaze to Gammy. The understanding he saw in her wrinkled features had him fighting against the renewed burn of tears.

“You have to go, Barnold,” she told him quietly. “Alex needs you more than we do right now.”

Bear wasn’t sure if that was true. But when he looked at his gathered family, he was met with the same understanding offered by Gammy, with them all silently urging him to go and find his two missing friends.

For Bear’s ears only, Gammy leaned in and whispered, “Remember the message I gave you—no matter what, you have to keep fighting.” She squeezed his arm and encouraged, “Don’t be afraid to walk the path you were always destined to travel, Barnold. As your dad said, everything you need to overcome the challenges ahead can be found right here.”

She pressed a finger to his chest right over his heart, before kissing his cheek and moving aside as Dorothy rose to take her place.


Bear released a haggard breath as his mum enfolded him in a tight embrace. Her voice was rough from crying all day, but she still whispered words of love into his ear, making him promise to be careful and telling him that this was what his dad would have wanted—for Bear to go and be a protector to his friends, just as William had been a protector for all of humankind.

Bear swallowed back yet more tears as the rest of his family hugged him, with D.C. and Jordan being swept up in the farewells right alongside him. Declan was also included, despite having only met Bear’s family in passing at social events over the years. But that was the way of the Ronnigans—all it took was a single meeting to be considered one of them for life.

When finally everyone but Evie had said their softly spoken goodbyes—with her having cried herself to sleep hours earlier—Bear left his grieving family and walked outside with his friends.

“This’ll take us back to the academy,” Declan said quietly as he threw what must have been an authorised Bubbler vial to the ground. “That’s where both Kaiden and Alex were last seen. So that’s where we should begin our search.”

When the others voiced their agreement, Declan gave a comforting squeeze to Bear’s shoulder, before he stepped through the Bubbledoor, with D.C. following right after him.

Jordan, however, paused. His eyes held Bear’s as he whispered, “Your dad—he was the greatest man I’ve ever known.”

Bear swallowed thickly and replied, “I know.”

That was all either of them needed to say—because nothing more needed to be said.

They both knew what a loss William’s passing was, what it would mean in the coming days to Bear, to Jordan, to everyone who had ever met William.


But whatever came next, they would get through it together.

And so Bear followed Jordan through the Bubbledoor, intent on finding Alex and Kaiden—and facing whatever challenges were ahead.

No matter what, he would keep fighting.

For his family, for his friends, for the humans of Medora…

… And most of all, for his dad.

The greatest man he had ever known.






To find out what happens next, look for the final book in

THE MEDORAN CHRONICLES

VARDAESIA






If you are affected by anything you have read in
We Three Heroes or are worried about someone in your life,
there are organisations who can help:

lifeline.org.au
beyondblue.org.au
suicidecallbackservice.org.au
kidshelpline.com.au
mensline.org.au

If you are in an emergency, or at immediate risk
of harm to yourself or others, please contact
emergency services on 000.

For 24/7 crisis support and suicide prevention services,
call Lifeline on 13 11 14. The national charity’s online
Crisis Support Chat service is also available every
night at lifeline.org.au/crisischat.
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