









Embrace the wonder

“When Day and Night combine and fight against one Enemy, then Dark and Light shall meet mid-strike and set the Captives free.”

In the wake of loss and devastation, Alex must cast aside her grief to seek aid from those who banished the Meyarins long ago. But the proud Tia Aurans care little for the woes of mortals and demand that Alex—and her friends—undergo the Gates of Testing to prove their world is worth saving.

With an ancient prophecy looming, Alex must confront the secrets of her past if she is to survive long enough to see the future. For if she returns to Medora without the Tia Aurans by her side, all hope will be lost.

In this explosive conclusion to The Medoran Chronicles, the fate of Medora hangs in the balance as Alex readies herself to face Aven one final time.

Who will survive, and who will fall?
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Praise for The Medoran Chronicles by Lynette Noni

“Lynette Noni is a marvellous and inventive storyteller, whose books are absolutely impossible to put down. I can’t wait to see what she comes up with next!” — Sarah J. Maas, #1 New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of the Throne of Glass and A Court of Thorns and Roses series

“Lynette Noni is a master at her craft. The Medoran Chronicles have richly developed characters, superb world-building that makes you feel like you’re actually there, and stories that pack a punch, full of emotion and thrills. Highly recommended!” — James Dashner, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Maze Runner series

“Let me say right up front that Lynette Noni is a very talented writer. Her books tell stories that draw you in and refuse to let go. Her characters are memorable and quick to surprise. I cannot wait to see what she will do next.” — Terry Brooks, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Shannara Chronicles

“Lynette Noni is a masterful storyteller. Her characters steal into your heart and won’t let go!” — Maria V. Snyder, New York Times bestselling author of the Poison Study series

“When Lynette Noni opens the door to another world, don’t hesitate: jump in and enjoy.” — Trudi Canavan, internationally bestselling author of The Black Magician trilogy


“Noni crafts a vividly textured narrative landscape with an irresistible cast of lovable and love-to-hate characters. The perfect balance of humour, heart and high stakes makes The Medoran Chronicles a reader’s delight.” — Rachael Craw, award-winning author of the Spark trilogy and The Rift

“Lynette Noni’s compelling stories keep readers turning pages to the very end.” — Juliet Marillier, multi-award winning author of the Sevenwaters series

“Lynette Noni is a creative powerhouse. Her books leave fans wanting more every time.” — Gabrielle Tozer, award-winning author of Remind Me How This Ends and The Intern

“Lynette Noni is an absolute powerhouse of Australian YA fantasy: young readers are in Harry-Potter-level fervour about the Medoran series, and she engages with her community with such warmth and genuine enthusiasm. She’s who I want to be when I grow up.” — Steph Bowe, author of Girl Saves Boy and Night Swimming

“Lynette Noni creates vivid characters who jump off the page and demand we care for (or hate) them. She also paints a vibrant Medora that is as real as it is fantastic. Lynette entwines both of these writing skills to create a fantasy series up there with Harry Potter, Nevermoor and Narnia.” — James Lindsay, author of the Plato Wyngard series








ALSO BY LYNETTE NONI

The Medoran Chronicles

Akarnae

Raelia

Draekora

Graevale

We Three Heroes

The Whisper Series

Whisper








To those who dare hope for a brighter future.

Let your light shine.
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One

The sky was falling.

Millions of stars streaked across the horizon, like tears weeping in the midnight void.

Sand lashed against Alex’s flesh as she struggled across an unending desert. She knew very little about where she was, just that it was night-time. It would have been pitch black if not for the raining starlight and the three blue moons hovering in the sky, their unnatural colour highlighting the abandoned landscape surrounding her.

“Kaiden!” Alex yelled, her voice hoarse from how many times she’d repeated her call since tumbling into the world known as Tia Auras. “Kaiden, can you heeeeeear me?”

It was no use. Even though she and Kaiden had been holding hands upon stepping through the Library doorway, they’d somehow become separated. Alex had arrived in the middle of the blue-lit, star-strewn desert, with Kaiden nowhere in sight.

After having breathed her way through an initial bout of panic, she’d managed to pull herself together enough to realise that he had to be around somewhere. She just had to find him, after which they would carry out their mission to seek help from the Tia Aurans in the war against Aven and his Claimed army.

Squinting across the barren skyline with her hand raised to keep the windswept sand from blinding her, Alex battled the anxiety churning within her. When Athora had opened the

doorway leading to his native world, she had presumed it would deliver her right to where she needed to go. Instead, she was stranded in the middle of nowhere without any knowledge of which direction to walk in, let alone where she was walking to. And her one source of comfort—and company—for the trip was missing.

Having already roamed the desert for hours, Alex was now more lost than when she had first arrived. Her worry increased with every stumbling step she took and every minute that ticked by, leaving her with the shallow hope that she might be better able to orient herself when the sun—or perhaps, suns—rose.

However, she soon discovered that Tia Auras wasn’t like Medora. Nor was it like her original world, Freya. Because as she witnessed the moons drifting lazily across the horizon while waiting impatiently for the dawn, it never arrived. The blue moons disappeared, but instead of the rising sun, three red moons crept into the sky, bathing the landscape with an eerie, blood-like glow. Even the star fire took on a reddish tinge, making it seem like balls of flame were shooting through the air high above her head.

“Kaiden!” she called again, her voice hitching in the middle. “Please, please answer me!”

Alex screamed his name until she could scream it no longer. She walked until her feet blistered and her skin became raw from the spearing sand and unrelenting wind. Only when she could take no more did she slump to the ground, exhaustion flooding her both physically and mentally.

If not for her Meyarin blood, Alex never would have lasted this long. She dreaded the idea of what Kaiden might be facing, praying that he had arrived far from the desert surrounding her. She couldn’t bear the alternative; the possibility that, if he too collapsed in the wilderness, he might reach the point where he’d be unable to get up, never to be seen again.


“Enough!” Alex snarled at herself, her voice a harsh croak. Get up, get up, GET UP!

With a grunt of effort, she rose back to her feet, forcing herself to continue onwards.

Many more hours passed as Alex stumbled her way across an ocean of dunes, the time marked only by the arc of the red moons across the sky. When they began purpling into the equivalent of sunset, Alex realised that she had been walking aimlessly for almost an entire day, yet her landscape remained unchanged.

In an act of desperation, she considered the little she knew about Tia Auras, her mind returning to one thing over and over: that when the Meyarins had been banished from this world, they had been accompanied by draekons, which meant that the draekons had originated here, too. And while Alex knew that Zaronia had been slain by Aven’s hand, there had been no confirmation of Xiraxus’s death—all she’d heard was that any of the draekons who had survived the massacre had long since fled Medora.

So… what if they had returned to their original home?

Hoping she wasn’t wrong, that Xiraxus was still alive and in this world, Alex mentally called, Xira?

Nothing.

It’s me, Alex, she added, wondering if perhaps the thousands of years had made his mind foggy. The mortal you bonded with from Medora. Long ago.

There was no response to her clumsy words. Worse, however, was the lack of awareness she felt on the inside. When once she’d sensed the low hum of the bond between them, like a constant, subtle touch against her mind, ever since she’d said goodbye to Xira and he’d returned to the past, there had been nothing. Just as there was now. She refused to read into what that could mean, unwilling to believe the worst. She had already lost Niyx—she couldn’t lose Xira, too.


Disheartened and growing increasingly afraid that she would die alone in the desert, Alex sank to her knees again as the blue moons rose once more, the flaming stars overhead losing their redness and returning to normal.

Lips cracked, eyes crusty with sand, every inch of her skin scraped and stinging, Alex took a moment to consider her options. Athora was a hard taskmaster and had never shied away from challenging her, but he’d never deliberately put her life in danger, nor would he have sent her to her death. She had to believe that her current circumstances were no different from her previous experiences—that this was merely a test.

She also had to believe that Kaiden, wherever he was, wasn’t undertaking the same test. Or that he’d overcome it much swifter than she. He had a myriad of gifts at his disposal; surely one of them would have helped him. And she was confident— or at least hopeful—that Athora never would have let Kaiden leave the Library if he wasn’t going to survive in Tia Auras.

The Library.

Something about it kept niggling at Alex.

Straining her exhausted mind, she tried to recall what Aven had told her during her time in the past, when he had said that Soraya de lah Torra was closely linked with Tia Auras. He hadn’t been sure if the Library had been built by the otherworldly race or if it had only originated in their ancient world, but either way, there was some relation between the two. His lack of details had been unsatisfying then, but given her current situation, it was much more frustrating now.

But then a memory whispered across her mind, something the Library had once told her:

‘I am always with you, even beyond these walls.’

On her knees, she glanced around her desolate landscape, wondering what the chances were that the Library could transcend time and space just like back in her world. She knew

it could deliver her to and from Freya, but while in Freya, she had never attempted to open a doorway to anywhere other than Medora. And Athora himself had mentioned that he and Lady Mystique were the gatekeepers from Medora to Tia Auras, which implied she couldn’t cross between the two worlds without someone like him opening the door.

But… What if now that she was in Tia Auras, the rules were different?

Alex feared it was a fool’s hope. Even in Medora, she could only visit somewhere new by first being inside the Library building and then stepping through to a new location—it didn’t work from the outside unless she was moving through a doorway she had already used before. But then again, what did she have to lose by trying?

Alex rose shakily to her feet, closing her eyes against a sudden attack of lightheadedness. She would have given anything for some water and something to eat, since other than a meagre slice of bread, the last thing she’d consumed was the haesondel sludge Niyx had forced her to swallow before the battle at Graevale. The instant shot of adrenaline had helped her recover from the night of torture, just as it had helped her survive the fight against Aven and his Claimed army, but with the time she’d spent burying her friend afterwards—then her hours wandering through the Tia Auran desert—it had been nearly two days since Alex had last eaten anything of substance. And while the immortal blood in her veins was helping to ward off the effects of dehydration, she was still close to reaching her limit. But she wouldn’t give up—she couldn’t give up.

Blinking through her dizziness enough to look across the rolling dunes and overhead at the streaking stars once more, in a hoarse, dry voice she whispered, “If you can hear me, I could really, really use a way out of here.”


An answer came as swiftly as the wind that swept the sand up at her feet.

“I thought you’d never ask.”

Goose bumps rose on Alex’s skin as déjà vu hit her so strongly that she felt as if she’d been struck in the stomach. The voice, as clear as the night’s sky, echoed some of the very first words the Library had ever spoken to her.

“You’re here,” Alex breathed, not believing it. Fearful, perhaps, that her exhaustion had made her delirious.

“I told you I’d always be with you, Alexandra Jennings. It is you who keeps forgetting.”

Overly emotional from both her fatigue and the events of the last few days, Alex felt tears spring to her eyes. For the first time since she had arrived in the never-ending desert, she didn’t feel quite so alone anymore. And apparently, she never had been.

“Is Kaiden all right?” she rasped, needing to know.

“He is safe and waiting for you,” the Library answered. “You would have been with him much sooner had you not taken so long to remember to call on me.”

Alex marvelled at the fact that a library was somehow managing to make her feel guilty. But she also knew more than anyone that the Library was no ordinary library.

She cleared her parched, croaky throat and gave the only excuse she had. “It’s been a rough couple of days. I wasn’t thinking.”

“Your trials of late have been many, Alexandra,” the Library said in a deep, soothing voice that caused Alex to swallow thickly, the compassion both comforting and painful. “And I need not tell you what you already know—that they are not yet over.”

Alex did know that. Despite what she had already endured, until Aven was defeated, there was still much more that she had to do.


“Can you help me?” she asked. “Can you take me where I need to go?”

In answer, a doorway rippled into existence barely a few feet from where she stood.

“You need only ask, Alexandra,” the Library said. “Try not to forget again.”

Alex’s shoulders sagged with the knowledge that she had been wandering the desert for so long only because of her own stupidity. A similar experience had occurred during her time in the past—she’d forgotten all about the Library and the possibility that it could return her to the future. She should have learned from her mistake then, not continued to make it over and over again.

“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” the Library said, as if reading her mind. “When the time comes that you need to remember me, you will.”

A shiver ran down her spine, and all she could do was nod her head. “Where will it take me?” she asked, looking into the doorway that showed nothing but darkness.

“Where you need to go,” the Library answered, back to being as vague as Alex expected.

Feeling the need to double check, Alex squinted her eyes and confirmed, “And Kaiden’s waiting for me there?”

“You will have to step through and see.”

With that, Alex could almost feel the Library’s presence disappearing. Or, if not disappearing entirely, at least… quieting. Leaving her to make her own decision about what to do next.

While she wasn’t thrilled with the Library’s ambiguity, Alex knew that wherever the door led, and whoever was— or wasn’t—waiting on the other side, it had to be better than continuing to wander aimlessly through the desert.

“Thank you,” she whispered, knowing the Library would hear her.

And then she stepped into the doorway.








Two

Light, blinding light assailed Alex’s vision the moment she was through the doorway. She blinked back tears as her retinas burned, and when her eyes finally adjusted, all she could do was stand there and gape at the sight before her.

It was as if the doorway had relocated her to yet another new world, as if the unending desert had been some kind of purgatory stopover on the way to her true destination. And Alex would have continued believing that if not for the three suns high in the sky, set in the exact same position as where the blue and red moons had been. Like the flipping of a switch, the world had turned from night into day.

But that wasn’t all that had changed, because no longer was she standing in a desert. Instead, she was surrounded by clouds. No, not just surrounded by them—she was standing on them. They weren’t like the vapour clouds she knew; these were substantial under her feet, like a solid mass, reminding her of the cloud-chair the Dayriders had summoned for her to sit on, fully solid and capable of bearing weight.

Alex would have crouched down to explore with her fingers had she not been so transfixed by what else she was seeing—by the city that was resting atop the clouds and rising high into the heavens.

‘One does not live a single day amongst the splendour of Tia Auras and then choose to leave.’


Given the view before her, Alex could understand why Athora might have made such a bold statement prior to her leaving the Library.

The city was made of gold.

Brilliant, shining, almost overpowering gold.

Spiralling arches reached dizzyingly high before cresting back down again, like semi-circles of shining, curved light. The design reminded Alex of Meya—but an impossibly more advanced Meya, with spires that were spherical and horizontal rather than straight and vertical. The gold was nearly blinding, but added to that were glass highlights— or perhaps diamond, given the rainbows bouncing off the arched, transparent towers. The effect was breathtaking, with even the fluffy, white clouds surrounding the city taking on the dispersed light and absorbing the colour, like kaleidoscopic mountains.

Athora had been right—the splendour of Tia Auras was beyond compare.

But Alex also couldn’t help thinking it was a little over the top, especially with the periwinkle-blue sky still streaked with stars, like an unending daytime meteor shower. The visual overload was too much; too bright, too colourful, too perfect.

Was it beautiful? Definitely. But Alex had seen her share of beauty. She knew better than to be swayed by a pretty view. She was here for only one reason, and it wasn’t to play awed tourist.

Determined to carry out her mission, Alex took a wobbly step forward, half expecting the clouds underfoot to start acting like they were supposed to and give way. But when her weight came down on the cottony ground, it remained solid. Like walking on packed fairy floss, there was perhaps a hint of springiness, but otherwise the surface remained fully stable.

One step after the other, Alex pressed onwards towards the entrance to the city. It was still a fair distance away, as if the

Library had dropped her far enough back so she could first take in the view. Delivering her to the middle of the action would have been more pragmatic, but she was grateful for the chance to get her head together and gain a better idea of what she might be dealing with once she arrived.

After perhaps ten minutes of trekking across the cloudy landscape, Alex approached two great, golden gates reaching high into the sky. They were open, inviting, but that didn’t make them and the city they led to any less daunting.

The fact was, Alex had no idea what to do or where to go once she stepped into the golden domain. While she could understand the language of the Tia Aurans thanks to her inner translator, she couldn’t speak it, and she had no idea if they’d be able to understand the common tongue of Medora—or Freya. More and more she was realising that she should have asked Athora some pertinent questions before venturing to his home world.

With a deep breath, she stepped through the gates, her plan being to seek out the first person she could find and try to communicate that she needed to speak with whoever was in charge. She had no idea if it would work, but it was the best she could come up with.

As it turned out, she needn’t have bothered considering her options, because as soon as she crossed the threshold, a trickling sensation shivered down her spine, followed closely by what felt like a needle stabbing into her temple.

She cried out at the sharp pain, the agony enough to send her to her knees. Unable to fight off the invisible attack, she keeled over onto the cloudy ground and was unconscious before she could so much as wonder what had happened.
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For the first time in days, Alex felt comfortable and at ease. Her head was cushioned by something soft, and gentle fingers were playing with her hair, the sensation causing her entire body to relax.

She didn’t want to open her eyes, didn’t want to discover it was a dream and wake to the reality of still being in the unending desert. But then she remembered that she’d already left the desert.

Clouds.

She recalled seeing rainbow clouds. And a city of gold and diamond so bright that even the memory burned the back of her eyes. She also recalled stepping through gates that had prompted her being stabbed in the brain by an indiscernible weapon. And now here she was, no longer in pain—very much the opposite.

Blinking herself into awareness, it took a moment for Alex to comprehend where she was. Or rather, why she was where she was, and who she was with.

Because, from what she could tell, she was lying with her head in Kaiden’s lap.

“Hey there, Sleeping Beauty,” he said, smiling softly down at her. “How’s the headache?”

His words were quiet, almost as if he was afraid of causing her more pain. She had to struggle against melting at his concern. Instead, she pushed herself up into a seated position and didn’t hesitate to lean forward and wrap her arms around him.

Startled, it took him a second to return her embrace, but then his arms circled her waist, pulling her tightly against his warm, strong body.

Alex took longer than she should have to let him go. And when she finally released him, she struggled to look him in the eyes, embarrassed by her display of affection. But he reached out and tilted her chin up until she met his gaze.


“Not that I don’t appreciate a good hug, but do you want to tell me what that was for?” he asked.

Alex resisted the urge to look over his shoulder as she answered, “I just—I was worried about you. When I arrived and you weren’t with me… I didn’t know what had happened.”

Kaiden’s expression warmed and he moved his hand from her chin to tuck a strand of loose hair behind her ear. “I was worried about you, too. I thought you’d get here much sooner than you did. And when you didn’t…”

He trailed off, but he didn’t need to finish, since Alex could see the concern lingering in his eyes.

“What happened to you, Alex?” he asked. “When they brought you in, you were a mess.”

Heat flooded her cheeks at the idea of just how terrible she must have looked upon her arrival. Her relentless time in the desert had left her skin rubbed raw from both windburn and the lashing sand, while her lips had been scabbed and chapped from prolonged exposure. And her clothes… they would have been just as unappealing as the rest of her after she’d trudged through the dunes for almost a whole day.

The thought of Kaiden seeing her like that made her want to crawl into the nearest hole, but she knew he’d seen her much worse. Not just in their Combat and SAS classes, but also when she’d happened upon him after some of her more ruthless adventures. And besides, it wasn’t like there was anything she could do about it now.

But… Raising a hand to her face and touching her lips, Alex could feel that she no longer bore any evidence of her hours spent in the desert. Not only were her hunger and thirst sated, but, glancing down, she saw that her skin was completely healed. Furthermore, she wasn’t wearing the jeans and jacket she’d sported upon arrival in Tia Auras; instead, she wore a white dress that covered only one shoulder and had gold

banding circling around her waist. The outfit was floor-length with a long slit down the side, revealing gold, strappy sandals curling halfway up to her knees. Added to that, on her bare-shouldered arm, there was a shiny cuff around her bicep, the spiralling design beautiful. In fact, the entire ensemble was beautiful. But still—

“Please tell me you didn’t change my clothes.”

Kaiden’s lips twitched and Alex felt her heart skip a beat, fearing his answer. But then he shook his head and said, “No. I saw you when they first carried you past, but they returned you here after they’d healed you and swapped your clothes. They did the same to me.”

Relief swept through Alex and she looked at him properly for the first time. He was also wearing white from top to bottom, but instead of a dress, his outfit included linen pants and a billowing, long-sleeved shirt that was partially unbuttoned, showing off the tanned column of his neck and upper chest. Alex felt her mouth turn dry at the sight, but she also wondered why they were both dressed like Grecian royalty.

Recalling what he’d said about people carrying her ‘past’, she turned from him, her gaze widening and then narrowing as she took in the room they were in, the sight prompting her to rise on unsteady feet.

Enclosing the two of them was a transparent barrier, like a large glass dome over their heads. Within the space was just the bed of cushions that she and Kaiden had been resting on. Otherwise, nothing. But outside of the dome… they were in the middle of a throne room. A set of shining stairs led to three gilded chairs overlooking the vast space of which they were currently the only occupants. The room was beyond decadent, with golden pillars leading to an arched ceiling hung with diamond chandeliers. Yet despite the intimidation of such an awe-inspiring sight, the space was silent in its emptiness.


Alex reached out and pressed her hand against the barrier, finding it solid to the touch. “Are we trapped in here?” she asked Kaiden as he moved to stand beside her.

“I’ve tried everything,” he said. “The only way it comes down is from the outside.”

Alex turned to him and every thought she’d been holding in spewed forth in a steady stream. “How long have you been here? What happened? Why were we separated? How did you even get here? Where is here? And who’s holding us captive?”

Thick eyelashes blinked as he processed her questions, a wry smile curling his mouth. “Do you have a preference for what I answer first?”

Alex offered an apologetic wince, but he was used to her by now and took it all in his stride, not needing her to respond before launching in with his reply.

“I’ve been here since we came through Athora’s doorway— it dropped me straight off at the gates to the city.”

Alex arched an eyebrow, wondering at the fairness of that. Why had she been left to struggle aimlessly through the desert? But despite her annoyance, she was relieved to know Kaiden had been safe all along—if being trapped in a glass dome was considered ‘safe’.

“I don’t know why we were separated, but I did overhear some of our captors say something about you having to wander in the wilderness as part of a test before you could arrive here.”

Surprised, Alex asked, “They speak the common tongue?”

Kaiden shook his head. “Athora taught me some of the Tia Auran language during the years I spent training with him. Not much, but enough to get by.”

That will come in handy, Alex thought. “Go on,” she prompted.

“I don’t have much else to offer,” he said. “I’m not sure why we’re trapped in here, and I definitely have no idea what

happened to you and why it took you so long to get here. I’ve been worried sick.”

“I was in the desert,” Alex told him, rubbing her cheek as if still feeling the sting of the biting sand. “It must be beneath us, down on the actual land. This cloud part of the world is very strange.”

Kaiden chuckled lightly. “I hear you. Did you see the city? Ostentatious, much?”

Alex felt her lips quirk in response, having had the same thought.

“Have you had a chance to talk to anyone yet?” she asked.

“So far I’ve only had contact with what I presume are guards. They brought me meals and let me out to use the facilities—which are as lavish as the rest of this place. No one has said anything to me, or answered any of my questions. Not even when I asked about you.”

Alex wasn’t sure what to think about that. She gestured to the three thrones on the dais. “Any idea who’s in charge?”

Kaiden gave a helpless shrug. “No clue.”

Releasing a quiet sigh, Alex wondered what they were supposed to do. Trapped inside the glass dome, they had few options—or none, really, other than to wait.

“I guess we should get comfortable, then,” she said, moving back to the cushions on the ground. But before she could so much as sit down, a bright flash of light made her raise a hand to protect her eyes. It was gone as quickly as it appeared, and when her vision cleared, the room was no longer empty, but full of people.

Alex hadn’t given it any thought, but if she had, she’d have presumed the Tia Aurans would look similar to Athora and Lady Mystique. Ancient beings, as old as time itself, with bodies weathered by age. However, that couldn’t have been further from the truth. Until now, the Meyarins had been amongst the

most glorious of races Alex had ever seen. But the Tia Aurans were so far beyond the Medoran immortals that all she could do was stand there, mouth agape in wonder.

Like their city, the otherworldly race was resplendent. Looking at them was almost painful, almost too much to bear. The Meyarins, while beautiful, could at least be described as ‘human-like’, even if they were still impossibly attractive versions of Alex’s mortal race. But the glory of the Tia Aurans was simply… beyond. Dressed similarly to Alex and Kaiden, they looked like perfect specimens come to life. Their skin of varying shades all but glittered, their faces were youthful and flawless, their bodies were strong and without fault.

Alex had to struggle against wrinkling her nose at the evidence of their physical superiority. Not that their intimidating appearance was their fault—probably. But regardless, she had to resist the urge to back away as they peered into the dome at her and Kaiden, as if they were animals caged at a zoo.

“This is fun,” she murmured, not just a little creeped out by their silent observation.

Kaiden made a sound of agreement and stepped closer, enough that his side brushed up against hers, his proximity calming her steadily rising pulse.

As if answering an unspoken command, those closest to the dome each stepped backwards as one. A space opened up in front of Alex and Kaiden, allowing three of their number to step forward.

In the middle was a woman with a glimmering gold circlet across her brow imbued with sparkling crystals. Her skin was as black as night and her eyes glowed like silver starlight. A quick glance around had Alex noting that the eye colour was a common denominator amongst all those in attendance—they all had the same brilliant, if alien, silver irises.


The two others who halted with the woman were men, both staying slightly behind her. One was fair, with alabaster skin and platinum hair, while the other displayed a honeyed tan and darker features. Together the three painted a striking image; perfect beings side by side.

Alex had no idea what to expect now that those whom she presumed reigned from the three thrones at the top of the room were standing before her. She debated whether she should just blurt out why she was there, or perhaps demand answers as to why she and Kaiden were locked up in a glass prison.

But she didn’t have a chance to do either, because the woman spoke first, surprising Alex with her perfect use of the common tongue.

“I am Saefii, Empress of Tia Auras.”

Her voice was like sunshine, there was no other way to describe it. Melodic to the point that it was almost hypnotic, Alex found herself swaying forward slightly, hoping the empress would say more if only so she could experience the lyrical tone again.

“These are my advisors,” Saefii continued, “Calivere”— she motioned to the angelically pale man—“and Tayros”—she gestured towards her dark-haired companion. “Together we watch over this world and those who inhabit it.”

Saefii moved a step forward, yet still remained on the other side of the dome.

“You come from far away as trespassers to our sacred city,” she said, her silver eyes bright against her gloriously dark skin. “Never before have otherworlders from Medora or Freya entered our midst. We would have been curious, perhaps even welcoming, if not for this.”

The pale man—Calivere—stepped forward, holding something in his hand. It wasn’t until he loosened his grip and allowed the chain to partially slip through that Alex recognised

the necklace. Her fingers moved to her throat where the Myrox bow-and-arrow charm had been clasped prior to them changing her clothes. A quick glance at her bare hands, however, and she was at least relieved to confirm that they hadn’t discovered the ring Athora had given her to conceal her shimmering skin. That was still firmly—if invisibly—on her finger.

“You entered Vardaesia wearing the mark of our sworn enemy,” Saefii said, her lyrical voice holding a low note of warning. “We can only conclude that your purpose here is nefarious, and unless you offer sufficient evidence to the contrary, we will have no choice but to enact preventative measures.”

Alex shared a nervous glance with Kaiden, but neither of them had a chance to ask what those measures would be, because Saefii wasn’t done.

“You have five minutes to explain, or you and your companions will be put to death.”

Alex froze at Saefii’s unyielding declaration, at the death sentence she and Kaiden faced. But she forced herself to relax, knowing they were there for a good reason, and that the empress would realise that upon hearing their explanation.

However, just as Alex opened her mouth to launch into her tale, her forehead crinkled and she repeated, “Our… companions?”

With an arched brow from Saefii and another searing flash of light, a second glass dome appeared in the room, right beside theirs.

Oh, hell no, Alex thought, gawking at the sight.

Because standing there in similarly elegant white outfits were Jordan, D.C., Bear and Declan, all of whom were staring back at Alex and Kaiden with identical looks of horror on their pale faces.








Three

“What the hell are they doing here?” Alex hissed out in a whisper to Kaiden. “How did they even get here?”

Kaiden had no answer for her, knowing as little as she did.

The last Alex had heard, D.C. and Jordan had gone to Woodhaven to support Bear and the rest of the Ronnigan family in the wake of William’s death. How they’d ended up in Tia Auras, she had no idea—nor did she have any clue as to why Declan was with them. All she knew was that if she and Kaiden didn’t convince the empress to revoke their group death sentence, then the lives of all their closest friends would be forfeit, along with their own.

“You have one chance to stay my hand, so I suggest you start talking,” Saefii said, the other glass dome disappearing with another flash of light, their friends vanishing with it.

Alex turned woodenly back to the empress. Thoughts fled as panic overwhelmed her. Looking around at the advanced race of beings, she suddenly feared that her reasons might seem paltry and insignificant to them. Why should the Tia Aurans care about what was happening in a world far removed from their own? What hope did Alex truly have of persuading them to help? She hadn’t even been able to convince the mortal races of Medora to agree to an alliance, not until it was too late. The consequences of their disbelief had been disastrous; the loss

of life something that would stay with Alex for as long as she lived—for as long as there were stars in the sky.

A gentle nudge at her side had Alex raising her eyes to meet Kaiden’s encouraging gaze. He believed in her; he wouldn’t have risked his life by travelling across worlds if he didn’t. And his confidence was exactly what she needed right now.

With a small nod of gratitude to him, Alex turned back to Saefii. She looked from the empress to the two male advisors and then expanded her view to sweep across the silver-eyed assemblage, making sure she had everyone’s full attention.

“My name is Alexandra Jennings and I’m here because we need your help…”

[image: images]

“That could have gone worse.”

Alex looked across at Kaiden, noting his relaxed features as he strode over to inspect the luxurious cushions in the corner of their new surroundings.

“It could have gone better, too,” Alex replied.

After explaining their reasons for travelling to Tia Auras, she and Kaiden had been flash-transported from their glass dome into some kind of lavish common room. Free from the barrier, they now had a much larger space to wander, complete with multiple adjoining doors—all of which were locked—and a balcony.

Venturing out onto the balcony, Alex sensed Kaiden step up beside her as she peered out over the immense view and reflected on what had happened in the throne room.

The good news was that she and her friends hadn’t been executed on the spot after she’d finished speaking. The bad news was that no one had said anything, other than Saefii’s quick order to, “Move them to their rooms.”


Alex wasn’t sure what to think. She had been so deliberate in her storytelling, careful to remain succinct as she revealed the threat Aven and his Claimed army posed to Medora. More tentatively, she’d told of how Athora had offered the means to travel between their two worlds, and quietly offered news of Lady Mystique’s—or Aes Daega’s—passing. And yet, other than a few murmurs at the mention of the ancient woman’s demise, for everything Alex had shared, the Tia Aurans had given nothing away. Their faces had remained blank, their silver eyes unreadable. All she knew was that they had been satisfied enough not to kill her and her friends outright—though, for all she knew, the verdict could still be out on that one.

“It really, really could have gone better,” Alex repeated in a whisper, unable to keep the fear and uncertainty from her voice.

Standing shoulder to shoulder, they looked out across the shiny, golden city. It had been stunning from a distance and was no less so from wherever they now stood, in some kind of arched palace, from what Alex could tell.

“You did the best you could,” Kaiden said gently, curling his arm around her and drawing her closer to his side. “Now all we can do is wait and see what they say.”

Alex leaned into him, sighing quietly. Part of her was aware that she should feel uncomfortable or at least awkward in his embrace, but on the contrary, it felt natural. After everything they’d been through together, after he’d held her while she’d cried over Niyx, she didn’t have it in her to put up walls between them anymore. She was tired of pushing him away. So instead, she would allow herself this moment, as long as he was willing to offer it.

Together they stood and watched the setting suns disappear as twilight fell. Alex wondered why the desert had never allowed for anything but night-time, but she also realised that

a new world meant new rules all over again. She didn’t plan on being in Tia Auras long enough to learn its secrets, nor did she intend to visit the unending wasteland beneath the clouds again. The mysteries of this place could remain exactly that— mysteries.

“There’s just so much riding on this,” she whispered, unable to inject more volume. “If they don’t help us—”

“Shhh,” Kaiden said, turning her so they faced each other. “You’ve done what we came to do. Don’t fear what hasn’t yet happened.”

Alex felt the tension drain out of her at his words, knowing he was right. There was little point worrying just yet. She had to remain hopeful.

She placed her hands on Kaiden’s chest, feeling his steady heartbeat under her fingers. “Thank you for coming here with me,” she told him. “Thank you for not letting me do this on my own.”

His lips twitched into a grin. “Did you really think I’d pass up any opportunity to spend time with you?” He shook his head, his bright blue eyes lit with amusement. “No chance, Alex. You should know by now, I’d follow you to the end of the world.” He glanced pointedly at the three moons now slowly rising in the star-strewn sky. “And beyond.”

Alex felt warm all over from his words, her stomach fluttering, but not in an unpleasant way. She knew how Kaiden felt about her; he hadn’t hidden his intentions. He also knew how she felt about him, even if she wasn’t yet willing to admit as much to either of them. But regardless of what they were—or weren’t—to each other, the comfort and security he offered was like a balm to her soul, enough that she couldn’t resist sliding her arms around him and leaning forward to press her head to his shoulder. Kaiden responded by drawing her even closer and resting his cheek against her hair.


It was as they stood embracing against the most romantic backdrop of all time that they heard the sound of a throat clearing, followed by Jordan’s voice.

“By all means, don’t let us interrupt.”

Alex jolted, her head moving back at the same time as Kaiden’s, only to find their friends inside the common room, standing just before the balcony’s entrance.

Pulling away from Kaiden, Alex strode towards them, torn between screaming at them and hugging them. When she halted a few steps away, she still didn’t know which reaction to lead with. While considering her options, her gaze locked on Bear, noting the shadows beneath his red-rimmed eyes and his face strained by grief.

William.

Bear had lost his father less than two days ago.

Just as Alex had lost Niyx.

She swallowed at the look he sent her, seeing her own pain reflected in his eyes. Instantly, her feelings about her friends’ recklessness dissolved, along with any desire she had to demand an explanation for how they had come to be in Tia Auras. She didn’t wait another second before moving forward to wrap her arms around Bear.

“I’m so sorry about your dad,” she whispered into his ear, his return embrace so tight it was almost painful.

She felt him shudder against her, but then his grip eased as he whispered back, “It’s how he would have wanted to go. In battle, with honour.”

From what Alex had known of William, that was true. But Bear had missed a key point.

“No,” she quietly corrected. “In battle, doing what he could to protect his family.”

His arms spasmed around her, and this time there was no ‘almost’ regarding the pain of his tightened hold—it straight

up hurt. But she hugged him back just as fiercely, offering what comfort she could. The loss of Niyx was still so fresh, but Kaiden had been there for her, and the letter Niyx himself had written had helped her move past her all-consuming numbness to see that there was more she had to do before she could let grief overwhelm her. But Bear… He hadn’t been given the same closure. More than anything, he should be with his family right now, not gallivanting across worlds.

Gently withdrawing from him, Alex stepped back and took in all her friends as Kaiden moved up beside her, having greeted Declan, Jordan and D.C. while she and Bear had been having their moment.

“What are you all doing here?” Alex finally asked. “How did you even get here?”

“What, no, ‘Hi, guys, lovely to see you’?” Jordan returned. The spark that had returned to his eyes since his freedom from Aven’s Claim was missing, telling Alex that he was almost as affected by William’s death as Bear. But she could also see that he was trying to remain strong for their friend, as if he thought acting as normal as possible would somehow help. Alex wasn’t sure that was a smart move—they both needed to grieve. As did she. And yet, none of them had the luxury of time right now. Their mourning would have to wait.

Ignoring her ‘I want answers now’ expression, Jordan moved forward and pulled her into a hug, followed by D.C., who all but launched herself into Alex’s arms.

“Next time we’re alone, we are so going to talk about what was happening out on that balcony,” D.C. whispered into Alex’s ear before pulling back again, her expression promising an in-depth, likely high-pitched discussion.

After a brief hug from Declan which included a bone-jolting thump on the back, everyone was once again back in the same positions, this time with Alex tapping her foot impatiently.


“Who’s going to explain?”

“Headmaster Marselle told us he would send you straight to Woodhaven after you returned from the battle at Graevale, but you never arrived,” D.C. answered, her eyes shifting carefully to Bear and away again. “We didn’t think much of it until Declan turned up and said you were missing. Both of you.”

“I hunted this lot down, figuring you might be together, wherever you were,” said Declan. “And we all headed back to Akarnae to search for you.”

“But there was no trace of either of you anywhere—it was like you’d both disappeared,” Jordan jumped in, walking towards the pile of cushions and collapsing onto them. While stretching out and making himself comfortable, he continued, “We were worried Aven had taken you, but we figured he would’ve been more triumphant about it and let the world know. So that left us thinking that wherever you were, you were probably safe.” He looked around and amended, “-ish.”

D.C. moved towards the cushions, sliding down until she was lounging next to Jordan, leaning into him when he wrapped his arm around her.

“The only logical conclusion we could come to was that your disappearance had something to do with the Library, so that’s where we headed,” the princess said. “It took us hours of pleading into what felt like nothingness before a cloaked man appeared with Soraya and told us that he’d sent you off to another world.”

Jordan snorted. “We thought he was a crackpot. Would have continued to if Soraya hadn’t been with him. Or if Declan wasn’t with us—he’s like a human lie detector, did you know?”

Alex did know that. Kaiden had once told her that Declan’s gift was an ability to sense deceit—something Kaiden had adopted as his own, and one of the reasons they had both figured out she was from Freya.


“What else did Athora say to you?” Alex asked, her voice quiet.

“Athora?” Jordan asked. “Is that the cloaked guy?”

“Did he say why he sent us here?” Kaiden asked when Alex was unable to do so.

It was Bear who answered this time, his voice barely a croak of sound, enough that Declan moved closer to him and placed a steadying hand on his shoulder—something that surprised Alex, especially when Bear seemed grounded by his show of support.

“He said you came to get help from the people who live here—from the Tia Aurans—because without them, we have little chance of stopping Aven.” Bear swallowed but held Alex’s gaze. “He said that your gift won’t be able to save anyone, not like you hoped it would. Not like we all hoped it would.”

A ringing silence met his words. Alex had nothing to be ashamed of—on some level, she knew that—but she still felt like a failure. Everyone had been living under the presumption that she held the key to defeating Aven because of her gift. But that had never been the case.

Inhaling deeply, Alex said, “So, you know why we’re here. That doesn’t explain why you’re here.”

“As if we’d miss out on this,” Jordan said, attempting levity for the sake of them all. “When that Athora guy offered to open the door for us, how could we say no?” He grinned despite the sorrow lingering in his eyes. “A new world to discover? Sign me up.”

Ignoring his feigned jubilation, Alex brought her gaze back to meet Bear’s and whispered, “You should be with your family.”

He stepped forward to take her hand as he looked around at them all. “I am with my family, Alex.” He squeezed her fingers. “And right now, you need me more than they do. They know I’m here—they all but pushed me out the door to come and

find you, because they knew that’s what Dad would’ve wanted. I’ll have time to grieve with them once this is over. We all will.” His throat bobbed, but he stood taller and held her gaze as he said, his voice now strong, “He was a protector—he gave his life protecting us, as you said. I’d only be dishonouring his memory if I wasn’t willing to do the same.”

Alex blinked back tears, prouder of her friend than she could say. He’d always been the steady one of the group. While he could easily match Jordan’s mischievous personality, Bear was still the most level-headed of them all. And now it seemed his nature was only working in his favour, helping him to focus and compartmentalise, just like Alex was doing with Niyx.

“Well, whatever brought you all here, it’s good that we’re together,” Kaiden said, as if aware that Alex needed a moment to gather herself. He offered them all a wry grin and added, “You’re all fools for coming, but you’re lovable fools all the same.”

Jordan chuckled, the sound genuine. “Put that on my tombstone if this doesn’t work out: ‘Jordan was a fool, but a lovable one. May he rest in foolish peace.’”

Alex blanched, and she wasn’t the only one. “Don’t even joke about that.”

Jordan eyed her carefully, ignoring the elbow D.C. shoved into his ribcage. He stood up again and approached her, leaning in to whisper in her ear, “Hey, I know it’s tough about Bear’s dad, but we’ll all get through this together, okay?” Moving back again, he said, loud enough for everyone to hear, “If we give into our fear of what might happen to us, then Aven has already won.” He offered a morbid grin and finished, “The good news is, if we all end up dying here, at least he won’t have the pleasure of killing us himself. That’s a satisfying thought, right?”

Alex wasn’t able to say anything around the strangled feeling in her chest.


She knew Jordan was trying to help. Indeed, his words seemed to lighten the feeling in the room, as if everyone—even Bear—agreed that in order to defeat Aven, they first had to conquer their fears of the future and win the battles in their own minds. And it was true, Alex knew it was. But still…

Jordan didn’t know the real reason why she was so distressed by the mention of them dying. Of anyone else dying. Because other than Kaiden, none of them knew. They thought she was upset about William, and while she was heartbroken for Bear, she was also working her way through a much more crushing personal blow. Two, really, with the death of Lady Mystique. But it was Niyx—the Meyarin they thought to be little more than Aven’s merciless best friend—that they would never understand about. They had no idea who he was to Alex; they probably didn’t even know that he had died, let alone cared what his passing meant to her. And they couldn’t know. Not until she figured out how to tell the story. How to tell his story.

Until then, she had to stand strong. If Jordan could act like his normal self for the sake of Bear… if Bear could continue on as he was… then Alex could, too.

Nothing was all right. But she could act as if it were for the sake of her friends. And maybe, just maybe, one day her emotions would catch up.

“All right, let’s focus,” D.C. jumped in, crossing her legs underneath her and patting the cushions around where she sat, a clear invitation for them to join her.

Determined to push past everything she was feeling and instead give her full attention to what lay ahead, Alex folded onto the ground with the others, the six of them forming a circle.

“What do we know about these people?” D.C. asked. “Other than that they have an amazing city and the gates pack one hell of a welcome headache?”


“Vardaesia,” Bear said. “When they dragged us in here, they told us the city is called Vardaesia.”

That was also what the empress had called it, Alex recalled.

“It’s a pretty name,” D.C. mused. “Var-day-see-uh. Sounds like a song.”

“It sounds like a city made of gold and diamonds,” Declan said dryly. “This place must be worth a mint.” He rapped his knuckles on the gold floor peeking out from beneath the cushions.

“It’s the royal palace of an otherworldly empress,” Jordan said, equally dry. “What did you expect? Sticks and pebbles?”

“Let’s start there,” D.C. cut in. “Who is this Empress Saefii? She came to see us before she did the appearing-and-disappearing trick with us in the throne room, but all she said was that if you didn’t answer her questions to her satisfaction, then we’d all be dead. I’m guessing since we’re still alive, you must have handled her interrogation okay. So, what did you learn?”

“I don’t think there’s much about this world and the people in it that we know and you don’t,” Alex said. She looked at Kaiden then back to the others. “We weren’t given a briefing before we came. We were just told not to fail.”

Silence met her statement.

“That Athora guy didn’t tell you anything?” Bear asked, his grip flexing as he held a cushion between his hands.

“He said the Tia Aurans and the Meyarins are mortal enemies,” Kaiden answered. “He said we need to convince them to fight with us, so that the prophecy given to Alex can be fulfilled. But that’s pretty much all he told us.”

When her friends looked at her in question, Alex quickly filled them in on the newest development with the prophecy— Athora’s interpretation about Tia Auras meaning ‘Day’ and Medora meaning ‘Night’, which was why the ancient man

believed the two worlds needed to ‘combine and fight against one Enemy’.

“You can never trust prophecies,” D.C. said, her nose wrinkling. “They always have too many meanings and you never know what they refer to until it’s too late. Hindsight is the only way to see their full truth. And with yours, despite whatever Athora claimed, we might as well be searching for a specific grain of sand in the middle of a desert.”

That was what Alex feared. But all she had right now was hope.

“Speaking of deserts,” she said, “did any of you visit one on your way here?”

Blank looks and raised eyebrows met her question, so she quickly mumbled, “Never mind.”

“What are we supposed to do now?” Declan asked, stretching his long legs out and rearranging the pillows around his bulky form. “Not that this place isn’t cushy, but sitting around isn’t going to—”

He didn’t get a chance to finish before a blinding light surrounded them and once again they were flash-transported away.








Four

Jumping to her feet beside the others, Alex took stock of their new surroundings, noting that they were back in the throne room, without their glass prisons this time.

Saefii was sitting on the middle throne, the largest of all three, with Calivere seated on her left and Tayros on her right. Alex and her friends stood at the base of the shining steps leading up to the dais, with the rest of the silver-eyed assembly from earlier standing behind them, hemming them in amongst the golden pillars.

“Alexandra Jennings, we have conferred in the wake of your tale and have brought you here to bear witness to our judgement,” Calivere said, his voice just as angelic as his features. But despite the soothing quality to his tone, his words caused a shiver of foreboding to travel down Alex’s spine.

“Many eons have passed since we banished the Meyarins from our world,” Tayros said, his voice deep and silky smooth, like heated syrup. “We have no desire to reignite a war long since won.”

Alex had to bite her cheek to keep from jumping in, determined to wait until they were finished before she would argue her point again.

“However,” Calivere said, as if he and Tayros were tag-teaming their discussion. “The threat of the one named Aven does trouble us, if only due to the question of where he will next

turn his gaze once he has conquered your world and slaughtered your mortal races.”

“This guy sure has a way with words,” Jordan muttered from beside Alex.

Calivere’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t engage other than to raise his head and watch Jordan emotionlessly from his throne.

When no one else said anything, Alex took that as permission to speak. Her heart pounding with hope, she asked, “Does that—Does that mean you’ll help us?”

It was Empress Saefii who answered.

“We will.”

Alex’s face broke into a wide smile as her spirits soared. She couldn’t believe it—after everything she’d been through to get to this point, it seemed surreal to receive such a positive response. She turned to share beaming looks with her friends, but all their expressions froze when it became clear that Saefii hadn’t finished speaking.

“We will,” the empress repeated, “but only if you prove yourselves worthy.”

Just like that, Alex’s hopes crumbled.

“How would we do that?” Kaiden asked carefully.

It was to Alex that Saefii directed her answer.

“If you wish for us to come to your world and help you defeat Aven Dalmarta, then you must pass through Tu’eh Saeron ess Telari.” Saefii didn’t know Alex had an inner Tia Auran translator, so the empress spoke the common tongue equivalent aloud for all to hear. “You must undergo the Gates of Testing.”

“I don’t have a good feeling about this,” D.C. said quietly.

Alex shared her friend’s concern.

“Six of you there are, so six Gates you will face,” Saefii said. “Six tests over six days. If you prevail, we will consider you

worthy and travel to Medora to fight in your war. But if you fail, we will leave you to your fate.”

Alex felt the room spin around her. She raised a hand to her head, hoping to steady her whirling thoughts. Six days was a long time to remain in Tia Auras. Anything could happen back in Medora in their absence. But if it meant they would return with the very people who had conquered the Meyarin race to begin with, then the wait would be worth it. It would have to be.

But the risk of failure…

“What are the tests?” Alex asked, her throat tight.

Saefii spread her hands in supplication. “Should you agree to prove your worth, you will see for yourself.”

“So, you’re saying we have to go in blind?” Bear clarified. “Without knowing what we’re agreeing to?”

“They are not called the Gates of Testing without reason, young mortal,” Saefii told him. “Part of the test is deciding whether or not you will undergo it.”

“And there are six of these tests—one for each of us?” Declan asked.

“I did not say that,” Saefii replied with a small shake of her head, her circlet sparkling as it caught the light. “There are six, yes. But depending on which specific Gates you choose, the tests may be for one of you, or for all of you.”

Without knowing more about what the Gates of Testing required, Alex was having trouble grasping the concept of what they would be facing.

“I will say this,” Saefii continued, once again looking directly at Alex. “You have come as the representative for your world, Alexandra Jennings, so the most demanding Gates will challenge you—specifically—in some way. That is the only warning I will offer.”

Fantastic, Alex grumbled to herself, not that she would have expected anything less, given the nightmare that was her life.


“What if we decide not to go through these Gates of yours?” Jordan asked, his arms crossed. “What then?”

Saefii didn’t even blink. “Then you will return to your world without us, and we will make it so none from Medora will ever be able to walk the eiden paths to venture here again.”

Jordan’s forehead crinkled until Alex whispered to him and the rest of her friends, “The eiden paths are the Library’s doorways. She’s saying they’ll block anyone from being able to step back through to Tia Auras, Aven included. I guess it’s their version of a failsafe. This is the only chance we’ll have to secure their help.”

“Can we have a moment to decide?” Kaiden asked the empress, and she dipped her chin in agreement.

Huddling into a circle, D.C. spoke up first. “There’s no choice here, is there? We have to do it.”

“We don’t know what ‘it’ is,” Bear pointed out as he scrubbed a weary hand over his face. “Testing by definition implies a challenge—and without knowing the rules of this challenge, we have no way of knowing what kind of game these people are playing. For all we know, failing any of their tests could mean instant death.”

Alex’s stomach clenched at the realisation he was right.

“That’s a risk we might have to take,” Kaiden said, his voice calm, steadying. “We all came here knowing it would be dangerous. We can’t leave without doing everything we can to see our mission through.”

Yet again, Alex was grateful for his unwavering confidence.

“I’m with Kaiden,” Jordan said, rolling tension from his shoulders. “We’re here now—we might as well see what these Gates are and do what we can to convince these guys to help us.”

“Six days, though,” D.C. said, looking around the golden room with uncertainty. “We’ll have been gone for a week by the time we get home. Our families—”


“There’s nothing we can do about that,” Declan interrupted, if gently. “We have to focus on the here and now.”

Bear gave a quick nod and said, “Are we all in agreement, then? That we’ll stay and try to pass these tests, whatever they might be?”

As one, they faced Alex, waiting for her final verdict.

“For the record, I hate this,” she whispered, looking each of them in the eyes. She then straightened her spine and turned towards Saefii. “We accept your challenge.”

The smile that spread across the empress’s face was almost blinding as she responded, “Then the testing shall begin at dawn.”

With another bright flash, Alex and her friends were instantly transported back to the balconied room they’d been in earlier.

“Why is it always dawn?” she mumbled. “Why not noon? Or any time after nine, really? Nine is a perfectly acceptable time to face life-and-death challenges. None of this dawn business.”

“Are you good, or would you like another minute to continue your pity party?” Jordan asked with a twinkle in his eyes, one that had been missing earlier.

Taking her cue from his light-hearted attempt, she stifled the urge to pick up one of the cushions and throw it at him. Instead, she answered, if still with a slight grumble, “I’m good.”

Before she could say more, the six previously locked doors around the edges of the room opened, and through each walked a Tia Auran robed in black. They all appeared young—only a few years older than Alex herself—but their age was relative given their immortal status. They could easily be thousands of years old, if not more.

Coming to a halt in front of Alex and her friends, the six new figures remained silent, almost awkwardly so, until a light flashed and Calivere appeared.


“These are your helpers for the duration of your stay,” he explained without preamble. “They will ensure you are as prepared as you can be for your upcoming challenges.”

Alex raised a brow, wondering what kind of preparation would be necessary, and dreading the possibilities.

“For as long as you are undertaking Tu’eh Saeron ess Telari, you will be considered our guests here in Vardaesia,” Calivere continued. “You may therefore wander the palace and the city at your leisure.”

That surprised Alex. She had presumed they would remain locked within this space for the duration of their stay, not be afforded such liberties.

“However,” Calivere said, and his tone nearly had Alex rolling her eyes, since she was certain he was about to rescind his offer in some way. “I would advise against undue exploration, at least until you’ve had a chance to settle in. Our people are unaccustomed to strangers and may react poorly to your presence.”

Because everyone we’ve met has been super nice so far, Alex thought cynically. She didn’t want to imagine what the rest of the Tia Aurans might be like, especially given Calivere’s warning.

“I will leave you for now,” the advisor said. “Your helpers will ensure that you are fed and settled for the night, and they will return before dawn to ready you for your first test.” He gestured for the black-robed Tia Aurans to step forward one by one. “This is Kantor”—a tall, dark male moved to Declan’s side—“Anais”—a male with the squarest jawline Alex had ever seen stepped up beside Bear—“Enka”—a fair-skinned male with facial hair trimmed to perfection nodded to Jordan—“and Sorin”—the last male strode towards Kaiden, his hair like burnished bronze.

Calivere then gestured to the two remaining Tia Aurans, both of whom were female. “Lastly, we have Latania and Zaylin.”


The one named Latania looked like a shining star come to life, and she moved with impossible grace towards D.C., while the other one, Zaylin, approached Alex more warily. With skin as black as Saefii’s, Zaylin was equally stunning to behold—and that was saying a lot, considering how lovely the ruler of Tia Auras was.

“Unfortunately, your helpers don’t speak the tongue of your world,” Calivere said, a hint of mirth on his angelic face at what he presumed would be a challenging language barrier for them all. “But I’m sure you’ll find a way to get by. Sleep well, mortals.”

And with another flash of light, he was gone.

“Handy little ability, that,” Jordan said, and Alex couldn’t help agreeing.

Looking at the new arrivals, she wondered if she was the only one in the room who felt uncomfortable. But given the fidgeting of her friends, she wasn’t alone.

“So… Didn’t Calivere mention food?” Declan asked.

“I sure hope so,” Jordan said, rubbing his stomach. “I’m starved.”

Alex, too, was desperate for a meal, still having eaten nothing since before her torture session in Meya a few nights ago. Her hunger and thirst may have been eased by whatever healing she’d undergone while unconscious, but she was still eager to fill her stomach.

“Dahana, tornas,” Kaiden said quietly to Sorin while gesturing towards the rest of them. Immediately the helper bowed and disappeared, along with Enka and Latania.

Alex turned impressed eyes to Kaiden, having translated his words to mean ‘please’ and ‘food’.

“Enough to get by, huh?” she said, referring to his earlier explanation.


“I can find out where the bathroom is too, if you want,” he said with a light-hearted grin. “Athora seemed to think that question was important enough for me to know.”

Alex laughed lightly. “You do realise we’ll all be relying on you anytime we need to ask them something?”

“Good luck,” Kaiden said ruefully. “I wasn’t kidding about not knowing much. For all I know, I just asked Sorin for a bowling ball.”

Alex shook her head, amused. “I’m pretty sure you’re underestimating your language skills.”

A second later, everyone else was sure too, because Sorin, Latania and Enka returned, and with them materialised a table with six chairs that held a mountain of food complete with crystal chalices full of sparkling liquid.

“Now this is more like it!” Jordan said, clapping Enka gratefully on the shoulder as he moved towards the table.

Stomach rumbling and mouth watering, Alex took a seat beside her friends and didn’t hesitate to tuck in, not even caring that she had no idea what she was eating. If there was one thing she’d learned while living in the past, it was that Meyarin food might have been unidentifiable for the most part, but it was also sublime. The same could be said for Vardaesia’s offering.

“I’ve never tasted anything so delicious in my life,” D.C. said between mouthfuls.

No one was able to respond other than to grunt their agreement. Even Bear was eating heartily, which helped ease some of the concern Alex felt for her friend. She was almost embarrassed by their collective uncivilised behaviour, especially knowing their six helpers were just standing to the side and watching them. But she was also too hungry to slow down her eating, not until she was so full that she thought she might burst.

“Six days of this mightn’t be so bad,” Jordan said, leaning back and placing a hand to his stomach.


“I hear you, mate,” Declan said, downing what remained in his chalice, some kind of bubbly fruit punch that Alex herself had devoured. “That was amazing.”

As if knowing they were done, the food disappeared, leaving an empty golden table carved with glittering constellations.

“I wonder how much of what they can do was passed on to us by the Meyarins?” D.C. mused, looking at the bare space where her plate had just rested and running her fingers over one of the shining patterns. “And how much of our advancement as a human race is thanks to the Tia Aurans?”

“You’re thinking of our TCDs?” Bear asked, shifting forward in his seat as he considered the implications. “Like in the food court back at Akarnae?”

D.C. nodded. “That, among other things.”

It was on the tip of Alex’s tongue to mention house elves, but she managed to resist the urge. Just.

“It’s an interesting question, but perhaps one for another time,” Jordan said, leaning over to press a light kiss to D.C.’s temple, easing her furrowed brow by affection alone.

Sighing, she said, “You’re right, of course. Given our early morning, we should probably all try and get some sleep.”

Alex was trying not to think about the next morning—or rather, not to think about how little she knew of what they were getting themselves into.

As if understanding D.C.’s words, the six helpers all stepped forward, as silent as mimes.

“That’s going to get real weird, real fast,” Jordan said quietly.

“Already there,” Bear returned, warily eyeing the black-robed figures.

Alex had to repress a smile. While she was worried about what her friends might have to face in the coming days, she was still grateful that they had followed her and Kaiden to Tia Auras. More than ever, she needed them by her side—not just to

provide support and encouragement, but also for the moments like this. Moments where they pushed through their grief and reminded her of the purity of their friendship, something that had helped her survive as long as she had. Through thick and thin, in good times and in bad, they were always there for each other. They could get through anything together—including, perhaps especially, everything that lay ahead.

“I guess I’ll see you all in the morning?” Alex asked as Zaylin began to stride away from the group towards one of the previously locked doors.

The other helpers did the same, with them gesturing politely for Alex’s friends, rather than just expecting them to follow in their wake like Zaylin.

“Don’t let the otherworldly bed bugs bite,” D.C. called from her doorway across the room, her tone joking until she realised that it was a possibility, at which point her face paled.

Smiling to herself, Alex followed Zaylin into what she guessed was her bedroom for the duration of her stay. She tried not to gape at the luxurious surrounds, but it was a challenge. With everything covered in diamonds and gold, Alex couldn’t help feeling like she’d stepped into a life-size chandelier. The bed, the dresser, the ensuite bathroom—everything was so shiny that it was almost painful to her eyes. The only reprieve was a set of gauzy, opalescent curtains that led to a private balcony, but even that hosted a view of the extravagant city. With the three moons now high in the sky and the shooting stars still streaking across the horizon, Vardaesia looked more like a galaxy than a city. Lit from above, lit from within, and surrounded by billowing clouds—it was truly awe-inspiring. And yet…

“This place is just too much,” she mumbled under her breath, moving back into the room.

Zaylin had remained as still as a statue near the door while Alex had quickly explored her surroundings, the Tia Auran’s

face a mask of midnight stone. All of the other helpers had seemed at least a little warm to their human counterparts, but Zaylin was as unyielding as traesos towards Alex.

Clearing her throat, Alex decided to try and break the ice between them. “You’re Zaylin, right? I’m Alex.”

When Zaylin didn’t so much as blink, Alex tried again, “I know Calivere said you can’t understand me, but, um, well…”

Alex realised there was no point trying to converse if Zaylin couldn’t comprehend what was being said. Instead, she tried something else.

Slowly approaching the woman, Alex pointed to herself and said, “Alex.” She then pointed towards Zaylin and said her name, before doing it again, back and forth a few times until it was impossible for the Tia Auran not to have understood.

Zaylin’s response, however, was unexpected, with her replying in the lyrical language of her race, the words coming out almost bitingly. “I knew who you were before you ever set eyes on me, Alex. I also know you are nothing more than a lost cause sent here on a fool’s errand. You will fail your people, and when you do, you’ll have only yourself to blame. Forgive me if I don’t relish having to bear witness to such an end.”

With a flash of light, Zaylin disappeared, and it was a good thing she did, because Alex wouldn’t have been able to hide her stunned expression a moment longer. She wasn’t supposed to be able to understand the otherworldly language, so Zaylin had no way of knowing her words were not only comprehended, but also taken to heart.

Feeling hollow, Alex moved stiffly to the bed, sinking down into its impossibly soft covers. Curling up into a ball, she wrapped her arms around herself, unable to fight off the shivers that started to overtake her body. She was numb inside—numb with fear of what the next six days might bring, numb with

worry for her friends in Tia Auras with her, numb with concern for those back in Medora.

Unless Athora had shared, no one knew where Alex was or what she was doing. Her teachers and friends at Akarnae were likely continuing on with classes as usual, trying to act normal while watching the growing threat shadowing closer in the background. Kyia and Zain were likely watching over Roka and keeping him and those remaining in Draekora safe from Aven. And Alex’s parents…

Her heart gave a pang of longing, knowing that her parents were likely still exploring their Ancient Egyptian environment, oblivious to what had befallen her, to the danger swirling outside of their Library habitat. Having grown up as independent as she had, it was rare for Alex to be so overwhelmed with need for her parents, but right now, she would give anything for her mother’s loving arms, for her father’s encouraging words. Her parents might not have been around for much of her life, so focused as they were on their work, but they had always been there when it mattered. She knew that if they were with her, they would do everything in their power to relieve her of the crushing burden she felt and her fears of what she was yet to face.

Six days. Alex was so afraid of what she would return home to. Because that’s what Medora was to her now—it was her home. And she was fighting so hard to keep it safe. Fighting so hard for something that might end up proving impossible.

‘You will fail your people, and when you do, you’ll have only yourself to blame.’

With Zaylin’s barbed words replaying over and over, Alex’s numbness finally gave way to exhaustion as everything from the last few days caught up with her. She didn’t have it in her to so much as change out of her white gown before her eyes shut of their own accord, her trembling eased and she drifted off into a restless sleep.








Five

The mood at the breakfast table the next morning was subdued.

Alex wondered if her friends had slept as poorly as she, but was too nervous to ask; too nervous to say anything much at all.

Having been awoken by a rough shake of her shoulder by the grim-faced Zaylin, Alex hadn’t tried to start conversing with the Tia Auran again. She’d just followed mutely into her private bathroom and eased herself into the warm bath, attempting to wash away her lingering exhaustion. Despite how long she’d slept, she remained so tired that even her bones ached, making her wonder if she might be coming down with some kind of otherworldly flu. That would certainly be her luck. She only wished she could access some of Fletcher’s quick-fix medicines—or the doctor himself, since he would know what she needed in order to feel better.

But Fletcher wasn’t with her, so she had to make do, the bath having at least been refreshing enough to help her feel somewhat human again.

After donning a fluffy white robe that was as soft as butter against her skin, she had been ushered into the communal living area only to find her friends already waiting. D.C. wore a similar robe, but the boys were all fully dressed, their attire having been alarming enough for Alex to do a stutter step on her way to the breakfast table.


No longer in the pure white colours of yesterday, Jordan, Bear, Kaiden and Declan wore black from head to toe. The design and material reminded Alex worryingly of Meyarin fighting gear, only instead of Myrox threading through the leather-like armour, there were hints of gold. Not enough to make the boys look like they were bedazzled, but just the right amount to make them all look like royalty. Warrior royalty.

The question of why they would need to be so deliberately dressed made it difficult for Alex to stomach the buffet breakfast. But despite her trepidation making everything taste like cardboard, she knew she would require energy for whatever they were about to face, so she forced herself to eat a moderately sized meal before pushing her plate away.

As Alex stood again to follow the stone-faced Zaylin back to her room, D.C. reached for her hand.

“It’s going to be fine,” D.C. whispered. “Don’t lose hope before we’ve even begun.”

Alex wished she could be so confident. Fear, grief, doubt— how could she maintain any kind of hope in the face of everything she’d so far seen? In the face of what Zaylin had said last night—words that were still repeating in her head, in her heart?

But, looking around at her friends, she didn’t see any of those thoughts on their faces, not even on Bear’s. They were all nervous, she could tell, but they were also determined. And like D.C., their eyes were clear and full of hope, like they truly believed in a positive outcome.

Alex had never given up before, not even when all the odds were stacked against her. Now was not the time for her to start. It didn’t matter what Zaylin had said—the Tia Auran didn’t know the first thing about Alex or what she’d overcome to get to where she was. And she wasn’t finished yet—she still had a mission to complete, and she was damn well going to do it.


As resolve settled over her, Alex shook off her negative thoughts. She refused to go down without a fight—even if part of that fight meant she was battling her own mind. She would get through the next six days. She would pass the Tia Auran’s Gates of Testing. She and her friends would return safely to Medora with an otherworldly army who would help defeat Aven. Then she would have the rest of her life to figure out what came next.

With a mental nod to drive her optimism home, Alex looked down at D.C. still seated at the table and squeezed her hand. “Thanks, Dix,” she whispered, before looking at the rest of her friends and mustering up a small smile for them all. It was as if they all breathed a sigh of relief, their tense bodies visibly relaxing at the sight. “See you all in a few.”

And with another small smile, she turned and strode towards her room, not allowing any troubled thoughts to occupy her mind. Even Zaylin’s icy features couldn’t sway her resolution.

Alex had been tested before, and she’d always survived. The next six days would be no different.

She would make sure of it.

[image: images]

“I feel like Wonder Woman,” Alex grumbled half an hour later when she reunited with D.C. in the common area. Thankfully, the boys were still in their bedrooms, which was a relief since she wasn’t sure how she would manage to keep the blush off her face otherwise, not with the Amazonian warrior-like dress she was wearing.

“I don’t know who that is,” D.C. said, tugging at the short hem of her own ridiculous outfit, “but these skirts are rather… lacking.”


That was one word for it. Borderline indecent was the phrase that came to Alex’s mind.

Like the boys, D.C. and Alex were both dressed in black with threaded gold highlights; however, the most coverage the girls had were the sturdy leather lace-up boots that went almost to their knees. With a tight waistline, low neckline and skirt that barely reached mid-thigh, Alex genuinely considered re-donning her dressing gown and remaining in it for the rest of the day. It, at least, covered everything that needed covering.

“We better not have to do anything physical while wearing these,” Alex said, also tugging on her skirt with one hand, while using the other to try and pull up the bodice. The leathery material was surprisingly comfortable and flexible enough to make it perfect for fluid movement, but it refused to stretch in the places she wanted it to.

“If we do, everyone watching will get an eyeful,” D.C. agreed, giving up on her own attempt at modesty to slump on the couch that had materialised near the piles of cushions overnight.

“I’m not sure anyone would mind, to be honest.”

Alex swung around at Jordan’s amused voice to find him walking towards them, his eyes roving over D.C.’s outfit. Behind him followed the rest of the boys, all of whom were trying much more valiantly to hide their humour as they took in what Alex and D.C. were wearing.

“Gotta say, I love this getup, Dix,” Jordan teased, pulling her up from the couch so he could get a better look. “We’ll have to ask if you can bring this home with you.”

D.C.’s face flamed but she rolled her eyes and said, “Sure. I’ll introduce you to my parents while wearing it, shall I?”

Jordan chuckled, unafraid. “I’ve already met your parents. At your birthday party, remember?”


“Just my dad,” D.C. corrected. “And I meant, as I introduce you to them as my boyfriend. I could even tell them you picked this dress out for me specifically, if you want?”

Alex had to bite her cheek to keep from laughing at the look on Jordan’s face, unsure if he was more worried about the outfit threat or the king and queen learning of their relationship status. She should have felt compassion, especially after having had her own unintentional ‘meet the parents’ experience with Kaiden, but it was too entertaining to watch Jordan freeze as panic overwhelmed him.

“Now that we have that sorted,” D.C. said cheerfully as she leaned forward to kiss him, “no more comments about our clothes. Got it?”

Jordan made a gurgled sound of agreement.

D.C. glanced at the rest of the boys. “That goes for all of you.”

Declan raised his hands. “We didn’t say anything.”

“And you won’t,” D.C. said warningly. “Even though it’s clear you want to.”

They were still trying to hide their grins—even Bear, who was in better spirits today, determined to do as he’d said yesterday and honour his father with his own actions—but Alex couldn’t blame them. The dresses she and D.C. wore were embarrassing on so many levels.

“Feeling any better?” Kaiden asked quietly as he walked over to Alex. His eyes remained squarely on her face and not… elsewhere… and for that, she was grateful.

“Much, thank you. Sorry about this morning,” she replied, tugging lightly at her skirt again, this time more just to fidget than anything else, since she knew it wasn’t going to miraculously lengthen any time soon. “I was having a bit of a Debbie Downer moment.”

Kaiden cocked his head to the side. “Freyan colloquialism?”


Alex blinked, realising what she’d said, then laughed quietly. “Yeah. It means—”

“I think I’ve got it,” he said, lips curling with amusement. “And no one can blame you for having doubts. Your fears are justified.”

“Maybe so,” Alex said. “But I still shouldn’t have been so freaked, not when you’re all being so great about everything. I just—something happened with my helper last night and it shook me up a bit.”

Kaiden’s expression became concerned. “What happened?”

Alex was quick to dispel his worry. “She said some stuff that upset me, but it doesn’t matter. I’m over it now.” Or at least, trying to be.

He moved forward until he was all she could see, like they were the only two people in the world, and quietly asked, “What did she say to you, Alex?”

Hypnotised by his gentle tone and caring eyes, Alex answered automatically. “She said this is a lost cause—that I’m going to fail everyone, and I’ll only have myself to blame.” She swallowed. “She didn’t realise I could understand her. And now I can’t help assuming all the other Tia Aurans are thinking the same.”

Kaiden closed his eyes, knowing just how much Zaylin’s words must have affected Alex. He knew everything about her—more even than D.C., Jordan and Bear, since none of them knew the entirety of what had happened during her time spent in the past, including her friendship with Niyx and the loss she was dealing with. Kaiden alone was aware of all that Alex had faced in such a short period of time, and therefore knew Zaylin’s attack would have hurt beyond words.

As if in response to her own pain, Kaiden moved even closer and pressed a quick, soft kiss to her forehead.

Her breath stuttered audibly, and when he moved back again, she was certain he could see the heat touching her

cheeks. But all he did was look directly into her eyes and say, “Prove them wrong.”

Prove them wrong.

Those three words resonated deep within Alex’s soul.

Unable to respond past the lump in her throat, she offered a firm nod of agreement, which caused Kaiden to smile proudly before he stepped away and turned to those gathered around them.

Suddenly remembering that they weren’t alone, Alex took in the curious faces of Declan, Bear, D.C. and Jordan. But she thankfully didn’t have to explain what had just occurred quietly between her and Kaiden because a flash of light swept the six of them from the room.

After blinking away stars, Alex looked around at their new surroundings and felt her stomach tighten.

Having arrived in the middle of a massive gold stadium surrounded by nothing but clouds, the area upon which Alex and her friends stood was perfectly circular and centred in between tiered seating that enclosed the space. Another thin layer of clouds bordered the circle, creating a gap between the stage and the seats that made the stadium seem larger than it already was. The entire setup was like some kind of fantasy gladiatorial arena—but with an otherworldly feel to it, rather than an Ancient Rome vibe. That was likely because it was still as ostentatiously sparkly as everything in Tia Auras.

“That’s not something you see every day,” Bear said, sounding awed.

Alex nodded, but when she glanced over at him, she found his head tilted back and his focus upwards.

Following his gaze, Alex discovered three fiery arches high above their heads, floating mid-air as if attached to invisible strings.


“The Gates of Testing,” Declan mused, looking up as well. “I hope we don’t have to learn how to fly through them in order to prove ourselves.”

Alex was hoping right along with him.

Another flash of light, this one much more intense than any of the others Alex had yet experienced, and suddenly the stadium was filled with Tia Aurans. There had to be thousands upon thousands of them in the stands, causing Alex’s stomach to tighten even further. Her pulse beat loudly in her ears, but it wasn’t enough to cover the noise of the crowd, the sound of the masses overpowering her senses.

“Oh, boy,” D.C. said, her voice trembling. “This is something else.”

She could say that again. Alex hadn’t known what to expect with the Tu’eh Saeron ess Telari, but she hadn’t been counting on such a large audience.

One final flash of light, and the three Tia Auran leaders appeared—Empress Saefii and Calivere both seated on thrones that had the best view overlooking the stadium, and Tayros materialising on the circular platform.

The dark-haired advisor held a box in his hands that he opened as he stepped closer. Inside were six pairs of identical golden wrist cuffs, beautifully crafted pieces with swirled engravings and—

“You guys have a thing about mixing diamonds and gold together, don’t you?” Jordan observed, pulling one pair from the box at Tayros’s gesture.

“What you refer to are neither gold nor diamond,” Tayros said, “but rather a precious metal and stone native only to our world. They cannot be replicated in such a pure form elsewhere.”

Jordan just blinked at him. “Okay. Well, whatever it is, you seem to really like using it.”


“It is a symbol of our supremacy—of our strength, of our power. Of our dominance.”

“If you say so,” Jordan said, snorting lightly as he slid the cuff onto his wrist. “Personally, I think it’s a bit excessi—”

Alex shoved her foot down onto his before he could finish his sentence, and he broke off with a curse, glaring at her in question. He had been too busy fiddling with the cuff to notice Tayros’s darkening expression, but she hadn’t missed it. The last thing they needed before doing whatever they were about to do was to offend one of the Tia Auran rulers.

Reading the warning in her look, Jordan turned back to Tayros, realising his mistake. “Uh, excessively underdone,” he quickly tried to cover. “I think you should use more of it. Every chance you get. It’s so… shiny.”

Alex felt like smacking a hand to her forehead, at least until it appeared that Jordan’s blundering attempt appeased Tayros. Apparently the Tia Aurans weren’t skilled at recognising mortal sarcasm, to her relief.

“Each of you will wear the cuffs while undergoing Tu’eh Saeron ess Telari,” Tayros said as the rest of them slid the bands onto their wrists. “They will ensure that you remain linked to share the same testing environment.”

Alex raised her eyebrows at that, seeing similar expressions on her friends’ faces.

“Is it like a virtual reality?” Bear asked, with a hint of his normal enthusiasm. Alex was pleased to again see evidence that he was compartmentalising his grief, at least for the time being, but she failed to understand his perpetual excitement over anything related to virtual reality. Any time she’d ever experienced it, she’d almost always ended up shocked in one way or another—sometimes a good shock, but mostly bad.

“What you experience will be real, or at least real to you,” Tayros answered, negating the virtual reality idea. “The

dangers you face inside the Gates will also be real, as will the consequences should you fail to… overcome those dangers.”

Alex didn’t like the sound of that, but she pushed away thoughts of Bear’s theory from last night about their lives being at stake. Now was the time to focus, not fear.

“Those in the audience each wear similar cuffs,” Tayros continued, waving to the assembled masses and then sliding up his white sleeves to reveal his own gold-enclosed wrists. “We’ll be able to watch everything that happens during your testing.”

How fabulous, Alex thought, sighing.

“No one has told us anything about Tu’eh Saeron ess Telari,” she said, twisting one of the cuffs nervously around her forearm. She was again pleased that her golden skin was concealed, otherwise she would be looking overwhelmingly gaudy right now. “Are there any rules we must follow? Any instructions at all?”

“Six Gates you must overcome,” Tayros said. He pointed to the fiery arches floating above them. “Each day that you continue on, there will be three new options for you. You must step through only one and face what is on the other side.”

“Three new options?” Kaiden repeated, frowning slightly. “Options regarding what?”

“I cannot say,” Tayros said. “You will have to wait and see.”

“And all we have to do is choose which option we want and step through the Gate?” Alex asked. “Seems relatively simple.”

“You don’t get to choose the option,” Tayros corrected. “Only the Gate.”

Her brow furrowed. “But—How will we know which option is for which Gate?”

“You won’t.” Fisting his right hand and pressing it just above his heart in a strange kind of salute, he finished, “May the light shine upon you always, mortals.”

With a bright flash, Tayros vanished, only to reappear seated on the throne at Saefii’s right side.


Alex froze. Not because of his limited information regarding the Gates, but from his final statement, since that was the last thing Lady Mystique had ever said to her. The next time Alex had seen the ancient woman, she’d been killed by Aven.

‘May the light shine upon you always, Alexandra Jennings.’

“Hey, Alex, you okay?”

Alex blinked back the memory—and the tears tickling the back of her nose—and nodded to answer D.C.’s question. Slightly shaken, but otherwise okay, she knew she couldn’t afford to lose her composure. Not now.

“Looks like the empress is getting ready to speak,” Bear said, pointing up to the three thrones.

Indeed, Saefii had risen to her feet and had her hands in the air, drawing the attention of the masses who quietened instantly upon seeing their ruler call for silence.

“Welcome, welcome, one and all,” Saefii said in the lyrical language of her race, her voice somehow amplified to echo around the entire space. “We are here today to witness the humans of Medora who wish to prove their worth by facing the Gates of Testing.”

A loud cry arose at her words, cheers mixed with jeers, the audience torn about whether to be excited or annoyed.

“Six tests over six days, that is what shall be required of them,” Saefii told her people. “Whatever their fate, they have already showed courage in being here today. Now allow us to offer them the respect that decision has earned.”

More cheers this time, and significantly fewer jeers.

“Any chance you want to fill us in?” Declan said from the corner of his mouth. His comment was to Kaiden, but Alex wasn’t sure if Kaiden had been taught enough by Athora to have followed everything Saefii had said. Either way, neither of them had the chance to fill in their friends, since the empress turned her gaze down to the circle and switched to the common tongue.


“The Tu’eh Saeron ess Telari should not be undertaken lightly,” Saefii told them. “This is your final chance to change your minds.”

Alex shared quick glances with her friends, noting their tense but steadfast expressions as they each shook their heads in the negative.

“We will face your tests as agreed,” Alex said for all of them, her voice somehow amplified just like Saefii’s.

“Very well,” the empress said.

Saefii raised her hands again, this time pointing towards the three floating arches. Suddenly, their blazing increased and they started moving, circling slowly at first, but building to an incredible speed. Around and around they circled until they looked like a flaming ring suspended in the air. And then, as if someone had hit pause, they came to an instant stop, each now with a glowing word written in the empty space at its base.

Zoren—‘hope’.

Vaedan—‘strength’.

Ganoris—‘reason’.

“The Gates have spoken,” Saefii called, her silver eyes trailing over the words just as Alex’s had. “Today our challengers will be tested by either the Gate of Hope, the Gate of Strength or the Gate of Reason.”

As the audience gave another mighty cry, the Gates started moving again, even faster than before, the words disappearing like smoke in the wind. This time they slowed gradually, and as they did, they gently lowered until they came to a rest at triangulated points in the clouded gap beyond the edge of the raised stage.

“May the light be your guide, humans,” Saefii said, taking her seat again. “And may you choose wisely.”

That appeared to be all she was going to say, because with a wave, she indicated for them to begin. The audience too

appeared to be waiting with baited breath to see what would happen next. And they weren’t the only ones. Alex wondered if her heart was going to beat out of her chest with anticipation.

“Hope, reason, strength,” Bear said. “None of those sound too bad.”

“Better than death, plague and tragedy,” Jordan offered in agreement. “Fingers crossed they’re not on the agenda later this week.”

Alex crossed her toes as well, just to be safe.

Pivoting in the centre of the circle as she looked from arch to arch, it was impossible to tell which Gate had been for which test, the words now long gone. Turning back to the others, she asked, “What do you guys think?”

“I’m happy to leave this one up to you,” D.C. said. When Alex opened her mouth to object, her friend continued, “Saefii told us yesterday that the most demanding Gates will challenge you specifically. It’s only fair that you should get to choose which ones we go through.”

“But I don’t get to choose,” Alex said, gesturing to the identical-looking Gates. “It’s basically a crapshoot.”

“Then it’s your crapshoot,” Declan said, clapping a hand encouragingly on her shoulder and giving her a shake that nearly rattled her bones. “Go on, Alex. We’ve got your back, whatever you decide.”

Resenting them all a little for the position they were putting her in—while also understanding why they were doing so and knowing she’d offer the same if their positions were reversed— Alex sighed deeply and moved towards one of the arches at random. She came to a stop at the border of the circle, which left a cloud-filled gap of about three feet between the stage and the base of the Gate. They would have to jump in order to pass through—but for what purpose other than to forfeit their dignity, Alex didn’t know.


Stretching forward as far as she could, she reached out to test the flames still flaring off the arches to make sure they wouldn’t burn her on contact. Instead, she found that it was just like the blue fire that appeared whenever she summoned A’enara— beautiful, yet harmless. At least to her. Aware that the star fire was known to severely burn anyone not bound to her magical blade, Alex held her breath as her friends stepped forward to test the flames themselves. She only relaxed again when none of them cried out in agony, satisfied enough to press onwards.

“Ready or not, here we come,” Alex said quietly. And with the assurance that the others were right behind her, she pushed off from the stage and leapt over the gap and into the Gate.








Six

As soon as Alex passed through the Gate, her senses were overwhelmed by the tickling star fire until it disappeared entirely, leaving a single word burning brightly across her mind in the second before the glow disappeared.

This should be interesting, Alex thought as she landed on the other side, unconsciously translating the word.

Looking around as her friends arrived behind her, it was clear they were no longer in the golden stadium. Instead of clouds, they were now standing at the base of a rocky mountain rising high into the heavens and surrounded by desert—presumably the same as what Alex had wandered through when she first arrived in Tia Auras, however this one still had the three blazing suns overhead, rather than the blue and red moons.

With a low whistle, Declan said, “That sure is some peak.” He raised a hand to his eyes and tilted his head back and back and back, but Alex already knew that if she couldn’t see the summit with her Meyarin sight, he had no chance.

D.C. was looking up as well, her face paling dramatically before she turned her attention to the sparse area around them, searching for clues that might reveal why they were there.

Alex, however, already knew. And there was only one other person who could have translated the Tia Auran word that she presumed flashed across each of their minds. She looked over at Kaiden, sharing a grim look with him.


“What?” Bear asked, seeing their expressions. “What aren’t you telling us?”

Jordan jumped in, the first to ask the question they all wanted answered. “What does vaedan mean? Which Gate did we step through?”

Sharing another look with Alex, it was Kaiden who answered. “Strength,” he said. “We’re to be tested by the Gate of Strength.”

As one, the six of them looked upwards again. Up and up and up.

“No. Way,” D.C. said, taking a stumbling step back. She, Alex knew, wasn’t the best when it came to heights—and this mountain was the definition of high. But her friend’s phobia wasn’t the only thing that concerned Alex. Before she could note her observations, however, Declan got in first.

“Assuming we’re supposed to climb this beast, we don’t have any gear,” he said, searching the area around them.

“It’s a test of strength,” Bear said, looking almost as pale as D.C. “I’m guessing the point is that we’ll be tested physically as we are, without any kind of help.”

Alex knew he was right, but that only increased her concern. She had trained for tasks like this, with Niyx having pushed her to the edges of her human and Meyarin limits. She’d free-climbed up cliff faces before, even if nothing had come close to the scale of the mountain before them. Her friends, however…

While they were all fit thanks to the taxing classes at Akarnae, she had no idea how they would bear under the strain of what they now had to face. She wasn’t even sure how she would manage, since Niyx’s endurance training would only get her so far, especially when she had woken up feeling unnaturally fatigued—a feeling that was lingering. But she, at least, also had her Meyarin blood to help, even if the immortal

advantages it afforded her human body wouldn’t make that much of a difference. She just had to hope it would be enough.

“Do you think—” Alex hesitated, then tried again. “Do you think we all need to go? Or just one of us will do?” She hated the idea of climbing on her own, but if it was allowed, then she would do whatever it took to save them from the struggle of this test.

In answer, there was a sudden flash of light, but this one didn’t relocate them. Instead, it changed their clothes. Or it did for Alex and D.C., who now wore similar outfits to the boys— strong, sturdy protection that was much more appropriate for scaling a mountain.

“At least they gave us pants,” Alex mumbled, running her hands over the leathery material. It was impossibly supple, just like her dress had been. Perfect for the task at hand.

“Still no rope, though,” D.C. said, now visibly shaking.

“Hey,” Alex said gently, turning to her friend. But then she stopped, having no idea what to say next.

“It’s okay,” D.C. said, even if everything about her screamed that it wasn’t. “I know we have to do this. I just—” She swallowed once, twice, and Alex feared for a second that she might throw up. But then she regained control of herself and finished, “I just won’t look down.”

“This isn’t going to be easy,” Jordan said, pointing out the obvious with clear concern for his girlfriend—and for the rest of them.

“You know the best way to climb a mountain?” Kaiden asked. When they all looked at him, he gave a small smile of encouragement and said, “One step at a time.”

“Or in this case, one lethal hand-hold at a time,” Declan muttered, cracking his knuckles and shaking out his shoulders in preparation.

“We’ll go slow,” Kaiden said. “Take breaks when we need to. We haven’t been given a time limit, which means we can

take as long as we need. And we don’t know if we have to get to the top—for all we know, there might not even be a top. So we’ll just keep going until we’ve done what’s needed to pass this test. Agreed?”

Sounds of acceptance answered him, some much more confident than others.

“We need to watch out for each other, too,” Bear said, running a hand through his hair. “As we get higher, not only will we be more tired, but the slope will be steeper as well.”

Alex decided not to share that beyond their human sight was a sheer cliff face that was nearly vertical. That kind of knowledge would only make them more nervous.

“Everyone, stretch like you’ve never stretched before,” Declan ordered in his best Karter impersonation.

Since having something to do took their minds off the upcoming task, Alex’s friends followed Declan’s command without complaint. She too sought to loosen up her limbs, strategising madly about the best way to tackle the mountain.

“I say we go up in pairs of two, buddy-spotting each other, with the strongest people at the bottom to, uh…”

She trailed off, not wanting to explain, but D.C. finished quietly for her, “To try and catch anyone who slips?”

Alex winced, even if that had been what she’d been about to say. She sent an apologetic look to her friend, knowing the last thing D.C. wanted to consider was the idea of slipping.

“Better safe than sorry,” D.C. whispered, her pale face turning an alarming shade of grey. “Excuse me a moment.”

When she ran off into the nearby desert bushes, Alex felt her own stomach churn with sympathetic nausea. But when D.C. returned, it was with a determined expression on her otherwise waxy features.

“I’m fine,” she told Jordan who moved immediately to her side. “Let’s just get this over with.”


Alex thought her friend had already passed her own strength test just by mounting the courage to take on one of her deepest fears, but apparently the Gates didn’t agree, since nothing about their situation changed.

“You and me, gorgeous,” Jordan said to D.C., taking her hand and guiding her forward. “We’ll lead the troops.”

The two of them began their slow, careful ascent up the gradually inclining slope, leaving Alex, Bear, Kaiden and Declan to decide who was pairing with whom.

“Alex is obviously bringing up the rear,” Bear said, knowing all about her Meyarin blood. “I’m not ashamed to say I shouldn’t be anyone’s last line of defence, so I’ll go in the middle.” His eyes moved between Kaiden and Declan. “It’s up to you two to fight over who’s pairing with us.”

The two best friends sized each other up, knowing their skills better than anyone else.

“You should be with Alex,” Kaiden said to Declan.

Declan shook his head. “We’re about even, mate. I may be bulkier, but I’ve never been able to match you in a fight.”

“This is a different kind of fight than we’re used to,” Kaiden said, glancing up the mountain again. “We need to play to our strengths, and this one is more in your favour.”

Declan hesitated, his eyes flicking briefly to Bear, but then he nodded solemnly. His expression then quickly morphed into a cheeky grin as he said, “Don’t worry, Kaid. I’ll watch out for your girl.”

Alex’s face flushed but her eyes narrowed, causing Declan to chuckle and wrap a meaty arm around her shoulders while Bear and Kaiden both tried to hide their smiles.

“Careful, Declan,” Alex warned in a low voice. “I’m meant to be spotting you, remember?”

Her threat wasn’t taken at all seriously—if anything, he just chuckled louder.


“Noted,” he said, releasing his arm from her neck. “Now let’s get started on this monster.”

At first, their trek was nothing more than navigating the desert terrain in an uphill slope, making their way across the rocky path. But soon enough the incline increased until Alex was scrambling along on all fours more often than not, using her legs to push her way over boulders and heaving herself up by her arms when there were no footholds. A few times she and Declan switched positions with the others so that they were leading the group, helping their friends conquer some of the larger obstacles. Other times she needed help from those ahead of her, with either Kaiden or Bear reaching down to haul her over whatever was in her path.

It was exhausting work and the hours flew by, yet the real challenge remained ahead, for they had yet to reach the vertical climb. But whoever—or whatever—was monitoring them wasn’t without compassion. At regular intervals, Alex and her friends stumbled upon rest stops complete with survival kits containing water, food and basic first-aid supplies. As their aches and pains began to grow and they developed blisters on top of blisters, Alex knew they all would have given anything for some laendra, but the kits only provided bandages and gauze for their scraped and raw skin, nothing to actually mend their wounds.

Soon enough, the incline became so great that they had to create their own rest stops more frequently than The Powers That Be offered supplies, their fatigue increasing exponentially with their relentless uphill battle. Even Alex was feeling the struggle, enough that she again wondered if she was battling some illness, for there were times when only her Meyarin blood coupled with Niyx’s ruthless training kept her on her feet.

When they finally reached the vertical cliff face, the expressions worn by all those around her ranged from grim to horrified.


“Let’s take another break before, uh…” Alex just pointed upwards, rather than finishing her sentence.

No one argued with her. And thankfully, they’d come to a place where there was a pack of supplies waiting, so Alex quickly handed out canteens of water and what she presumed were the Tia Auran equivalent to energy bars. Whatever they were, they tasted good, not that Alex and her friends cared. They needed the fuel, no matter what form it came in.

Unbeknownst to everyone else, Alex had been quietly hoping that when they reached the cliff, there would have been climbing gear left for them. But there was nothing other than the supplies they’d received at every other stop.

Seeing the dispirited faces all around her as they each kept throwing glances up the sheer rock face, Alex sought to try and distract them from the coming journey.

“You guys know Athora? The man in the Library who brought you here?” she asked. Kaiden, of course, already knew what she was about to say, so her question was more directed to the others. When they nodded, she continued, “I don’t know how much he shared with you, but he’s been training me for a while now, preparing me for the trip here. Or so he claimed.”

Alex wasn’t sure anything could have prepared her, even if she’d had more time with Athora before venturing to his world.

“Before he agreed to take me on as a student, I had to do three tasks,” she went on. “Three tests.”

“Like the Gates?” D.C. asked, wiping sweat from her brow. She was doing remarkably well, making sure not to look out at the impossibly high view of what they’d already climbed and keeping her attention focused solely on Alex.

“Not exactly, but I’m guessing he drew his inspiration from these tests,” Alex said, Athora’s odd tasks beginning to make a

small amount of sense. “One of the first things I had to do was walk across an unending lake, jumping from one floating rock to another until I reached the end.”

“Of the lake?” Jordan frowned slightly, swigging more water. “Didn’t you say it was unending?”

“I did.”

Alex went on to explain the test in its entirety, including how she’d been suffering from a stab wound in her leg and had also plunged into the icy water upon arrival, thus wasn’t in the best physical condition to face the challenge. But she also shared that she’d refused to give up despite her pain and exhaustion, and how it was only once she had reached the end of herself, not the lake, that she’d passed the test.

“Ten hours, fifty-four minutes and thirty-two seconds,” she told them quietly. “That’s how long I was out there jumping over those two floating rocks across that water, feeling like every painful step was getting me nowhere.”

Alex fiddled with her canteen, swirling the contents within and taking another drink before continuing, “Athora told me afterwards that the point was to test the strength of my character in the face of what appeared to be an impossible, unending quest.” She looked up at the mountain still rising too high for her to see its end. “I have to believe this task is similar in nature. That from the outside, it may seem impossible and unending. But we have to remember that nothing is ever as it seems—not when it comes to things like this. And together, we’ll get through it.” She looked at Kaiden and finished by repeating his earlier words, “One step at a time.”

Her story had the effect she’d been hoping for. She hadn’t been seeking their pity, nor had she been wanting to highlight her own strength or tenacity. What she’d wanted was to encourage them, to let them know that if she could make it through that, they could all make it through this.


“Right,” D.C. said, standing to her feet. “Today seems like a great day to do something I’ve never, ever wanted to do.”

“You’ve never wanted to go free climbing up an endless cliff on the side of a mountain?” Jordan asked her, a grin on his face as he stood as well. “I’ll have to take it off our list of future date options.”

D.C. grinned back until her eyes flickered past him to the scenery far, far below, before she shut them tightly and took a visibly steadying breath.

“It’s just like crawling across the ground, Dix,” Alex said softly. “Only vertical.”

D.C.’s eyes snapped back open and she hissed out, “Not helping, Alex.”

“Vertical crawling,” Bear mused as he wrapped some fresh gauze around a cut on the palm of his hand, making sure to keep his fingers bare for gripping purposes. “Put like that, it almost sounds fun.”

With a garbled sound in the back of her throat, D.C. let Jordan lead her to the flat face of the cliff, and they slowly— ever so slowly—began the arduous climb upwards. The stone was jagged, with plenty of places for them to put their feet and hands, but there was no denying the danger of what they were doing. They had nothing securing them to the mountain, nothing securing them to each other. And if any of them fell…

Alex refused to let her fears fester, instead waiting her turn while Kaiden and Bear set off, before she and Declan began their ascent.

For the most part, what they were doing required all of their concentration, allowing little chance to speak other than to encourage each other onwards, offer warnings about loose sections in the rock, or suggest better hand and foot placements. Every so often they would arrive at a flatter overhanging section where they could guzzle down food and water as they rested

their aching bodies. But no matter how far they continued upwards, still Alex could see no sign of any summit, even as the air around them began to thin and the temperature cooled. The others didn’t notice the change, but her heightened senses were able to note the difference, and she was growing more and more concerned the higher they climbed.

During their third tackle at the cliff after having just left another rest stop, Declan decided it was the perfect time to strike up a conversation with Alex around his panting efforts upwards.

“So,” he puffed, hoisting himself over a sizable boulder jutting out from the rock, “is this the part where I ask about your intentions?”

Alex’s grip almost slipped. Her gaze snapped across in time to see Declan’s mischievous grin as his chin jerked up to indicate Kaiden, just in case she’d failed to miss his meaning.

“Do that, and I’ll push you off this cliff myself.”

Declan barked out a laugh. “Still a touchy subject, huh?”

“Seriously,” Alex growled. “Stop talking, or I’ll make it so the only sound anyone hears is you screaming as you fall.”

“So melodramatic,” he said, still grinning.

Of course, she would never hurt him, so her threat was empty. But she also didn’t want to risk him continuing his line of conversation. Mostly because it would distract him from the dangerous climb, but also because she feared his voice would carry up to Kaiden. He and Bear were only a few body lengths ahead, after all.

“Remind me again why you’re here?” Alex ground out. “Why you came through to Tia Auras with the others?” She paused as a thought came to her. “Why did Athora let any of you through, for that matter? Kaiden and I are one thing; we trained with him for stuff like this.” She nodded towards the mountain, even if she’d never faced anything like it with

Athora. “I find it hard to believe he just let you guys step across worlds.”

“We never said he did it willingly.”

Alex frowned as she heaved herself up higher with a quiet grunt, ignoring her protesting muscles and the fatigue she felt throughout her whole body. “What do you mean?”

Declan didn’t respond straight away since he was busy navigating a challenging stretch between handholds. Once he was secure again, he admitted, “After he explained who he was and how he’d been training you both, we figured there was a reason no one else knew about him, and why you and Kaid kept quiet about his existence, even to your closest friends—who, by the way, all knew something was going on, even if neither of you ever said anything.” There was no reprimand in his voice, just a statement of facts. “It became clear that Athora was the type of guy who’d want his secrets kept secret.”

Alex read between the lines of what he was saying and an astonished laugh wheezed out of her with what little breath she had in her lungs. “You threatened to out him?”

“We did what was needed to convince him to open the doorway for us,” Declan panted.

“And aren’t you glad you did,” Alex said sarcastically, certain that since every part of her was throbbing, the physical strain he and the others must be feeling had to be equal—if not worse.

“We weren’t going to leave you two to face all this on your own,” Declan said firmly. “Don’t even try to tell me you would have done anything differently in our place.”

He had her there.

They fell into silence again as their journey continued to grow in difficulty, only pausing when it became clear that those ahead of them had halted, but not because they’d reached a safe rest stop.


“What’s the hold-up?” Alex called, her eyes on her fingers where she was struggling to maintain a grip in a shallow break in the rock.

“Look for yourself,” Declan said from beside her, and something about his tone had her glancing upwards, past Bear and Kaiden, past Jordan and D.C., to what lay ahead.

It was an overhang—a massive, almost horizontal hunk of rock jutting out from the side of the mountain. To go around it would take them hours of spider-crawling sideways, hours that their exhausted bodies wouldn’t be able to handle without some kind of break, and for as far as Alex could see across, there was nowhere that they would be able to rest during that time. Their only option was to climb up and over the outcropping and hope to find a survival stop on the other side.

Shoulders aching, legs aching, every inch of her aching, Alex heaved herself upwards, moving swiftly around Kaiden and Bear and coming into line with Jordan and D.C.—the latter of whom Alex feared was going to pass out at the sight of the overhang.

“How’re you doing, Dix?” Alex asked quietly, already knowing the answer.

“I was coping enough to remain in a healthy state of denial until now,” D.C. whispered through trembling lips. Like the rest of them, she was covered in sweat and dust, her features lined with exhaustion. “Alex, I can’t—I can’t—” She wasn’t able to finish, all she could do was flick her eyes upwards and then cling even tighter to the rock.

“You can do this,” Alex said, her voice gentle, encouraging. “You’ve come so far, Dix. Just a little further.”

“And hey, this time it’s actual horizontal crawling,” Jordan said, his attempt at helping negated by his strained, anxious features.


“Horizontal crawling while hanging upside-down doesn’t count as horizontal crawling,” D.C. said, her breath coming out in short, sharp pants. It was clear to Alex that the longer they hung from the side of the cliff, the more shock would set in and the harder it would be to get her friend moving again.

“We’re going to do this together, okay?” Alex said. “I’m going to go first, and you’re going to be right behind me, following exactly where I climb. I won’t let anything happen to you, Dix. You know I won’t.”

D.C. tore her eyes from the overhang until she was looking only at Alex, her pupils wide with terror. Alex made sure to keep her own expression as calm as possible, despite the fact that she was quivering on the inside at what they were about to tackle.

“I promise, Dix,” Alex whispered, holding her gaze as she repeated, “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

Alex could see that it took everything D.C. had, but she finally nodded.

The fear swirling inside Alex kicked up to extreme levels but she continued to mask her trepidation as she called out so everyone could hear, “See if you can place your weight mostly on your feet for a few minutes and give your hands a break.” She nodded towards the outcropping and explained, “We’re going to be relying on upper body strength to get past this, so try and be as rested as you can.”

She was asking a lot, since they were literally hanging from the rock, but her words were true: they would need all their strength to survive the journey across the jagged cliff face.

When her legs started cramping from taking as much pressure from her hands as possible, Alex knew it was time to continue on. Again using a voice loud enough for everyone to hear, she called, “Stay close, and follow right where the person in front of you climbs. Put your hands exactly where their hands were.” She glanced at them all and schooled her features into

something she hoped inspired confidence. “Three minutes, guys. Maybe less. That’s all this’ll take and we’ll be up and over. We can do this.”

When she received nods—or, in D.C.’s case, a moan— in response, Alex started upwards again, climbing until she reached the point where the rock jutted out at a nearly perfect right angle.

Fortunately, it was just as jagged as the rest of the cliff— meaning there were ample places for grip holds. But the overhang meant they would need to tackle it in a hand-over-hand manner, like swinging across monkey bars.

“Ready, Dix?” Alex asked as her friend moved shakily to her side.

She didn’t wait for a response, knowing D.C. was incapable of communicating anything in that moment, and instead Alex reached upwards and anchored her fingers around a stable handhold, doing the same with her other hand while her feet kept her secured to the mountain.

Trying to keep her shaking at bay, Alex fought every self-preservation instinct inside her and, with a silent prayer to whoever was listening, released her foothold on the cliff face until she was dangling solely by her hands, hanging with nothing but air beneath her feet.

Knowing time was of the essence and that she would be in more trouble if she remained stationary, she panted out a quick reminder, “Exactly where my hands are, Dix,” before she released one of her holds and swung forward, feeling for the next.

Once she was two holds ahead, she paused to look over her shoulder, carefully monitoring D.C. as she took her first swing onto the overhang. Her friend was as white as a ghost, but still she was following Alex, just as she always had. Trusting her, no matter what they faced.


“You’re doing great,” Alex choked out, emotion clogging her throat as pride and gratitude overwhelmed her. “Just one move at a time.”

Following her own advice, Alex swung forward again. And again, and again, and again. She glanced back every few handholds to check the progress of her friends as they followed one by one after Alex and D.C., first Jordan, then Bear, then Kaiden, with Declan at the rear. By the time Alex came to the edge of the outcropping, all six of them were hanging from the rock, and she had a bizarre moment of wishing they’d brought some otherworldly equivalent of a camera with them. Not that she would ever forget this moment—but still, having it captured in time would be something worth framing.

Shoving her inappropriately timed thoughts away, Alex called back, “Nearly there, guys. I’m right at the end.”

Her body was screaming in agony, the pain heightened by having to turn around and check on everyone after each swing forward. Her muscles were begging for a reprieve, her shoulders feeling all but pulled from their sockets, and yet she continued onwards, knowing they were so close.

Hope welled within her as she started to ease her way up the curved lip of the overhang, already able to see that the top surface veered straight back towards the cliff, offering a flat area where they would be able to recover. She could have cried as relief overwhelmed her, knowing that in just a few more seconds, they’d all be able to rest.

She wanted to rush, to hurry forward to the awaiting respite, but she deliberately kept her pace slow enough for the now lagging D.C. to keep up.

“Only a few more swings,” Alex encouraged, pausing to look back at her again. “You’re doing so, so well.”

And she was… until she wasn’t.


Because as D.C. swung forward, her fingers visibly fumbled for the next hold.

Alex wasn’t sure if her friend’s arm cramped or if she simply slipped, but a petrified scream left D.C.’s mouth when she lost her grip.

And then, suddenly, she was falling.








Seven

Never before had Alex been so thankful for her Meyarin reflexes.

As if watching D.C. fall in slow motion, Alex instantly dropped one of her arms and clamped her hand around her friend’s wrist.

As D.C. was brought to a sudden halt, the drag of her dead weight nearly pulled Alex right off the overhang with her. Fingers slipping dangerously, Alex ground them into the rock, heedless of the pain as the rough surface tore into her flesh.

“Hold on!” she screamed as D.C.’s weight made them swing back and forth—making it even more difficult for Alex to maintain her grip.

Tears streamed down D.C.’s face, leaving dirty trails from the dust on her skin, but she nodded desperately in agreement— too terrified to speak—and raised her free hand to latch onto Alex’s arm, strengthening the grip between them.

The boys were crying out, their panic clear as they rushed almost recklessly closer. All of them were still hanging so precariously, and the only way any of them would survive was if they made it over the outcropping. But handicapped with only one free arm, there was no way Alex would be able to haul both herself and D.C. up over the edge on her own.

“Dix, I know you’re scared right now,” she said to her friend, her breath coming in pants from the strain of her position.

“But I promised I wouldn’t let you fall, and that’s one promise I intend to keep. Do you hear me?” When D.C. didn’t respond, Alex prompted, “Dix? I swear to you that we’ll get through this—I need to know you believe me.”

It was tentative, but D.C. offered another nod, tears of terror continuing to fall silently down her cheeks.

“I need you to remember that,” Alex said. “Because I’m going to pull you up now and I need you to be strong enough to keep going. Just a few more feet and we’ll be safe. But I can’t do this on my own without your help.” Alex flicked a glance towards the pale-faced boys and finished, “No one can get past us—we need to get up over this rock so everyone else can, too. They’re relying on us, do you understand?”

It was a trembled breath of sound, but D.C. seemed more focused now as she whispered, “Okay.”

“Okay,” Alex whispered back. “Now, can you see that space about half a foot from where my hand is holding the rock? That’s where I’m going to pull you up to. I need you to be ready to grab onto it—can you do that?”

“I think so,” D.C. answered.

Pride welled deep within Alex, but all she said was, “Good. On three, then.” Willing her screaming muscles to cooperate for just a few seconds longer, Alex called, “One, two, three.”

And with a mighty heave that tore even more flesh from her fingers clawing the rock, she drew D.C. up until she was high enough to let go of Alex with her free hand and reach for the hold she’d been directed towards.

“Got it?” Alex grunted, still bearing half of D.C.’s weight even after she’d latched onto the rock.

“Yes!”

With her confirmation, Alex raised the wrist she was still gripping until it lined up with another handhold.


D.C. didn’t need further direction; she buried those fingers into the rock as well, and the relief of no longer bearing her weight almost sent Alex off the mountain.

“You good?” Alex panted.

“No,” D.C. panted back, sniffling even if her tears had ceased flowing. “But I’m secure. So let’s finish this.”

Alex didn’t need to be told twice. She was honestly amazed that she’d been able to pull D.C. back up, since months ago she’d been in a similar predicament holding the much lighter Pipsqueak during their SAS overnight trip, and she’d required Kaiden’s help to get the smaller girl across a ravine and to safety. But now… Alex sent a silent offering of gratitude for everything she’d gone through since then, all of which had strengthened her enough to save her best friend today.

Swinging and then pulling herself up one small move at a time—while also keeping a hawk-like watch on D.C.’s shaky progress—Alex finally drew herself up and over the top of the outcropping.

All she wanted to do was curl into a ball and rest her shattered body, but she refused to do so until her friends were all safely beside her. So, leaning over the edge, she reached down just as D.C. pulled herself upwards, grabbing her friend to help heave her onto the flat space above.

Instantly, D.C. burst into loud, sobbing tears, her arms wrapping tightly around Alex’s neck.

“Shhh,” Alex said, rubbing her friend’s back with shaking arms. “We made it. You’re safe now.”

Alex had intended to reach down and help the boys just as she’d done for D.C., but the princess was so distressed that Alex was unable to loosen her grip until Jordan pulled himself up, whereby he swapped positions with her, drawing his girlfriend close. Her crying only intensified as he whispered soothingly to

her, D.C.’s shock taking hold as she processed what had nearly happened.

Shuffling back to the edge, Alex arrived just in time to assist Bear, who helped her with Kaiden and Declan until everyone was safe.

Alex couldn’t believe what they’d just done—what they’d survived. A strangled noise rose from the back of her throat, something halfway between a laugh and a sob.

Instantly, she found herself wrapped in Kaiden’s arms, the two of them trembling from a mixture of exhaustion, adrenaline, fear and relief.

“You scared the absolute crap out of me,” he whispered shakily into her ear.

“I scared the crap out of myself,” Alex whispered back, holding him just as close.

“I think that was enough to scare the crap out of all of us,” Bear said, and Alex withdrew from Kaiden only to launch herself into the warm embrace of her friend, who was shaking just as much as the rest of them. When he released her, he didn’t let her go completely, not until he inspected her bloodied hand and gently bandaged it with a spare roll of gauze he pulled from his pocket.

Having determined she wasn’t about to bleed to death, Bear stepped away, and thus began a round of hugging between everyone as shocked laughs and relieved tears were shared, each of them marvelling at what they’d overcome.

Thankfully, they weren’t the only ones who seemed to think they had conquered the mountain, because while the cliff face continued endlessly up from where they now stood, a bright flash of light whisked them off the overhanging rock and back to the golden stadium.

“We’re done?” D.C. whispered in disbelief.


Jordan let out a whoop and kissed her squarely on the mouth, heedless of them both being covered in dirt, sweat and grime. “Sure looks that way!”

Alex, however, remained uncertain. Because while they were indeed no longer on the mountain, the stadium where they now stood wasn’t an exact replica of the one they’d entered the Gate from. The lack of audience was what gave it away, the tiered seating completely empty.

Uneasy, Alex shared a glance with her friends as they too noticed the lack of Tia Aurans surrounding them.

“Do you think they got bored watching us nearly plummet to our deaths and decided to call it a day?” Declan asked.

“I don’t think that’s it,” Alex said. “I think we’re still inside the Gate.”

“So… we’re not done?” D.C. asked.

Alex shook her head—not in the negative, but because she didn’t know.

“Congratulations, humans, on successfully proving yourselves physically capable of overcoming the strength test.”

The empress’s words were amplified all around the stadium, but the woman was nowhere to be found, calling to them from outside whatever place they now stood.

“We’ve passed your test,” Bear called. “Now let us out of here.”

“You proved your physical capability,” Saefii’s echoing voice semi-repeated, “but not all strength is physical. You still have one final phase to complete before you pass the Saeron ess Vaedan.”

“This Gate of Strength is quickly becoming a pain in my ass,” Declan muttered.

Alex agreed with him. “What’s the final phase?” she called out.

“Strength of mind,” Saefii answered. “But for this, only one of you need be tested.”


Alex pulled a face and turned to her friends. “Well, obviously this one’s on me.”

“Strength of mind is kind of your gift,” Jordan said. “Pun intended.”

“How can you joke at a time like this?” D.C. hissed at him, clearly still on edge.

“Because that’s my gift,” he said with a wink. “Or if not a gift, definitely a talent.”

Despite his seemingly playful attitude, Alex could see a hint of darkness in his eyes. He of all people knew the strength of her mind—with that strength having freed him from Aven’s Claim.

“I’m not sure about this,” Kaiden said, a warning in his tone. “Something doesn’t feel right.”

Such a statement from anyone else, and Alex might have waved aside their concern. As Jordan had said, strength of mind was her gift—or the power of her will, at least. Both of which were very similar. But Kaiden’s warning made her pause, since she knew one of his gifts was intuition, something he had adopted from his sister.

“Should we be worried?” she asked him quietly, aware that Saefii—and every other Tia Auran they currently couldn’t see—was watching.

After a pause, Kaiden slowly answered, “I just feel like it could be a trick. Physical strength is one thing, but there are many different kinds of mental strength. We don’t know what this final phase might be testing.”

Alex bit her lip as she considered his words. “You’re right. But I still think I’m the best one for it. If only because I don’t think they’ll let anyone other than me do it.”

She didn’t need to repeat Saefii’s words from yesterday—as D.C. had reminded them earlier, they’d been warned that the tests were intended to challenge Alex specifically.


Understanding, but still concerned, Kaiden nodded his agreement and said, “Be careful.”

Alex tried for a light-hearted expression. “If it’s all in my head, how dangerous could it be?”

“You have decided?” Saefii cut in before Kaiden could answer, though his gaze spoke volumes.

“I’ll do it,” Alex called back, barely keeping from rolling her eyes since Saefii would have heard everything they’d said.

“Very well,” came the empress’s agreement. “To pass this phase, and therefore your entire test of strength, you need not do anything.”

Alex shared confused looks with her friends. “I don’t have to do… anything?”

“If you cannot handle the experience, you need only call out ‘stop’, and the test will conclude instantly,” Saefii said. “Do nothing, and you will pass. Say ‘stop’, and you will fail.”

“Seems simple enough,” Bear said from Alex’s side.

“Wish we’d been given that option on the mountain,” D.C. mumbled.

Alex agreed with both of them, but she also knew no one would have used the word, not if it meant they would have failed. Just like no matter what she was about to endure, nothing would make her use the safe word—not at the risk of her entire world.

“Do you understand the conditions, Alexandra Jennings?” Saefii asked.

“I do.”

“Then let the testing begin.”

There was no way to describe what happened next other than to say everything around Alex liquefied. The stadium, the clouds, the sky—everything in sight dripped like melting wax until there was nothing of their scenery left. Instead, their surroundings changed to somewhere much more familiar.


“No,” Alex gasped, spinning on the spot, knowing exactly where she was. And worse, having the feeling she knew exactly when she was.

Taking in her friends’ worried faces as they noticed her frantic movements and rapidly paling features, she heard their concerned questions like blurry background noise as her pulse began roaring in her ears. She couldn’t answer any of them; all she could do was wait, knowing what was about to happen and dreading it with all of her being.

This wasn’t a strength test that would challenge her will—it was one that would challenge every single part of her being.

“Are we on the top of Mount Paedris?”

Jordan’s question managed to pierce through the panicked fog of Alex’s mind, but she couldn’t offer confirmation. Because if she opened her mouth, she knew there was only one word that would come out—one word that would mean they would fail. So she kept her trembling lips pressed painfully tight, even when a flash of light and shadows delivered three others to the open space before where they all stood.

Soraya, Alex herself… and Niyx.

They were in a memory. Alex had known it the instant they’d arrived at the summit of the beautiful, snow-covered mountain. A memory drawn straight from her mind; one that would test her strength and draw upon everything within her if she was to withstand a live-action replay of the worst moment of her life.

“What the hell?” Jordan said, his voice still barely reaching Alex’s foggy ears. “That’s Aven’s best friend who escaped from prison and killed the king. Why are you with him, Alex?”

Alex didn’t respond. Couldn’t respond.

Shaking worse than she had at any stage while hanging off the rocky cliff, all she could do was watch from the sidelines as her memory-self desperately tried to stem the flow of Niyx’s blood, to no avail.


She watched as Soraya disappeared and reappeared with the laendra that she then smeared across Niyx’s chest and forced him to drink.

She watched as Niyx looked up at her with his knowing, apologetic eyes, fully aware of his fate even if she wasn’t willing to believe it.

She watched as he spoke to her in a rasping, pained voice, “Kitten, there’s nothing you can do.”

She watched as she adamantly tried to prove him wrong, unwilling to entertain the possibility that he was right.

She watched as his wounds failed to close, failed to heal.

She watched as he uttered the words that had destroyed her at the time, and again later when she’d read them in the letter he’d left behind for her: “I always knew I would die for you.”

And then she continued to watch as the rest of the scene played out until he reached up and cupped her face with his bloodied hand, whispering his final words.

“I’ll always be with you, kitten. For as long as there are stars in the sky.”

Through it all, Alex stood paralysed, unable to do anything but watch the memory play out. Inside, she was screaming over and over, STOPSTOPSTOPSTOPSTOP, but no words escaped her mouth. Her eyes stung with tears but she wouldn’t allow them to fall, knowing that if she did, they wouldn’t cease. She felt everything, and she felt nothing. And when the scene liquefied again, their mountain scenery melting, the last image burned into Alex’s mind was of her collapsed over Niyx’s dead body, covered in his silver blood, with Soraya howling her own lament into the sky.








Eight

The testing by the Gate of Strength was finally over.

Once Alex’s worst memory finished playing for all to see, she and her silent friends found themselves back in the golden stadium—the real one, this time—where they were met by thunderous applause and Saefii’s congratulations.

Alex barely heard anything that was said by the empress, all she knew was that they had passed the final phase of their first test. They’d passed because she hadn’t used the safe word; because she’d endured a nightmare just to prove her mental strength—strength she did not feel.

When Saefii finished speaking, Alex and her friends were flash-transported back to their rooms, and immediately the questions began.

Why were you with that Meyarin?

Don’t you know he killed King Astophe?

That was Aven’s most loyal follower, Alex! What were you doing with him?

Why were you so upset about his death?

… Why do you still look so upset?

Alex wasn’t able to answer any of their questions. Like a buzzing in her ears, she was barely able to comprehend what was being said.

“Alex?”


Her name. Just one word, but the way it was whispered, with such tenderness, such understanding, was enough for her to finally focus on the speaker.

Kaiden was watching her carefully—so very carefully. His eyes reflected her suffering, reminding her that he understood what she’d been through, what she was still going through.

Drawing a shuddering breath, Alex shook her head slightly, the smallest of movements, answering his non-verbal question of whether she was all right. She wasn’t. But he already knew that—out of everyone, he was the only one who comprehended the inner turmoil she was now reliving.

Ignoring everyone else who continued to demand answers, it took the very last of Alex’s strength to walk away and find refuge in the safety of her room, locking her door behind her. She just needed a moment to get her head together; a moment to contain her grief; a moment to summon the courage to continue onwards.

When Zaylin arrived with a bright flash, her surly presence was diverting enough to pull Alex from her painful memories, offering a strange kind of relief. Zaylin’s no-nonsense attitude was further appreciated when the helper proceeded to push Alex into the bathroom, all but throwing her into the tub while muttering under her breath about the “disgusting mess” that Alex was.

Scrubbing away the sweat and grime of her strenuous day, Alex didn’t allow her mind to wander. She’d been down that path before and already knew where it led. Right after Niyx’s death, she had been numb, uncaring about anything and everything. She couldn’t go there again—and she wouldn’t. Because Niyx himself had told her not to.

As if reading her mind, Zaylin pulled something from the folds of her black robe and held it out. Alex recognised it instantly as Niyx’s letter, which had been missing since she’d arrived in Vardaesia and awoken stripped of her own clothes.


Still in the tub full of bubbles, Alex was careful to dry her hands so as to not get the offering wet, given how precious it was. Only then did she reach for it.

With shaking fingers, Alex opened the letter and re-read it word for word, basking in the comfort it brought her, much like the first time she’d read it. One line in particular stood out, and she ran her fingers over the ink, mouthing the words.

… you need to get up and you need to keep fighting.

That was what she would do. What she was already doing. There were still five tests to go—she had no idea what she would face next, but face it she would. She’d made a promise standing over Niyx’s grave—that she wouldn’t let his sacrifice be in vain. And she had every intention of keeping that promise.

Looking up at Zaylin, Alex croaked out, “Thank you for saving this. Thank you for bringing it to me.”

The Tia Auran said nothing, unable to understand Alex’s words. But it didn’t matter—even if Zaylin had comprehended, she still wouldn’t have understood the depth of Alex’s gratitude.

Carefully laying the letter to the side, Alex pushed herself up from the warm, soapy water.

The hours she’d spent climbing the mountain had eaten most of the day—by the time she and her friends had arrived back at the stadium, sunset had been breaching the horizon. It wasn’t yet late enough for Alex to go to bed for the night, despite her exhausted body, mind and spirit, but she offered no arguments when Zaylin tersely gestured for her to dress in the silky pyjama set laid out before her. The pants flowed down to her ankles and the top had sleeves long enough to cover her wrists, the ensemble soft against her aching body. But even better was the crystalline chalice that Zaylin shoved towards

her once she was dressed—a chalice with a familiar silver liquid inside it.

“You have laendra here?” Alex couldn’t help asking, causing Zaylin to raise an eyebrow—perhaps because the name of the flower was Tia Auran in origin so she understood, or perhaps because that was the Meyarin word for it, and therefore she still had no idea what Alex was saying.

Realising that it didn’t matter how or why the flower grew in Tia Auras—but guessing the Meyarins must have taken some samples with them when they were banished to Medora—Alex didn’t hesitate to drink the liquid. It had been warmed already, just as Niyx had brought it to their training sessions. The nostalgia was like a kick to her already bruised stomach, but she continued swallowing the vanilla-caramelly offering, feeling all her aches and pains begin to disappear—the physical ones, at least. Oddly, her fatigue remained, but given the day she’d had, she was hardly surprised.

“Thank you,” she said again, handing the empty chalice back to Zaylin.

“Rorsae,” the helper said in response, a terse order to ‘rest’. And after pointing to the bed so that her command was understood—and giving what looked very much like a glare of warning that her instruction had better be followed—the Tia Auran disappeared.

If Alex hadn’t known any better, she might have thought Zaylin had just revealed a hint of concern—in her own, abrupt way.

Sighing wearily, Alex moved across the room and carefully slid Niyx’s letter into the drawer of the small bedside table, where it would be kept safe but also close. She then curled up on top of the covers, fully intending to follow Zaylin’s orders.

She knew she couldn’t hide from her friends forever. She knew she would have to answer their questions eventually. But

she also knew she needed more time to fortify her emotions enough to make it through her explanation.

As her room darkened from sunset to twilight, Alex allowed her thoughts time to settle; allowed her heart time to heal all over again.

It was fully dark before her rumbling stomach made her consider leaving her room to get something to eat. But she wasn’t sure if she was ready to face anyone just yet.

As she was deliberating, Alex felt the bed depress as a weight settled in behind her. But she didn’t fear the intruder, well aware of who had joined her.

“How did you get in here?” she whispered.

“Turns out I felt like climbing some more today.”

Alex rolled until she faced Kaiden who was lying on his side, his chin resting in his palm as he looked at her. Light from the three moons washed over him, shining in from between the wispy curtains leading to the balcony. The glow flickered shadows over his face, but still allowed her to see his lingering concern.

“You climbed in here?” she asked.

“It wasn’t far,” he said. “I’m only in the next room over.”

Alex didn’t care how close his room was. Their location in the palace had to be hundreds of feet up in the air. If he’d fallen…

“You’re crazy,” she told him.

“I was worried,” he said, reaching out to touch her cheek.

She closed her eyes at the soft brush of his fingers, soothed by the gesture.

“I’m a lot better now,” she said quietly. “I just—I needed some alone time. After watching that all over again, I couldn’t…”

She trailed off, not sure what she was trying to say. But Kaiden didn’t need her to finish.

“I thought that might be the case,” he said, just as quietly. “It’s why I didn’t come before now.”

Alex looked towards the closed door. “Are the others angry?”


He shook his head. “They’re confused. They don’t understand what they saw, that’s all.”

“Did you… tell them anything?”

His fingers tickled across her cheekbone, tracing invisible freckles on her skin. “No. It wasn’t my place.”

Alex let out a small sigh, both relieved and disappointed.

“You know you don’t have to answer their questions,” Kaiden said. “If it’s too hard—if you don’t want to—”

“I know,” Alex whispered. “And I won’t tonight. But soon…” She swallowed. “Soon I’ll have to explain. I owe them that much.”

“You don’t owe anyone anything, least of all to the people who love you. They’ll understand.”

His words were so firm that Alex believed him, feeling his assurance burrow deep into her bones. More than anything, it allowed her the courage to know that she would be able to answer her friends’ questions when the time was right. She knew she didn’t have to, but she wanted to. She’d kept Niyx a secret from them for long enough.

“You missed dinner. Have you had anything to eat?” Kaiden asked, likely in response to her again rumbling stomach.

“What gave me away?” Alex replied, a small smile tugging at her lips—a miracle in and of itself after the day she’d endured.

“You’ve had the laendra, though,” Kaiden noted, his fingers moving down her arm to entwine with hers, stroking the clear skin which was no longer scraped and bloodied.

“You too, I presume?”

He made a sound of confirmation, and then softly called, “Sorin?”

This time Alex was surprised by the arrival of a new person, enough that she jumped as a bright flash heralded Sorin’s entrance.

“How may I be of service?” the Tia Auran asked politely in his native language, not even raising a brow at finding Kaiden

in Alex’s room—and on her bed. Their positions were innocent, but it might not have looked that way to an outside observer.

“Dahana, tornas,” Kaiden said, repeating yesterday’s request for some food.

Sorin bowed and disappeared before Alex could protest being hand-delivered a meal when she could just as easily venture into the common room, so instead she addressed her objection to Kaiden.

In response, he asked, “I thought you weren’t ready to answer any questions tonight?”

Alex understood what he was implying. “Are they all waiting for me?”

“Ready as an ambush.”

Alex grimaced, then said, “Dinner in here sounds great, thanks.”

Kaiden chuckled lightly and sat up with her when Sorin returned with another bright flash and a covered tray in his hands. He passed it to Alex and then clapped three times, light appearing from nowhere and everywhere all at once, just like when she’d stayed at the Meyarin palace. Yet again, Alex wondered how much of the Meyarins’ advancement as a race had originated from their years in Tia Auras.

“How do I say ‘thank you’ to him?” Alex asked Kaiden as she lifted the lid off the tray to find a meal laid out for her.

“Merrah mai.”

Turning to the helper, Alex said, “Merrah mai, Sorin.”

A beaming smile broke out on his otherworldly face, and this time he bowed to her as well before disappearing with another flash.

“I like him,” Alex said. “He seems nice.” Unlike Zaylin.

“He is,” Kaiden agreed, helping himself to what looked like a golden apple while Alex began tucking into the rest of her plate. “He’s delighted that I know enough of his language

to communicate a little. He’s asked a lot of questions about Medora—I think he’s not so secretly intrigued by our world.” Kaiden looked away and quietly amended, “My world.”

Reading him better than he would have liked, Alex nudged him with her elbow and said, “You had it right the first time. Our world.”

He turned back to her, just watching for a moment, before a smile slowly formed. “Our world, huh?”

Alex raised a hand, indicating everything around them. “You think I’d be here doing all this if I didn’t plan on staying in Medora once it’s all over? I still have at least a year and a half left at Akarnae—more, if I’m selected as an apprentice.”

“And you will be,” Kaiden said, taking another bite of his golden fruit. “So that’s two more years.”

“And it’d be a shame to waste such a valuable education by not working in a field where I can use my trusty Combat or Stealth and Subterfuge skills on a daily basis,” Alex continued dryly, enjoying their wishful conversation. They both knew such a future might never come to pass if Aven wasn’t defeated, but the normalcy of the exchange brought some much-needed levity to their day.

“Having saved the world, one would presume you’d be offered your fair share of employment opportunities,” Kaiden said, his serious tone at odds with the teasing light in his eyes.

“Frankly, I’d be insulted if they didn’t give me a crown for my efforts,” Alex replied, causing them both to snicker.

“Queen Alexandra it is,” Kaiden said. He then grinned widely, timing his next words for when Alex raised her goblet to take a sip of sparkling juice. “That works well, since I’ve always thought ‘King Kaiden’ has a nice ring to it.”

To keep from spitting her mouthful all over him, Alex sucked it back too quickly, the bubbly liquid burning as she choked it down.


Sending him her best glare when he burst out laughing, she couldn’t maintain her annoyed expression for long before she too descended into laughter. As audacious as his words had been, they were just what she needed to pull her from the sadness that had engulfed her since finishing their earlier test.

Quietly, she said, “Thank you, Kaiden.”

“Anytime, Alex.”

His words were as soft as hers, his meaning clear. He would be there for her—any time she needed him.

Blinking quickly against the burn in her eyes, Alex cleared her throat and focused on finishing her meal.

“I wasn’t listening earlier,” she said, after swallowing some kind of sweet vegetable. “What time does tomorrow’s test begin?”

With a twitch of his lips, Kaiden answered, “What time do you think?”

Alex scrunched her nose. “When all this is over, I’m never going to get up before dawn again.”

Kaiden chuckled. “Five more days. I have every bit of faith that you can make it.”

Again, his meaning went beyond his words, and this time Alex smiled softly in gratitude.

She finished the rest of her food while Kaiden repeated some of the stilted conversations he’d had with Sorin, telling her how the helper had grown up in the palace after being born to a family of royal servants. Many of the other helpers were the same, most of them so content with their station that they wouldn’t even entertain the idea of living beyond the golden walls. As far as they were concerned, they had the best lives in Vardaesia and loved serving the empress.

“Could have fooled me,” Alex said, thinking about the temperamental Zaylin as she pushed her tray away. Immediately, it disappeared from sight.


“For a man who doesn’t stop talking most of the time, he didn’t say much about your helper,” Kaiden admitted. “Even when I questioned him directly.”

Alex wasn’t surprised. She doubted the prickly Zaylin would be happy if she learned her fellow helpers were gossiping about her.

As if the Tia Auran had been summoned by thought alone, she appeared in a flash, her arms crossed as she glared between Alex and Kaiden.

“You are not resting,” she said, her melodic language unable to hide the irritation in her tone.

Keeping up the guise that she couldn’t understand, Alex turned to Kaiden in question. His eyes sparkled with humour as he played along, translating Zaylin’s words.

Alex exhaled almost too dramatically. “I don’t suppose she’ll believe that I haven’t left this bed since I last saw her, will she?”

With a quick smile, Kaiden answered, “Judging by the look on her face, probably not.” His smile grew and his voice lowered as he finished, “And you might want to be careful how you word that, especially since she found me here with you.”

A strangled laugh left Alex’s lips even as she felt heat touch her cheeks.

“Well, we wouldn’t want to give her the wrong idea, would we?” she managed to say, pushing Kaiden off the bed. “You heard the woman. I’m meant to be resting.”

Chuckling quietly as he stood, Kaiden leaned back down to brush his lips against her warm cheek—his affection now familiar, and not at all unwelcome.

“’Night, Alex,” he whispered into her ear before he rose again.

“’Night, Kaiden,” she whispered back. But then, remembering how he had arrived into her room, she quickly added, “Use the door this time.”


With humour dancing across his face, he turned and strode from the room—using the door, as she’d directed.

During their quiet exchange, Zaylin had stood sentry, her arms still crossed, a glare still on her face.

“You need to lighten up,” Alex told her, not caring that her words would mean nothing—in fact, relishing the fact. “Smile once in a while. It won’t hurt, you know.”

“You seem to be in a better mood,” Zaylin responded.

Alex blinked in shock before she realised that the helper was merely commenting on her livelier disposition rather than having actually understood what she’d said. She managed to freeze her expression just in time to keep from reacting further to the Tia Auran’s statement—a slip that would have been a dead giveaway that she could interpret the ancient language.

“Nevertheless,” Zaylin continued, uncrossing her arms to rearrange Alex’s pillows before pushing her roughly down onto them, “you still need to rest. Today was hard on you. Tomorrow will be harder.”

Why do you care? Alex wanted to ask. Not out of anger—out of curiosity. Even last night when Zaylin had spat her awful words about failure, they had been fuelled with enough passion to imply that the Tia Auran did care whether Alex succeeded or failed. But for the life of her, Alex couldn’t figure out which side Zaylin was leaning towards.

“Sleep now, human,” the helper said, clapping her hands three times until the room descended back into darkness. “I’ll awaken you in the morning.”

And with a final flash of light, she was gone as well.








Nine

The next morning dawned bright and clear, with an almost exact repeat of the previous day, including Zaylin’s less-than-gentle wakeup call, Alex’s unnatural fatigue, and the group breakfast in the common room. But this time, on top of their nervous anticipation of what challenges the second Gate might bring, Alex’s friends were watching her cautiously, not knowing what to say or how to treat her.

She was surprised. She’d been fully prepared for their ambush upon leaving her room after her bath, but none of them had said anything other than to enquire how she’d slept. They were walking on eggshells around her, and she couldn’t blame them, considering she’d locked herself away last night.

When the uneasy silence at the table became too much, she cleared her throat and said, “About what happened yesterday…”

Immediately, three pairs of eyes jumped straight to her, while Kaiden deliberately continued eating to offer her some normalcy, and Declan too, since while he must have also been curious, he wasn’t as desperate for information as her closest friends.

“I don’t have time to go into everything right now,” Alex said, knowing the full story would take much longer than the minutes they had before their next Gate. “But that Meyarin you saw yesterday—Niyx Raedon—he wasn’t who you think he was. There’s a lot you don’t know, a lot I couldn’t tell you for a

number of reasons. But until I get the chance to go into detail, all you need to know is that Niyx was one of the best people I’ve ever known.”

She pushed her food around her half-empty plate and forced herself to continue, her voice barely audible. “He died saving my life, and that’s a sacrifice I’ll never be able to repay.” She made herself meet their eyes. “But it’s also one that he’d never expect me to.”

Alex could see that her friends didn’t understand. That they were dying to ask questions, to know how she could so staunchly defend someone they had all believed was Aven’s most loyal friend. But she hadn’t been wrong about their limited time— even now, Zaylin was gesturing impatiently for her to return to her room and get ready for their next task.

“We’ll talk more about this later,” Alex promised, rising to her feet. “But—Just don’t cast judgement until you’ve heard everything. He doesn’t deserve that. And neither do I.”

With nods of agreement—some hesitant, some more assured—Alex sent a small smile around the table and followed after Zaylin. Yet again the process of preparation was a replica of the previous day, right down to the similarly ridiculous Amazonian warrior outfit she was expected to wear.

“What happened to the pants?” Alex grumbled to Zaylin, tugging at her skirt. “Tomorrow, I vote we try for those again.”

The helper ignored her, too busy roughly braiding her hair—as if Alex were incapable of dressing and grooming herself—and then promptly shoved her out the door.

“You have a nice day, now!” Alex told her in a saccharine voice just before she flash-transported away, the glare on Zaylin’s face telling Alex that her tone had been enough to get the message across.

Repressing her snicker, Alex approached her friends, who were already waiting. Barely a second later, brightness

surrounded them, transporting them directly to the centre of the golden stadium.

I guess I was cutting it a bit close today, Alex thought, understanding why Zaylin had been so impatient that morning. Or perhaps not, since that seemed to be the helper’s usual disposition.

“Here we go again,” Bear murmured as light overwhelmed them and the stands filled with the Tia Auran audience.

Alex couldn’t get over just how many of the otherworldly beings were in attendance. If anything, there were even more today, as if word had spread about the humans undergoing Tu’eh Saeron ess Telari. But they weren’t all that had changed in the stadium. Unlike when Alex had arrived yesterday, the three fiery arches weren’t floating above them; instead, they were still hovering in the clouded gap beside the dais. Ignoring the fact that the Gates were baseless and should have been structurally incapable of maintaining their upright position, the three of them looked almost innocent, offering no indication of the challenges to come.

Her attention moved from the arches back to the audience when Saefii and her advisors arrived. Today it was Calivere who appeared on the raised platform to hand out the golden cuffs, and once he ensured they were all fitted properly, he relocated to Saefii’s side. Only then did the empress raise her hands to quieten the crowd.

“The humans displayed their strength of body and mind yesterday,” Saefii called, using the common tongue so Alex and her friends could follow along. “Today they shall face their second test.”

This time when Saefii pointed at the Gates, they didn’t start spinning straight away, but slowly rose into the air until they were once again high above the dais. Only when they were back in their original floating positions did they begin their circling, around and around and around, their fiery blaze intensifying

until they came to a sudden halt, again showing three glowing words—vorsa, havahn and la’nora.

With a bright smile, Saefii declared, “Tu’eh Saeron ess Vorsa, Tu’eh Saeron ess Havahn, Tu’eh Saeron ess La’nora.” Then, in translation, she said, “Our challengers will today be tested by the Gate of Dreams, the Gate of Fears or the Gate of Secrets.”

The cheers from the audience were almost deafening as the arches began circling again, wiping away all evidence of which description led to which Gate. Once more, they slowly lowered until they were positioned in the cloudy gap beside the dais where Alex and her friends stood.

“The decision is yours now, humans,” Saefii said, sitting on her throne. Like yesterday, she bade them good fortune with her whimsical blessing, “And may the light be your guide.”

Silence fell upon the audience, with the Tia Aurans eager to see what horrific challenge they would witness from the comfort of their seats.

“Secrets, fears and dreams,” Jordan mused. “Still not as bad as death, plague and tragedy.”

“I’m not real keen to try the fears option, though,” Bear said, rubbing his eyes. He looked like he hadn’t slept in weeks—not unexpected, given his loss. “Let’s avoid that one if we can.”

Alex made a sound of agreement, knowing that while his comment was addressed to the group, it was she who they would make choose their Gate again.

“We have a one in three chance of landing in dreams,” Kaiden said. “That sounds like the best option.”

“Dreams are good,” D.C. said, nodding emphatically. Even if Lena Morrow was still nullifying her gift, dreams were definitely her forte. “Dreams, we can handle. Even the abstract, weird ones that don’t make sense.”

“As long as that Gate doesn’t include nightmares,” Declan pointed out.


Since the Gates were meant to test them, Alex had a feeling that it didn’t matter which option they stepped through—the level of difficulty would probably remain the same.

“This one,” Alex said, moving forward with purpose, wanting to get it over with. “See you all on the other side.”

With a running leap, she jumped off the dais and through the glowing arch. As she did, the word ‘la’nora’ flashed across her mind, and when she came out the other side, she felt dread pool in her stomach at her familiar surroundings.

Just like with the second phase of the strength test, she had returned to the golden stadium, empty once again.

Her friends arrived before she could consider what horror might present itself, with each of them asking for a translation of the word. But before she or Kaiden could answer, Saefii’s voice echoed around the space.

“You have entered the Gate of Secrets,” the empress said.

“Not dreams, but at least we skipped fears,” D.C. whispered, and the others murmured their agreement. All except for Alex, who was as still as a statue, a bead of sweat trickling down her spine as her trepidation grew.

“The same rules apply from yesterday,” Saefii told them. “Do nothing, and you will pass. Call out for it to stop, and you will be instantly free of the challenge, but you will also have failed.”

Everyone nodded their understanding—other than Alex, who still couldn’t bring herself to move. Knowing the tests were designed to target her, she was racking her brain for what kind of secret would offer the greatest challenge. But other than her friendship with Niyx or her training with Athora, she couldn’t think of anything else they didn’t yet know. With them having already witnessed the death scene atop Mount Paedris, Alex had no hidden memories, nothing in her recollection that might be considered a secret.


“Your cuffs will offer any necessary language translations that might be required, so you—and we—can all comprehend what comes next,” Saefii said, causing Alex’s dread to grow. That feeling only increased when the empress wished them well and the scene liquefied around them, because it was then that she realised what they were about to experience was her secret… but it wasn’t her memory.

For the second time within twenty-four hours, she whispered a horrified, “No.” And that was because, when the scenery settled, they were standing in the centre of the Meyarin throne room.

Alex’s eyes jumped frantically across the faces of her friends, reading their wary but mostly unconcerned looks, none of them understanding as she did. And they wouldn’t. Because this had never been her secret to share.

“Guess this memory is yours again, huh, Alex?” Jordan said, somewhat dryly as he noted the Meyarins in the room. “Still a few secrets left to tell us, hmm?”

Alex couldn’t respond; she was too busy trying to steady her heart while looking around and waiting—waiting—for what she presumed was about to happen. She couldn’t be sure… But since it was the worst possibility she could think of, it was therefore the one that made the most sense.

There were eight Meyarins in the room. The king and queen were both there, with Niida seated imperiously on her throne and Astophe pacing back and forth before her. Watching on were the six council members of the Meyarin High Court— Gaiel, Riza, Roathus, Cykor, Saelin and another female whom Alex didn’t recognise, but presumed was the representative of House Quoris—Eanraka’s successor.

“It’s preposterous,” Gaiel spoke in Meyarin, his feline face a mask of fury. “Your son is wasting his time by pandering to a mere human. You should be ashamed, Astophe. A mortal undertaking the varrungard—it’s an insult to us all.”


A jolt of shock coursed up Alex’s spine at the realisation Gaiel was talking about her. But then ice settled in her veins at that confirmation of what she was seeing—of when she was seeing.

“I like the girl,” Roathus offered. The wizened Meyarin had a contemplative look on his aged face. “I see good things.”

“I wish I’d been there to meet her,” Cykor said, referring to the meal where Alex had first encountered Gaiel, Riza and Roathus. With a smirk, he added, “For one measly mortal, the girl certainly has this court in an uproar.”

At the time of this memory, Niyx’s father hadn’t yet been introduced to Alex—not as her mortal self, at least. He’d known her as ‘Aeylia’ in the past, but he’d also lost those memories thanks to Lady Mystique—memories that he, and all the other Meyarins she’d met thousands of years ago, would now remember in the wake of the ancient woman’s passing.

“The girl is insignificant,” Queen Niida said with a cold wave of her hand. “This meeting isn’t about her, it’s about ridding our son of her. As you said, Gaiel, she is beneath his attention. And she does not belong in our city.”

Alex knew present-day Niida held little love for her, so her venomous words came as no surprise. What was a surprise was that it seemed as though the queen had called a council meeting just to pass judgement on one ‘insignificant’ girl.

Lost as she was in what she was witnessing, Alex had forgotten that she wasn’t a lone observer to the scene.

“This is so weird,” D.C. whispered, pressing her finger to her ear. “It’s like… I can hear them speaking Meyarin, but somehow I understand the words.”

Alex looked down at her cuffs, remembering Saefii’s words about them acting as translators.

“Are they talking about you, Alex?” Bear asked.


She nodded and explained quickly, not wanting to miss anything, “They didn’t like the idea of Roka training me. Queen Niida wanted me gone from Meya.”

Jordan’s brow creased with puzzlement. “No offence, but as far as secrets go, this doesn’t sound like that big of a deal. Unless you’re not telling us everything.” His words were cautious, but there was still a hint of accusation in them that Alex didn’t appreciate.

“This is the first time I’m seeing this,” she said, the need to defend herself taking over. “I don’t know any more than you guys.”

However, as truthful as her statement was, she was afraid that she knew exactly why they were there—and what was going to happen next.

“Wait,” Jordan said. “If this isn’t your memory, then who—”

He didn’t finish, because Astophe spoke, interrupting him. “My son—your prince”—his firm emphasis couldn’t be mistaken—“assures me that training Alexandra Jennings is of the utmost importance. He would not make such a claim without due cause.”

“Your son is blind when it comes to the mortal,” Gaiel all but spat.

Astophe’s normally bright expression darkened. “Careful, Gaiel. Don’t forget to whom you speak—and about whom.”

Gaiel flinched, realising that he’d overstepped. “Apologies, Your Majesty. I only meant—”

“Fear not, for you spoke true,” Niida interrupted smoothly. “Our son does appear disillusioned by the girl. As my husband claims, Roka mistakenly believes she is important.”

“I didn’t say mistakenly.” Astophe sent a cautioning look to his wife. “If Roka believes Alexandra is integral, then she is. I trust my son’s judgement—we all should.”

“Then you are just as much of a fool as he.”


Alex gasped at the queen’s biting words, shocked that she had snapped at the king so fiercely—and so publicly. In the past, Niida and Astophe had been almost sickeningly sweet together. While Alex had spent little to no time with them in the present, she still couldn’t fathom what she’d just witnessed.

“What?” Declan asked, hearing Alex’s shock. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” she quickly replied. “Their arguing just surprised me, that’s all.”

Alex didn’t explain further; she was too focused on what was playing out in the throne room.

“You know, my love—you know—” Astophe wasn’t able to finish his low admonition before Niida interrupted.

“Mortals bring nothing with them but pain,” she hissed. “We all know that.” She rose haughtily from her throne and looked down her nose at her husband and the council members, her eyes like golden fire. “I’ve already told the girl as much. Just as I have told her what will happen if she fails to heed my warning.”

Alex recalled the queen’s ominous words spoken in the dead of the night: ‘I’ve already lost one son because of your race. I won’t allow you to take another from me.’

At the time, Niida hadn’t had any idea how accurate her statement was. But it wasn’t Alex’s race who was to blame—it was Alex herself. And when she returned to Medora from Tia Auras, the queen would know everything… remember everything.

“Warning or not,” Astophe said, his regal bearing and unyielding tone making his words all the more powerful, “for as long as Roka wishes to ally with the mortal, he shall be welcome to do so. Just as she will be welcome in our city. I’ll hear no more on the matter.” His normally warm amber eyes were uncompromising as he held the gazes of everyone in the room before meeting his wife’s burning glare. “Is that clear?”


Her answer was a single word, icy in its delivery. “Crystal.”

He continued holding her gaze before his expression softened. “Good. Now, all that’s left for us to discuss is—”

But whatever he’d been about to say was interrupted when the doors to the throne room burst open, the velocity causing them to slam back against the walls with a loud BANG.

Alex spun around with her friends, her face paling.

“No,” she whispered again, this time barely a breath of sound. Because this part she’d seen before. And she already knew how it played out.

“That’s the same guy from yesterday,” Declan said, sounding confused. “I thought you said this wasn’t your memory, Alex?”

She couldn’t respond. She was paralysed, a silent witness to the unfolding tragedy. Again.

Together with everyone else in the room, Alex watched as Niyx ran with immortal speed towards Astophe, his movements a blur. His appearance caught the Meyarins by surprise—he was supposed to be locked away in Taevarg, just as he had been for millennia. Lost in their shock, no one reacted in time to stop him from reaching the king. But it wasn’t Niyx they should have been stopping.

Just like when Alex had first seen this memory—from Niyx’s mind—Astophe opened his mouth in a surprised, pain-filled gasp, something that happened a fraction of a second before Niyx crashed into him, trying to pull him to safety. But it was too late—silver blood was already pouring from the fatal stab wound that Niyx had never delivered, even if everyone thought he had.

Riza’s bloodcurdling scream echoed around the throne room, pulling the council members from their shock and causing them to surge forward. But this part Alex had seen, too, and she watched with her heart in her throat as Niyx disappeared into thin air before anyone could reach him.


“What—I don’t—” D.C.’s voice wobbled. “But… he didn’t have a weapon. And… he just… disappeared. Just like—Just like—”

Just like Jordan.

D.C. didn’t finish her sentence. Perhaps because she refused to let her mind put the pieces together, but also because the scenery around them changed.

No longer in the throne room, the six of them were dragged right through the palace walls and partway along one of the corridors before they came to a halt in a small receiving room, one Alex had never seen before.

Nothing was happening in the room; or at least, nothing any of them could see. But Alex knew the reason for that, too— because, under the cover of Jordan’s transcendence gift, both he and Niyx were invisible.

“A single second to make a world of difference,” came Niyx’s hoarse, grief-filled voice from somewhere to Alex’s right. That was all he would have needed to push Astophe out of the way. All he would have needed to save the king from Jordan’s blade.

When the thump sound came not even a moment later, Alex didn’t jump, unlike her friends. She already knew Niyx had needed to move quickly so that the truth didn’t get back to Aven. He couldn’t let Jordan send word through his bond—he had to make certain Aven believed the lie, the version of events the council members had seen with their own eyes: that Niyx had willingly killed the king and was a loyal servant of the Rebel Prince.

And so, when Niyx knocked out Jordan to keep him from mentally communicating that he’d completed the task commanded of him, the scenery around Alex and her friends blackened—Jordan’s memory fading as he lost consciousness.

But the Gate of Secrets wasn’t finished with them yet.

When the darkness cleared, they were no longer seeing from Jordan’s mind, but Alex’s.


“This is—This is—” The real Jordan was alarmingly pale as he glanced around the familiar, snow-covered forest.

“It’s Raelia,” Bear said, puzzled. “We’re back at Raelia.”

But Jordan already knew that. Because the memory showed him in the scene along with Alex, the two of them huddled in the snow together in the aftermath of her having out-willed Aven’s Claim on him.

Just like the first time, Alex felt it right down to her soul when she asked if he remembered what had happened to King Astophe, her heart breaking anew when the realisation hit him.

“I killed him—I killed the King of Meya!”

Reacting to the sound of his own horrified cry, Jordan staggered back a step. When Alex reached out to him, he recoiled from her, unable—or unwilling—to look in her direction. All he did was keep watching the memory play out, his face now as white as their wintry surroundings.

“It wasn’t you. Listen to me—it wasn’t you!” memory-Alex tried to tell him, but her friend only shook his head, his tortured features awash with denial.

“Jordan, I have to make you forget that you did that,” she went on, and the real Jordan gasped out another pained sound as further comprehension made him stagger yet again. “I can’t tell you why, just that it’s important.”

Both versions of her friend were in shock, but Alex didn’t know what to do. She was the cause of Jordan’s current torment, the reason he’d never recalled this secret—because she’d stolen it from him.

While the memory version of him had understood enough to trust that she had a good reason for what she was doing, the present Jordan looked like he was going to be sick. His expression only worsened when she uttered her order for him to recall being knocked unconscious before he could complete Aven’s command.


The moment it was done and his foggy eyes refocused enough to ask, “What were you saying, Alex? I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you,” the scenery around them melted, just as Alex had known it would.

Because now the Gate of Secrets was done with them.

But, looking at Jordan who still refused to meet her gaze, Alex couldn’t help fearing that her own test had yet to begin.








Ten

After Saefii congratulated them and Calivere relieved them of their golden cuffs, Alex and her friends were flash-transported away from the madly cheering stadium and directly to their rooms.

Struggling to draw anything but shallow breaths into her lungs, Alex had no idea what to say to Jordan—no idea what she could say. But when she softly called his name and his eyes finally came to hers, it was she who recoiled this time. Never before had she seen him look so hurt, so betrayed.

… So angry.

“Jordan,” she whispered. “I—”

“Don’t.”

One word, as harsh as the crack of a whip, and Alex felt it scour deep into her core. But she said nothing else—all she did was wait to see what he would do next. Wait to see if he would give her the chance to explain.

Jordan was visibly trembling. His hands were fisted at his sides and his glare continued to spear straight through her. But he didn’t speak, allowing his anguish to play out across his features for her to read. And then, as if he could no longer bear to look at her, he turned on his heel and marched to his room, slamming the door loudly behind him.

Shaken, Alex looked to her other friends, but found little comfort in their silence. While Declan and Kaiden appeared

sympathetic, it was impossible for Alex to ignore the accusatory expressions of Bear and D.C.; impossible to ignore how it felt to have them look at her with such judgement.

None of them knew the whole story. The Gate hadn’t showed the part where Niyx had arrived in the clearing with Jordan in his arms and explained everything to Alex. It hadn’t showed the part where he’d warned how he needed to play the role of the spy without risking discovery—how no one other than Alex could know he hadn’t killed the king.

There had been justifiable reasons for why Alex had made Jordan forget, for why such a secret had needed to be kept, not the least of which was for his own peace of mind. But until he was willing to let her explain, there was nothing Alex could do but give him time to process, time to cool off.

Until then, she needed her own time as well. The reactions of D.C. and Bear—even Jordan, himself—were not just hurtful, they were undeserved. After everything she’d been through with them—and for them—she felt they should have at least given her the benefit of the doubt, rather than automatically casting blame.

Knowing she needed to retreat before she said something she would later regret, Alex escaped to her own room and began pacing the length of the wall. It wasn’t even midday, the Gate of Secrets having consumed nowhere near as much time as the Gate of Strength. She had most of the day ahead of her, and she knew she would go stir-crazy if she were to remain caged in the palace. But while Calivere had told them they were free to wander the city, upon later perusal of their common room, Alex had learned that there were only six doors—all of which led to their bedrooms. There was no exit to their chambers, no discernible way for them to leave.

Stomping through the curtain and onto her balcony, Alex looked down at the glittering city far below. She then glanced

from one side of the palace to the other, but could see no indication of where Kaiden’s room was. If he’d managed to climb across after an entire day of arduous physical testing, surely she could do the same while buzzing with agitated energy.

Bolstered by the idea of escaping, even if only for a few hours, Alex strode back into her room and tore off her ridiculous dress, grateful that Zaylin had already laid out another outfit. The clothes were simple—comfortable long pants and a flowing top, both pure white, as if the Tia Aurans only allowed options of white or black. At least, that seemed to be the case for those who inhabited the palace—those in attendance at the stadium each day wore every colour under the sun, blending in perfectly with the rainbow-reflecting clouds.

Anxious to leave, Alex hurriedly dressed before untangling her now scruffy braid and shoving the mass up into a messy bun to keep it from getting in the way as she climbed. She then moved back to the balcony and forced aside her fatigue as she searched for the best route down to the ground.

Tucking her strappy sandals into her belt—the only part of her outfit ill-suited for what she was about to tackle—Alex jumped up until she was sitting on the railing and swung her legs over the other side.

Once upon a time, vertigo would have hit her as she looked down from such a height, but Alex had long since overcome such fears. She was being reckless, she knew, not only given her weary, potentially ill state, but also since she had no safety net this time—no Valispath to summon or draekon saviour should she fall. But she didn’t care. She needed to get out, and she needed to get out now.

So, placing her weight onto her hands, Alex swivelled around and then carefully lowered herself down off the side of the balcony, reaching for the nearest slab of gold jutting out like a brick step. The palace architecture seemed designed to

tempt eager climbers, with repeated slabs of both gold and diamond—or whatever the Tia Auran equivalents were— sporadically positioned enough that Alex was confident she could navigate herself safely to the ground, no matter the distance. In comparison to the cliff from the previous day, the Vardaesian palace was child’s play, even for her tired body. But before Alex could so much as move to the next slab down, two hands reached over the balcony and latched onto her arms, yanking her back up with inhuman strength.

The pull was so great that Alex soared over the railing and tumbled to the balcony floor, bruising her hip in the process.

Rubbing her smarting side, she glared at Zaylin who stood above her with an expression of disbelieving fury on her face.

“What in the name of the light do you think you’re doing?” the Tia Auran demanded. Then, remembering Alex wouldn’t— or at least, shouldn’t—understand, she pointed one of her hands at the balcony, shaking her head and wagging a finger to clearly say, ‘No.’

“I was perfectly fine,” Alex clipped out, rising to her feet and wincing when her hip popped, but at least it felt better afterwards, as alarming as that was. “I didn’t ask for your help.”

“Impossible human!” Zaylin cried, reading Alex’s tone if not comprehending her words. “Do you have a death wish?”

Alex saw no point in responding. She could have recited the lyrics from Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star and it would have meant the same to Zaylin as any answer in the common tongue.

Not caring how rude she seemed, Alex made a shooing gesture with her hands, something the helper did not appreciate, if the narrowing of her already slitted eyes was any indication.

“Can’t you tell I don’t want you here?” Alex said, still pushing for her to leave. “I don’t even want to be here. I want to be down there.” She pointed towards the city, frustrated by her

failed escape. “Why else do you think I was risking my neck? Maybe it’s because you haven’t given us a door!”

The moment the words left her mouth, Alex felt like slapping herself. Closing her eyes at her own idiocy, she recalled a memory from not even two days ago: ‘When the time comes that you need to remember me, you will.’

Well, she’d dropped the ball on that one. As Zaylin had said, what had Alex been thinking, climbing over the balcony? It wasn’t at all necessary—not when she had a much better option available to her.

Reopening her eyes, Alex cast her gaze out until she focused on a clear landmark not too far from the palace; a diamond fountain spraying liquid gold into the air, easily viewable with her heightened sight. She wasn’t certain that what she was about to try would work, but without pausing to second-guess herself, she attempted to summon a doorway right from where she stood.

Perhaps the Library was feeling charitable, or perhaps her connection to it was stronger while she was in Tia Auras—the place where it had supposedly originated—but either way, a doorway appeared instantly in front of her, despite her having never previously been to the fountain she’d envisioned.

Ignoring the gaping Zaylin, Alex didn’t hesitate to step through, landing on the ground exactly where she’d imagined, free at last.
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Alex wandered the streets of Vardaesia for hours.

As soon as the thrill of her liberation faded, a numbing chill settled upon her, something she was unable to shake no matter how far or fast she walked. She might have been able to escape the palace, but she couldn’t escape her own mind.


Over and over she replayed the look of icy rage on Jordan’s face; the way he’d snapped out that single word, ‘Don’t’; the image of him slamming the door in the wake of his retreat. And more than that—she also recalled the way both D.C. and Bear had looked at her, their eyes almost as unforgiving as Jordan’s.

The further she walked, the worse the memories plagued her. She’d wanted to leave the stifling palace walls to calm down from the hideousness of what she’d felt trapped in her room, but not even the splendour of Vardaesia could offer her a distraction.

The city itself was partially to blame for her increasing distress, since the more time she spent in it, the more she found she wanted to leave. Her surroundings were just so damn shiny; it was as if a unicorn had thrown up a rainbow and topped the mess with golden sprinkles. There were times when Alex’s eyes physically hurt from the glare of the bright gold and diamond blending with the accompanying multi-coloured clouds.

It also didn’t help that the metropolis defied the laws of nature, and not just due to its elevated position atop what should have been an insubstantial mass of condensed vapour. It was the other parts Alex didn’t understand—the crystalline trees that grew up from glassy roots deep within the clouds; the opalescent flowers growing along the shimmering streets; the diamond-like vines creeping over the gilded buildings and reflecting the overhead sunlight into billions of brilliant mini rainbows. It was all, quite simply, too much.

But it wasn’t until Alex found the lake that she began to wonder if she was hallucinating the psychedelic journey of visual absurdity. And that was because the lake wasn’t a normal lake—of course not. Had she ever considered the impossibility of an inland sea magically resting atop clouds, she would have presumed it to contain water of a crystal-clear colour. But in

Vardaesia, where everything was over the top and nothing appeared as it should, that wasn’t the case.

Instead, the lake was liquefied gold.

With small ripples lapping at a silvery shore while the rest of the watery mass was as still as death, Alex could do nothing but collapse onto the glittering sand, staring at the sight. The powder beneath her was unfathomably soft and she trickled it between her fingers, allowing herself to become hypnotised by the ebb and flow of the golden water.

Minutes turned into hours as she sat there clearing her mind of all thoughts, unmoving except to continue playing with the silky-smooth sand. Having wandered the streets for so long before arriving at the lake, and skipping lunch in the process, Alex eventually realised she was starving. But she also felt a hollowness that she knew no food could satisfy.

As the suns lowered in the sky and the moons rose to take their place, casting their glow across the golden water, Alex knew it was time to return. Unlike her agitated wandering through the city, her time at the lake had allowed her the chance to calm her thoughts. Jordan had once understood the need for her to manipulate his memories, so she had to believe he would again. And while Bear and D.C.’s reactions had hurt, she knew they had been acting out of loyalty to Jordan, and she couldn’t fault them for that. Once she explained her side of the story, she was certain they would all move past what had happened.

Nervous but hopeful, Alex rose to her feet and brushed the glittery powder from her clothes, sparing a final glance at the beautiful—if pretentious—lake.

Knowing she couldn’t handle walking back through the gaudy city without wanting to gouge her own eyes out—since now that it was night-time, Vardaesia was lit up like a Christmas tree—Alex was grateful when the Library generously opened a doorway at her mental summons.


Arriving directly back into the darkness of her bedroom, Alex took a few moments to prepare herself before she walked to her door and paused there, listening to what was happening on the other side. While muted, she could still make out muffled voices, her heightened hearing allowing her to recognise Jordan’s as one of them. That was all she needed to know, and with a deep breath, she opened her door and stepped into the shared space between their rooms.








Eleven

All talking ceased as Alex entered the common room, with five pairs of eyes jumping straight to her.

Kaiden and Declan were seated at the table, playing some kind of card game with thin slabs of gold cut into hexagons. But it wasn’t them who her attention focused on; it was Jordan, Bear and D.C., all seated on the couch together, their stiff postures revealing that they’d been waiting for her, perhaps for some time.

Her throat dry, Alex slowly approached, unable to think of how to begin. Should she sit? Should she remain standing? Should she ask to speak with Jordan in private? She didn’t know. But the choices were taken from her when Jordan stood just as she reached them, with Bear and D.C. following close behind.

Unable to ignore the intimidating atmosphere, Alex rubbed her arms, suddenly cooler than before. Her eyes flicked over to Kaiden and Declan, both watching carefully, uncertain whether to stay or leave. Alex wasn’t sure either. Having them there was a comfort, if only for their neutrality, and part of her hoped they would stay. But another part wondered if she and her three closest friends needed privacy.

Again, the choice was made for her, since Jordan spoke before anyone could leave—Alex included.

“Enjoyed your day playing tourist?”

Alex blanched at his tone, one that showed he hadn’t cooled down—at all.


“Not particularly,” she managed to say, somehow without her voice croaking. She didn’t know how he’d come to realise she wasn’t in her room, but his presumption that she’d gallivanted around all day ‘playing tourist’ stung.

Shaking off her offence, Alex asked, “Are you ready to talk to me now?”

“I was ready hours ago. You’re the one who took off.”

It was almost like he wanted another reason to be mad at her. But Alex refused to rise to his bait.

“Then let’s talk,” she said. She gestured to the couches, wanting to dissolve the tension in the air. “Why don’t we sit?”

Jordan didn’t respond other than to cross his arms. D.C. and Bear shared an uneasy look, before D.C. said, if quietly, “I think we’re good standing.”

It didn’t matter how hesitant her words were, how troubled her expression was, because what D.C. said still hurt. It was a line in the sand, them against Alex. And even though she understood why it was happening, that didn’t make it any easier. All she could do was remind herself that while things looked bad from their point of view, she wasn’t at fault, and soon they would realise that. They were her best friends—they were her family. Regardless of how they were treating her, she still loved them. So as hard as it was, she kept her thoughts to herself and took a seat, keeping her body loose and relaxed, despite feeling anything but calm.

“Suit yourselves,” she replied, hating that she now felt almost victimised with them looming over her. Shifting into a more comfortable position—impossible really, when it was like she was sitting on glass—she said, “I guess I’ll start at the beginning?”

“And you’ll tell the truth?” asked Bear warily.

It took everything in Alex not to react to the implied dig. “Of course.”


Jordan’s tone was unlike anything she’d ever heard from him when he said, “That’ll be a novelty. But hey, better late than never.”

“Stop it.”

The two words were dredged up from somewhere deep within her, an automatic response that she couldn’t have quieted if she’d tried.

With her voice low and carrying an edge of warning, Alex continued, “I get that you’re upset right now, Jordan, but please don’t speak to me like—”

“Upset?” he interrupted, his gaze flashing. “Why the hell would I be upset, Alex?”

“I—”

“You might have been able to manipulate my mind, but you can’t control what comes out of my mouth. Not anymore, at least—but who knows what else you ordered me to do as your puppet.” His eyes were like blades of ice as he finished, “Seems like I was hardly better off Claimed by you than I was by Aven.”

Alex flinched so violently that her whole body lurched, bile rising up her throat.

“Watch it, Jordan,” Kaiden warned, he and Declan having left the table to join them.

“She doesn’t need you defending her,” Jordan snapped back. “She’s meant to be saving the world, remember?” His acidic inflection had Alex flinching yet again, if not as strongly. “If she can’t accept that her actions have consequences, then we might as well go home right now, since there’s no way we’ll make it through the next four Gates with her manipulating us at every turn.”

“That’s enough,” Kaiden said, one hand coming down to rest firmly on Jordan’s shoulder, while the other pointed in the direction of his room. “You need to go and calm down before you say anything else you can’t take back.”


But it was already too late for that. The damage had been done the moment Jordan had said he’d been her puppet—when he said she’d treated him no better than Aven.

“I don’t need to calm down,” Jordan stated furiously, shaking off Kaiden’s grip. “What I need is for her”—he speared a finger at Alex—“to finally stop lying to us.”

With that, she was done.

Blinking rapidly against the burn of Jordan’s hateful words, Alex stood slowly from the couch until she was on the same level as the others. She took in all their faces—Kaiden and Declan’s concern, Bear and D.C.’s distress, Jordan’s glacial anger—and finally found the words that had left her during the worst verbal attack she’d ever experienced.

“I’ve never lied to you.”

Jordan’s features darkened with disbelief, but she cut him off as he opened his mouth to retort with what was undoubtedly another cutting reply.

“I may have kept secrets, but I have never, ever lied to you.”

Incredulous, Jordan leaned forward until he was right in her face, and he bellowed, “You stole my memories, Alex! You had no right!”

“I had every right!” Alex screamed back, losing all of her remaining control. “You have no idea what was at stake! No idea what would have happened if Aven learned about the deception—no idea the risks Niyx took to keep acting like Aven’s loyal best friend, and the sacrifices he had to make.” Her voice was raw as she continued, “I did what I had to do to protect someone I loved so that he could help protect everyone I love— including you—and I will not apologise for it.”

She swallowed back tears in the stunned silence that followed, and then whispered, “I can’t believe you would compare me to him. Everything he does is to hurt people; everything I do is to

help them.” Her voice broke as she finished, “You of all people should know that by now.”

Not even the remorseful wince that flashed across Jordan’s face could stop Alex from turning away and heading for the safety of her room. The pain inside her was unbearable; she couldn’t handle them seeing how upset she was. But more than that, she couldn’t handle hearing anything else, not when she was so close to breaking.

She wanted to slam the door as she stepped through it, just as Jordan had done earlier that day, if only to release some of the emotion that was burning within her. But maturity won out and she closed it with a barely audible sound before moving straight to her bed, picking up a pillow, and screaming into it. The material muffled the horrible, aching noise, even when she continued on and on and on until she was lightheaded enough that she had to stop, her throat now raw. Only then did she realise she wasn’t alone.

“I take it you had a good day, then?” Zaylin asked, her voice as dry as the desert beneath the clouds.

A choked, mirthless laugh left Alex, but it quickly turned into a sob as the tears finally welled in her eyes and began spilling over. She didn’t care that she’d reacted to the Tia Auran’s words—all she cared about was the horrific fight she’d just had with one of her closest friends.

Crumpling onto the edge of the bed, Alex leaned forward, her face in her hands as she cried her heart out in painful sobs and salty tears. She was too lost in her distress to notice when Zaylin sat beside her and started rubbing her back; all she knew was that once her crying finally subsided, the Tia Auran was still there offering comfort. Had Alex been in any other frame of mind, she would have wondered at the helper’s newfound compassion, given how Zaylin had so far treated her. But right now, Alex didn’t have it in her to question anything.


Remaining silent, Zaylin helped Alex into her pyjamas before urging her into bed, tucking her in just as her mother used to do when she was younger. For the second time since arriving in Tia Auras, Alex was overwhelmed with longing for her parents, even just to have them hold her and tell her that everything would work out in the end. Because right now, she wasn’t so sure.

With a reassuring squeeze of her arm, Zaylin whispered, “Sleep, Alex. Tomorrow is a new day. Your light will shine again.”

And with a bright flash, Zaylin disappeared, leaving Alex lying alone in the darkness, exhausted from the emotional strain of her day but unable to quiet her mind enough to sleep.

When not even a few minutes later the bed depressed in a familiar movement, Alex didn’t turn, she just remained curled on her side as Kaiden settled in at her back. He wrapped an arm around her waist and drew her close, his strong, safe presence enveloping her.

Tears slipped from her eyes at his tender action, at his understanding. And finally, held in the protective circle of his arms, she was able to calm her thoughts enough to drift off to sleep.
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A knock on Alex’s door in the middle of the night woke her.

Her first thought was to wonder how she’d even fallen asleep around her turbulent emotions, but then she remembered the comfort offered by Kaiden—who was no longer lying beside her, having apparently climbed back to his room once he knew she was finally getting the rest she so needed.

A deep surge of emotion welled within Alex as she thought of just how caring he’d been—and how caring he’d always been towards her, right from the very beginning. But she couldn’t

enjoy the fluttery feeling because another short knock stole her attention, reminding her of what had awoken her.

Her mind still fuzzy with sleep, Alex slid out of bed and stumbled gracelessly to the door, opening it without thought as to who she would find on the other side.

She was unprepared, therefore, to see Jordan standing there.

His clothes were wrinkled and his hair was a mess on top of his head, as if he’d been running his fingers through it over and over. But it was the look in his eyes that had Alex sucking in a swift breath.

Eyes that, upon seeing her, welled with tears.

“Alex,” he whispered, his voice raw. “I’m so—I’m so—” He made a painful noise in the back of his throat, his expression ravaged as he finally managed to choke out, “I’m so sorry.”

He didn’t move—didn’t do anything other than look at her with sorrowful eyes, regret splashed clear across his features.

Alex could read his guilt enough to see that he didn’t expect her to forgive him. Because of that, it was she who moved, unwilling to let him hate himself for what he’d said, as reprehensible as his words had been.

Closing the distance between them, she wrapped her arms around him. His already taut body froze, but then his hands moved to circle her, his grip tightening with desperation. His body started shaking against hers as he released his grief and anger and fear, everything he’d been feeling over the course of the day—and longer. The same emotions Alex herself had been struggling to control.

With tears starting up again—healing ones, this time, as her own heart began to mend—Alex held Jordan for long minutes until he heaved a breath and pulled back.

Looking into her eyes, his expression was sincere as he said in a husky voice, “I didn’t mean what I said. None of it. I was just so—”


“Shhh,” Alex interrupted. “I know you only said it because you were upset.”

Jordan was shaking his head. “I didn’t even let you explain.”

“It doesn’t matter now. You don’t need to apologise again— I’ve already forgiven you.”

“I don’t deserve that. The things I said—”

“That’s what family does, Jordan,” Alex cut in quietly. “We make mistakes. And we forgive each other.”

Jordan closed his eyes, the remaining tension draining from his body as he drew her back into his arms for another shuddering hug. “You’re one of the best things that’s ever happened to me. You know that, right?”

His whispered words soothed the last of her hurt, leaving her feeling nothing but warm inside.

“If you make me cry again, I’ll take back my forgiveness,” she told him, her voice hoarse as she battled a renewed surge of emotion.

Her response prompted a light chuckle from him—the sound unimaginably wonderful to Alex’s ears—and he released her enough that she could see his eyes were no longer filled with tears, but instead clear and bright once more.

“Do that, and you’ll just have to forgive me all over again,” Jordan said, amusement having overtaken his previously ravaged features. “Family, remember? I hear that’s what we do.”

“I’m going to regret having said that, aren’t I?”

Jordan chuckled again, then leaned in and pressed a brotherly kiss to her forehead.

“Get some rest, Alex. We have another Gate to tackle in a few hours, and we’ll need our saviour in top form.”

Alex rolled her eyes, hiding how pleased she was to hear his light-hearted tone devoid of any darkness. “Yeah, yeah. Maybe tomorrow someone else can take up the slack for a change. And

besides, I’m pretty sure I don’t have any more memories juicy enough to satisfy our masses of adoring fans.”

“It is creepy that they watch everything we do,” Jordan said. “It’s like we’re their daily source of entertainment. I wonder how they kept busy before we arrived?”

“Probably by eating the souls of their children,” Alex said, straight-faced.

With a short bark of morbid laughter, Jordan said, “And on that note… I’ll see you in the morning.”

“’Night, Jordan,” she whispered as he turned from her and strode back over to his room, nodding respectfully to the person watching them as he did so.

Alex didn’t head back into her room straight away. Instead, she walked over to where Kaiden was leaning in his own doorway. She’d known he’d been there all along, and she appreciated that he’d remained silent, giving her and Jordan the chance to make up. But she was also grateful that he’d been ready and willing to step in, waiting for any sign that she’d needed him.

Reaching his side, she hesitated only a second before tilting her head up to press her lips to his cheek. She didn’t say anything, letting her actions speak for themselves—offering her thanks for his silence, but more, for his earlier comfort. And as she turned away from him again, it was with tingling lips and the feeling of his smiling eyes trailing after her as she all but floated back into her room.








Twelve

Breakfast the next morning was a tense affair—for all of about a minute. As soon as everyone realised that Jordan and Alex had made up, all tension fled. Bear and D.C. were quick to offer their own apologies, but Alex hadn’t needed them, having already understood that their actions had been moved by loyalty. If anything, her easy forgiveness distressed them more, with D.C. needing to leave the table for a few minutes, only able to return after Alex hunted her down and endured her crying remorseful tears onto her shoulder. But once D.C. had sniffled her last, she, like the others, accepted that Alex just wanted to move on.

It was over breakfast that Alex finally shared everything with them, offering a summary of how she and Niyx had turned from enemies to friends and the events that led to her reasons for wiping Jordan’s memory. Once her explanation was done, she felt exhausted—a bone-tired lethargy that had her again wondering if her immune system was still trying to fight some unknown illness. But without any other symptoms having presented themselves, she ultimately blamed her fatigue on her overtaxed emotions and renewed grief at having to speak about her departed friend. As such, she pushed her weariness aside to reassure Jordan, Bear and D.C. that all was forgiven, especially in the wake of them realising just how much pain they all would have been spared if they’d only allowed her to explain before casting judgement.


“I’m an idiot,” Jordan said, shaking his head with self-reproach.

“No arguments here,” came Kaiden’s instant reply as he spread some kind of fruity paste over a piece of toasted flatbread.

Alex froze at his comment, her own pasted bread pausing half-raised to her mouth. While she had accepted everyone’s apologies, Kaiden clearly hadn’t forgiven Jordan as easily for hurting her. But then again, she had cried herself to sleep in his arms, so his protective behaviour was understandable. Regardless, she couldn’t help fearing his comment would raise hackles around the table and launch them all into a new round of verbal attacks.

She needn’t have worried, however, because instead of lashing back, Jordan grinned. He looked knowingly from Kaiden to Alex before settling on Kaiden and saying, “Pretty sure you already told me that last night. My ears are still ringing from everything you yelled at me.”

Frowning, Alex looked at them both in question, wondering what had transpired between them—and when.

“Someone had to pull your head out of your ass,” Declan jumped in, speaking through a mouthful of food. “You could have been lost up there for days otherwise. Kaid did us all a favour.”

A muffled laugh left Bear while D.C. tried to stifle her own mirth, both of them knowing first-hand how stubborn Jordan could be. But Alex wasn’t laughing with them, because she was too busy experiencing the same fluttery feeling as last night, realising that she had Kaiden to thank for more than just offering her physical comfort. If she understood correctly, he was the one who had prompted Jordan to apologise, and in doing so, reunited her with one of her closest friends—and therefore, all of them. The fact that all she’d offered in return was a kiss on the cheek was almost embarrassing. Or, it would

have been, if she hadn’t seen just how pleased his smile had been afterwards.

“Well, for what it’s worth,” Jordan continued, not even a little provoked by Declan’s words as he spoke directly to Kaiden, “thanks for having Alex’s back yesterday.” His grin widened into something more devious as he finished, “As far as approval goes, you’ve definitely earned it.”

Alex nearly knocked over the chalice she was reaching for and had to scramble to keep it from spilling as she noted Bear and D.C. nodding, their smiles as wide as Jordan’s. Hearing Declan’s chuckle, Alex turned to him, but her attention was diverted as Kaiden lifted his juice and took a sip, his eyes dancing as he winked at her. Then, finished with his breakfast, he stood and left for his room, but not before brushing his fingers gently along Alex’s cheekbone as he passed by.

Only then did Alex spear Jordan with a look, knowing his approval wasn’t referring to Kaiden’s protective support, but rather, he—as well as D.C. and Bear—had offered his official approval. As in, seal of approval.

For Kaiden.

And Alex.

Together.

Pulling a face, and hoping they couldn’t see the heat flooding her cheeks, Alex pushed back from the table and deadpanned, “You’re all hilarious.”

Snickers met her comment, and Jordan even saluted her with his fork.

“No point in fighting the inevitable,” Declan said. “You might as well stop trying.”

Giving a rude gesture over her shoulder that only had them laughing louder, Alex stomped to her room, relieved that Kaiden had already left—even if his amused wink meant he’d known exactly what Jordan had been implying.


“I hate my life,” Alex muttered as she sunk onto the safety of her bed, wanting to cocoon herself in the blankets and only emerge once she’d turned into a butterfly that could fly away.

“Be that as it may, until you’re dead, you’ll just have to keep suffering through it,” Zaylin said primly, with Alex not having realised she was already in her room. “I’ve no doubt you’ll find a way, as resourceful as you’ve so far proved to be. For a mortal, at least.”

The helper continued to move around, readying the outfit Alex was to wear that day, but Alex had frozen. And that was because, while Zaylin had spoken in Tia Auran, she’d still replied to Alex’s words.

Calivere had said none of the helpers were able to understand the common tongue, but Zaylin had just proved otherwise. All along the Tia Auran had been able to understand Alex—just as all along Alex had been able to understand her.

Alex wanted to laugh at the irony; both of them having been acting like they couldn’t understand the other. But even now, as much as she wanted to make Zaylin aware of their mutual deceit, Alex couldn’t risk doing so. It was one thing for Zaylin to know the common tongue, yet it was another entirely for Alex to know the language of the Tia Aurans—something she could only explain by revealing her vaeliana bond.

Alex’s eyes widened and she sat up quickly, staring at her hand as another realisation hit her. The reason for her exhaustion of late—it wasn’t because she was battling an illness, nor was it caused by the physical strain and emotional rollercoaster of the last few days. Rather, it was because of her stifled vaeliana link and the ring she wore to hide her bond from the Tia Aurans.

Athora had told her that the ring drew its energy straight from the wearer and that she would begin to feel its effects after a few days. It had now been four days since she’d left Medora— enough to explain her unnatural fatigue that not even laendra

had been able to cure. Furthermore, Athora had warned that long-term wear could lead to significant weakening, possibly even death.

While Alex didn’t think another few days would harm her drastically, now that she understood the origin of her lethargy, it was enough to put her on edge. All she wanted was to yank the ring off her finger and throw it across the room, but with Zaylin there, it wasn’t an option.

Instead, she shook aside her anxiety and allowed the Tia Auran to help her into her clothes, burying her smile when she saw that Zaylin had procured pants for her, as requested. That, coupled with the compassion she’d offered last night, made Alex soften significantly towards the helper, even if today she was back to her normal, ill-tempered self.

Alex still had no idea why the woman had been so contemptuous upon her arrival, but at least Zaylin had warmed up—slightly—since then. She wasn’t sure what might have prompted the change, but whatever the reason, there was no denying that the Tia Auran had showed hints of humanity when it had mattered most, and for that, Alex was grateful.

Soon dressed in a similar outfit to the one she’d worn while climbing the mountain—supple, leathery black pants and top, with comfortable yet sturdy boots—Alex re-joined her friends, their faces sombre as they waited to discover what was in store for them next.

“After today, we’ll be halfway through,” Alex said, trying to inject some optimism into the group. “A few more days and we’ll be homeward bound.”

Presuming they continued to pass the tasks, otherwise they’d be returning much sooner—something she refrained from adding.

“Wonder if we’ll get that death, plague and tragedy option today?” Bear said, covering a yawn.


Seeing yet more evidence that he wasn’t sleeping, Alex made a mental note to check in with him as soon as she could to find out how he was coping with… everything.

Offering what she hoped was a sardonic grin to keep the atmosphere light, she replied, “I think I’d prefer any of those over another foray into my mind. As we’ve discovered, it’s a scary, scary place.”

Thankfully, her friends chuckled rather than turning melancholy—or worse, offering more apologies. But before anyone could say more, they were flash-transported to the stadium.

This time the stands were already full—fuller than full— when they arrived, the Tia Aurans screaming loudly enough that Alex winced and had to tone back her heightened hearing to non-Meyarin levels.

Saefii stood and offered her now familiar greeting, after which the Gates rose, spun, revealed their words, spun some more, and then lowered to rest in the cloud gap beside the dais.

Alex wasn’t thrilled by their three options that day—the Gate of Courage, the Gate of Shame and the Gate of Temptation— but after sharing a resigned look with her friends, she picked an arch and strode purposefully towards it, leaping across the gap and through the fiery gateway.

When she tumbled out the other side, she had to blink, then blink again, just to process what she was seeing.

“Well… this looks like it’ll be interesting.”

Jordan’s words upon his arrival couldn’t have been more accurate.

“Let me guess, Gate of Courage?” Declan asked dryly from Alex’s side, to which she mutely nodded, while D.C. swore a most un-princess-like word under her breath.

Alex nearly did the same, given what was before them.

She and her friends had been transported to the drop-off edge of the clouded land that held Vardaesia aloft. Barely

a few feet from where they stood, the clouds vanished from underfoot, giving way to an emptiness so vast that it was impossible to see how far beneath them lay the ground. If there even was a ground. Alex presumed the desert was down there somewhere, but all she could see was how the suns and shooting stars above shone into the empty air, their light changing as the atmospheric colours steadily merged from light to dark to nothing but unfathomable blackness. It was just like looking into the deepest, darkest ocean.

But that wasn’t the reason for D.C.’s strong reaction. Because while the view looking down inspired heart palpitations, the view upwards was perhaps worse, given all that it implied.

“No. No, no, no, no-no-no-no-no,” D.C. whispered, shaking her head over and over. The mountain climbing task had forced her to face her fear of heights, but this went way, way beyond that.

Beginning just a few feet out from the drop-off edge were hundreds of small, cottony platforms floating in the empty space, like miniature bursts of clouds, each barely as wide as a single person. Spread short distances apart from each other, they rose up and up and up like some kind of otherworldly stairway to heaven, continuing high over their heads and into a new stretch of clouded land far—far—above them.

“Oh, boy,” Bear whispered, not saying any more. Partly because there was nothing he could say, but also because he became distracted when, with a bright flash of light, six other people joined them.

The group of Tia Aurans included five males and one female, none of whom Alex recognised, each wearing similar dark leathery outfits. They didn’t explain their presence—indeed, they said nothing at all. Instead, they looked curiously out into the void, unfazed by the clouded stairs of death—unlike Alex and her friends.


“Today, your courage shall be tested,” Saefii’s voice echoed all around them. “To pass this Gate, you must compete in a race. Unlike your tasks so far, this one will be counted on an individual basis. There shall be only one winner—if that winner hails from Medora, then as a group, you will pass. If, however, a Tia Auran prevails, you will fail.”

Six against six. Not terrible odds, had they been on even ground. Literally and figuratively. Because ignoring the concerning presumption about the floating cloud-steps, there was something else to consider as well—something more biological. While Alex had yet to see evidence of the otherworldly race’s true capabilities, aside from their flash-transportation abilities, she was certain they had other immortal talents up their sleeves. After all, there was no way they would have been able to banish the Meyarins if they hadn’t matched them in strength, speed and skill.

“Forgive me for saying this,” Alex called out, “but I can’t help questioning the fairness of pitting our two vastly different races against each other, not when one has some distinct… advantages.”

Saefii’s reply held a hint of amusement as she said, “You entered the Gate of Courage, Alexandra. Not the Gate of Fairness.”

That wasn’t one of our options, Alex grumbled internally.

“But to show we can be reasonable, those whom you are racing have already agreed not to parron.”

The foreign word translated to Alex as a mixture between ‘flash’ and ‘move’—making it easy for her to figure out that it was the name the Tia Aurans used for flash-teleporting.

“While grateful for that… allowance…” Alex said slowly, “I was referring to your other physical abilities.” Or what she presumed of them.

“A test without challenge would require little courage,” came Saefii’s only reply. “Now prepare yourselves, humans.

And listen closely. While only one of you must win the race, in order to qualify, you must all make it to Lendasa Marna. Whether or not you continue from there is up to you, but if you are to have any chance of success, at least one of you must travel a full circuit after reaching that as your starting point. The first challenger who sets foot back on Lendasa Marna after completing the circuit will be declared the victor.”

Little of what Saefii had said made sense, but the translation of Lendasa Marna echoed around Alex’s mind, causing her brow to furrow at its familiarity. She didn’t have time to ask any further questions, however, because without any other warning, the empress called out, “You may begin.”

With a burst of impossible speed, all six of the Tia Aurans took off, their steps unfaltering as they leapt from the edge of the clouded land. Each of them bounded without pause between the separated stairs of death on their treacherous upward mission, making it look like little more than an inclined game of hopscotch.

“Holy mother of—”

“Go, Alex!” Kaiden cried to interrupt Declan, knowing she was the only one who could keep up with the speed the Tia Aurans exhibited. “We’ll meet you up there!”

Not wanting to leave her friends but also aware that if they failed this task, they doomed their entire world, Alex blurred off with Meyarin speed in the direction of the Tia Aurans, not sparing a moment to second-guess herself as she jumped over the ledge and onto the nearest puff of cloud. The instant she landed she understood why the others were moving so swiftly—they had to, since the floating platforms weren’t stable underfoot. As soon as her weight rested on the cloud, it began tipping, prompting her to windmill her arms. It was as if she were standing atop a kayak floating in water, desperately trying to keep her balance. But instead of soft liquid beneath her, there

was an impossibly vast abyss—one that she could not afford to fall into.

Praying that her friends would be smart enough to help each other climb slowly and safely—and also hoping Kaiden had some kind of handy gift like levitation that would help them all reach their destination in one piece—Alex shoved her concerns aside and focused on her own arduous journey.

Up and up she jumped from cloud burst to cloud burst, blurring through the sky until she was so high that she could no longer see her friends beneath her. She was taking dangerous risks, some of her leaps being without the care or calculation they needed, especially as she rose higher and the jumps became more treacherous. But her risks were paying off, because while the Tia Aurans had been first off the mark, she was starting to catch up. They were fast, but so was she. And when she overtook the first of them—a male with hair long enough to tie at his nape—she did her best to ignore his furious snarl and livid eyes as she sailed by on the clouds to his left.

Making a note to steer well clear of him, Alex continued upwards, panting heavily but not ceasing her efforts—nor lessening the risks she took. In the back of her mind, she was aware that she felt weaker than normal; that the effect of her ring was making the already difficult task even more challenging. Sweat was beading on her skin and she felt light-headed, but at the same time, adrenaline was pumping through her veins, enabling her to continue leaping from cloud to cloud in her desperate attempt to win the race.

She passed three more Tia Aurans, each of whom looked at her with almost as much shock and fury as the first, but she paid them no mind and remained focused on her goal, knowing that her friends—and her world—were relying on her.

Everything was going well until she caught up to the leading Tia Auran. One second she was drawing even with him, enough

to see his startled expression, and the next she was hit by a bout of lightheadedness so severe that, as she leapt dizzily towards her next cloud, she instinctively knew she wasn’t going to make it.

Fear overwhelmed her as she undershot her mark, her feet missing the small platform but her upper body slamming into it. With her arms clinging to the solid vapour mass, she scrambled to heave herself back up, but gravity was against her and the cloud began turning from her weight, rotating around towards her.

Uttering a panicked sound, Alex tried to rebalance the platform, but it was no use. Inch by painful inch it flipped up and over until her fingers began slipping.

And then, when she could hold on no more, a scream left her mouth as her grip failed entirely and she fell.








Thirteen

Time slowed down in the moment her fingers held nothing but air, enough for Alex to know this was it for her; this was how she would die. She’d been so eager to overtake the lead Tia Auran that she’d taken undue risks in her weakened state, and now she was going to pay for it with her life.

Except… that wasn’t what happened.

Because one second she was falling, and the next a body slammed into hers. Two arms wrapped tightly around her, carrying her like a bride through the air until her rescuer landed on the next cloud-platform over.

“Gotcha,” said the Tia Auran male—the one who had been in the lead.

Alex could only gape at him as he continued leaping with her in his arms, having no idea why he’d saved her life—and in doing so, given up the advantage he’d had. Three of the others had already overtaken them since he was now laboured by her weight, with the final two closing in.

“See up there? Four jumps ahead?” he asked in the common tongue, still carrying her as he leapt through the air. “It’s close enough to the one next to it for me to drop you off when I land—think you can manage?”

Seeing where he meant, she nodded mutely, still shocked by his rescue, especially since all of the others had showed her nothing but animosity. “Yes,” she gasped out.


“Then get ready,” he said after another leap. “In three”—he jumped—“two”—he jumped again—“one!” And with his final jump, as soon as he landed, he lowered his arms, transferring her across to the next cloud over.

Instantly, she was on the move, knowing that if she dallied, the platform would only overbalance and she’d need rescuing all over again. She didn’t have time to thank her saviour—that would come later, she’d make sure of it. But until then, she still had a race to win.

Side by side, she and the Tia Auran continued upwards. She had a feeling he could have pulled ahead of her again, but for some reason, he was holding back, almost like he was looking out for her, while also spurring her on at the same time.

“Keep up, mortal! Any slower and you’ll be going backwards!”

A surprised laugh bubbled from her at his teasing, and she flicked a glance over at him to see an amused, if challenging grin on his face.

“Backwards is still faster than you!” she returned. “Catch me if you can!”

And with a renewed burst of speed, she blurred forward, careful with her leaps but confident as well—much more so now that her lightheadedness had vanished, her brush with death having delivered a surge of energy to combat the ring’s effect, at least for the moment.

Up and up they continued, regaining their lead as they flew by the others until finally the end was in sight; the small platforms finishing with an impossible leap up to a clouded landmass.

Alex felt her hopes plummet when she noted the space between the final platforms and their destination, knowing there was no way she could make that distance. But as she watched, her Tia Auran companion pulled ahead and, once he reached the end, pushed off with a mighty jump that had him sailing

upwards through the air. His leap was so powerful that he had to roll upon landing atop the solid cloud mass, but he hurried back to the edge just as Alex was nearing the final steps—only two leaps away now.

“Jump!” he ordered, leaning down with his arms out. “I’ll catch you!”

Alex had a split second to decide whether to place her life in his hands, or to accept defeat and turn around. But there was no choice—not if she wanted to stay in the race.

With one final leap onto the last platform, Alex pushed off with as much force as she could, flying through the air with her arm outstretched and her mind screaming please-please-please-please-please in a desperate litany. But she needn’t have doubted her rescuer, because as soon as she rose high enough, his hand latched around her wrist, heaving her upwards until she tumbled onto the safe, solid ground beside him.

Panting as she lay there, dazed, Alex didn’t get the chance to recover.

“Up, mortal!” the Tia Auran urged. “You haven’t finished yet!”

If Saefii’s words were anything to go by, Alex knew her race had barely begun. She now had to complete whatever ‘circuit’ was ahead that would only conclude once she returned to where she now was—Lendasa Marna.

The ‘Sky Kingdom’.

There was a reason the name had been familiar. Alex had heard it before, during her time in the past. The translation was a phrase the Meyarins had sometimes used when referring to Draekora and, when Alex pushed herself to her feet and spun around, it was clear that Saefii had used it for similar reasons.

Unable to stifle her gasp, Alex stared in awe as she looked out at the Tia Auran equivalent of Draekora—a much, much larger version of the floating islands she had come to know.


The late Draekoran matriarch, Zaronia, had once told Alex that the group of draekons who had followed the Meyarins to Medora had brought a fraction of their lands with them. But Alex had never considered just how small that fraction might be, since her current view was beyond the scope of her imagination.

Scaling out further than her eyes could see were islands upon islands, each more magical than the next. And at the centre of them all was a massive, pillared fortress shining like silver Myrox in the overhead suns, a veritable draekon stronghold.

Lendasa Marna—a kingdom in the sky.

But more than that, it was an inhabited kingdom.

Different coloured draekons flew overhead, their wings outstretched to catch the wind as they sailed through the air. Others were resting in the assorted habitats provided by the islands; some dozing under the heat of the suns, some sloshing around the tops of waterfalls, some close enough to be watching Alex and her companion with wary curiosity. From her limited vantage point, she could already tell there were more draekons than she had ever known existed.

And none of them—not a single one—were familiar.

Regardless, Alex felt hope rise in her heart as she thought of Xiraxus, wondering if perhaps her attempt to contact him a few days ago had failed because… because… she didn’t have a reason. But nevertheless, seeing evidence of his kin, she couldn’t help trying again to reach him.

Xira? Can you hear me?

Once more, she was met with silence, yet refused to allow dread to take a foothold in her mind. Just because he wasn’t answering, just because she couldn’t feel their bond, it didn’t mean anything other than that he wasn’t in Tia Auras. He could have gone to any world, could have led the Medoran draekons anywhere. He had to be alive—he had to be.


Alex didn’t have a chance to feel the weight of her disappointment, nor did she have the chance to give into her rising fear and grief. Because, while she’d been busy taking in the scenery, the other Tia Aurans had caught up and were now on the clouded island with her and her saviour.

“I can’t help you with this one, mortal—rules are rules,” her rescuer said, his tone apologetic. “You’ll have to find your own way if you want to stay in the race. If you’ve got any more surprises up your sleeve, now is the time to use them.”

And with that, he bounded away and took a running leap— right off the edge of the cloud mass.

“No!” Alex cried, sprinting after him and skidding to a stop at the drop-off point. But as she cast her eyes downwards, certain that she would see him falling to his doom, a hulking draekon soared up from beneath the clouds, the Tia Auran seated at the base of its neck, gripping tightly to its silver-coloured scales. There was a beaming grin on his face as he winked at Alex, before taking to higher skies.

Watching in shock, Alex could see that his skin was now glimmering gold, just like hers was from her vaeliana link, but his had only revealed itself upon contact with his draekon. The same was true for the other four Tia Aurans who had since enacted similar leaps of faith onto their draekons, their flesh now shining with the evidence of their bonds.

Her breath hitching, Alex understood that if she wanted to continue the race, she could only do so by riding one of the majestic beasts. However, no one could summon a draekon without being bound to it. The empress had to have known that, along with all those watching invisibly in the audience. The task Alex and her friends had been given was a joke; it was a cruel test with only one outcome.

“Looks like it’s the end of the line for you, mortal,” spat the one remaining Tia Auran—the first one she’d passed on

the clouded stairs, the long-haired male who had snarled at her.

His expression was still just as livid, making Alex wish she could take a step away, but she was standing too close to the edge.

“Better luck next time,” he taunted in the common tongue, before turning away in preparation to make his own leap.

With her tension easing once his attention left her, Alex looked back across the floating islands, using her enhanced sight and hoping, praying to see a familiar creature. She knew better than to search for Xira, certain he would have answered her mental call if he were anywhere in this world, but perhaps one of the other Medoran draekons had returned to Tia Auras. Perhaps one of them would see her, recognise her, help her. She’d met a few of them in the past—Kriidon, the aqua-eyed male; Vesaphina, the ruby-scaled female; and a host of others. All she needed was for one of them to be here, to lend their aid.

While searching frantically for a Medoran draekon— any Medoran draekon—Alex’s focus left her immediate surroundings and the single remaining Tia Auran. As far as she was concerned, their interaction—as one-sided as it had been— was over. But apparently, she was the only one who thought so.

“You want to fly, mortal?” he sneered, seeing her searching gaze. “Allow me to help.”

Alex turned just in time to see him blur back towards her, nearly faster than her enhanced eyes could follow. His hands slammed painfully into her upper chest, the force of his shove bruising deep into the flesh just beneath her collarbones. But worse than that, she was unable to react quickly enough to defend against his powerful attack that sent her flying backwards…

… And straight over the edge of the island.


Screaming as she plummeted through the air, Alex knew her Tia Auran rescuer was too far ahead to know she was falling, let alone to swoop in and save her. There was nothing she could do, nothing to stop her ear-popping descent. She didn’t have access to the Valispath, she couldn’t summon a Library doorway while on the move, and Xira… Xira was gone.

Just as Alex would soon be, too.

Down she fell, her lungs shrieking, terrified tears leaking from her eyes. The only small mercy was that, as she dropped low enough to be level with her friends who were carefully climbing the cloud stairs, she was too far away for their human eyes to see, for their human ears to hear. They, at least, wouldn’t have to suffer through their final memory being of her plunging to her death.

Falling too fast to note anything other than her friends’ slow, cautious ascent, Alex soon lost sight of them. And still she continued plummeting—beyond the point where the Gate had initially dropped them off, and down, down, down into the dimming sky below.

Light faded to darkness as she dropped further and further, the changing air pressure spearing agony through her eardrums. But she didn’t care about the pain—she knew in a matter of moments, it wouldn’t matter anymore.

When she was finally surrounded by nothing but blackness with three red moons showing in the star-streaked sky, Alex saw the desert again; the purgatory in which she had first arrived days ago. It was almost poetic that she would meet her end here—not in Freya, not in Medora, not even really in Tia Auras, but rather in the in-between world, the place of infinite night and unending nothingness.

But she didn’t want the last thing she saw to be darkness. She wanted it to be light. So, knowing she had only seconds remaining, she slid off her concealment ring and released it into

the air, allowing the renewed glow of her vaeliana bond to soothe her—something she never would have imagined it doing, since she’d never appreciated the unnatural glimmer to her skin. Now, however, it was a comfort—the last comfort she would ever feel.

“Forgive me,” she whispered, her voice snatched by the air while she watched the sand dunes become clearer and clearer. She didn’t know who the words were for—her friends, her parents, her world. All that mattered was that she said them; that somewhere, somehow, they all knew how sorry she was. She’d failed them in so many ways, not just by being unable to finish the race. But at least now there would be no one left to mess things up. No one left to provoke Aven, no one to make him hate mortals more than he already did.

Her friends, both human and Meyarin, were resourceful. They were survivors. And they weren’t without their gifts and skills. She still had hope for them—hope that they would survive, even if she didn’t.

And her parents… Alex knew her death would devastate them. Maybe the Library would distract them with more ancient habitats, maybe they would venture out into the rest of Medora, maybe they would return to Freya. But whatever they did, she had to believe they would find a way to move on, to live in spite of their loss. She had to believe the same for everyone she cared about—and who cared about her in return.

Knowing there was nothing she could do but accept her fate, Alex felt peace settle upon her. At least this way she would be with Niyx again. Perhaps with Xira, too, if he had indeed perished as she feared. Lady Mystique, William, King Astophe, even Skyla—Alex wouldn’t be alone. And with that hope, she was ready to embrace what was coming.

… Ready to embrace her swiftly approaching death.








Fourteen

Prepared to meet her end, it was just as Alex dropped close enough for her enhanced sight to see the individual specks of sand on the ground that an inky darkness erupted beneath her, darker than the black of the night surrounding her—darker than any dark she’d ever seen before.

With two exceptions.

Because twice before she had witnessed the same impenetrable darkness.

Her thundering heart stuttered in her chest as she recognised the abrassa—the Void between time, distance, space and worlds. But then her pulse doubled in speed when she saw a mammoth shadow surge out from within the blackness with an ear-piercing roar—a shadow whose talons snatched her from mid-air when she was barely a few feet above the desert floor.

Too low to the ground, they couldn’t manoeuvre their way back up in time, so her rescuer executed a swift sideways roll, turning upside-down to protect Alex as together they crashed into the nearest sand dune. Their speed was such that they burst straight through it with an explosion of grainy powder, coming out the other side with a skidding halt in the dark, arid valley.

Silence fell around them, with only Alex’s panting breaths and pounding heart reaching her ears. At least until a low, deep groan sounded, along with a half-moaned yet still wry-sounding, “That hurt more than I anticipated.”


Alex’s pulse was hammering so hard that she felt it thrum throughout her whole body. If not for that and the bruising she felt everywhere, she would have been certain she was dead. And that was because—

“Xira?” she whispered, barely a breath of noise.

An answer came, but it wasn’t spoken aloud.

Who else do you know crazy enough to have attempted that suicidal move just to keep you alive?

Shooting up from where she lay cocooned between his thick talons and held close to his heart, Alex took in what she could of his hulking, dark mass, seeing him lying flat on his back with his wings stretched out like black ink across the sand. Brilliant cerulean eyes blinked at her from his curved neck, intelligent beyond comprehension—and bright with affection.

“It is you!” she cried, scrambling up his chest to wrap her arms around the base of his neck. He was much, much larger than when she’d last seen him—her arm span wasn’t even able to stretch the width of his collar, let alone encircle him.

“Expecting someone else?” he asked dryly. “Any other draekons you’ve bonded with that I should know about?”

Pushing up again, Alex pointed an accusing—if trembling— finger towards his amused face. “Why didn’t you answer me when I called out for you? I thought—I thought—” She swallowed the lump in her throat and tried again. “I was afraid you were dead.”

“I didn’t hear you,” he said, his rumbling voice low, gentle. “I couldn’t feel you either. As of a few days ago, I thought you were dead, Alex.”

She looked at him in bewilderment.

“Jump down so I can get up and I’ll explain while we fly,” he told her. “If I understood your panicked thoughts just before I caught you, you still have a race to win.”


Alex shook her head, despair hitting her anew. “There’s no way we’ll be able to catch up to them. I’ve already lost—already failed.”

With an unreadable gleam in his incredibly blue gaze, Xira said, “Have a little faith, Alex. The girl I once knew never used to give up so easily. What happened to her?”

Alex was unable to keep the tears from pooling in her eyes, and Xira, reading her emotions and the thoughts she sent him, thoughts she was unable to say aloud, curled his long neck forward and moved his enormous face closer to hers.

Oh, Alex. I’m so sorry.

He nudged her with his muzzle to offer comfort, and while kneeling on top of his chest, she leaned into him, finding strength in his familiar presence.

I’ve missed you so much, she whispered into his mind.

You have no idea, he whispered back. And really, she didn’t. It had barely been much more than a month for her, but for him, millennia had passed.

“Jump down, Alex,” Xira said again, if softly. “You still have a world to save.”

Knowing it was useless, that the other Tia Aurans had probably long since finished whatever circuit they had to complete, she still followed his quiet order, crawling across his scales and sliding down a significant distance to the desert floor, sand cascading from her body.

Watching as he heaved his formidable bulk over until he was the right way up once more, Alex couldn’t help pointing out the obvious. “You’re a lot bigger than the last time I saw you.”

“And thank the stars for that,” he replied, “because that crash landing would have been even more painful if my scales weren’t as strong as they now are.”

Concerned, Alex asked, “Are you hurt? Badly, I mean?”


“Nothing a good race won’t fix.” He shook his massive body like a dog, dislodging the sand that had dusted him from their fall. “Now up you get, Alex. The others are beginning to get restless.”

Unsure of what he meant but sensing his words held significance, Alex moved closer to his side again. His very, very large side. “Uh, like I said—you’re a lot bigger now. Is there an easy way for me to get back up, or do I just climb you like a jungle gym?”

In answer, Xira stretched out one of his enormous wings. A memory hit her then, something he’d said to her the first day they’d met.

‘When I’m a little older, my wings will be strong enough for you to run straight up them.’

Sharing the memory with Xira, he chuckled and said, “That feels like forever ago.”

“Are you sure I won’t hurt you? I’m not light, you know.”

With an almost human roll of his eyes, he said, “Just get up here, Alex.”

Still hesitant, she did so, fumbling her way up the incline of the thick sinew, marvelling at the strength she felt in the muscles beneath her.

Once she was on his back and settled into a secure position in front of his wing joints—the familiarity of which left her throat feeling tight all over again—Xira said, “We’re going to have to work on that. I’m sure you were much better at scaling me in the past.”

“You were about ten times smaller then,” Alex pointed out.

“More of me to love now,” he responded, before lowering onto his haunches and pushing off from the desert.

The speed at which he flew was unlike anything Alex had ever experienced. He had so much more power at his disposal now, so much more strength in his ancient, titanic form. The

thrill of the flight was indescribable—something Alex had missed beyond words. She closed her eyes as the wind met her face, the nostalgia comforting her soul.

What did you mean about thinking I was dead? Alex asked, knowing that even with his speed, they still had a journey ahead of them before they reached the upper atmosphere. A seemingly endless amount of darkness remained in the sky above them, no light yet in sight.

When you and I parted ways, the connection between us was neutralised until my time caught up to your future, since you had yet to exist in those years, Xira answered. By then, I was already here in Tia Auras, but I felt it the moment you bonded with my younger self, just as I felt it when you returned to your real time again. It’s been a faint but steady feeling, an awareness that you were alive, even if I couldn’t pick up on your emotions or anything else due to the distance between us.

He paused as his wings caught an updraft, tipping them enough for Alex to tighten her grip, before he evened out again and continued, We were too far from each other to communicate across worlds, but while I wanted so badly to return to Medora to be with you, there were… extenuating circumstances that meant I had to remain here until I could figure out the best way for me to leave and return to your side.

Alex was touched by his declaration, by the idea that he would have left Tia Auras for her, even knowing there were no other draekons now living in Medora. Even so, she was curious about the ‘extenuating circumstances’, but he continued before she could ask.

And then, four days ago, the connection between us disappeared. Completely. I was inconsolable until I realised that since I remained alive, the same had to be true for you. I had no idea why I could no longer sense our bond; the only comfort I had was knowing that if you truly were dead, I would be too. Until that rational thought kicked in, however, I was certain you were gone from me forever.


Alex closed her eyes as realisation flooded her. Four days ago—that’s when she’d first put on Athora’s ring.

She didn’t fill Xira in verbally, since it was much quicker for her to show him how the ring had been used to keep the Tia Aurans from seeing her glowing skin and learning about her vaeliana link. She now realised that it must not have only concealed her bond, but nullified it entirely.

I took it off as I was falling, wanting to see the glimmer one last time before… Alex trailed off, not needing to finish.

That’s when I felt you again—when I realised you were here and what was happening, Xira confirmed. I had only a few seconds to travel through the abrassa and arrive before you crashed.

Alex couldn’t help pointing out, We still crashed.

Is that your way of saying thank you?

She softened, moving one of her hands to stroke the smooth scales in front of her. Thank you, Xira. You seem to be always saving my life.

Xira snorted. Nothing is ever boring with you around, Alex. That’s for sure.

Tell me something I don’t know.

How about that we’re going to win this race? he said as they finally burst up through the darkness and into the light, night instantly turning to day as they continued soaring upwards with great, whooshing strokes of Xira’s wings. And that you’re going to pass this Gate, as well as the next three. Then you’re going to defeat Aven once and for all.

Alex didn’t know how she was going to do any of that. She was certain it was already too late, and as soon as they reached the Sky Kingdom, they would both see that. But rather than arguing, she instead focused on the way Xira had spat Aven’s name, on the emotion behind his words.

In a gentle tone, she carefully said, Niyx told me about your mother. A shudder rippled across his body underneath her and

his wings jerked mid-stroke before continuing to push upwards. I wish I’d been there for you, Xira.

There was nothing you could have done, he returned quietly as they finally approached the base of the clouded stairs. And then, aware of how desperate she was to know, he clarified, I wasn’t in Draekora when it happened, but from what I was told, he came in the night—no one was expecting it. But that alone wouldn’t have caused the devastation it did. He was one Meyarin, which should have meant nothing against the might of even a single draekon.

Then how did he…?

Aven carried with him the Harbinger of Death.

Alex’s brow furrowed and she loosened her grip with one hand to brush windswept hair off her face. I don’t know what that means.

You are bound to the Sword of the Stars, Alex, just as Aven is bound to the Sword of the Shadows.

Her eyes widened. You’re talking about Vae’varka? The black-fire blade?

It can be used to kill anything—even immortals, as you already know, Xira said in answer, and the memory of Niyx bleeding out in her arms flashed painfully across her mind. Not even draekons can withstand its lethal edge. His mental voice lowered until it was nearly inaudible as he finished, My mother included.

I’m so sorry, Xira, Alex said, knowing the words were insignificant but also knowing he’d be able to feel the truth of her empathy through their bond.

It’s been many eons since she passed, Alex. I’ve had a long time to move on from my grief.

Some hurts stay with us forever, she whispered back, knowing as much from her own recent experiences.

A long pause met her statement, until Xira replied, somewhat wryly, Niyx would have threatened to push you into a volcano for that comment, you know, especially if he knew you were referring to him.


A startled laugh left Alex’s lips, her melancholy dissolving. Not just threatened, she said. He would have done it.

He certainly would have tried. And I would have been forced to intervene, if only to save my own hide.

Alex made an amused hum of agreement. I still think you drew the short straw on the ‘I die, you die’ deal, Xira.

Tell me something I don’t know.

His repeat of her earlier words prompted her to laugh again, her mood having lightened significantly. Whether it was from being reunited with someone she loved or simply due to the liberating feeling of the flight and the healing words, it didn’t matter. Either way, Alex’s spirits soared as together she and Xira speared through the air and finally breached the clouds leading to Lendasa Marna.

She hadn’t thought ahead to what she should expect upon returning to the Sky Kingdom, other than to assume the Tia Aurans would have been announced the clear victors of the race and her friends anxiously wondering where she was.

She was right about one of those, since her friends were clearly nervous as they searched the skies for any sign of her, for any hope that she was out there somewhere having pulled off the impossible.

The Tia Aurans, however, had yet to finish their circuit— but not for lack of trying. All six of them were struggling with their agitated draekons, who had halted in the air, their wings flapping enough for them to rise and fall in place as they resisted closing the distance towards the cloud island—and the finish point of the race.

Repeating Saefii’s earlier instructions in her mind, Alex recalled, ‘The first challenger who sets foot back on Lendasa Marna after completing the circuit will be declared the victor.’

None of the Tia Aurans had set foot back on the island, meaning that none of them had won—and that was because their draekons weren’t allowing them to.


I know you were curious about those extenuating circumstances I mentioned, the ones keeping me from returning to Medora as soon as I felt our connection again, Xira said before Alex could ask what was wrong with the flying creatures. So this is the part where I tell you that I wasn’t just the Heir of the Sky Kingdom in your world.

Alex stilled at his words. With Zaronia’s passing, he would have inherited her title as leader of the draekons. And apparently not just the small group who had resided in Medora, but all of them.

My kin will continue obeying my order to keep from landing, but their bondmates are becoming frustrated, so we should finish this quickly, Xira said.

Alex remained mute with shock at the knowledge that she was bound to the Ruler of the Sky Kingdom.

Put like that, it does sound rather impressive.

Alex’s shock swiftly dissolved and her eyes narrowed. Quit reading my thoughts, Xira.

Quit projecting them, he fired back.

I’ve changed my mind—I haven’t missed you at all.

A rumbling mental laugh. You always were a terrible liar, Alex.

And with a mighty stroke of his wings, Xira pushed them away from her competitors, moving so fast that none of them would have been able to see anything but a hulking black shadow tearing through the air.

Alex felt a twinge of guilt at not being able to let her friends know she was safe, but she’d be able to tell them herself as soon as they completed whatever circuit they had to do.

I hope you know where you’re going, she said to Xira. Because this task didn’t come with dot-pointed instructions.

Don’t worry, Alex. I’ve got this.

And he did have it. He seemed to know exactly what he was doing and where he was going, flying them up and around the islands, surging through overflowing waterfalls, spiralling

around mountain ranges and other natural landmarks, and even snaking his massive bulk through pillars of the imposing fortress. His manoeuvrability was impressive for a creature so large—nothing had changed over the years except that he’d grown bigger, stronger, faster, better.

And when they finally circled back and came to land on the clouded island, Alex was met with stunned eyes from both humans and Tia Aurans as she slid down from his scales and placed her feet firmly on the ground of Lendasa Marna, effectively winning the race—and passing the Gate of Courage.








Fifteen

“Whoa-ho-baby!” Jordan cried, the first to break the silence as he stared at Xira with comically wide eyes.

Alex understood his reaction. Her draekon truly was impressive.

But Xira wasn’t the only magnificent beast now atop the cloud island, because within seconds, the six others had landed, responding to Xira’s mental command that they were free to be at ease now that Alex had won.

Aware that she had cheated—or that Xira had done so on her behalf by ordering the draekons not to let their riders win— Alex couldn’t bring herself to care, not when she had been set up to lose right from the beginning.

The Tia Aurans dismounted, five of whom glared daggers at her, with the sixth, her earlier rescuer, looking like he was a breath away from laughing.

As if fearing the wrath of their riders, the six draekons took to the air almost as soon as the Tia Aurans were clear, with Xira being the only one now remaining.

I need to leave in order for the Gate to return you to Vardaesia, he told Alex. But I’ll check in with you later. Sound good?

Better than good, Alex told him, running her hand along his glossy black scales—or what she could reach of them. She still couldn’t believe they were together again, not when she had been so afraid that he was gone forever.


Watch yourself, Alex. The Tia Aurans are a proud race—they won’t take lightly to what happened here today.

Feeling their glares like physical pinpricks against her skin, Alex had already figured as much. But still, she nodded. Talk to you later, Xira. And thanks for saving me.

Again, he said pointedly.

Alex grinned as she agreed aloud by saying, “Again. And it probably won’t be the last time.”

A deep, audible sigh came from Xira, and then he said in a rumbling voice that caused Alex’s friends to jump, as if they hadn’t expected him to be able to speak, “I’m already missing the peace and quiet of the last few millennia.”

His tone was humorously tired and, laughing now, Alex said, “And you called me a terrible liar.” She pushed against his considerable weight, not sure he even felt her nudge. “We’ve already established that you missed me. No take-backs.”

“Impossible mortal,” he grumbled, yet with clear affection as he nudged her in return, a slight shift of his weight that sent her stumbling away. His actions, however, had also been to move her clear of him so he could stretch out his massive wingspan and then launch himself into the sky. Until later, Alex.

She smiled as she watched his enormous shadowy figure sweep through the air so fast that he was like a blur, and then he was gone from sight.

Just like he’d said, the Gate had been waiting for his departure, because a moment later there was a brilliant burst of light and Alex and her friends, as well as the six Tia Aurans, were flash-transported—parroned—back to the stadium.

But this time they weren’t met with cheers. Instead, there was an eerie, stony silence that surrounded them.

The six Tia Aurans parroned away almost instantly, flashing straight up to the viewing box with Saefii, Calivere and Tayros,

talking furiously amongst themselves—too low for even Alex to hear in the otherwise quiet atmosphere.

“I’m not sensing good things here,” Bear whispered as Alex and her five friends closed ranks.

Alex felt the same, since not only were the Tia Aurans in the audience subdued, but they were also looking down with grim, almost appalled faces.

Resisting the urge to tug her sleeves down and hide as much of her glimmering skin as possible, Alex instead raised her chin, holding her head proudly in the face of their clear judgement.

When Saefii stood, all eyes turned to her, and the six Tia Auran competitors parroned back to the dais once more. Five of them remained separated from Alex and her friends, as if being near the mortals would put them at risk of contracting some kind of disease. But the sixth one, Alex’s rescuer, strode straight over to her in an undeniable show of support, sending her a quick, reassuring wink as he stopped by her side.

“The Gate of Courage has been completed,” Saefii said, her grave tone matching her face. “However, there appears to be a dispute over who the winner is.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Declan called. “Your rules said that whoever set foot back upon that Lendasa place first would be the winner. Alex landed first—that makes her the winner.”

“Alexandra cheated.”

While Alex had admitted as much to herself earlier, that didn’t mean she appreciated the empress’s blunt announcement. Not when the circumstances of her ‘cheating’ had been what they were.

“What?” shrieked D.C. “How can she have cheated if we weren’t given any rules?”

Alex laid a calming hand on her friend’s arm.


Saefii’s tone was unyielding as she said, “Alexandra concealed her true nature from us—just as she has since first arriving here.”

“What’s she talking about?” Jordan whispered to her, concerned.

“They didn’t realise I was bound to a draekon,” Alex whispered back, not going into detail about Athora’s ring and its effects, since none of her mortal friends had ever been able to see the difference it afforded.

“In hiding what you are,” Saefii continued, “one could conclude that you should therefore forfeit your right to claim victory.”

Alex opened her mouth to object, to argue her case and point out the impossibility of her task had she not been bound to Xira. But someone beat her to it.

“The girl won fair and square,” said her Tia Auran rescuer, his arms crossed defiantly over his powerful torso. “As her friend stated, there were no rules, which means she did not cheat. She simply used the resources she had at her disposal in order to win.”

“She’s bound to Lendasa Marna de lah Korim,” Saefii hissed in an unexpected show of temper, using the Tia Auran phrase for ‘Lord of the Sky Kingdom’—a title Alex knew Xira would love even more than her earlier suggestion of ‘Ruler’. “You would have won the race yourself, Raife, had her draekon not ordered the others to remain in the air.”

“Then shouldn’t I be the one complaining?” her rescuer— Raife—questioned, his brows raised pointedly. “It looks like I’m one of the few here who appreciates that we were all outsmarted by a mortal. Good on her, I say.”

Alex heard her friends stifling their amusement, but she was too focused on the tense exchange between Raife and the empress to find any humour in his nearly taunting words.


With narrowed eyes, Saefii said, “The girl never would have outsmarted anyone had you not assisted her during the first stage of the test.”

“By ‘assisted’, I presume you mean how I saved her life when no one else was going to?” Raife shrugged, a casual move, yet his silver eyes were stormy. “No rules against that, either.” His tone hardened. “Just as there were apparently no rules against pushing what was believed to be an unbound human off Lendasa Marna and leaving her to fall to her death.”

His suddenly cold gaze flicked over to the long-haired Tia Auran, his censure clear.

Alex had no idea why Raife was defending her so staunchly. None, whatsoever. But she was beyond grateful that he was going head-to-head with the empress and didn’t appear daunted by her in the slightest.

“Regardless of all that,” Raife said, his voice deliberately lighter again. “Ultimately, the judgement falls to Tu’eh Saeron ess Telari, and the Gates have already spoken. There is no contest here—the mortals have passed the Gate of Courage. How Alexandra won the race doesn’t matter, just that she did.”

Murmurs rose around the crowd while Saefii looked down upon the dais with glacial eyes, her nostrils flaring. But if Raife was right about the Gates themselves determining the winner, then there really was nothing the empress could do.

“I guess congratulations are in order, mortals,” the empress said stiffly, visibly reining in her ire. “Your testing will continue tomorrow at dawn.”

Unlike the previous days, this time it was the Tia Aurans who disappeared first. Saefii and Calivere vanished from their thrones, with the masses following behind. Tayros was delayed slightly by parroning down to relieve Alex and the others of their golden cuffs, but then he too disappeared with the rest of the

remaining Tia Auran competitors. Only Raife remained, his otherworldly features endlessly amused as he turned to Alex.

“Looks like you did have another surprise up your sleeve, after all.”

His eyes trailed over her exposed skin, taking in the golden glow of her vaeliana bond. His own glimmer had disappeared now that he was no longer touching his silver-coloured draekon—an interesting development that Alex presumed must have something to do with their different races. Or perhaps because he was immortal and she wasn’t.

“Your empress isn’t pleased,” Alex said, rubbing her arms self-consciously. “None of them are.”

“You surprised them, that’s all,” Raife said. “We’ve never encountered a mortal who has bonded with a draekon. They’ll get over it soon enough.” He paused. “And really, you’re not just a mortal, are you?”

His face still held clear amusement as he shook his head in wonder.

She didn’t need to answer—he’d seen for himself that she was capable of more than a normal human. So instead, she quietly said, “Thank you, Raife—for saving me up there. And for helping me the rest of the way.”

Raife grinned. “Guess you owe me one, Alexandra.”

That she did. But all she said was, “Alex.”

He nodded, still grinning, and turned to include the rest of her friends who were silently following their conversation. “I’m looking forward to watching your remaining tests, mortals. You should be proud of how much you’ve accomplished so far.” He looked them each in the eye before finishing, “Despite how it may seem, you have many supporters here, some of whom hold lofty positions of power. So stay focused and get through the next three days, knowing that there are those of us who are rooting for you to succeed.”


A bright flash of light surrounded them before anyone could reply, and suddenly they were back in their shared common room.

Alex was reeling from Raife’s unwavering declaration of support. Whoever he was, his encouragement meant the world to her.

She looked between her friends, noting their own dazed and contemplative faces, presuming they were considering his words and thinking along the same lines. But then D.C. spoke, and Alex wondered if she was wrong about what had arrested their features—or at least, D.C.’s.

“That was one ridiculously attractive man.”

Alex pressed her lips together to keep from laughing, not having expected her friend to break the silence in such a candid manner.

Pointedly clearing his throat, Jordan said, “You know who else is ridiculously attractive?”

D.C. blinked at him, shaking herself from her stupor, then patted his cheek. “No competition.”

Jordan practically puffed out his chest, making the assumption that she was rating him higher than Raife on the handsome scale. But Alex shared an amused grin with D.C., knowing that her comment could have been taken either way. And Jordan had taken it the wrong way. Because there truly was no competition. While all those in Vardaesia were like Meyarins when it came to having unnaturally good looks, Raife was in a class all of his own. Jordan couldn’t hold a candle to the stunning immortal—no human could. But, fortunately for him, he didn’t need to, since D.C. was already besotted with her decidedly mortal boyfriend.

“Right,” Bear said, looking slightly queasy at the way Jordan and D.C. were glancing adoringly at each other. “Time for you to fill us in on what the hell happened out there, Alex.”


“Was that Xiraxus?” Jordan asked, his expression animated when he turned from D.C. to her. “You never told us how huge he is.”

“I want to know about Raife saving you,” D.C. said, with a dreamy sigh that had Jordan sending her a sharp look and her responding with an impish one followed by a swift kiss of apology.

“I’d rather hear what he meant about you being pushed off the island and left to fall to your death.”

The words were said by Kaiden, his tone quiet enough in its intensity that the others stilled, all of them looking at her in question as they realised the gravity of what she had faced.

With a loud exhale, Alex moved to sit on the couch, knowing she had a long explanation ahead. Only when they were positioned around her did she reveal all that had happened, starting with the stairs of death. Mid-discussion, she learned that Kaiden did have a levitation gift that allowed him to help the others; or rather, he used a telekinetic ability to keep them all stable as they slowly moved from step to step, before assisting them with that final leap up to the Sky Kingdom. Controlling the powerful ability for so long and for so many people had drained him, though, as evidenced by his pale features and the way he was rubbing his temples. But when Alex sent him a concerned look, he managed a small—if strained—smile and nodded at her to continue.

So she did, sharing everything from Raife’s rescue to the spiteful immortal who had shoved her off the island, to Xira’s arrival and the winning of the race.

“That’s insane,” Jordan said with wide eyes when she was done. “All of it.”

“You’re like a cat, Alex,” Declan said, shaking his head. “Nine lives.”

Her features ashen, D.C. said, “More like ninety-nine. Or nine hundred and nine.”


Amused that her Medoran friends knew what she’d thought to be a Freyan idiom, Alex said, “Whatever number it is, I’ll take it.”

She still had trouble believing what had transpired. Shock was beginning to set in, and while she no longer felt the exhaustion prompted by the concealment ring, she still hadn’t recovered from her earlier fatigue.

Glancing around, she realised she wasn’t the only one who looked in need of some downtime. Everyone appeared as shattered as she felt. Kaiden and Bear in particular; the former who was still rubbing his temples—a worrying concern—and the latter whose sallow skin and dark eyes had steadily worsened since he’d arrived in Tia Auras. Alex was worried about him, mostly because, to the outside, Bear appeared almost normal, acting as he usually would. And yet, she knew he had to be overwhelmed with sorrow on the inside, despite his assurances that his grief could wait.

“We all have the afternoon off,” Alex noted. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m thinking of having a quick lunch and then a not-so-quick nap.”

They still had a number of hours before sunset, and while Alex could go and visit the city again—this time perhaps being able to enjoy it—what she really wanted was to sleep. She wasn’t in Tia Auras to sightsee; she was there with one goal, and in order to see it through, she needed to be in top form.

Of her friends, only half were of the same mind. All of them did join her for a light meal delivered by Kaiden’s helper, Sorin, along with D.C.’s helper, Latania. But afterwards, Jordan, Declan and Bear opted to go out and explore the city, while Alex, D.C. and Kaiden all decided to remain in. The three boys were parroned away by Jordan’s helper, Enka, who Alex presumed would return them safely when they were done.


Alex wasn’t sure if she was happy Bear had gone with the others for a few hours of distraction—very sparkly distraction—or if she should have encouraged him to stay and rest. But she also knew that the last thing he needed was for her to smother him with reminders of his grief, so she’d said nothing and waved them all off with a smile. By that stage, Kaiden had already retreated to his room to recover from the strain of controlling a gift that wasn’t technically his, which left only D.C. with Alex.

While she was eager to follow through on her plans to nap, Alex couldn’t help thinking that it was the perfect time to check in with her friend, since they’d had such little alone time in… longer than Alex cared to admit.

“Come sit with me for a minute,” she said, nodding towards the couch.

D.C. sent her a curious look but rose from the lunch table and followed dutifully, the two of them curling up beside each other.

No sooner had they settled before Alex jumped up and moved back to the table that had been cleared of all but a crystal bowl filled with multi-coloured candies—‘juicy jewels’, as their name translated. Alex had become obsessed with them since her arrival, their fruity taste somehow both sweet and sour, offering an explosion of flavour that melted in her mouth. Since the Tia Aurans had yet to reveal a chocolate equivalent, Alex grabbed the bowl and returned to the couch, not at all disappointed by their snack of choice—and nor was D.C., given the way her eyes lit up as she eagerly reached for a handful of the sweets.

“What’s up?” the princess asked as she sucked on one of the orbs.

“Just wanted to see how you’re doing,” Alex returned, moving her own fruity globe around in her mouth and nearly moaning as her tastebuds rejoiced. “So much has been happening, and we haven’t had a chance to talk about any of it.”


D.C. shifted into a more comfortable position, facing Alex fully as she answered, “I feel like I should be the one asking you how you’re doing. You’re at the epicentre of all this. And now that you’ve told us about Niyx… It can’t be easy dealing with that on top of everything else.”

Alex lowered her gaze. “I’m doing as well as I can, considering. And I’ve had a lot of help.” From Kaiden. From Niyx himself. Even from Zaylin, oddly enough. “So let’s ignore me for once and focus on you. How are you handling everything?”

“By everything, do you mean what’s going on here in Vardaesia?” D.C. cocked her head to the side and added, somewhat wryly, “I’m not a fan of these challenges, especially the ones involving heights, but I think I’m getting better at them. You’ll have me flying on the back of your draekon in no time.”

Alex’s lips twitched at the very idea, certain D.C.’s shrieks would be heard all the way back in Medora. “What about the Tia Aurans? What’s your read on them?”

D.C. shrugged. “I think they’re haughty and proud, and I think they could have decided whether or not they’d help from the moment they met us, rather than making us play whatever game they’re lording over. These Gates…” She shook her head. “Something about them doesn’t feel right. I can understand why they’d want to know if we have strength and courage before aiding us in our war, but a Gate of Secrets? How does that prove anything about ourselves? All it did was pull us apart. And then there were the other options we didn’t go through.” She paused. “What were they again?”

Alex wracked her mind. “Hope, Reason, Dreams, Fears, Shame and Temptation.”

“Even those don’t make sense,” D.C. said. “Why would a Gate of Dreams or Hope or Shame have any bearing on whether or not we’re worthy of them joining us in Medora?”


Alex didn’t have an answer for her. All she could think to say was, “Maybe they just want to see how we react under pressure? As you said, the Gate of Secrets pulled us apart, testing our friendship more than anything. So maybe it wasn’t so much about revealing our secrets—my secrets—as it was seeing how we would survive the aftermath? Whether we’re strong enough in character to stand against an enemy from within.”

D.C. considered for a moment, reaching for another candy. “That’s a good point. But still, I think six tests are unnecessary.”

“One for each of us,” Alex reminded her.

“But they’re not,” D.C. returned. “Not really. You heard what Saefii said—they consider you to be the representative from Medora, so the focus of the tests is on you. We’re just here to provide moral support.” She offered a crooked smile. “While trying not to die in the process.”

Alex sighed. “I don’t see why they can’t make these challenges more equal and share the pressure around. I get a Gate, you get a Gate, Jordan gets a Gate… everyone has their own test. This feels way too much like The Alex Show.”

D.C. snickered and said, “Yeah, but when has it not been The Alex Show? Ever since you arrived in Medora, that’s been your default setting. Face it, you’re the worst kind of attention seeker there is.”

Gaping at her friend, Alex grabbed a cushion and threw it into D.C.’s laughing face. If anything, it just made her laugh even louder.

“You’re a horrible best friend,” Alex grumbled.

“If by horrible you mean wonderful, then yes, you’re right, I’m amazing,” D.C. returned, shameless. But then she sobered and said, “Speaking of best friends, I’m worried about Bear.”

“Me too,” Alex said quietly. “He’s putting up a good front, but…”


D.C. nodded her agreement, before saying, “Jordan’s doing what he can, just being there for him, but I think having Declan here is what’s really helping.”

Alex looked at her in question. “Why is Declan here? Not that I mind, it’s just… He’s never really hung out with us as a group before.”

Sending her a sly look, D.C. said, “Nor has Kaiden.”

Heat touched Alex’s cheeks, and her eyes flicked quickly towards his door, making sure it was sealed. “That’s different.”

D.C. grinned, but only said, “With everything that happened between Jordan and me—”

“You mean how you started making out in every spare moment you could?”

“—Bear gave us some space—”

“I can’t imagine why he’d want to miss that.”

“—and he spent some of that time with Declan,” D.C. finished over Alex’s interruptions, spearing her with an unamused look. “The two of them got… close.”

“Close?” Alex repeated, wondering just how close she meant.

D.C. understood her implication but only shrugged. “Not sure. I think they’re just friends—good friends. But who knows?” She shrugged again. “Either way, I doubt Bear is thinking about anything other than his dad right now. Just trying to get through it all, day by day.”

Alex made a sound of agreement, placing another candy on her tongue. “He’s probably worried about the rest of his family, too,” she said, recalling the future vision she’d seen of the Ronnigans perishing in the war, Bear included. Already that vision had been proved false, since William hadn’t had a chance to be strung up and left for dead—she only hoped it remained false for everyone else.

“I think we’re all worried about our families,” D.C. said quietly. “I know I am.”


Alex reached out and placed a hand on her friend’s arm. She thought about her own parents, safely locked away in the Library, but regardless, she still couldn’t help fearing for them. Aven, she knew, was able to access the Library—thanks to her—so nowhere was truly safe. No hidden environment, no other world. Until the Rebel Prince was defeated, no one was free from his reach.

“Your parents have a whole palace full of people watching out for them,” Alex reminded gently. “Plus General Drock and General Tyson and the armies they command. And don’t forget all the Wardens, including Nisha and Jeera. They—”

“Since when did Commander Nisha become simply Nisha to you?” D.C. interrupted, her fear vanishing like a puff of smoke as her focus zoomed in on Alex with obvious glee.

Waving a hand, Alex said, “I meant to say Commander.”

D.C. grinned. “No, I don’t think you did.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “You seem pretty comfortable with Kaiden’s aunt and sister. Anything you want to share?”

Shoving another candy into her mouth, Alex just shook her head in the negative. But D.C. was unwilling to let it go.

“Remember what I said when we first saw each other here in Vardaesia?”

Alex drew a blank. “Hello?”

Lips quirking, D.C. replied, “I said we were going to talk about you and Kaiden. This seems like the perfect time.”

Again, Alex’s eyes flicked towards his door, slightly more panicked now as she willed him to remain in his room.

D.C. snorted. “I’m kidding! I’m not that sadistic—I know that’s the last thing you probably want to talk about right now.”

Alex loosed a relieved breath.

“And just so you know,” the princess continued, “I’ve come to realise that we don’t need to talk about you and him at all anymore, so you can rest easy.”


Alex blinked, wondering about her friend’s turnaround. Ever since D.C. had found out about whatever might be brewing between Alex and Kaiden, she’d been loudly in favour of the two of them being together. For D.C. to forgo her interrogation was unexpected, to say the least.

Just as Alex was about to offer her gratitude, D.C.’s face turned devious as she said, “But that’s only because there’s nothing you can say that isn’t already obvious anytime you’re near him. You mightn’t be shouting declarations from the rooftops, but everything else you do is a dead giveaway.”

Even though her mouth was already full, Alex shoved in another candy and, with her voice muffled by the sweets, said, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Sure, sure,” D.C. said, winking. But then she turned serious. “You know it’s okay to do something for yourself every once in a while, Alex. When it comes to this, the rest of the world can wait.”

Alex was about to argue, but then realised that, at least for the next few days, D.C. just might be right. They were all doing everything they could to save Medora, but until they finished the final three tests, there was nothing further they could do to defeat Aven—not until they returned home. Which meant…

“You’ve got time, Alex,” D.C. whispered, offering a soft, encouraging smile. Her eyes flitted pointedly to Kaiden’s door before they returned to Alex and she finished, “I suggest you use it wisely.”

And with that, she pulled Alex in for a quick hug and then rose and headed to her room, saying over her shoulder that she was going to have a ‘Princess Siesta’ for the next few hours and not to wake her unless the world was ending—a morbid attempt at humour, given everything.

Feeling unbalanced and unsure of herself, Alex stood and retreated into her own room, eager for some quiet time in the

hope of regaining some equilibrium. But her peace lasted all of about two seconds, because with a bright flash of light, she was no longer alone.

Instead, she was being shoved up against the wall by the angriest Tia Auran she had ever seen.








Sixteen

Zaylin’s hands were pressed against Alex’s shoulders, pinning her to the solid wall beside her bed. With eyes like blazing quicksilver, the Tia Auran’s face was a mask of fury, her rage visible in every line of her body.

“What the hell!” Alex cried, struggling against her immovable grip. “Let me go!”

“You deceived me,” Zaylin hissed through her teeth in her native tongue. Her fiery eyes swept along Alex’s now glimmering skin. “With your bond, you’ve been able to understand me all along.” She pushed Alex deeper into the wall and leaned right into her face. “Haven’t you?”

“Like you’re one to talk,” Alex returned, still trying to break away from the immortal’s hold. She clenched her teeth against a surge of pain along her upper chest, a stark reminder of the bruising caused by the male Tia Auran. “You can understand me, too. Don’t try to deny it.”

Zaylin’s eyes narrowed even further. And then, between one breath and the next, she released Alex, but she didn’t step back. Instead, she continued looming threateningly over her.

“When did you realise?” Zaylin said, swapping over to the common tongue now that her guise was over.

“This morning,” Alex answered tersely. “The question is, why didn’t you want me to know?”

Zaylin did back up a step then. But only to cross her arms

over her chest, her stance belligerent. “You have your secrets, mortal. And I have mine.”

A beat of silence passed between them, until Alex said, “Fine.”

Zaylin jerked slightly at the easy acceptance, enough for a startled expression to dissolve her rage. “Fine?”

Shrugging, then wincing as the move jostled her now aggravated bruising, Alex said, “If you’ve been watching our tests like everyone else, you’ll know I understand more than anyone that sometimes there are valid reasons for keeping secrets.” She only just managed to keep from shrugging again when she finished, “And besides, it’s not like I said anything I wouldn’t have wanted overheard. You didn’t either, so I don’t know why you’re so angry.”

“I’m angry because you deceived me.”

“So we’ve already established,” Alex said, almost insolently. “But tell me this: Calivere said you wouldn’t be able to understand me, so what would have been the point in me trying to communicate that I could understand you?”

“Calivere doesn’t know everything.”

“Apparently not.”

“But he does know I’m fluent in your native tongue.”

Alex blinked. “So he lied?” It was her turn to narrow her eyes. “Why would he do that?”

Zaylin’s shoulders rose and fell, her gesture apathetic. “Why do the empress’s advisors do anything? They have their reasons, I’m sure.”

Eyes now fully slitted, Alex guessed, “You’re a spy, aren’t you?” She threw a hand out in the direction of the shared common room. “All of the other helpers can understand the common tongue too, can’t they? You’re all here to watch us.”

“What did you expect?” came Zaylin’s sneering reply. “That we’d welcome you with open arms?”


Alex hadn’t expected anything of the sort. But that didn’t mean she appreciated being monitored like some kind of deviant criminal.

With a longsuffering sigh, she attempted an olive branch. “You’re angry, I’m angry, so let’s just agree to move on from this.” Alex gestured between them. “In a few more days, you’ll never have to worry about me again. Until then, I’d be grateful if we can get along enough for you to resist the urge to attack me.” She held Zaylin’s eyes as she deliberately finished, “Even if I am just a lost cause sent here on a fool’s errand.”

She felt a flare of vindication when Zaylin flinched at her own words being thrown back at her.

In response, the Tia Auran said, if slowly, “Perhaps I was too quick to pass judgement when we met.”

It was as much of an apology as Alex could hope to get from the proud immortal, and in return, she quietly said, “Or perhaps you were right. We’ll know one way or another soon enough.”

They looked at each other then, silent understanding flowing between them. They were both pawns in a much larger game—a game neither of them were thrilled to be a part of, but nonetheless, both had to see through to the end.

Clearing her throat, Zaylin said, “Grewan hit you hard when he pushed you from Lendasa Marna.” She nodded to Alex’s upper body, the change of topic her own attempt at an olive branch. “Is anything broken?”

“Just bruised, I think,” Alex answered softly, careful not to say anything against the male Tia Auran that might shatter the tentative peace she and Zaylin had reached.

With a flash, the helper vanished, reappearing again before Alex could wonder where she’d gone. Upon her return, she held a steaming chalice of laendra in her hands, passing it over.


“Thank you,” Alex said, trying not to reveal her surprise at yet another indication that the Tia Auran was capable of compassion.

“Grewan never should have struck you,” Zaylin said, her eyes flashing dangerously—but for once, not at Alex. “What he did went against all that we stand for.”

Alex took a sip of the healing drink, feeling it take effect immediately, and wondering what the helper had meant by her statement.

“Peace,” Zaylin answered without being asked. “It may not seem like it from what you’ve experienced here, but we are a race that strives for peace at all times, at all costs.” She held Alex’s eyes as she declared, “Grewan shall be punished for his actions. Make no mistake about that.”

While grateful that Zaylin seemed to be warming to her once again—or as much as she seemed capable of doing—Alex was alarmed by the idea of an angry immortal seeking her out for revenge. “Perhaps that can happen sometime after I leave?”

A small, knowing smile tugged at Zaylin’s lips, the effect making her striking features even more stunning. “I’m sure that can be arranged. You won’t need to worry about facing his wrath, not before you return to your world.”

“Did Saefii mean what she said?” Alex couldn’t help asking, her voice unable to hide her uncertainty, especially after the conversation she’d shared with D.C. “If we pass all six challenges, will your people truly come back with us? Or is this all just one huge wasted effort?”

Zaylin didn’t answer for a long time—long enough that Alex feared the latter might be true, the laendra sitting heavily in her stomach. But then, finally, the Tia Auran replied.

“I told you that we seek peace at all times,” Zaylin said, “but that wasn’t always the case. It was only after the brutality we suffered during the Nesana Karn—the Immortal Wars—that we

decided to put aside our desire for vengeance, despite the losses we suffered.” Her eyes unfocused as she became lost in memory. “We could have wiped the Meyarins from existence. Instead, we offered them mercy by banishing them to Medora. It’s the reason why the empress is hesitant to come to your aid without due consideration. Long years have passed since our people have known anything but amity. Our battle prowess is not what it once was; our skills diminished by lack of use. As a whole, we are weakened.”

Zaylin’s voice grew stronger as she continued, “At our prime, we were just—only just—able to defeat them. But the sacrifices made in order to do so were not small, nor were they without lasting consequences—many of which are still felt to this day. Much of what we were, we have lost. And if this Aven Dalmarta is as strong as you claim, then there might be little we can do even if we come and fight by your side.”

Alex wasn’t thrilled by anything she was hearing. And yet, in the future vision the Library had showed her, even though Medora had been lost, it was still the Tia Aurans who had kept Aven from venturing to Freya. The avatar of Kaiden had told her that they had stepped in, stopping Aven from continuing his anti-mortal crusade across worlds. So regardless of Zaylin’s words, Alex knew that whatever power they had—weakened or not—was still enough. It had to be.

“You didn’t answer my question,” Alex said quietly.

Holding her steady gaze, Zaylin said, “If you prove yourself to the empress, she will come to your aid. Continue to impress her with your tenacity and you will have allies in your war—for what little it may be worth.”

Alex felt a heavy weight leave her so quickly that she swayed on the spot. “Thank you, Zaylin.”

The helper’s eyes flared with an unreadable emotion. “Don’t thank me yet, Alex. You still have a long few days ahead of you.”


That much, she already knew. And when Zaylin relieved Alex of her empty chalice and told her to get some rest, she didn’t hesitate to crawl into bed, turning her back on the light streaming in from the three suns blazing in the afternoon sky.

It was a mark of just how exhausted she was that she didn’t linger on Zaylin’s words despite her overwhelming curiosity about the Immortal Wars. She was desperate to hear how the Tia Aurans had conquered and banished the Meyarins, just as she was intrigued by why Zaylin believed they were no longer capable of doing so again. But her questions could wait, because as D.C. had said, Alex had time.

And right now, that meant she had time to do as Zaylin had ordered—and rest.
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It was dark by the time Xira’s quiet mental call woke Alex, the blue moons glowing brightly in the sky.

Feeling wonderfully refreshed, she responded to his question and sat up with a yawn, clapping her hands three times to turn on the light before stretching languidly.

“You look about as relaxed as I feel.”

Alex jumped and twisted towards the balcony, finding Kaiden striding casually through the wispy curtains and stopping just in front of them.

Self-conscious, Alex asked, “How long have you been out there?”

Kaiden sent her an amused look. “Despite what you think, I’m not a total creeper. I only just arrived.”

She tilted her head and squinted as if to judge his honesty. “You weren’t standing there and watching me sleep?”


“As delightful as that sounds, my preference would have been to join you.” His eyes were filled with mirth as he finished, “You should know that by now.”

Flailing for a response, Alex settled on rolling her eyes as she slid out of bed, grateful that she’d gone to sleep fully clothed. Not that Kaiden hadn’t already witnessed her in all her pyjamafied glory, but still. Rumpled as she was, at least she was decent.

“Are you going to make a habit of climbing into my room under the cover of darkness?” she asked, pulling on her boots before walking over to him, past him, and stopping on the balcony under the moonlight. She looked to the skies briefly only to whip back around at his next words.

“I sure hope so.”

Alex couldn’t keep her lips from twitching—or her cheeks from heating—before she wiped her features clear again. “Sounds like you’re feeling better.”

He allowed her change of topic, but the gleam in his eyes made it clear he understood it for what it was.

“This morning was rough,” he admitted, moving to stand with her on the balcony. “Telekinesis is one of the harder abilities to control, and since I was already drained from using it during our strength test, the repeat today was brutal.”

Alex’s forehead crinkled. “When did you use it in the strength test?”

All of a sudden, Kaiden looked uncomfortable. “It was nothing, really. Forget I said anything.”

Even more intrigued, Alex said, “I want to know.”

She was surprised when he rubbed the back of his neck, clearly not wanting to answer. Nevertheless, he said, “Let’s just say that rocky overhang wasn’t entirely… secure.”

It took Alex a second to catch on. “Wait. Are you saying…”

“Turns out, we all need to lose some weight,” Kaiden said in a dry attempt at humour. “The six of us combined were too

much for the overhang to handle, so I did what I could to keep it from ripping off the mountain. That’s why I couldn’t use any kind of gift to help you catch and hold D.C. when she fell, just in case you’d wondered why I left you both hanging.”

Alex hadn’t wondered. Not even once. “You kept us all from falling? And you didn’t even tell us?”

“Like I said, it was nothing.”

Looking at him in wonder, Alex said, “You have a strange definition of ‘nothing’, Kaiden James.”

His eyes brightened and he moved a step closer. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever heard you use my full name before.”

“Don’t change the subject.”

“I like it. A lot.”

Unwilling to be distracted, she said, “Seriously, Kaiden. You didn’t just keep us from falling—you saved our lives. Why didn’t you say anything?”

He sighed and glanced out across the city sparkling in the moonlight. “What was I going to say? ‘By the way, guys, I’m the reason we’re all still here—you can thank me later’?” He shook his head. “I don’t need praise for protecting the people I care about. That’s not the kind of person I am.”

Alex just kept looking at him, even more amazed. “You’re something else, you know that?”

He chuckled lightly and returned, “I think the same about you.”

Feeling the compliment settle right down to her toes, she became distracted for only a second as Xira mentally called out and she responded, before she focused on Kaiden again.

Mustering her courage, she quietly asked, “Do you have plans for the next few hours?”

He cocked his head, curious about the waver of nerves audible in her voice. “Nothing that doesn’t involve you.”


She should have perhaps scoffed at his confidence, but instead warmth blossomed within her. Still quietly, she asked, “Do you trust me?”

With his gaze locked on hers, he didn’t hesitate to answer, “More than anyone.”

Unable to keep from closing her eyes as his declaration washed over her, Alex only opened them again so she could reach out and entwine her fingers with his. Embracing the not-unpleasant feeling of butterflies that were now swarming within her, she stepped forward, closing the distance between them.

She was acutely aware of Kaiden watching her every move as her right hand kept holding his, but her left trailed up his chest to curl around the back of his neck, sliding through his silky dark hair.

Holding his now impossibly alert eyes, she put gentle pressure on the back of his head and slowly tilted his face down towards hers. She heard him draw in a surprised breath, but she also heard something else—something she had been waiting for since awakening from her nap.

With a wicked grin spreading across her lips, she swerved her head at the last possible moment to whisper into Kaiden’s ear, “Then whatever you do, don’t let go.”

She was close enough to feel him freeze, but before he could say or do anything, she pulled back swiftly and tugged on his hand, her grip strong enough that he had no choice but to follow as she dragged him sideways…

… and sent them both straight over the edge of the balcony.
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Alex let out an exhilarated whoop as she and Kaiden plummeted through the air, holding his hand tight as they soared down the length of the palace. But then, just as the ground rose up to meet them, Xira swooped in from below, his arrival timed perfectly to catch them.

As if she’d done it thousands of times before, Alex manoeuvred into a secure position in front of his wings, drawing Kaiden with her until he was seated at her back. She was almost certain she felt his thumping heart when his arms slid around her and Xira launched them straight back up into the air.

Now that was entertaining, Xira said to Alex. The only way it could have been better was if he’d trusted you less; then he might have at least looked a little scared. Amused, the draekon finished, I think he enjoyed the fall as much as you did.

Alex just grinned in reply, knowing what he’d said was true. Kaiden hadn’t even screamed during their freefall. In fact, when she’d glanced over at him the instant before Xira’s arrival, he’d had a smile on his face almost as wide as hers.

But, euphoric or not, that didn’t mean she was going to get away with the stunt she’d pulled. And she knew that when, wrapped in Kaiden’s embrace, he leaned forward to speak over the wind, directing his words straight into her ear. “Well played, Jennings. But don’t think you won’t pay for what you just did later.”


His warm breath on her nape caused prickles of awareness to trail along her skin, and she was certain he must have felt her shiver in his arms. To cover, with one of her hands gripping Xira’s scales while her other remained linked with Kaiden’s against her stomach, she twisted until they were eye to eye. Still grinning widely, she replied with the same words she’d said to D.C. only a few hours earlier, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

She swivelled forward again and didn’t bother to hold in her laugh when he growled playfully in her ear. They couldn’t share further words, however, because they soon became too distracted by the wonder of the flight.

Xira’s glossy black scales reflected the light of the overhead moons as he flew them high over the gaudy extravagance of the city and continued across the bare, cloudswept land.

What do you say, Alex, are you up for a bit of fun? Just like old times?

She didn’t need to think twice about her answer, so thrilled as she was to be flying with him again just for the sake of it. Definitely.

Then you’d better tell your boyfriend to hold on.

Her fingers gave an involuntary twitch, both the ones grasping Xira and the ones entwined with Kaiden’s. He’s not my boyfriend.

Yet.

Alex’s lingering grin swiftly turned into a frown. Seriously, Xira—stop reading my thoughts.

Stop—

I absolutely did not project this time, she said, cutting off what she presumed he’d been about to say.

Xira’s chuckle was mental as well as audible. Maybe it was wishful thinking on my part.

Why would you say that? You don’t even know him.

He was in your future vision. You felt safe with him then, just as you do now. That’s good enough for me.


Alex rolled her eyes to the heavens, wondering why every person and creature in her life seemed determined to play matchmaker. Your opinion has been noted, along with everyone else’s.

Good. Now pass on what I said.

Squeezing Kaiden’s hand to get his attention, she twisted back to him and called, “Remember what I told you before?”

His eyes sparkled right along with the shooting stars surrounding them. “The part where you told me not to let you go?”

She’d actually just said not to let go, not to not let her go. There was a clear, deliberate distinction in the way he’d answered, his words filled with much more meaning than hers had been. But still, she opted to lightly answer, “Close enough.”

And with her mental go-ahead, Xira snapped his wings close to his side and plunged them downwards, spearing through a gap in the clouded land and down, down, down until they reached the unending purgatory desert. Far in the distance, Alex thought she could see the ruins of an ancient city, but before she could manage a closer look, with a quick twist mid-air, Xira pulled up and spiralled them into the heavens again, higher than ever before—so high that Alex felt as if she could reach out and touch the stars streaking all around them.

Tumbling and whirling, Xira continued to frolic with them in a perfectly choreographed dance of flight. They swirled and barrel-rolled their way through the unimaginable scenery before finally approaching the edges of the vast Sky Kingdom.

Please tell me you have another wildflower island here? Alex asked, having loved the glowing flowers in Draekora. The island was still there now—indeed, it was where the free Meyarins had set up their settlement—but it was nothing more than a deadened wasteland, all beauty having left with the exodus of the draekons.

There’s something I think you’ll like even more, Xira answered.


Alex couldn’t imagine how that would be possible, but when he turned on his wing and began to crest in a slow, downward arc, she found her eyes widening as their destination came into view.

Glancing up at the stars above her head and then down again, she felt like she was peering into a mirror, except the stars beneath her were stationary, not streaking. It was like someone had painted a galaxy onto the island, a sight that became even more magical as the distance between them lessened. And that was because, as Xira touched down on the grass-covered land, Alex realised that it wasn’t flowers or plants or anything else living that provided the celestial view; instead, it was thousands upon thousands of floating, bioluminescent sparkles. It was like being surrounded by multi-coloured fireflies, only the specks of light weren’t sourced by creatures, they were simply suspended in the air, a glowing offering of starbursts.

Marvelling at the scenery hovering all around them, Alex waited for Kaiden to slide down from Xira before she followed after him, the two of them looking around in silent wonder.

“This place—Xira—” Alex was so awed that she could barely string a sentence together. “How do you ever leave?”

“The trick is to avoid coming here altogether,” he said, his dry tone making her turn from the view back to him. It was only then that she noticed his scales weren’t just reflecting the rainbowed sparkles all around them, they were coloured by them.

Unable to stifle her bubbling humour, Alex reached her hand towards the nearest burst of light, grinning widely when it stuck to her skin like a small fleck of paint splatter. She hadn’t felt its touch, almost like it was a powder simply air-blown onto her flesh. It glittered everywhere, enough for her to understand how Xira, having flown them straight through the masses, was

now covered in the shiny dust, almost like he’d just finished an epic game of draekon paintball.

But that also meant…

Turning to focus properly on Kaiden, Alex erupted into laughter. She then looked down at herself, and her mirth only increased. Having been seated in front during their landing, she’d mostly protected him from the coloured bursts that were splattered across every inch of her, but he hadn’t come away completely unscathed.

Still laughing, she couldn’t resist reaching up and running her fingers through his sparkled hair and then trailing them down along his dusted cheekbone, his face lit with glittering freckles.

“Since you look like you’ve just enjoyed the best art class of your life, I’m guessing the same is true for me?” he said, his gaze travelling over her while his eyes twinkled much like the rest of his glowing features.

It was all she could do to nod, caught up as she was in her laughter.

“I had a feeling you’d like it here,” Xira said, his resigned tone setting her off again.

From his earlier comment, it was clear that this wasn’t an island he often frequented—for the obvious, colourfully messy reasons—but he’d still brought her, knowing just how much delight it would bring.

Bounding forward, she wrapped her arms around his lowered muzzle, hugging as much of him as she could reach.

“Thank you, Xira. This was exactly what I needed.”

Pulling back, she caught Kaiden’s gaze. He didn’t try to hide how pleased he was to see her so happy—an expression that only deepened when she grinned widely back. Her grin, however, was mostly because he looked ridiculous, and she could only imagine she appeared worse.


“Have your fun, but then you and I need to get to work,” Xira said, settling down onto the squishy grass underfoot. It, too, held a bioluminescent shimmer, glittering all the way across the valley and past a silver lake up to the snow-capped mountains in the distance.

“Work?” Alex asked, waving her hands in the air like a manic conductor and watching as more starbursts exploded onto her skin.

“You’re going to practise your climbing skills,” he explained. “It won’t do if we need a quick getaway and you can hardly make it up my wings.”

Still mesmerised by the splattering colours, she said, “It’s not my fault you’re so big now. I certainly haven’t changed in size.”

Regardless of that, she understood his point. And so, after running amok with the floating sparkles until she was shamelessly covered enough to resemble a multi-coloured, glow-in-the-dark freak of nature, she turned her attention to Xira.

Even with Kaiden reclined on the ground and watching with clear amusement, Alex was too light in spirit to feel self-conscious when Xira stretched out his wing and tried to explain yet again the best way for her to run up it. Over and over she attempted to smoothly execute the action, but over and over she failed to scale his monstrous height with ease. It wasn’t just that he was so large and his wing was on such an incline, but the glossy sinew made gripping difficult, causing her to try and pick her way along with caution rather than blazing a path up as per his repeated instructions.

When she slipped and fell for what felt like the hundredth time, Kaiden was unable to keep his silence.

“For someone with immortal blood, it’s amazing how uncoordinated you are.”

Technically, she only had access to immortal blood, meaning she was able to glean from a limited selection of the benefits it

afforded, and supernatural grace was sadly not one of them. It wasn’t like she was immortal herself—she was still as human as he was, at least in all the ways that mattered. But since Kaiden already knew that, Alex simply sent him a warning look from where she remained sprawled on the soft grass after her most recent tumble; a look that narrowed further upon seeing the laughter in his eyes.

“I’d like to see you try and do any better,” she grumbled.

She straightened to standing when Kaiden rose to his feet, apparently willing to take her up on the challenge.

“Xira, do you mind?” he asked.

Xira’s eyes shifted to Alex for a second, a look she couldn’t read but didn’t think boded well for her, before he responded, “Show her how it’s done, Kaiden.”

Curious as to the solidarity they’d formed in such a short acquaintance—though not thrilled to already be the butt of a joke between them—Alex watched with crossed arms as Kaiden made his way to where she stood near the tip of Xira’s outstretched wing. He ran a hand along the tough but unbelievably soft muscle, testing the texture, before he nodded and then turned to stride away from them.

“What—” Alex didn’t get to finish asking where he was going before he spun around and, with a running start, sprint-jumped all the way up Xira’s wing onto his back without so much as a stumble.

Gaping at him as he tauntingly weaved his way between the spikes along the length of Xira’s backbone, all Alex could do was stammer out, “How the hell did you do that?”

Using the fleshy membrane of Xira’s wing like it was little more than a slippery slide, Kaiden dropped gracefully back down to the ground until he was standing right in front of her.

His eyes were bright with mirth and something else entirely as he used a finger to smear some of the coloured splatter across

her cheek, quietly answering, “Sometimes you just have to take a leap of faith, Alex.”

It was impossible to miss the double meaning in his words. Just as it was impossible to miss the way he was moving closer to her.

And the way she was moving closer to him.

Suddenly, there was no room between them, his arms slowly circling her, with one wrapping around her waist and the other moving from her cheek to curl around her neck.

When his face was so close that he was all she could see, he held her gaze and whispered, “I once told you that a first kiss should be memorable. Do you remember?”

Fearing any words she offered would come out in a croak, she only nodded in reply.

Kaiden’s mouth curled into a smile, his eyes flicking towards their glowing surrounds before returning to hers. “I’d say this is pretty memorable.”

Alex didn’t say anything. She couldn’t say anything. Not over the wild rhythm of her pounding heart.

Lowering his head until he was barely a breath from her, his gaze travelled over her features. She wasn’t sure what he saw there, but whatever it was, he misinterpreted it. Because instead of closing the space between them like she expected—like she wanted—he pulled away slightly and said, “I promised I’d give you as much time as you need. It’s okay if you’re not read—”

She didn’t give him a chance to finish before she rose up on her toes and pressed her lips to his.

He stilled for a heartbeat, but then his mouth moved over hers, kissing her back softly at first and then deeper, his arm at her back keeping her close while his other hand tangled in her hair. She was just as tightly wrapped around him, his heat seeping into her, his strength enveloping her as they continued kissing under the moonlit sky in the glittering land of colour.


It was perfect.

It was magical.

It was beyond anything she could have dreamed.

Until—

“They say three’s a crowd, but this is ridiculous.”

Jerking back at Xira’s interruption, Alex could do nothing but stare at Kaiden with wide eyes—until she burst into startled, mortified laughter.

Kaiden’s lips quirked as he sent a pointed look towards the draekon and offered a dry, “Help me out here, Xira.”

With a rumbly sound of amusement, Xira leaned back on his haunches and launched his bulky hide into the air. His mirth continued echoing down to them even as he flew away, mentally telling Alex to call him when she and Kaiden were ready to return to Vardaesia.

“Well, that was embarrassing,” Alex said when Kaiden turned back to her. But with her lips still tingling and the rest of her feeling delightfully warm from being wrapped in his embrace, she couldn’t summon any regret for their semi-public display.

Just as she couldn’t think of any reason to stop him when he leaned towards her once again.

And as his mouth touched hers and he kissed her tenderly beneath the star-strewn sky filled with nature’s fairy lights, Alex knew that she would never again experience anything as incredible as what she was now sharing with Kaiden. It simply wouldn’t be possible, because nothing—nothing—could top the memory of such a perfect moment in time.

But when he finally pulled back only to look deep into her eyes, letting his joy shine brightly across his beautiful face, Alex also knew that he was going to do everything in his power to prove her wrong.

And, smiling widely back at him, she was more than happy to let him try.








Eighteen

If Alex had been concerned that things would change once she and Kaiden became official, she quickly discovered she had nothing to worry about. It soon became apparent that other than the obvious shift in physical intimacy, he didn’t treat her any differently to before. He was caring, he was supportive; he was just, simply, Kaiden.

This was proved true the very next morning at breakfast, when none of their friends even noticed the change in their relationship. Or at least, none except D.C., who eyed Alex shrewdly and raised her brows in question, to which Alex responded with a quick, smiling nod—and then everyone knew, because D.C.’s squeal could have woken the entire city. But once the obligatory ribbing that Alex and Kaiden received from the others was over with, it was business as usual for all of them.

Which led them to where they were now, hours later, surrounded by a forest of crystalline trees and sitting on an island of clouds while twiddling their thumbs, just as they had been since stepping through the Gate of Wisdom earlier that morning.

“Read the riddle again?” Jordan asked for what felt like the thousandth time.

With a weary sigh, Alex picked up the only thing they’d discovered as unusual upon entering the Gate—a collection of bound golden parchment, each of the hundred or so pages

identical and containing only five short lines written in Tia Auran:


Through death, I am birthed

When I am hurt, I am most loved

Stained for a purpose, or none at all

I have neither start nor finish

Yet always begin and end.



As Alex was the only one completely fluent in Tia Auran, the task had fallen to her to re-read the words again and again as she and her friends tried to brainstorm different options for answers.

They’d come up with several possibilities already, none of which fit every line. And while they would have preferred to give each a shot just in case they were right, the moment Alex had first touched the impressive golden tome, Saefii’s voice had echoed around them to warn that they were allowed only one guess. She’d also given them a time limit—they had until sundown, at which point they would be forced to give an answer. Furthermore, Saefii had been careful to stipulate that Alex couldn’t consult Xira; that if she so much as tried to mentally communicate with her draekon while the test was in process, it would mean instant failure.

How Saefii would know if Alex called to Xira, she wasn’t sure. But she wasn’t willing to risk finding out.

So instead, for the last five hours, she and her friends had been umm-ing and ahh-ing to the point where they were now all scratching their heads and no closer to agreeing on an answer than when they had started. And as she followed Jordan’s request to read it again—something she hardly needed to do since she was sure they all knew it off by heart after hearing it so many times—they were still no closer to figuring it out.


After another unsuccessful hour passed, they decided to pause for lunch and eat the food they’d been provided, hoping to come back fresh after giving their minds a short break.

Spread out across the small, shiny clearing, the six of them had naturally paired off, with Jordan and D.C. quietly whispering to each other, and Declan watching Bear closely as he paced restlessly on the other side of the open space.

“I seriously, seriously hate riddles,” Alex groaned to Kaiden.

He was seated with his back leaning against the solid trunk of a glassy tree, while she was stretched out and lying with her head resting on his much more comfortable thigh. His hand was playing with her hair as she watched the daytime stars streaking overhead through the diamond-like leaves, the repeated motion of his fingers soothing, but not quite eliminating her frustration.

Part of her marvelled at how natural it felt to be this close to him, to not feel even a hint of shyness at his touch. But that was Kaiden—he’d always made her feel comfortable, even during the times when it should have been impossible. After all that had happened last night, everything just felt right as Alex lay there with him.

Everything, of course, but the unsolvable riddle.

“We’ll get it eventually,” he said, full of quiet confidence. “We just need to look at it from every angle first.”

Alex didn’t want to look at it from every angle. She wanted to look at it from the right angle and be done with it. And she knew she wasn’t the only one. All her friends were tense from their lack of progress, but perhaps none more so than Bear. Whether it was because of the ever-darkening shadows beneath his eyes, or simply because he was as impatient as she when it came to riddles, Alex wasn’t sure. But as she turned and watched his pacing grow even more agitated, she couldn’t help frowning.

“What’s this for?” Kaiden asked, one of his fingers smoothing out her forehead.


Looking back up at him, she made sure to keep her voice quiet as she said, “I’m worried about Bear.” Kaiden’s face softened with understanding, especially when she continued, “I’m worried it’s damaging him to put aside his grief for his dad.”

“Pot, kettle,” Kaiden said gently, to which Alex admitted he had a point. But it was different for her. Because in her own way, she was dealing. She was moving on, even if it was hard a lot of the time. And she also had the benefit of receiving a sense of closure from Niyx himself, thanks to his letter.

“I just…” She bit her lip. “He’s been acting so normal, you know? Even laughing and messing around, if slightly less than before. And that worries me, because it’s got to be eating him up on the inside. And I don’t know what to do about it. I don’t know if there’s anything I can do about it.” Other than hurry up and get rid of Aven so we can all have some time to grieve in peace, she finished mentally.

“He’s your friend, so it’s natural you’re concerned,” Kaiden said. “But just so you know, while he might not be sleeping well—which we can all see—despite what you think, he is working through it. Just not publicly.”

Peering up at him, Alex asked, “How do you know?”

“Declan’s been keeping a close eye on him, quietly helping him through it. And regardless of how it may seem, Bear’s been responding well to his support.” His lips twitched with meaning as he added, “Really well.”

Alex glanced across the clearing again, noting once more the careful way Declan was following Bear’s movements. She also recalled her conversation with D.C. just yesterday, the princess having made a similar observation. Alex still wasn’t entirely sure why Declan was there with them, but whatever the reason, if he was helping Bear through this time, then she was glad for his presence.


Regardless, she was still curious enough to ask, “Why do you think that is? Bear finding comfort in Declan, I mean, rather than with the rest of us?”

Kaiden considered for a moment before he answered, “You know how my parents died when I was really young?”

Alex nodded, hating that he’d lost them so early in life, but grateful that his aunt had taken him and Jeera in and raised them in such a loving, supportive home.

He curled a strand of her hair around his finger, watching it contemplatively as he said, “Well, Declan has a similar story, only he lost both his parents just before starting at the academy. His dad died in an accident, and his mum wasn’t able to deal in the aftermath and took off, never to return.”

Alex looked over at the strong young man, having had no idea about his past.

“Dec was only thirteen, old enough to understand what had happened and what it meant for him,” Kaiden continued. “And then he was sent to live with Jaxon, who you know isn’t the most caring of guardians.”

Alex thought that was a generous description for the cantankerous royal advisor. Jaxon was awful, plain and simple. Even Declan had said as much after he learned Alex had met his grandfather at the palace in Tryllin.

“I hate that he had to go through that,” she said quietly. “That you both suffered so deeply at such young ages. That you had to endure so much pain.”

“There are different kinds of suffering,” Kaiden said just as quietly. “The heartache of losing a loved one, the silence of unfulfilled dreams, the hopelessness of unending despair— who’s to say what the worst pain truly is?” He shook his head again. “What matters most is how we cope in the face of our suffering; that we get up and keep trying, remembering that

each new day is an opportunity for something to change; for something better to happen.”

He looked at her meaningfully, and she smiled softly back up at him.

Stroking her fingers along the muscles of his forearm, she asked, “So that’s what you do? Keep trying? Keep hoping?”

“Every day.” He leaned down to press a swift kiss to her forehead. “It’s what Dec does, too. And he’s doing everything he can to help Bear do the same.”

“Because he remembers what it’s like,” Alex guessed. “How it feels.”

“That’s not something he’ll ever forget,” Kaiden confirmed. “And he can relate to Bear’s loss better than I can, given how old he was when his own dad died.”

With Kaiden and Declan having lost both their parents, Bear losing his dad, even Jordan losing his brother, Alex realised that they’d all been through so much in their short lives. And yet, they were all so strong. Despite what had happened to those they loved, they had never given up. She just had to believe that whatever pain Bear was dealing with right now, he’d get through it and, like Kaiden, Declan and Jordan, become even stronger from it.

She had to believe it for herself, too.

“You really think he’ll be okay?” she asked.

“He’ll never be the same,” Kaiden said, and the way he was looking at her made her realise he wasn’t just speaking about Bear. “But every day, it’ll slowly get easier.” His gaze remained locked on hers as he whispered, “I promise.”

She closed her eyes as his assurance burrowed deep, bringing comfort and hope to the broken pieces within her.

When his fingers brushed tenderly across her cheekbone, Alex leaned into his touch, amazed anew at how relaxed she felt with him, how content she was in his arms. But it wasn’t to last,

since he soon bumped his leg under her, quietly communicating that it was time to get up and return to solving the riddle.

“Right,” Alex said with a sigh as she stood with him, calling for the others to form a circle in the centre of the clearing. “Let’s do this line by line.”

“Through death, I am birthed,” D.C. recited from memory. “So, we’re looking for something that is born or created when something else dies or is killed?”

“It could be a person—women sometimes die in childbirth,” Jordan said.

Both of them looked to Bear who, as the resident genius, was the best chance they all had to figure out the correct answer.

“Too vague,” he said. “Not all women die—hardly any do, really. That’s too much of a generalisation. We need something more solid.”

“In Freya, there’s a place called Death Valley,” Alex mused. “It’s a desert, but things still live and grow there. Could we be looking at a play on words like that?”

“Maybe,” Bear said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “Or it could be something more metaphorical, like a sacrifice.”

Declan cocked his head. “Sacrifice works—at least in the sense that someone dies for another to live.”

“Yeah, but it doesn’t work with the rest of the riddle,” Bear said, already thinking ahead. “And we need to be looking at the whole picture.”

Silence surrounded them as they all considered his words.

“Next line, then,” D.C. said. “When I am hurt, I am most loved.”

“That one doesn’t make any sense,” Jordan grumbled.

“Could be something medical,” Kaiden pointed out. “You give treatment to someone you love in order to keep them alive, and that treatment may be painful for a short time.”

“That’s a good theory,” Bear agreed. “But again, it doesn’t work with the other lines.”


“Let’s stop worrying about it as a whole for now, and keep pulling it apart,” Declan said, his voice pacifying.

“What about love itself?” Alex asked, the thought hitting her. She ticked off a finger as she said, “Through death I am birthed… Perhaps that’s someone who only realised how much they cared for another after they’d already passed away.” She touched another finger. “When I am hurt, I am most loved… Love can be the most powerful emotion of all, can’t it? It can heal and it can break. It can hurt in both good and bad ways.” She avoided looking at Kaiden as she said, “Right?”

Her friends were nodding along, so she continued, “Stained for a purpose, or none at all… Um, I’ll come back to that one. Maybe it’s a metaphor for a broken heart?” She scrunched her face and moved on. “I have neither start nor finish, yet always begin and end.” She trailed off, unable to give a response for the last line, her ideas running out of steam.

“You were doing well up until the end,” Bear encouraged. “But I’m pretty sure love does have a start, but doesn’t always have an end.”

With a loud sigh, Alex picked up the golden riddle pages again, leafing through the bound parchment while hoping some new line or clue might magically appear.

“Back to the drawing board, I guess,” she mumbled.

And on it went for hours more, the three suns travelling alarmingly swiftly across the sky. They only had until sundown to come up with an answer, and the closer that time approached, the more Alex’s concern grew. Her friends were becoming just as desperate, as evidenced by the words they were now throwing out at random.

“A sword? Some other weapon?” Jordan tried.

“Life? A journey?” D.C. offered.

“Feelings? Emotions?” Declan guessed.


And yet, while all their answers covered at least some part of the riddle, none of them fit perfectly.

When the suns continued lowering dangerously close to the flat of the horizon, Alex knew they were nearly out of time. Her heart was thumping as dread bubbled within her. She refused to fail an entire world just because of one lousy riddle.

“You have two minutes remaining, mortals,” Saefii’s voice echoed around the clearing. “I suggest you use them wisely.”

Jordan wasn’t the only one of her friends to utter an expletive, but he was the one who said, “Toss the book here, Alex. There has to be something else useful amongst all those unnecessary pages. Why not just give us a single sheet of paper? What a complete waste. You know, I’ve always said…”

He was rambling, his voice threaded with anxiety. And yet, Alex didn’t hear anything else he said as he continued speaking. Instead, as if being struck by lightning, she physically jolted as she processed his words, and she wasn’t the only one—she could see Bear having the same reaction. As one, they glanced at the book in her hands, then back up to catch each other’s eyes as realisation hit them both at once.

“Do you think—Is it possible…” Alex trailed off, unable to say more as Bear hurried to her side and reached for the golden pages.

“The answer was here all along,” he whispered incredulously, gliding his hand over the cover.

“What are you two going on about?” Declan asked, his voice thick with nerves.

“Your time is up, mortals,” came Saefii’s voice, causing them all to wince. “We will hear your answer now, or you will forfeit the challenge.”

Her breathing shallow, Alex held Bear’s gaze as she quickly ran the riddle through her head one last time. All the lines fit, but it was still so vague. Figurative language was figurative for

a reason—it went beyond the literal and entered a realm of allusion often easy to misinterpret. But still, they had to give an answer. So, nodding for him to go ahead, she crossed her fingers and her toes, hoping beyond hope that they were right.

In a croaking voice, Bear said, “A book. The answer is a book.”

Silence surrounded them, each of them holding their breaths. Until—

“Explain.”

One word from Saefii and Alex felt the air rush out of her in a whoosh. She wasn’t sure if it meant they were right or wrong, but she again nodded her encouragement for Bear to go ahead.

“Through death, I am birthed,” he recited. “Books are made of pages that are created by cutting down and therefore killing trees. Birth that comes through death.”

Alex jumped in next. “When I am hurt, I am most loved. The most loved books are read over and over, and because of that, they’re also the ones that sustain the most damage from excessive handling.”

“Stained for a purpose, or none at all,” Bear continued on. “Books have writing—or ink—stained into them either so that people can read what is written for a reason, or simply for meaningless doodling without purpose.”

With her pulse thrumming, Alex finished, “I have neither start nor finish, yet always begin and end. Books have a physical beginning and ending, but there’s never a clear start or finish point to what they contain within—there’s always more that happens before and after what is revealed in the pages.”

Silence surrounded them again, a tense lack of noise that went on for so long that Alex’s palms began to sweat. Just as she was about to call out and see if anyone was still listening, a bright flash of light delivered them back to the stadium.


Unlike the previous day, their arrival was again met with the roaring sound of applause, the Tia Auran audience apparently having moved past their shock of Alex’s draekon bonding. But whether the enthusiastic cheers were because they’d succeeded or because they’d failed, she couldn’t tell, and she cast her eyes up towards Saefii, desperate to hear the outcome.

The empress waited until Tayros had relieved them of their golden cuffs before she slowly rose from her throne. She was even slower still to make her announcement. But finally, she spoke.

“Today you were tested by the Gate of Wisdom, and you responded to the riddle provided. The answer that you gave”— Saefii paused as if to prolong their torture, and Alex seriously contemplated throwing something at her—“is correct.”

And just like that, Alex wilted with relief, releasing a stunned burst of laughter.

“Congratulations, mortals. You have proved yourselves yet again.”

And with another bright flash, they were back in their living quarters.

Looking around, Alex felt and saw her friends’ silent shock. But with a sound of pure jubilation, Bear bounded forward and wrapped his arms around Alex, picking her up to swing her in a wide circle through the air.

“We did it! We actually did it!”

Unable to do anything but laugh again, she held on tight until he let her go. His actions had broken a spell, and suddenly everyone was yelling and hugging as disbelief and congratulations were shared all around.

“Couldn’t have done it without you, mate,” Bear said to Jordan, clapping him on the back.

Jordan’s response was a comical-sounding, “Me?”

Alex nodded and agreed, “You’re the one who pointed out

that the book had to be there for a reason. All along, we’d been holding the answer in our hands.”

More than one groan sounded as realisation hit them all.

“That was almost worse than the strength test,” D.C. said. Seeing Alex’s incredulity, she repeated, with emphasis, “Almost.”

Grinning, Alex’s attention was diverted when Zaylin parroned into the common room. She didn’t often interact with anyone other than Alex—and even then, sparingly—so her arrival was a surprise. As were her words.

“Why are none of you getting ready?”

D.C. turned to Alex with astonished eyes. “She can speak our language?”

Not wanting to risk Zaylin’s ire by explaining about the aggressive moment of revelation the two had shared the previous day, Alex instead looked at the Tia Auran and asked, “Getting ready for what?”

Appearing torn between exasperation and disbelief, Zaylin said, “The memorial. Didn’t anyone tell you?”

Raised eyebrows met her in answer, and she muttered something under her breath that was too low for even Alex to hear. Then, louder, she explained, “Aes Daega may have lived in Medora for many ages, but her blood was Tia Auran, and tonight she shall be given the honour owed to her for her sacrifice.” She looked them all in the eyes before focusing on Alex as she continued, “As you delivered tidings of her passing, the empress has invited you all to attend tonight so that you may offer your own farewells, should you so wish.”

Alex swallowed and nodded, wanting that very much. While it was Niyx’s death that had truly crushed her, she was still saddened by the loss of Lady Mystique, and would appreciate being able to say a proper goodbye.

Having expected her words to launch them into motion, Zaylin snapped, “What are you all waiting for? Go!”


Not used to facing Zaylin’s prickly temper, Alex’s friends were quick to scatter, presumably to summon their helpers and follow the command to get ready.

“Follow me, mortal,” the Tia Auran said tersely when it was just Alex remaining. “We have work to do if we’re to make your appearance at all passable for tonight’s tribute.”

And so, with a longsuffering sigh, Alex trailed after Zaylin into her room, choosing to ignore the string of borderline offensive grumbles the immortal helper continued to utter under her breath.








Nineteen

Lady Mystique’s memorial took place on the shore of the metallic lake, the tribute beginning just as night fell.

For the first time since awakening in Vardaesia, Alex was dressed in something other than black or white. The same was true for all those in attendance, even if once again there was a universal theme to the colour scheme. Every single person wore splashes—if not entire outfits—of gold, making them shine right along with the unnaturally coloured water.

Alex had required Zaylin’s help to don the resplendent gown she’d been given, the dress so intricate that she would have worn it upside-down and back to front if not for the immortal’s assistance. It was a masterpiece of design, combining three different shades of gold—two for layering, one for its glittery embroidered detail—and hugging tight from her chest to hips before flaring out straight down to her ankles.

Upon first seeing it, Alex had balked at its magnificence and dreaded how it would clash with her golden skin. But her fear had been in vain, since the glow of her vaeliana only added to the ethereal nature of the dress.

Any lingering insecurity had dissolved once Zaylin had pushed her from the room, because as Alex had walked out onto the shared balcony to join her waiting friends, she’d had to cover a smile at Kaiden’s stunned expression. He, too, had dressed for the occasion, his pitch-black formal ensemble

making him appear like an otherworldly prince come to life, especially coupled with the golden swirls etched into his low collar and down the fastenings along his torso.

He may have been struck silent upon Alex’s entrance, but the feeling had been mutual, and it had taken the combined effort of their friends—all of whom looked just as glorious—for Alex and Kaiden to peel their eyes from each other. But, as if whoever was in charge of parroning their group to and fro could read minds, Jordan, D.C., Bear and Declan had all been flash-transported away ahead of Alex and Kaiden, and the instant the two were alone, he had pulled her into his arms, his searing kiss telling her exactly what he thought about her dress. Or rather, just simply about her.

“You’re perfect,” he’d whispered against her lips, before kissing her quickly again and pulling back just as they were parroned to join their friends.

Alex’s breath had been stolen from her, both from the mind-numbing kiss atop the romantic balcony overlooking the city at night, and also from Kaiden’s profound compliment. But more, it had been the way he’d looked at her—like she was the most precious thing he’d ever laid eyes on. And it was because of the last that when they’d arrived next to their friends at the edge of the golden lake, Alex’s knees had been weak enough that she’d only remained upright because Kaiden had slid his arm around her to steady her.

When he’d glanced down to check if she was okay, all she’d been able to do was reach up and trail a finger along his jaw, looking deep into his bright blue eyes as she’d whispered, “You are, too.” Then it was she who had kissed him, a soft press of her lips to his before pulling away again, only to see his eyes had brightened even more.

Despite its brevity, her affectionate moment had still been met with coughs and grins from their delighted friends.

But fortunately, before any of them had a chance to offer commentary, Calivere had appeared at their sides, directing them to follow.

Which led them to now, with Alex trailing after the immortal advisor, her friends marvelling over the colour of the lake and the glimmering sand while she eyed the growing assembly of Tia Aurans. Each was dressed in their own gold-touched finery, the mood almost offensively upbeat given the reason for their meeting. Instead of being solemn and sombre, they were talking and laughing boisterously amongst themselves, handing around food and drinks as if it were one massive lake party.

It was only after Calivere delivered them to where Saefii and Tayros were gathered down near the water’s edge—with Zaylin and the other helpers standing close by, waiting to be called upon—that Alex learned why no one was particularly sorrowful. And that was because, after Alex tugged on Zaylin’s golden robe for attention, she was tersely told that the memorial wasn’t a tribute for Lady Mystique’s death, it was a celebration of her life.

“So it is a party?” Alex asked, glancing around as music began to thrum quietly from an unknown source.

“It will be, afterwards,” Zaylin said.

“After what?” D.C. asked, standing by Alex’s elbow, her own golden dress sparkling like glitter under the moonlight.

“After we’ve released her into the care of the stars.”

Alex shared apprehensive glances with her friends, but none of them said anything else. That was mostly because the music rose in crescendo and fell again back to a soft, sweet melody in some kind of cue, with silence then descending upon the shore as the Tia Aurans all turned to face the empress.

Standing right at the edge of the lake, Saefii’s ebony skin blended into the night while her stunning gown flowed straight into the water rippling over her bare feet. The circlet across her

brow was even more impressive in the darkened atmosphere, glowing with an inner light. As she raised her voice to speak to her people, Alex couldn’t help being entranced by the picture she presented.

“Tonight, we honour the life of one who fell while in service to our race,” Saefii said in the language of her people. “Aes Daega was once a beloved daughter, sister and friend. The choices she made long ago will never change the mark she has left on all those blessed to have known her. May the stars shine always in her favour, and may she know peace forevermore.”

Alex jumped when the gathered Tia Aurans repeated Saefii’s final invocation, offering a quiet salute to their fallen kin. She, however, was more intrigued by Saefii’s reference to the choices Lady Mystique had made. Athora had mentioned that the two of them had been sent to Medora as gatekeepers to watch over the Meyarins and help them thrive in their new world, but he had also inferred that, while their task was purposeful, neither of them had left Tia Auras willingly. Alex’s curiosity was piqued, but she focused again on the ceremony when, unexpectedly, Saefii gestured for her to approach.

Tentatively, Alex moved towards the empress, stopping just in front of her.

Feeling all eyes on the two of them, she had no idea what was happening, especially when Tayros passed something small to Saefii, who then handed it to Alex.

Turning the object between her fingers, Alex likened it to a pearlescent coil of spiralling wax. Small enough to fit in her palm and about as tall as her hand, it started with a larger base and then circled upwards in a cone shape to taper into a point. Alex had never seen anything like it.

Switching back to the common tongue in respect for Alex’s friends, Saefii said, “As one who knew Aes Daega in her final

days, we would ask if you, Alexandra, would be the first to release her into the care of the stars.”

There was that strange phrase again, the same one Zaylin had used. Alex was still unsure what it meant, but sensing she was being given an unprecedented honour—mostly because Zaylin was nodding ferociously from the sidelines for Alex to accept—she said, “That would mean a lot, thank you.”

“Then place your offering into the lake, and speak if you so wish,” Saefii directed, and Alex released a breath of relief at being given clear instructions.

Squatting down beside the lapping water, Alex lowered the base of the cone onto the surface of the lake, giving it a slight push when she realised it could float. Rising again as it began to drift away, Alex turned back to the now solemn Tia Aurans and cleared her throat, wanting to give Lady Mystique the send-off she deserved but not sure how to do that. Having been unprepared to give a speech, all she could do was speak from her heart, and she knew that was what the ancient woman would have wanted—just as she would have wanted Alex to take advantage of this opportunity.

“The last time I saw Aes Daega before she died, it was so she could help me try and win a challenge that would ally the races of my world against a common enemy—an enemy by whose sword she was slain not two days later,” Alex said, her voice quiet but somehow carrying for all to hear. She heard whispered translations echo throughout the crowd as those who understood interpreted her words for those who didn’t. “I’ll never forget what she told me that day: ‘Darkness is everywhere, child. And where it is not, we have the unfortunate ability to imagine it so.’”

Raising her head and hoping she wasn’t overstepping her bounds, Alex continued, “You live in a city—in a world—filled with light. But I know that wasn’t always the case. The reason

Aes Daega was sent to Medora to begin with is a testament to that—to what you faced before you became what you now are. Whatever happened, I think…” She paused. Swallowed. Tried again. “I think tonight, she would want you to remember that. To remember what you went through then, and to spare a thought for the world you sent her to, a world that is now threatened by a future of darkness.”

Sensing that her audience was beginning to feel discomforted by her words, Alex lowered her voice and shared, “There’s something else Aes Daega told me—the very last thing she ever said to me.” Making eye contact with as many in the crowd as she could, Alex recited, “‘Don’t fear the shadows. Make the shadows fear you.’” She drew in a deep breath. Then a second. “Tonight, tomorrow, forever, I hope you will remember those words. I hope you will remember Aes Daega’s sacrifice and consider why she made it—why she allowed herself to die a senseless death for a mortal race in a world not her own. Think of her courage, think of her facing those shadows and making them bow down to her, right until her very end.”

Quietly, oh so quietly, Alex finished, “She was willing to give her life in an effort to fight the coming darkness. If nothing else, remember that.” With tears in her eyes, she whispered, “Remember Aes Daega.”

Feeling utterly spent, Alex moved from Saefii’s tense side and back to the safety of her friends. Immediately, Kaiden’s arm curled around her, holding her close as his lips gently brushed the top of her head in a silent offer of comfort. On her other side, Bear reached for her hand and gave her a quick squeeze before letting her go again, but not before she saw the tears gleaming in his own eyes.

The Tia Aurans surrounding them were supernaturally quiet in the wake of her impassioned speech. But then, of all

people, Zaylin stepped forward, breaking the uneasy stillness by placing her own spiralled cone onto the water, pushing it lightly away.

One by one, the silent Tia Aurans followed after her, and Alex’s friends too, until the golden lake was covered in the pearlescent coils.

Only then did Saefii speak again, her voice a throaty croak of emotion as she repeated Alex’s final words: “Remember Aes Daega.”

The entire audience echoed the sentiment, their voices rising to the heavens as the tell-tale flap of wings came just moments before a familiar shadow dropped out of the sky. Vibrant blue flames gushed from Xira’s mouth as he flew over the lake, the fire catching on the waxy coils and igniting them from the top down.

Xira? What are—What’s—I didn’t know you were—

Aes Daega was a friend to my kin, too, Alex, he interrupted quietly as his bulky figure vanished into the night once more. To those of us from Medora, and to those who knew her here before she left this world. This is my tribute on behalf of all draekons; and on behalf of my mother, who held her in great esteem, as you will remember.

She did remember that—how Zaronia had listened to Lady Mystique, had weighed her opinion and followed her advice regarding Alex’s time in the past.

Quietly, Xira finished, This is my offering to help honour her memory.

And Alex understood what he meant a moment later when, one after the other, the first of the ignited coils shot up into the sky, exploding in a shower of light.

Over and over again the spirals rose and blasted like brilliant fireworks over the lake, the most spectacular pyrotechnical display Alex had ever witnessed. Together with her friends and the Tia Aurans, she marvelled at the sight, allowing it to dry

away her lingering tears. She’d said what she’d felt compelled to say, just as she believed she’d driven her point home enough that even if they failed one of their two remaining challenges, the Tia Aurans might still consider her words. Now that it was done, it was time to do as Zaylin had said earlier and celebrate Lady Mystique’s life.

As soon as the final spiral exploded above their heads, the music picked up again, morphing into a lively tune that was at odds with the earlier stringed lament. Soon enough, the Tia Aurans broke away to start dancing along the shore, a backdrop of embers lethargically drifting down into the water beyond them, like fiery snowflakes.

“Please, mortals, join us,” Saefii said, raising an arm towards the growing revellers. “You have earned a night of frivolity. Especially as it might be one of the last you experience for some time, given your pending return to Medora.”

Reading Alex’s expression, the empress was quick to say, “Forgive me. All I meant was that you should enjoy what time you can”—she stumbled to finish—“while you can.”

For the first time since Alex had met Saefii, she seemed to be tripping over her words. Unsure of herself, even. Not at all like how she normally behaved. Alex hoped it was because her speech had left an impression on the empress, leaving her struggling with her usual confidence.

“You know what?” D.C. said, reaching for Jordan’s hand and in doing so, helping Saefii save face in front of those watching. “I do feel like dancing.”

“Sounds good to me,” agreed Declan, and he gripped Kaiden’s shoulder with one hand and used the other to guide Bear forward as well, following after D.C. who was all but dragging Jordan into the masses.

Kaiden looked back at Alex and she waved him on, telling him without words that she’d catch up. He cocked his head

and hesitated before realising she must have her reasons, so he continued with their friends, his expression saying he was there if she needed.

More than ever she appreciated that they weren’t at risk of becoming one of those couples—the ones who had to do everything together and couldn’t survive unless they were by each other’s sides. Alex was much too independent for that kind of relationship, and she knew Kaiden was as well. She was especially grateful right now, since the reason she wasn’t joining her friends was because a familiar face had appeared at the edge of her peripheral vision; a face that gave a swift hailing gesture, calling discretely for her attention—but also signalling for her to come alone.

“I think I’m going to grab some refreshments first,” Alex fibbed to the empress. And, when Saefii hummed her agreement before turning to one of her approaching subjects, Alex snuck away into the darkness of the night.








Twenty

Weaving through the crowd and further along the shore, Alex soon ventured deep enough into the shadows that not even the city lights reflecting off the water revealed much by way of detail. But once she reached her destination, while she could note little around where they stood, she could still make out Raife’s handsome features, along with the equally stunning face of the woman beside him.

“Alex, there’s someone here who wants to meet you,” Raife said, gesturing to the woman. “But away from the crowds. She hoped to avoid prying eyes.”

Her interest snared, Alex looked at the female Tia Auran, taking in her dark skin and moon-white hair and wondering why she’d gone to the effort of singling her out for an introduction.

The woman offered a small smile, the motion lighting up her already radiant face. “I am Aes Orsa. First Oracle of Vardaesia.”

Alex stilled at the name. “Aes…?”

Understanding, Aes Orsa quietly answered, “Aes Daega was my baby sister.”

Her… baby sister?

Alex couldn’t keep her eyes from wandering over the woman’s physique as she stammered out, “You, uh, look really good for your age.”

Lady Mystique had been old. As in, old-old. She’d been wrinkled and weathered by time. And yet, her sister, who

supposedly topped her in years, appeared as youthful as any young woman. She was the picture of vitality. In fact…

Casting her gaze over Raife and then back to the celebrating Tia Aurans dancing along the lake’s edge, Alex realised that she had yet to see anyone in Vardaesia aged beyond their thirties. But she also hadn’t seen anyone much younger than their twenties, either. While curious, she figured now wasn’t the time to question it, especially when Aes Orsa huffed out a quiet, understanding laugh.

“This world keeps our bodies preserved in a manner yours does not afford to our race,” she said. “My sister would have looked much different to me at the time of her passing.”

That was certainly true. Not only that, but Lady Mystique had looked just as ancient when Alex had met her thousands of years in the past as well. Just how long had it taken for that kind of ageing to show? How old had Lady Mystique been?

Having no idea how to respond, Alex decided to keep her reply light. “I’m guessing she would have envied your skin-care routine. I’d be keen for some tips myself, if you feel like sharing.”

Another laugh, this time heartier. “Unfortunately, only Tia Aurans inhabiting this world can enjoy the luxury of eternal rejuvenation,” Aes Orsa said, but with a smile. “One of the benefits of our particular immortal heritage.”

Right timing or not, Alex couldn’t keep from asking, “If that’s what’s keeping everyone here from ageing, where are all those who haven’t yet reached whatever age is considered maturity?” At Aes Orsa’s puzzled look, Alex clarified, “Where are your children?”

Comprehension dawned for the woman and she shared an unreadable glance with Raife, who answered, if slowly, “There are no children in Tia Auras.”


Alex couldn’t keep from raising her eyebrows. “You have to come from somewhere. I struggle to believe you’re birthed fully grown.”

She shuddered at the very idea.

“I should clarify,” Raife said, his voice quiet, almost like he feared it would carry. “What I meant was, there are no children now. And there haven’t been for many, many ages.”

Dumbstruck, Alex said, “You can’t have kids?”

“Long ago, we could,” he said. “But not since the fallout from Nesana Karn—the Immortal Wars.”

Reading Alex’s bewilderment, Aes Orsa explained, also quietly, “Children of our race are conceived only from the coupling of one of us joining with a Meyarin.”

Alex jerked as she began to understand.

“It takes both a Meyarin and a Tia Auran to create a child, with our side of the gene pool being dominant enough to ensure the child is Tia Auran,” Aes Orsa continued. “Amongst only ourselves, however, we are unable to reproduce. So ever since banishing the Meyarins after the Nesana Karn…”

She trailed off, but her point had been made.

Zaylin had mentioned that the war had caused a loss still felt to this day, but Alex had never imagined…

“Is that the same for Meyarins?” she asked, unable to recall seeing any immortal children running around Meya. But then she realised that couldn’t be the case, since Roka and Aven had been birthed to Astophe and Niida—both full-blooded Meyarins. Then there was Niyx and Mayra as brother and sister born to Cykor and Kosett; and Vaera as daughter to Gaiel; and… well, the list continued.

Even as she realised that it couldn’t be true, Aes Orsa was shaking her head back and forth. “Unlike us, Meyarins are able to reproduce with each other and thus create a pureblood child. But it’s a rare happenstance and a blessing to those fortunate

enough to conceive—so much that one child is considered favoured by the stars, and two are thought a precious miracle.” She paused. “In all the ages their race lived here with us, there was never an instance of three siblings or more in the one family. I do not believe such a thing is possible.”

Alex thought over what she knew of the Meyarins and realised everything Aes Orsa had said fit. She’d only met two pairs of siblings—Roka and Aven, and Niyx and Mayra—in all her time in the past and present. And, again, she hadn’t seen any children in those times, either. She’d never given any thought to population control, but given their immortality, if they’d been breeding like rabbits over the years and only dying in the rare cases of lethal wounds, they would have exploded out of Meya long ago. Their inability to conceive with ease made much more sense.

“I’m sorry,” Alex said, frowning at her wayward thoughts. “That was the most unexpected tangent ever. Forgive me— I’m sure you didn’t call me over here to give me a lesson in reproduction.”

She certainly hoped not, at least.

With another soft smile from Aes Orsa and a quiet chuckle from Raife, the female Tia Auran said, “No, I wanted to meet you for another reason.”

She handed over a scrolled piece of parchment.

Curious, Alex opened it, only to see a familiar prophecy written in an equally familiar hand.

“I’ve seen this before,” Alex whispered, since it was a similar scroll to the one Lady Mystique had first handed her in Raelia, only this version didn’t have the translation written in the common tongue underneath, and the parchment was much better preserved.

“I made two copies when the words first came to me,” Aes Orsa said. “This is one of them. The second I gave to my sister upon the Meyarins’ banishment—on the eve of her exile.”


“First Oracle of Vardaesia…” Alex repeated softly, the title from earlier only now processing. “Was it—Did you—” She tried again. “Are you saying you’re the one who spoke the prophecy?”

Aes Orsa held her eyes and nodded. She then licked her lips before sharing a nervous look with Raife, who nodded encouragingly in return. Through this, apprehension began swirling within Alex, their behaviour setting her on edge.

Slowly, Aes Orsa turned back to Alex and hesitantly said, “The thing is, that’s not the prophecy I uttered. Or rather, that’s not all of it. And what it is, is slightly different to what it should be.”

Alex’s brow furrowed as she tried to comprehend the faltering statements. Swallowing against her suddenly dry mouth, she waved the parchment in her hands and said, “Wait—is this or is this not the prophecy?”

When Aes Orsa shared another look with Raife, this one not just nervous, but also revealing a hint of guilt mixed with regret, Alex croakily guessed, “It’s not, is it?”

“It’s… part of it,” Aes Orsa said. “But it’s also… not.”

Her heartrate stuttering, Alex whispered, “What does the real one say?”

Aes Orsa tentatively drew a second piece of parchment from her robe. Then another. And another. She handed all three new pages over to Alex, who took them with shaking fingers.

Glancing down, the first thing she noticed was that they were written in a different hand—instead of a flowing calligraphy, the words, while still penned in an ancient script, were neat and efficient. But that was all she took in before she began to read, each new line causing her breathing to become shallow while her heart conversely increased in speed. But still, she couldn’t stop reading, the translation coming automatically to her mind.



The day will come and be at hand

For changes most timely

When hails a girl of mortal blood

Touched by destiny

Both Called and Chosen from beyond

Straight through the Library

She’ll make her foe (but once a friend)

While on her past journey

When present calls and life restarts

Then troubles more shall be

For mortal she no longer is

(Or only now partly)

As her struggles become known

Much training will she see

For help will come from sources rare

With power more than she

Through it all she’ll fail and fall

Her strength from unity

For friends like hers are more than blood

They are her family

Together they shall venture forth

With top priority

Seeking aid and pleading for

Allied diplomacy

Nothing more shall they receive

But frank hostility

Which leads to loss and numbing pain

From deathly certainty


Fleeing to a far-off world

In search of loyalty

Through tasks of six for six shall need

For all to prove worthy

But will they win or will they lose

The tests are not easy

For troubling are the Gates of old

Well known for trickery

Yet to their world they shall return

When they are all ready

To join the fight and fight the war

A battle bloodthirsty

Hope may flee as heartache comes

From choices most costly

As darkness reigns and shadows fall

Through many a killing spree

When comes the end and all is done

Not even I can see

If destiny that once was true

Will turn to tragedy

But there is more, so listen well

For always will there be

A hidden chance, a secret hope

For one true victory

So here it is, do take note

And follow perfectly

What now I’ll say and speak so well

One final mystery:


If Day and Night combine and fight

Against one Enemy

Then Dark and Light shall meet mid-strike

And set the Captives free

… If, however, darkness wins

There is no strategy

To keep from all that will be lost

And so will always be.



After reading the prophecy three times, Alex became alarmingly aware of the black spots dotting her vision and the ringing in her ears—both effects only increasing as she re-read the final two verses over and over again.

It was amazing how much a single word could make a world of difference. And when Alex was finally able to push those two letters through her lips, she did so while looking at Aes Orsa and Raife with wide, accusing eyes. “If?”

Comparing the parchment to the first one she’d seen the copy of in Raelia, she quickly confirmed that in the early version, that word had definitely been ‘when’. And while Alex had never put much stock in prophecies, she’d at least presumed that it allowed some semblance of hope for their current mission—that when Day and Night combined to fight, freedom would come.

When.

Not if.

Nothing had ever been guaranteed, but it sure as hell had been at least a little less indefinite before than it was now.

Furiously whispering an overview of her thoughts to both Raife and Aes Orsa, she finished with a hissed, “And don’t even get me started on that final verse!” The one that basically said all hope would be lost—forever—if darkness prevailed. Not that

Alex hadn’t already known that, but still. Seeing it in writing was just—was just—

“Why would you do this to me?” she asked, her voice hoarse as she struggled to repress all she was feeling. “Why not just hand over the whole prophecy to begin with, rather than sneak around with missing verses and changed words?”

“Other than you, only three people in all the worlds know the prophecy in its entirety,” Aes Orsa said, pointing to the pages held in Alex’s white-knuckled grip. “Myself and the two who were with me when I spoke it—Raife and Zaylin.”

“Zaylin knows this?”

No wonder the Tia Auran was so temperamental towards Alex—and no wonder she’d presumed from the beginning that Alex was going to fail. The full prophecy wasn’t exactly a glowing résumé of Alex’s achievements to date—it was basically a list of all that she’d endured since her arrival in Medora until now.

“I spoke the words upon the eve of the Meyarins’ banishment to Medora, as I told you before,” Aes Orsa continued. “But from the mention of mortal blood, I knew it couldn’t be referring to any of our people or theirs, despite referencing our Gates of Testing. I presumed it must have something to do with the new world they would be exiled to—a world that would one day be threatened by darkness.”

She looked to Raife, then back to Alex as she continued, “It’s forbidden for Oracles to speak of a prophecy with anyone other than whom the words regard, or with those who are around to hear it at the time of foretelling. But I couldn’t in good conscience send my sister off without some kind of warning as to what she might one day have to face—and who she might one day have to guide and protect. So I gave her what I could: one verse changed enough by a single word to satisfy the oaths I took for secrecy. And in all these years since, no one but Raife, Zaylin and I have known the truth. Until now.”


Aes Orsa spread her hands in supplication and quieted her tone to finish, “Zaylin sought me out the moment she saw you command Soraya de lah Torra and step through the eiden path you summoned. With that and your public entreaty upon arrival in Vardaesia, we knew the prophecy was at hand—and that you deserved to hear the full extent of it. You know everything now, Alexandra. But I daresay there was little you hadn’t already learned on the journey that led you here.” She paused, her voice now a whisper of sound. “Your path is now clear. But only you can decide where you shall venture next.”

Knowing she was speaking figuratively, Alex stifled a groan and tugged at her hair, displacing the sparkly pins Zaylin had painstakingly secured earlier that night.

What’s happening down there, Alex? Your emotions are all over the place.

Not even Xira’s worry could ease her warring thoughts, so she proceeded to mentally recite the prophecy to him.

When she was done, there was a beat of silence as he processed, but then he asked, plain and simple, Want me to come back and roast them?

A strangled laugh left her, enough for Aes Orsa and Raife to share a concerned glance, but Alex didn’t care how unhinged she seemed. She wasn’t sure if Xira was serious or not, but it was a mark of just how distressed she was that she hesitated before finally responding in the negative.

The offer stands if you change your mind, he replied, as if whether or not he flame-grilled the two Tia Aurans was all the same to him.

Sending her thanks—as macabre as that was—Alex retreated from their mental interlude and returned her attention to the immortals in front of her.

“I don’t suppose you can tell me anything else? Anything that might help sway this”—she indicated to the prophecy—“in my favour?”


It was Raife who answered, a half-grin forming on his lips. “Seems to me like you’re doing all right on your own so far. Just keep it up for another two days and that ‘if’ will hopefully turn back to a ‘when’. Presuming all goes as it should, the final verse will become superfluous. At least in theory.”

At least in theory?

Deadpan, Alex said, “You just mentioned hope, presumption and theory all within the space of three sentences. Forgive me if I’m not wholly comforted by your declaration.”

Raife offered a rueful shrug. “Prophecies are fickle, Alex.”

Athora had once told her the same thing.

Continuing, Raife said, “I penned this one myself”—he gestured to the printed writing she still held—“so I can confirm it’s a perfect word-for-word transcript. But context is everything, and we won’t have that without hindsight.”

That was basically what D.C. had said about the original prophecy.

“Meaning,” Alex guessed dryly, “we won’t know until we know. And then it’ll be too late to do anything about it because it’ll already be over and done.”

When both Raife and Aes Orsa nodded, Alex sighed, loud and long.

“For what it’s worth, thanks for seeking me out tonight and sharing the real prophecy,” she said wearily, even if she didn’t exactly feel grateful that elements of her life had been foretold by an Oracle thousands upon thousands of years ago.

“All is far from lost, Alexandra,” Aes Orsa said quietly, reading her tone. “Remember what you told us all tonight; my sister’s final words—to not give in to the darkness, to not fear the shadows. She would not have given her life for your world if she thought her sacrifice would be in vain.” In a whisper, Aes Orsa finished, echoing Alex’s earlier sentiment, “Remember her, Alexandra. Remember Aes Daega.”


And, with a tear sliding down her cheek, Aes Orsa gave Alex a wobbly smile and parroned away.

“Don’t forget what I told you yesterday, Alex,” Raife said quietly. “You have many supporters among my race. Conquer the final two Gates, and you’ll have even more.” He reached out to give her shoulder an encouraging squeeze, his silver eyes holding hers until, in a blaze of light, he disappeared as well.








Twenty-One

Alex didn’t re-join the celebrations that night.

After Aes Orsa and Raife left her alone in the darkness, she wound her way back through the masses and sought out her friends. D.C. and Jordan were dancing around one of the many rainbow-flamed bonfires, Kaiden and Bear were having an animated conversation with their helpers and a small group of other Tia Aurans who all appeared to speak the common tongue, and Declan was boisterously telling stories to an assembly of highly entertained immortals.

Upon approaching Declan’s crowd, Alex soon discovered that, judging by their incorrectly timed laughter, they were entertained not from his tales, but because they had no idea what he was saying.

“I don’t think they can understand you,” she told Declan, pulling him to the side after he’d finished sharing what he considered a hilarious recount of how he’d once broken his ankle thanks to three ducklings, a piece of string and an open bag of marshmallows.

“I know,” Declan said, still laughing in the aftermath of his tale. “They’re the best audience ever.”

Amused, Alex just shook her head and told him she was going to sneak out of the party and didn’t want to interrupt the others, asking if he’d pass the message along later so they wouldn’t worry.


After promising he would, he returned to his avid audience and launched into a new tale, prompting more laughter—at him, not with him. Not that he minded.

Making sure the others still looked content with what they were doing and who they were with, Alex stole back into the darkness, calling for Xira and beckoning for him to return.

Together they soared the skies for hours, long enough for Alex to clear her head and ease her renewed anxieties. The full, unedited prophecy had come as a shock, but it didn’t affect her plans. She couldn’t stop what was coming, but she never had been able to, either.

Despite finding some semblance of peace—or at least, acceptance—she still stayed out with Xira all night and into the early hours of the morning, incapable of summoning the will to return to Vardaesia.

Only when dawn began to threaten on the horizon did she direct him back to the palace, knowing she was soon to face her second-last Gate—and without having had any sleep. On the plus side, she was no longer burdened by the crippling exhaustion that had come from wearing her concealment ring, so while she was tired, she wasn’t dead on her feet like earlier that week.

Since Xira was too big to touch down on her private balcony, Alex had to jump once she was close enough, tucking and rolling upon landing before springing back up to her feet.

Try not to fall asleep mid-Gate, he teased, but also with an edge of concern as he turned on his wing and soared away.

I’m okay, Alex promised, albeit around a yawn. She hoped Zaylin would be willing to sneak her some laendra with breakfast, otherwise her friends might very well have to carry her through the Gate.

Let me know how you go afterwards, Xira said as he disappeared from sight. You’re going to be great.


Promising to do so, Alex headed into her room. But as soon as she was through the wispy curtain, she stilled, and then her whole body softened at seeing Kaiden asleep in the armchair beside her bed. Just as she remained in her dress from last night, he was also in his formal attire, crumpled as it was from his upright sleeping position.

As if subconsciously realising she was there, he stirred, his eyes blinking awake until they came to rest on her.

Rising from his chair, he moved sleepily across the room until he was close enough to draw her into his arms. He did nothing more than hold her, his body heat thawing her icy skin. Until that moment, she hadn’t realised how cold she was from the flight, having been oblivious to the elements as she’d soared the skies with Xira, lost in her thoughts.

Snuggling closer, she rested her head in the crook of his neck, allowing his touch to soothe her. He remained silent, yet again understanding her need for comfort without words—but how he knew what she needed when not even she had known, she wasn’t sure. His actions only made her melt into him all the more.

When she no longer felt any trace of cold, Kaiden pulled back slightly and caught her gaze.

“Better?” he whispered, his voice still thick with sleep.

Alex closed her eyes as the word rumbled through her, knowing he wasn’t asking only about her temperature.

Just as quietly, and with as much meaning, she whispered, “Better.”

A tender smile curled his lips—lips that then softly touched her own before he dropped his arms, swept his thumb along her cheekbone, and turned to leave her room.

That was it. No questions asked. No demand for answers. No raging or ranting about where she’d been and why. Just acceptance without the need for explanations, trusting that she would tell him if he needed to know.


Unable to keep the smile from spreading across her tingling lips as the door closed behind him, Alex moved to her bed and fell limply back onto it.

Her smile grew even wider when, not two minutes later, Zaylin arrived, scandalised to find Alex still wearing her dress from the night before. But Alex’s heart was too light to care, and instead of replaying the final lines of the prophecy on repeat as she had been since reading it, she now replayed the look in Kaiden’s eyes and the single word he’d said, more than happy for that memory to push away the lingering darkness of her last few hours.

[image: images]

Zaylin was uncharacteristically amenable to Alex’s request for some laendra with breakfast. In fact, all of her friends were given chalices of the warmed regenerative liquid, and from their relieved sighs, Alex couldn’t help wondering just how long they’d stayed out partying the night before.

Amused by the way they pepped up almost immediately after downing the drink, Alex was relieved when she too was able to shake the lack of sleep from her system, feeling ready to face the day—and the Gate.

Despite her renewed energy, when she and her friends were parroned to the stadium, she couldn’t repress the nerves that came with knowing there were only two days of testing left. If they triumphed today, then one way or another, they would be returning to their world after the Gate tomorrow, and Alex had no idea what might be waiting for them there. While now on her sixth day in Vardaesia, added with the additional day she’d spent wandering the Tia Auran desert, nearly a whole week had passed in Medora—a week where anything could have happened. The very thought filled her with knots, to the point that she had

to keep reminding herself to live in the moment and focus on one problem at a time.

“Today our challengers will face either the Gate of Trust, the Gate of Sacrifice or the Gate of Judgement,” Saefii announced when the arches finished spinning and settled into the clouded gap. The empress turned from the cheering audience to look directly down at Alex and her friends. “You’ve impressed me so far, mortals—you’ve impressed all of us. But you still have two more challenges to overcome. So choose wisely today. And may the light be a guide to your path.”

Alex spun slowly to look at the three fiery Gates before facing her friends. “Trust, Sacrifice, Judgement. I can’t say I want to venture into any of these.”

The shaking heads she received in response told her she wasn’t the only one.

“We’ve made it this far,” Jordan said, his optimism feigned but appreciated. “You’ve got this, Alex. Lead, and we’ll follow.”

‘Lead, and we’ll follow.’ That was how it had always been— her friends trusting her no matter where she led them. She just hoped she would continue proving worthy of their loyalty, of their faith. Because if there was one thing the new prophecy had been right about, it was that her friends were her family. They gave her strength, they gave her courage. She would be lost without them.

Knowing they were right there with her, just as they would always be, Alex strode towards the edge of the dais and, with a running jump, sailed through her randomly chosen Gate.

When she came out the other side, she knew where she had landed, she just didn’t know why.

But as she took in the familiar scenery dappled with the fading rays of sunlight and processed the word that had glowed

across her mind while travelling through the Gate, Alex’s heart began pounding, pounding, pounding in her chest.

“Why are we back at Raelia again?”

Bear’s question alerted Alex to the arrival of her friends, but she couldn’t answer him. Not because she didn’t know, but because she couldn’t get any words past her frozen lips. She could be wrong—she hoped she was wrong. But she’d only ever been at Raelia once before at sunset… and if this was another journey into her memory as she suspected it might be, then—

“You have entered the Gate of Judgement,” Saefii’s voice echoed around the mushroom-circled clearing, and it took all of Alex’s willpower to keep from falling to her knees. “As with your earlier tasks, if at any time you cannot endure more, call out ‘stop’ and your challenge will conclude immediately.”

Saefii didn’t need to warn them that doing so would lead to instant failure—everyone already knew.

“At least we didn’t land in the Gate of Sacrifice,” D.C. said, peering around the clearing. “Judgement can’t be too bad, right?”

Alex’s body had begun to shake, small trembles at first while Saefii had been speaking until now when she was visibly quaking. But none of her friends noticed, nor did they see her pale face. And that was because they were distracted by two people arriving at the edge of the clearing, blurring in on the Valispath.

One of the two was Alex.

The other was Aven.

“What the hell?” Jordan whispered. But the others shushed him, since Aven started talking.

“Do you remember this place?”

Wearing the silvery dress that was only fractionally less beautiful than the gold one she’d worn last night, Alex’s memory-self seemed perfectly at ease with Aven—because, at the time, she had been. “I do,” she answered.


“Do you remember what you told me that night?”

A quick shake of her head, and Aven continued, “You said that no one can tell us how we should feel.”

The memory played out in vivid detail as Aven went on to explain how he’d come to realise his beliefs were wrong; how he still didn’t like giving so much to the mortals but he was surrendering his crusade against them—because she had convinced him to do so.

Alex watched with morbid horror as he reached out and gently pressed his fingers to her bare cheek beneath the delicate mask she had worn.

She heard her friends’ collective inhales as Aven’s reasons for relinquishing his mortal hatred became known, both in his tender actions towards her, but also in his words as the scene continued.

“Aeylia, surely you must know how I feel about you.”

Then and now, those words were like a punch to Alex’s stomach. Her memory-self was already beginning to retreat from the clearing and deeper into the forest, with Aven following closely behind. As if there was a string attached to the real Alex and her friends, they too were being tugged through the trees, hearing the heart-rending declarations pour from Aven’s lips.

With each of his softly spoken words, both memory-Alex and real-Alex’s faces paled further and further, until finally she said, “Aven, I’m not sure—”

“I am, Aeylia,” Aven interrupted, reaching for her shoulders to stop her retreat. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”

She was clearly attempting to dislodge his grip, but he held fast and continued, “Think about it and you’ll realise that I’m right. That we’re right. Please, Aeylia—you know what I’m saying is true. Don’t you feel the same?”


“Seriously, what the—” Jordan’s curse was cut off mid-sentence when D.C. elbowed him into silence, all of Alex’s friends watching to see what would happen next.

Alex wondered if she was going to be sick. She knew during the pause in which Aven had told her to think about it, she’d been mentally communicating with Niyx, asking him how best to let Aven down gently. But when she did so, it was even harder to witness the flash of pain that swept across his angelic features than the first time around.

His voice was aching to her ears as he roughly responded, “At the risk of sounding egotistical, I wasn’t expecting that.”

“Aven—”

“No,” he said, raising a hand between them. “Just—Just no.”

And when he turned from her and strode off through the forest back to the clearing where he could more easily summon the Valispath, Alex felt lightheaded as she watched herself stumble after him, knowing what was about to happen.

She wanted to scream ‘STOP!’ but not at the replay of her memory—at herself.

If only she’d left him. If only she hadn’t tried to heal their last moments together in the past. She remembered not wanting to part with him on such a miserable note—he was her friend, and she’d hated hurting him, especially knowing the next time she would see him, he would be trying to kill her.

So she went after him. And when the branch flung back and struck her face, causing a welt with the smallest, most insignificant drop of red blood to well on her cheek, Alex recognised what she had been blind to at the time. The stillness of Aven’s body, the tormented fire in his eyes—that hadn’t been about her rejection. It had been about seeing her blood and suddenly realising that she was mortal.

And then he was gone.

But so were Alex and her friends.


Because no longer were they in Raelia. Instead, they were in front of the Meyarin palace, the streets filled with screams as the armed Zeltora sought to calm those who were trying frantically to get away.

But screams weren’t all that the streets were filled with. Because just like the first time, Alex had to again witness the aftermath of Aven’s massacre.

There they were, all six of the humans he had invited to the party—as a gift for her—lying in pools of their own blood.

As memory-Alex knelt by Bensie’s side, her silver dress staining red, the real Alex heard D.C. retching behind her, the sound causing bile to crawl up her own throat. But still, she knew the worst was yet to come. And, after watching the moment where Niyx’s innocence became known to her and she attempted to Release him from their bond, she then had to endure the scene changing yet again as it turned to the chaos of the throne room.

Roka and Astophe were on the ground. And Aven…

Aven was standing over them, his sword dripping silver blood, his eyes blazing with hatred as he stared at Alex.

“You!” he yelled. “You did this!”

He continued to scream at her, to vent his resurged hatred of mortals, to accuse his father and brother of not listening, of betraying him. Until, finally—

“I fell for you!” he screamed, his gaze ravaged. “I actually thought—”

The strangled sound he made caused tears to well in Alex’s eyes. Everything—everything was her fault.

“Aven—”

“Shut your mouth, human!” he roared. “The only way to ensure our glorious city remains free of your infestation is if I sit on the throne.” Using his sword, he pointed to Astophe and Roka, both still bleeding out on the ground. “They have to die. For the sake of Meya, I’ve done what was needed.”


And when he swung his sword to kill Roka and Alex leapt forward to intercept, she watched with deadened eyes as the rest of the scene played out, until he skewered her with her own blade—prompting gasps from her friends and another round of retching from D.C.—before uttering his final condemning words:

“I swear by the stars that you and the others slain tonight will be the first of many. Of that you have my word.”

He then tore A’enara from her stomach, a flash of phantom pain surging through her midsection as the scene finally— finally—faded around them.

But they weren’t done yet.

Instead, what came next was even worse, the Gates revealing with perfect detail the nightmarish future vision the Library had showed her while she’d been in the past.

She saw Tryllin burning as people ran in the streets, screaming for help.

She saw Astophe and Roka dead, with Aven standing above them to take his place as Meya’s king, commanding his subjects to seek out and kill any mortals they could find.

She saw the destruction they wrought—houses, families, villages laid to waste.

She saw entire races massacred, from the Jarnocks in their treetop city to the Flips in their underwater haven. Not even the Shadow Walkers and Dayriders were able to prevail against the power of Aven and his Claimed army.

One by one, the mortal races fell.

And then came her friends.

Bear and his entire family strung up in Myrox cages and left for dead.

D.C. carrying out Aven’s Claimed order to kill King Aurileous and Queen Osmada before turning the blade on herself.


Alex’s own parents tortured before their screams turned to silence.

On and on it went, until the scenery changed to the bloodied battleground at Akarnae.

There, Alex had to watch the deaths of all those who remained, one after the other.

Darrius. Fletcher. Karter. Hunter. Finn. All of them dead.

Generals Drock and Tyson, dead.

Jeera, dead. Declan, dead.

The rest of her classmates and teachers, dead.

Everyone—dead.

And then she had to again endure the fight between Kaiden and the Claimed-Jordan, watching as Aven speared A’enara through Kaiden’s back in a surprise attack, followed by the vengeful Meyarin slicing his blade across the base of Jordan’s neck.

This time, Alex didn’t bury her face in the real Kaiden’s chest, unlike her memory-self who was now doing so with his avatar. While he had once told her that he’d dreamed flashes of the future vision she’d witnessed, she was certain he hadn’t seen all of it. Only Niyx had known the whole truth, having watched it play out after she’d Claimed him. For everyone else, she’d only shared the barest of details, but now…

Now they knew everything.

And D.C. wasn’t the only one retching this time.

As the scenery shifted to the ruins of the once beautiful Meya, they listened to how Aven, after exterminating the mortals of Medora, would set his sights on the humans of Freya—all because of his hatred for her—and how the Tia Aurans would step in to stop him. If nothing else, Alex was glad that the golden cuffs meant their immortal audience were seeing for themselves just how vital their help was. If they hadn’t believed Alex’s words, they would have no choice but to believe what they were now witnessing.


Except… just as she had realised while thinking about William’s death only two days ago, parts of the vision were already redundant. Jordan wasn’t Claimed anymore. Roka was still alive. And while Astophe had been killed, it hadn’t been by Aven’s hand.

Perhaps they were subtle differences. But Alex had no idea what changes they would mean for the future.

Right now, however, wasn’t the time to think about it, not as the memory dissolved and the Gate released them, returning Alex and her friends to the stadium and its stunned, subdued audience.

Saefii didn’t stand up and offer her congratulations. She, like everyone else, was watching and waiting to see what would come next. Because even Alex could tell something was about to happen. Her friends had been silent since Aven had declared his feelings at Raelia, not one of them having uttered a single word during all that came afterwards.

During the vision, Alex hadn’t been able to so much as look their way. Yet she knew it was now time to face them, even if she would have preferred to do so without their immortal spectators, none of whom seemed inclined to parron away and offer them privacy.

Turning around, Alex met her friends’ gazes, recoiling at what she saw blazing in their eyes.

It was Bear who spoke first, his voice full of pain, the sound unlike anything Alex had ever heard from him before. “My dad is dead because of you.”

As if she’d been kicked in the chest, all the air rushed out of Alex as she breathed, “What?”

His eyes filled with tears as he said, “What we just saw— Aven did all that because of you. Everything that happened between you, that’s why he started Claiming people, killing people—people like my dad.” His voice broke. “Because of

him—because of you—I’ll—I’ll never get to see Dad again. Never get to—” He raised a clenched fist to cover his mouth, unable to finish.

“Bear,” Alex whispered, reaching for him. But he flinched away from her, unwilling to even look at her.

Trying again, she said, “Bear, please.” But he stepped backwards on the dais, his face downturned, tears leaking from his eyes.

Alex didn’t know what to say, what to do. She knew Bear had been grappling with his grief for days, but what he’d just witnessed… It must have pushed him over the edge. She had to believe that once he had a chance to process all that he’d seen, he would understand the truth: that while her time in the past had led to their future, there was nothing she could have done to change things.

She wasn’t responsible for William’s death—Aven was. And while he might have ventured down a dark path because of her influence in his life, that choice had only ever been his. She wasn’t liable for his actions. Any of them.

Trying one last time, Alex said, “Bear, I—”

Before she could finish, Jordan interrupted. “Because of you, I’m a murderer.”

Alex spun around to face him, unable to do anything but again whisper, “What?”

He held her gaze, his tone just as ravaged as Bear’s. “Aven came after me because of you, Alex. You’re the reason I was Claimed. Everything that happened to me, everything I did…” He trailed off, his voice too hoarse to continue.

Alex curled in on herself. Her mouth opened and closed as she struggled to respond around her constricted throat. “You don’t mean that,” she finally managed to rasp. “I know you don’t.”

Unlike Bear, there were no tears in Jordan’s eyes, but the look on his face… She’d only ever witnessed such an expression

from him once before—after he’d learned the truth about King Astophe. For the second time in a week, he was looking at her as if she had betrayed him in the worst possible way. Betrayed all of them.

D.C. stepped forward, and Alex turned to her, desperate for her intervention. But when the princess spoke, her voice was little more than a tremble of sound as she said, “What we just saw… Our families dying, our friends being killed, our own deaths… You should have told us. You should have warned us.”

Alex swallowed. Then swallowed again. “The vision has already changed. It doesn’t have to come true. I’m doing everything to make sure it doesn’t. We’re all doing everything— that’s why we’re here.”

“You should have told us, Alex,” D.C. said again, her words brimming with both pain and fear. “But you didn’t. I’m your best friend and you never once thought to tell me about Aven. You never once mentioned that all this is happening because he fell in love with you.” Her eyes were full of hurt, full of betrayal, just like Jordan’s. “You’re the reason Aven hates mortals so much. He’s killing us, Alex. Because of you.” A tear ran down her cheek as she repeated in a whisper, “You should have told us.”

Alex pressed a hand against her aching heart. D.C. was right—she should have told them. But she’d never wanted them to know the painful truth, that she was the driving force behind everything Aven did, everything he was.

That she was the reason he had become a monster.

“Please,” she breathed, looking from D.C. to Jordan to Bear. “Can we just—I think we should talk about this later. If you’ll let me explain once we’re back in our room, once we’ve all had a chance to—”

“The time for explanations is over, Alex,” Jordan said, his broken voice so much worse than any yelling. “From the very beginning, we’ve been by your side through thick and thin.

We’ve always been there for you, always believed in you. But with everything we’ve learned in the last few days… and now all of this…” His throat bobbed as he trailed off into nothing.

“The Alex Show,” D.C. whispered, drawing Alex’s blurred eyes again. “You said it yourself—that’s what it is. Everything has always been about you. You’ve hidden so many things from us, kept so many secrets… Friends don’t do that to each other. They don’t.”

Something deep inside Alex unravelled at her words, at the doubt and accusation edged into D.C.’s pale, anguished features.

Struggling to draw air into her lungs, Alex turned teary eyes to Kaiden, finding him already looking at her, his gaze filled with compassion. And yet, when he spoke, it was to whisper, “I know you don’t want to hear this, but they’re right. About everything. You know they are.”

Alex closed her eyes. But Kaiden wasn’t done.

Still whispering he said, “Niyx gave his life for you, Alex. He’s dead because of Aven, but Aven killed him because of you. You were there—you know it’s true. You even told me as much.”

Alex kept her eyes closed, the image of Niyx leaping in front of her to save her from Aven’s blade replaying across her mind.

“And Niyx isn’t the only one who lost his life because of Aven,” Kaiden went on, still quietly, still gently. “Lady Mystique. Skyla. So many others and more still to come. All because of Aven… but also because of…”

He didn’t say it. He didn’t have to.

“Me,” Alex finished, reopening her eyes. “Also because of me.”

Her tears overflowed, flooding down her cheeks.

She understood what was happening now. But that didn’t make it any less painful, any less real.


Even if it wasn’t.

The moment Kaiden had mentioned Niyx, she had realised the truth.

There was no way he would have used that memory against her. Never in a million years.

She should have clued in before that. Bear might have been struggling with his grief, but he never, ever would have blamed her for the death of his father.

And only days ago, her fight with Jordan had left him full of regret, yet his accusations then had been nowhere near as damaging as those he had slung at her today.

As for D.C., there was no way she would ever make Alex doubt the strength of their friendship, the two of them having been through too much together.

If not for her own unshakable sense of guilt, Alex would have become aware of what was happening much sooner. She would have understood that it wasn’t her friends who she was facing, who were saying such painful things to her. She would have realised the truth: that none of this was real.

Because she had never left the Gate of Judgement.

She had no idea where her real friends were, whether they were watching or not. They had been with her for the memory and the vision, she was sure of that, but once they’d returned to the stadium, that was when the deception had begun—all so that Alex would call out that single word she so desperately wanted to use: stop.

But she wouldn’t. Because now that she knew what was happening, she could endure it.

She had to.

And so, when Declan stepped forward next, she hardened her heart in preparation for what he might say. But even knowing that it wasn’t really him, that it wasn’t really any of her friends, it was impossible for her not to feel his words shred

through her when he said, “You never should have come to our world. We would have all been better off if we’d never met you.”

Alex flinched, because in so many ways, he was right.

Despite the scene being little more than an act, she couldn’t stop the tears that kept flowing down her cheeks. And her pain only increased when Bear spoke again.

“You’re going to kill us all,” he told her in his still-devastated voice. “Just like my dad.”

The accusation was a physical blow to which Alex had no defence.

“You’re going to fail,” Jordan added heartlessly. “You know you are. That’s why you never shared the truth with us. Because when it happens, you didn’t want us to know it was all your fault to begin with.”

Another blow. Another stab of pain.

“Were you just going to leave us?” D.C. asked, swiping at her wet cheeks. “Were you just going to run back to Freya once you realised all was lost?”

Alex couldn’t keep from shaking her head. The real D.C. knew Alex would never do that. She knew.

“You were the only one of us not in the vision,” Bear pointed out hoarsely. “When are you planning on going, Alex? As soon as we get back to Medora? Or will you wait to see what other damage you can cause before abandoning us to our fate?”

She didn’t respond. She couldn’t respond.

It’s not real, she reminded herself. It’s not real it’s not real it’s not real.

But even knowing that, their words still slammed into her, still tore through her, leaving her ripped to pieces.

Kaiden moved then. He stepped forward until he was face to face with Alex.

Struggling to focus on him through her flooded eyes, she watched as he reached out and tilted her chin towards him, his

touch agonisingly gentle. It would have been a comfort if not for the look on his face and the words he whispered next.

“We’re all going to die because of you.”

And with that, Alex was done. Her body was shaking, her heart was in tatters, but she refused to listen to this a moment longer.

Shoving Kaiden back, she stared down her fake friends and rasped, “I know this isn’t real. My friends—my real friends— would never blame me for something beyond my control. I might not have shared that I’m the reason why Aven hates mortals, but if I had, they would have understood. Just as they would have understood that I didn’t tell them about the future vision because I didn’t want them to suffer from the weight of it as I have.”

She turned towards Saefii and the audience, certain they were all a part of the ruse, but still aware that they were listening and watching from elsewhere.

“I’ve made mistakes,” Alex continued, her croaking voice growing stronger. “I’m the first to admit that. Judge me all you want, if that’s the point of this test. But know this: my friends would never condemn me like this. They would never blame me for Aven’s actions, and they would definitely never accuse me of hurting or killing anyone—least of all them. And that’s why I know all of this”—she waved a hand around her—“is fake.” Glaring up at the empress and her advisors, Alex finished, “You’ve had your fun, now let me the hell out of here.”

At her command, the scenery around her dissolved, until she was standing on the real dais of the stadium, her white-faced friends all staring at her with unmasked horror, enough for her to know they had seen and heard everything.

“Alex,” Jordan whispered.

She was unable to keep from flinching backwards. Unable to look at him, to look at any of them.


“Congratulations, Alexandra,” Saefii said—this time to the sounds of a cheering audience. “That was quite the performance.”

Performance.

Alex had to swallow back bile, knowing that her torment had been merely a means to sate the audience’s desire for entertainment.

“I’m pleased to announce that you have passed the Gate of Judgement,” Saefii continued. “Only one test remains. Tomorrow will decide whether we join in your cause, perhaps sharing your fate.” She paused and looked directly at Alex as she finished, “After witnessing your future vision, for your sake, I hope you prove triumphant.”

In a bright flash, Saefii and the rest of the immortals disappeared, with Calivere remaining long enough to arrive on the dais and collect their golden cuffs before vanishing as well.

Left with only her friends, Alex wished they had been parroned away with the others. She was too raw after all she had just experienced. She needed time to think, time to heal from her open wounds, aware that once her friends worked through their own tumultuous feelings, they would have questions for her—about the memory they had seen, and about the future vision. Right now, she couldn’t handle how they might react. It had been hard enough hearing the judgement from their fake selves; she wouldn’t survive another round of accusations should they choose to repeat them—for real, this time. Even if it had felt real before.

“Alex,” Kaiden called softly.

Just as she had done with Jordan, Alex flinched and stepped away, her burning eyes trained on her feet.

Before any of her friends could call out to her again, with another bright flash, they all disappeared. She, however,

remained on the dais. But she wasn’t alone, for in front of her stood Zaylin, a glowing, golden sword held between her hands.

“You can thank me for this later,” the Tia Auran said.

And in a blur of immortal speed, she lunged forward with her blade, aiming straight for Alex.








Twenty-Two

Reacting on instinct, Alex summoned A’enara, meeting Zaylin’s attack with a screech of metal.

“What are you doing?” she cried, adrenaline flooding her body as she pushed the Tia Auran back.

“So it’s true,” Zaylin said, eyeing the weapon Alex held. “You wield the Sword of the Stars, just like your memory showed.”

She lunged at Alex again, and again Alex blocked her. A third, fourth, fifth time Zaylin struck, the Tia Auran’s strength and speed increasing with each attack.

Alex hadn’t held a weapon in a week; hadn’t so much as touched A’enara in that time. And yet, it was like not a second had passed since the battle at Graevale, her training with Niyx automatically kicking in as survival mode took hold.

The power and skill Zaylin had at her disposal was unlike that of any opponent Alex had faced—aside, perhaps, from Aven himself—her natural strength and ability pushing Alex to her limits. Past her limits.

When a slash of the immortal’s golden blade came so close that it sliced open a cut on Alex’s neck just beneath her ear, the Tia Auran didn’t so much as pause in her attack.

“Are you trying to kill me?” Alex screeched.

“Perhaps I’m merely trying to see how easy it would be,” Zaylin returned, swinging at her again.


Over and over she continued to lunge, each time with increased speed and strength.

“It’s bad enough that you hold sway over Soraya de lah Torra and can summon the eiden paths,” Zaylin said as she stabbed her golden blade left and right, high and low. “It’s even worse that you’ve accepted a vaeliana bond with the Lord of the Sky Kingdom. But to command the Blade of Glory—” She eased back and shook her head. “By the stars, Alexandra Jennings. Who are you?”

Zaylin was barely winded, but Alex was panting too hard to answer, especially when the Tia Auran came at her again.

Strike.

Parry.

Lunge.

Block.

Alex struggled to hold up against the intensity of Zaylin’s attack, with it taking all her focus to maintain a weak, almost pathetic defence. Her skills were nowhere near enough to hold out against the Tia Auran’s prowess—or so she thought, until Zaylin jabbed an accusing finger at her and yelled, “You’re not even trying, Alex! How are you going to save your friends—your world—if you’ve already given up?”

As their weapons met again in one crushing blow, Alex was brought to her knees, all her strength being used to keep Zaylin’s blade from inching close enough to split her in half.

Reaching her free hand forward to grab hold of Alex while her other kept pressure against their joined swords, Zaylin leaned in and said, “I know that Gate was hard on you, Alex—I know. But you have to move past it, because you’re stronger than this.” Her silver eyes held Alex’s as she whispered, “Don’t doubt in darkness what you believed in times of light.”

Alex closed her eyes as the words washed over her, flooding the aching emptiness of her bleeding heart.


“You are stronger than this, Alex,” Zaylin repeated, giving her a rough shake, and Alex knew she didn’t just mean physically. “So get over what happened with the Gate, move on from the false accusations you faced, and show me what you’re really capable of.” Releasing her, Zaylin finished, “Now, stand up and fight me properly.”

Zaylin was right—Alex had given up. After what she had endured in the Gate, after what she had endured for months, she had lost the strength, the will, to keep fighting. Not just physically, but with every part of her. She was tired—so incredibly tired. And she wasn’t sure if she could take anymore.

‘We’re all going to die because of you.’

The words Kaiden had thrown at her echoed in her mind, her fear of them coming true bringing a metallic taste to her mouth. She knew it hadn’t really been him, that he would never say anything like that to her, but that didn’t ease her terror that he would be proved correct.

Everything that had happened in the Gate might have been fake, but it had still felt real, since the accusations hurled at her had come from deep within Alex’s own subconscious. The blame, the condemnation… all of it was what she lived with, day in, day out. Hearing the words come from those she loved wasn’t an indication of what they believed—it was of what she believed.

The Gate of Judgement hadn’t been about her facing the judgement of others.

It had been about Alex judging herself.

Just as she had been for too long.

Her guilt of the past, her fear of the future, it was crippling, enough that part of her did want to give up, just as Zaylin had accused.

But Zaylin had also said more than that.

‘Don’t doubt in darkness what you believed in times of light.’


Everything Alex had done up until this moment was with the belief that she stood a chance. That the mortals of Medora stood a chance. And as she stared at the Tia Auran’s fierce gaze, she realised that she’d be damned if she was going to lose sight of that. Hope was all she had left, but it was enough. Because in a future filled with uncertainty, hope was everything.

Her past might have been shadowed by guilt and shame, but it didn’t define her. It never had. She had fallen and she had failed, but she had never given up—and she wasn’t going to now.

Aven had chosen his path, just as Alex had chosen hers.

Now she just had to keep fighting for it.

… Starting with Zaylin.

Steely resolve swept over Alex as she rose to her feet and straightened her spine.

Seeing the determination in her eyes, Zaylin’s lips stretched into an eager smile. And when she lunged again, it was she who staggered backwards at the force of Alex’s intercept.

And again, a second time.

When a third lunge left Zaylin open for Alex to retaliate with her own sequence of attacks, the Tia Auran scrambled to defend herself, backing up across the dais as her golden blade met A’enara’s fiery length over and over.

Soon enough, Zaylin began cheating, parroning with blinding flashes in between surprise attacks. But Alex had fought Shadow Walkers with similar fighting techniques, and she was undaunted by the immortal’s supernatural display. If anything, it gave her the upper hand, since Zaylin had clearly been expecting her moves to be disorienting. That left her vulnerable when Alex jumped forward with immortal speed the next time she parroned, grasping hold of the Tia Auran and flash-transporting with her, just as she had once done with

Trell during their vatali targo match in Graevale. Alex then took advantage of Zaylin’s shock to kick out her legs and slam her to the ground, pointing A’enara at her throat, its blue flames barely a whisper away from searing her skin.

Panting underneath her, Zaylin’s ebony face stretched into a smug grin despite the fact that she had lost. “Ready to thank me now?”

Knowing the Tia Auran had returned full circle to her initial warning upon instigating their fight, Alex sent her a rueful smile and offered her a hand, hoisting her back up to her feet.

“I don’t usually thank people who try to kill me,” Alex said as she pressed her fingers to the cut on her neck, smearing the blood that dribbled down past her collar.

“You needed to get that out of your system,” Zaylin replied unapologetically, dusting off her leathery black outfit. “But more importantly, you needed to surrender your doubt, shame and guilt once and for all. It’s the only way you’ll have the strength to face all that is to come.”

More grateful than she could say, Alex had to resist the urge to throw her arms around the other woman, certain the act wouldn’t be received well, nor would any gushing words of appreciation. Instead, she cleared her throat and said, “No offence, but I kind of presumed your race would be better at fighting. I mean, you’re great and all, but you seem to be on a similar level to the Meyarins.”

“Our fighting skills are equal to theirs, depending on how much training we have undergone,” Zaylin said, sheathing her golden sword. “And as I’ve already told you, it has been many ages since my people have had to be battle-ready. Our skills are… sloppy.”

Alex removed her hand from her neck and wiggled her bloodied fingers. “You don’t seem sloppy.”


“I’ve kept in better shape than most,” Zaylin admitted. “However, even I’m not at the prime that I once was—as evidenced by your victory.”

Knowing she hadn’t meant it as an insult, but merely a comparison between their two races—one mortal, one immortal—Alex said, “Prime or not, I only beat you because you expected me to be more surprised than I was.”

“And that’s a perfect example of what I meant by ‘sloppy’,” Zaylin returned. “There was once a time when I never would have made any presumptions, nor taken an opponent’s reaction for granted. Had the two of us been in a real fight, my overconfidence today would have resulted in my death.”

Alex winced, since Zaylin was right. As it was, Alex wasn’t the only one of them who was injured; the Tia Auran also had small cuts peppering her flesh from minor slices of A’enara that Alex had caused. Interestingly, Zaylin’s blood was gold— something that was hardly surprising given that everything about the otherworldly race seemed to be inspired by the colour.

Banishing A’enara, Alex said, “So… now that we’ve established that I need to let go of the past and move forward, I guess this is the part where you return me to my room and I face my friends?”

While she was still raw from what had happened inside the Gate and was unsure how the others might respond to all they had seen—to the memory and the future vision, but also to how Alex had mentally depicted their judgement of her— something had settled within her enough that she felt ready for the confrontation. Much of that was because of Zaylin, even if Alex had yet to decide if she was blessed or cursed by the tenacious Tia Auran who considered violence the best means by which to cure emotional fallout. Regardless, her intervention had brought clarity to Alex, silencing her doubts and renewing her hope. It had also—perhaps unintentionally—reminded

Alex of the one thing she knew for certain: that her friends loved her as much as she loved them, and because of that, they would get through whatever came next together, just as they always had.

Despite Alex’s restored determination, Zaylin didn’t parron her away. Instead, her eyes were focused on the spot where A’enara had disappeared as she asked, “How did the Weapon of the Ages come to be bound to you?”

Alex called A’enara back and held the ice-coloured blade carefully in her hands, the blue flames dancing over her skin. She quickly shared how Aven had used it to Claim her, but how she’d later broken free of his bond, then how he had thrown the blade at D.C. only for Alex to jump in its path. She then admitted that she didn’t know why the weapon had stayed in her possession afterwards—not that she was complaining.

“It found you worthy,” Zaylin said.

Alex’s brow furrowed. “It… what?”

“A’enara—it found you worthy when you sacrificed yourself for your friend. That’s why it chose to bind itself to you.”

“I don’t know about that. Everything about it is just… well, weird,” Alex said. That was especially true when the time paradox was taken into consideration—because she’d been bound to it in the past before the future, but she’d only experienced the past after the future. “I mean, it’s a weapon. It’s not like it’s capable of rational thought or decision making.”

“You’re wrong,” Zaylin said, shaking her head. “A’enara is much more than a weapon.”

Alex felt goose bumps rise on her skin as she heard the memory of Aven once saying something similar: ‘A’enara isn’t a name, you foolish girl. It’s an identity.’

“I’m not surprised you don’t know more about the Bringer of Light,” Zaylin continued. “Even my people don’t fully understand it.”


Intrigued, Alex said, “I thought it was forged by the Tia Aurans?”

Zaylin loosed a startled laugh. “Hardly. That’s like saying we spoke the stars into being.”

Bewildered, Alex said, “If you didn’t make it, then who did?”

“Instead, let me ask you this,” Zaylin said, tossing her dark hair over her shoulder. “Have you ever wondered why your weapon can cut anything but doesn’t slice straight through other blades during battle?”

Alex was dismayed to realise that she had never considered it, not even after having witnessed A’enara cut through Myrox, Moxyreel and the supposedly impenetrable traesos like melted butter.

“Have you ever wondered why or how it can increase and decrease in length, depending on if you wish to use it as a dagger or as a sword?” Zaylin continued. “Or how you can summon and banish it at will? How it knows to arrive and depart at your command?”

Those, at least, Alex had wondered about, not that she’d received any answers.

Zaylin went on, “Have you ever wondered about the colour of the blade; what kind of substance could have created it? Why it flares with star fire at your touch—something I presume began only after you were bound to your draekon, a creature with origins beyond the stars?”

Alex ran her hand down the length of the blade as she looked at Zaylin and said, “Any chance you want to fill me in?”

The Tia Auran held her gaze for a moment as if considering, but then she opened her mouth and shared, “I can’t tell you where A’enara came from or by whose hands it was created, since not even the elders of my race know the answer to that. But I can tell you that legend claims it was breathed into being and is made of liquid starlight, and for those two reasons, it retains a

sense of sentience—an intelligence left by its creator that allows it to bond to another, to change length, to be summoned and dismissed at will. It’s also that intelligence that makes it, for lack of a better word, honourable. It knows when it’s in a battle against another weapon and it respects both the opponent and their blade enough to not, essentially, cheat.”

A sentient, honourable blade that was breathed into being. That was up there amongst some of the most ridiculous things Alex had ever heard. And yet, all of it fit—except for one thing.

She may have been home-schooled for most of her Freyan life as she travelled around the globe with her parents, moving with them from dig-site to dig-site, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t learned anything. She’d been a particularly keen science student, so she was confident enough to say, “There’s no such thing as liquid starlight.”

Ignoring Zaylin’s raised eyebrows, Alex continued, “Stars are made of gases—mostly hydrogen and helium—and their core temperature is too hot for them to be converted into a liquid. Maybe if cold fusion were a real thing, but that only exists in science fiction books and movies, and—” Alex broke off, realising she was tangenting. “Look, all I’m saying is, stars can’t be turned from a gas into a liquid. It’s a physical impossibility.”

Then again, A’enara was enveloped with star fire, at least when held in Alex’s hands. Was it that huge of a leap to consider whoever had created the blade—breathed intelligent life into the blade—had been advanced enough to liquefy the light from a star and forge it into a weapon?

“Physical impossibility or not,” Zaylin said dryly, “there are two blades in all the worlds that prove your statement false.”

Alex jerked, knowing exactly which other blade Zaylin was referring to. “Vae’varka is made of starlight as well?”


Zaylin’s jerk was much more violent than Alex’s.

“How do you know of the Bearer of Darkness?”

Pulling a face, Alex said, “Why do both these blades have so many different names? Harbinger of Death, Sword of the Shadows, Bearer of Darkness—this is becoming absurd.”

“It’s also referred to as the Bane of Life, if you want to add a final one to your list,” Zaylin said, though her lips were thin and pale. “Now, answer my question.”

Resisting the urge to roll her eyes at the Tia Auran’s demanding tone, Alex answered, “I know about Vae’varka because Aven has the blade in his possession. And judging by the fact that it was flaming with black fire in his hands, I’m guessing he’s bound to it as well.”

Zaylin reared back as if she’d been slapped. “You’re sure of this?”

Alex was surprised Zaylin didn’t know, especially given the return of the Medoran draekons to Tia Auras after Aven had slaughtered so many of their kin with his dark blade. She hadn’t witnessed the massacre, but she had seen Aven use his fiery weapon to kill many others, including both Lady Mystique and Niyx. The memories flashed across her vision: the fall of the ancient woman; A’enara and Vae’varka meeting in powerful, jarring blows; the blade spearing Niyx’s chest in a lethal wound that refused to heal.

“I’m sure,” Alex croaked. Clearing her throat, she said, “But I was told Vae’varka was made of traesos.”

“It is,” Zaylin said, running an agitated hand through her hair. “That weapon is pure darkness, with just a single drop of liquid starlight added to allow for its sentience—as opposed to A’enara, which is pure light and made entirely from starlight.” Beginning to pace, Zaylin continued, “If Aven has Vae’varka in his possession, he has the means to kill any immortal being with a single scratch.”


Swallowing, Alex whispered, “I know.”

Stopping in front of her, Zaylin leaned in and, with furious eyes, hissed, “Why didn’t you say anything sooner? This is something my people needed to know!”

Not understanding what seemed to have been taken as a personal affront, Alex tentatively said, “Why?”

“Because if we’re to join in the fight for your world, then our rulers need to be aware of the risks—of what we might be facing. Neglected as our skills now are, the danger is already great. But against the might of Vae’varka…” Zaylin trailed off, her features tight.

Quietly, Alex said, “I didn’t think it would make much of a difference, since when the time comes, I doubt anyone other than me will be fighting against him.”

The look Zaylin sent her was cutting. “And if you lose?”

Earlier, those words would have eaten Alex up on the inside. But now, she just stood taller and returned, “That’s not an option I’m willing to entertain right now. So you shouldn’t, either.”

Zaylin’s anger dissolved and a hint of an approving smile touched her lips. “Very well.” She eyed the weapon Alex still held in her hands and said, “I suppose if anyone is to face Aven and succeed against Vae’varka, it would be one who wields and commands A’enara. Never before in the whole of history have the two weapons crossed blades.”

“Well, as of last week, they have.”

“That, I would have liked to have seen,” Zaylin mused. “Perhaps I’ll yet have the chance to witness the Balance of Power seeking justice against the Bane of Life.”

Alex hoped so, because it would mean the Tia Aurans would have come to her aid. But part of her also recoiled at the idea, since it would mean she’d be fighting Aven again. Despite knowing it had to happen, she wasn’t in a rush for that encounter.


Banishing her weapon, Alex focused on Zaylin. “I said before that I thought A’enara had been created by your people, but you’ve clearly shot that theory down.” A wry grin met her words, and she continued, her curiosity getting the better of her, “So what about the Library? Soraya de lah Torra—‘the Light of the Worlds’?”

Zaylin blinked. “What about the Library?”

“Did your people create it?”

Another blink. And then Zaylin threw her head back and burst out laughing. It was the purest sound Alex had ever heard from her, full of genuine humour, genuine warmth.

Nevertheless, Alex crossed her arms and said, “Why is that funny?”

It took Zaylin a moment to compose herself, but when she did, she said, “No one created the Library.”

“Someone must have,” Alex pointed out.

Zaylin shrugged. “The Library just is. It has always been, just as it will always be.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Does time make sense?”

Crinkling her forehead, Alex said, “What?”

“Time,” Zaylin repeated. “When did it begin? When does it end? By whom and how was it created?”

“Time is a construct,” Alex replied. “It exists as a point of reference. You can’t create time—it is what it is.”

Zaylin looked at Alex with arched brows, apparently believing her point had been made.

“It’s not the same,” Alex argued.

“If you truly believe that, then answer me this: who decided that time was to be a point of reference or how such a ‘construct’ would work? And more, what happened in the time before time—what made time, time?”

Alex felt her temples begin to throb.


Zaylin quickly made it known that she didn’t expect a response. “There are just some questions that will never be answered, Alex. This is one of them.” She paused meaningfully and finished, “The Library can’t be explained—it can only be experienced.”

Alex had been led to believe as much before, but she’d presumed the otherworldly, ancient race might have had more information. Evidently, she’d been wrong. And yet, as headache-inducing as Zaylin’s time analogy was, Alex grasped her point. Time just was. And that was also the case for the Library—it just was.

Is, was, and forever will be, Alex mused. And I thought the Library couldn’t get any more mysterious.

Needing to know that at least something she’d learned about the Tia Aurans during her time in the past was true, Alex said, “So it’s a ‘no’ to A’enara and a ‘no’ to the Library, but the Valispath—that was you guys, right?”

Zaylin grinned. “Yes, Alex. That one was us. A gift to the Meyarins, long before we banished them.”

“Why did you banish them?” Alex couldn’t help asking. “What happened between your two races that led to the Immortal Wars?”

A shadow passed over Zaylin’s face. “That’s not a story for mortal ears, nor is it something you need to know, despite your curiosity. But suffice it to say, they sought to be more than they were, and they didn’t care what damage they caused in order to receive what they believed was entitled to them. Their pride was ultimately their downfall, their banishment devastating on a larger scale than you could ever comprehend. For my people, as well.”

Already knowing about their inability to bear children, Alex wondered what other consequences the Tia Aurans had felt in the wake of the Immortal Wars.


“I can’t help getting a fallen-angels vibe here,” Alex said, thinking the comparison remarkably apt.

Slowly, Zaylin said, “I’m not sure I know to what you’re referring.”

Alex waved aside her confusion, knowing better than to try and explain. “I’m sorry you went through all that with them,” she said instead. “I can’t imagine what it was like, your two races pitted against each other.”

Zaylin held her eyes and quietly said, “I think, of all people, you can indeed imagine it, Alexandra Jennings. But I sincerely hope the outcome of your own war is more favourable to both sides than what resulted between the Meyarins and the Tia Aurans.”

Alex hoped so, too.

“Enough of this,” Zaylin said, unsheathing her sword once more. “Despite your readiness to return to your friends, they are not in your room right now, with the five of them currently out wandering the city.”

Alex wondered how Zaylin could possibly know that, since she had been here the whole time. But given how little Alex knew of the Tia Aurans, she wouldn’t be surprised to discover they had some kind of mental link between them, just like the draekons. Regardless, presuming Zaylin was right and her friends were spread out across Vardaesia, there was little point in Alex heading back just to wait anxiously for their return.

“Assuming you have no other urgent matters to attend to,” Zaylin went on, “I could use some practice.” She raised her blade. “And you, while mortal, are an acceptable opponent.”

“Acceptable?” Alex smirked at the Tia Auran, summoning A’enara as she taunted, “In case you missed it, I kicked your ‘sloppy’ ass just before.”

“Perhaps,” Zaylin acknowledged, her silver eyes sparkling. “But had you been anyone other than who you are, that wouldn’t have been the case.”


At Alex’s questioning glance, Zaylin returned her smirk and explained, “If my people are only equal to the Meyarins in fighting prowess, how do you think we managed to conquer and banish them?”

“Since you wouldn’t tell me, I have no idea,” Alex said pointedly.

Zaylin’s smirk widened and she said, “Let’s just say yours wasn’t the first race to be blessed with gifts.”

Alex’s body stilled with understanding. “No freaking way.”








Twenty-Three

In response to Alex’s exclamation, Zaylin pointed a finger to the three Gates and they instantly rose from the clouded gap into the air. But rather than spinning as they had every other time Alex had seen the same manoeuvre, they instead jumped from one side of the dais to the other, criss-crossing above her head, like the arches were playing a fiery game of Leapfrog.

“Unlike mortals, Tia Aurans are only gifted with the mental arts—telekinesis, telepathy, empathy, mind reading and the like,” Zaylin explained, still directing the Gates in their very own choreographed dance until she released them and turned her pointed finger to Alex. She made a sharp flicking gesture, enough that Alex winced, fully expecting to be flung up in the air beside the fiery arches, before reasoning made her recall that her own gift protected her—as it must have done during their fight, if Zaylin’s earlier declaration was to be understood.

“Of course,” the immortal woman said, having noted Alex’s knee-jerk reaction, “I learned the very first day we met that you’re different from your friends—and from any other mortal I’ve encountered.”

“Let me guess,” Alex said dryly. “You tried to read my mind?”

“Actually, I tried to throw you off the balcony.”

Alex’s eyes widened.


“You didn’t even twitch,” Zaylin continued, not the least bit apologetic. “Then I tried to read your mind. With no success. But since I’d heard you explain in the throne room how your gift freed you from Aven’s Claim, as frustrating as it was to see for myself the strength of your willpower, I can’t say I wasn’t intrigued.”

“Let’s go back to how you tried to throw me off a balcony,” Alex said, a warning to her tone.

Shrugging unrepentantly, Zaylin said, “You can’t have missed that I wasn’t fond of you when you first arrived. And can you blame me? You ventured here with the sole purpose of disrupting the peace my people have experienced for millennia. I didn’t care if you were protected or not because it would have been a win for me either way—seeing evidence of your gift being true, or sending you over the side of the palace.”

Alex pursed her lips. “Interesting mind you have, Zaylin.”

A quick, devious grin met her words. “You have no idea, Alex.” Then Zaylin’s expression turned serious again as she continued from earlier, “Meyarins have speed, strength, grace and agility as a race, along with advanced intellect, reflexes and a host of other skills—all of which Tia Aurans have as well. Only in our ability to use mental gifts are we set apart, and therein lies the main reason that we were able to overcome them.”

“That’s so weird that they don’t have access to gifts but you do,” Alex mused. “Has that always been the case?”

“When it comes to natural biology, yes,” Zaylin answered. Slowly—almost hesitantly—she admitted, “But there were cases where they were able to… adopt the abilities of others. However, only at a tragic price.”

Feeling a sense of dread settle over her, Alex said, “How?”

It was clear Zaylin didn’t want to answer. And when Alex pressed her again, the Tia Auran’s jaw tightened. But warily, she replied, “Some of them—the radicals—began trapping my

people and—” Her throat bobbed. “They performed a ritual on them: Tu’eh Tendaran Orvas.”

Alex’s breath froze in her lungs as the translation washed over her.

Tu’eh Tendaran Orvas.

The Devoured Heart.

Aware that Alex was able to interpret the words, Zaylin continued, “Once they’d eaten the heart of their victim, they took on their power, their strength and, for a limited time, their gift.”

A memory flooded Alex’s mind, one of Niyx yelling at her, revealing a horrific truth.

‘He’s eating them, Aeylia! He’s cutting out the hearts of the Meyarins he’s Claimed and he’s eating them. Their strength, the power of their life force, he’s absorbing it all, bite after bite…’

Niyx had gone on to tell Alex that to eat the heart of a Meyarin meant they would never rest in peace after death. But he’d never mentioned—never even said anything about what else—or who else—Aven was… eating.

Whether it wasn’t just Meyarins.

“It’s abominable, I know,” Zaylin said, incorrectly reading Alex’s shock. “But we made certain upon their banishment that the ritual was forgotten from their minds.”

Alex shook her head. Then shook it again. Whispering through stiff lips, she said, “Then something went wrong, because they haven’t forgotten.”

Zaylin jolted and then her eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

Holding the immortal’s gaze, Alex said, “Aven’s doing that— he’s eating… eating hearts.”

Recoiling, Zaylin whispered, “What?”

“I was told it was just Meyarins, that he was increasing in strength by stealing their life forces—but only those who are

Claimed by him and fighting against his hold on their minds.” Alex’s gaze became unfocused. “If he learns about the gift transference, it won’t be long until he starts to eat the hearts of humans with gifts—presuming he hasn’t yet started to do so. He’s already beyond powerful, commanding them to do his bidding. But to actually be able to use their gifts for himself?” Alex pressed a shaky hand to her queasy stomach. “He’d be invincible.”

A long pause met her statement.

“This is grievous news indeed,” Zaylin said, her expression grave. “But there is little use worrying about it—not yet, anyway. And while you won’t wish to hear this, you, at least, will be protected by your gift, even if he has begun to adopt the abilities of others.”

Slowly, Alex nodded, knowing Zaylin was right, but wishing all over again for a way to share her gift with others—to mass-produce it and cover all those she cared about. But Athora had told her it wasn’t possible; that everyone already had free will and couldn’t receive any more.

“I think it’s time we stop looking ahead and instead focus on the now,” Zaylin said, backing up a step and raising her sword. “What do you say, Alex? Ready to see if you can beat me a second time?”

Alex was more than ready. After everything she had learned and experienced in the last few hours, she was desperate for a good workout against a capable—if ‘sloppy’—immortal. Her muscles were hungry for the familiar, comforting ache that she hadn’t felt in over a week, and she knew an energetic session was exactly what she needed to keep her mind off her newest troubles.

So, with a challenge in her eyes, Alex tossed aside her turbulent feelings and centred her mind onto the here and now, raising A’enara between them and saying, “Bring it on, Zaylin.”


And that was exactly what the Tia Auran did.

Hours passed while Zaylin and Alex sparred on the dais of the stadium, the glowing arches overhead and swirling clouds underfoot their only audience as the three suns moved across the sky and slowly lowered into darkness.

Knowing the time had come to face her friends and find out their true verdict, Alex called their fighting to a stop, both she and Zaylin panting heavily, but also sated and relaxed from the rush of their workout.

After summoning a flask of warmed laendra to heal them of their numerous nicks and scratches, Zaylin looked at Alex— waiting, it seemed, to make sure she was ready to return to the palace. Receiving a stiff nod of confirmation, the Tia Auran parroned her back to her room, instructing her to call if she needed anything—her words quiet enough that Alex knew she wasn’t just referring to the assistance provided by her as a helper, but also as a friend.

… Of a sort, at least. Because the Tia Auran was still remarkably prickly, even with the tentative rapport they’d formed between them.

Given that Alex was covered in blood, sweat and grime, once she was back in her room, she drew a bath, taking her time cleaning the evidence of her day spent fighting. As she did so, now that she was so close to facing her friends—only a room away—she realised that perhaps she wasn’t as ready to confront them as she’d thought. While she hoped they wouldn’t blame her as violently as their fake counterparts, she couldn’t help recalling how Jordan had reacted after the Gate of Secrets, how both Bear and D.C. had sided with him, the trio unwilling to hear her explanations. Only the knowledge that they had all regretted their behaviour afterwards gave her the courage to believe for a different outcome today, and yet… she was still nervous.


Deciding to give herself a little more time to prepare her heart—just in case—instead of venturing into their common room after finishing her bath, Alex donned her silky pyjamas and sat on her private balcony, watching the city glitter under the rising moonlight.

Reclining against the golden wall of the palace, she called out to Xira and recapped everything that had happened that day, telling him about the nightmarish Gate and what she’d learned about A’enara, Vae’varka, the Library and the two immortal races themselves, as well as Aven’s cannibalism and how he might adopt and use the gifts of those whose hearts he devoured.

Seems I can’t leave you alone for a few hours without your world imploding, Xira said, sighing. How in the skies did you survive the last few weeks without me?

Because Alex hadn’t done so on her own. She’d had Niyx. She’d had her friends. But now… she had no idea what she was about to face once she stepped back inside. The Gate of Judgement might have revealed her own inner war and given her the chance to fight her lingering shadows, but that didn’t mean her friends would—

Alex, stop, Xira interrupted, reading her spiralling thoughts, It’s going to be okay. You’ll see.

Alex didn’t reply, but that wasn’t because she had nothing to say—it was because she heard a shifting, rustling sound, and she knew exactly what it was.

Xira, still linked with her, understood it as well, and he quietly said, I’m here if you need me… but I don’t think you will.

And then he left her mind, just as Kaiden appeared, climbing up and over the balcony railing.

Immobile with uncertainty, Alex just sat there, waiting for a verbal blow she couldn’t guard against.

She didn’t say anything, but neither did he.


Instead, he slowly approached her, sliding down to sit at her side.

Tentatively, as if fearing she would flinch away as she had earlier on the dais, he reached out and wrapped his arm around her, pulling her close.

Until that moment, she had been as tense as a block of ice, but the instant his warmth touched her, she melted, her body slumping with relief.

Only then, with the two of them looking out over the night-time cityscape while she was tucked deep into his side, did she speak.

“Are you mad at me?”

Her voice was barely a breath of sound, but it was all she could manage.

With his cheek pressed against the top of her head, just as quietly, he replied, “I’d already seen most of the future vision. The only parts that were new were seeing me in it with you.”

After everything they’d been through, Alex didn’t have it in her to feel embarrassed that her own subconscious had considered him the person she felt safest with to guide her through the horrors of the future. Even back then—long before they were close to being together.

“Not that part,” she whispered. “I meant, are you mad about Aven?” She swallowed and added, “Back in the Library cavern—after you gave me Niyx’s letter—I know I told you that it was my fault Aven became a monster, but I never went into detail. I never said anything about how he… you know…” She couldn’t even bring herself to say the words.

Kaiden’s fingers traced a soothing pattern on her shoulder as he considered her question. But he didn’t consider for long before his body started shaking with suppressed amusement.

“Are you laughing?”


“Not at all,” he fibbed, humour clear in his tone. “It’s just— I’d be a hypocrite if I blamed the guy for falling in love with you.” He dropped a kiss onto the top of Alex’s head. “Truthfully, I can’t fault his taste.”

Pushing back so she could look him in the eyes, she was startled to see they were bright with mirth. There wasn’t a trace of accusation or condemnation in them.

Reading the confusion—and the fear—in her own eyes, Kaiden cupped her face and whispered, “That wasn’t us, Alex. You know it wasn’t.”

Overcome by the gentle understanding in his tone, a tear leaked out of her eye, and he leaned forward and kissed it away, before pulling her close again so she could rest against him once more.

“No one blames you for what happened—not in the past, not in the present,” Kaiden said, much more firmly this time. “Just as no one believes for a second that you’re responsible for the death of anyone. The fault lies with Aven alone. And everyone—every single one of our friends—knows that to be true.”

Another tear leaked from Alex’s eye until she was able to get it together enough to keep the rest from flowing.

Understanding that his words had taken root and he didn’t need to say any more, Kaiden turned silent, just watching the view with her.

Quietly, oh so quietly, she began to share with him—telling him how everything had happened with Aven from beginning to end. How she’d begun to recognise his feelings and had enlisted Niyx for advice, not wanting to lead Aven on. How it had been useless, because Aven had continued to fall for her. She shared how he had sought out and found the humans as a gift for her— at which time Kaiden drew her into his lap, holding her even closer as she confessed how their deaths were on her hands, even

if she accepted that Aven was to blame. Finally, she brought everything back to the present, explaining how with Lady Mystique dead and her memory-repressing enchantment—a result of her mental gift as a Tia Auran, Alex now realised— having dissolved with her passing, Aven, along with all the other Meyarins who had known her in the past, would now know that she had been with them as Aeylia once upon a time.

When she was done, she quietly got the rest out—firstly about the prophecy she’d heard the previous night and how it was the reason for her needing to escape with Xira until morning, and then about everything she’d learned from Zaylin that day. Kaiden’s body stilled beside her at certain points— particularly at the mention of the eaten hearts and what they might mean—but all the while, he continued tracing light, comforting patterns onto her skin, his touch soothing away her tension. Or perhaps it was merely his presence. But whatever it was, she was nearly asleep in his arms when he spoke, his words tentative but also certain.

“There’s something I need you to do, Alex.”

Despite the two doses of laendra she had ingested that day, the lack of sleep from the previous night had now fully caught up to her, so around a yawn, she mumbled a questioning, “Mmm?”

After hearing Kaiden’s request, all traces of fatigue vanished.

“Are you out of your mind?” she all but screeched at him, jumping to her feet just so she could pace along the edge of the balcony.

“You know it makes sense,” Kaiden said, rising as well. “You know, Alex.”

The insane thing was, she did know. She knew more than anyone. But that didn’t stop her from shooting off a string of mental curse words and questions to Xira, asking him to back her up.

Unfortunately, he was on Kaiden’s side. And worse, Kaiden seemed to know what she had done.


“What does Xira think?”

Trying to avoid the question, Alex answered, “He’s a draekon. What would he know?”

The look Kaiden sent her was both comical and knowing.

With a sigh, Alex admitted, “He thinks it’s wise.”

Kaiden didn’t rub it in. He just nodded, waiting, it seemed, for Alex to realise the same. And because of that, it didn’t take much more convincing from him—and from Xira—before she reluctantly agreed.

“Thank you,” Kaiden whispered, moving closer.

“You can thank me later, presuming this doesn’t backfire spectacularly,” Alex grumbled, but she still melted into him when he ignored her sour mood and drew her into his arms again, enveloping her in a hug that was almost—almost—as good as his kisses.

They stood like that for a long time before reclaiming their seats, with Alex curling up in Kaiden’s lap once more. Together they watched the city in silence, knowing this would be their last opportunity to do anything so peaceful for some time. One way or another, after they finished their final Gate the next day, they were headed home. This would be their last night in Tia Auras—and, as ostentatious as Vardaesia was, Alex realised she would miss it.

But she was also ready to return to Medora and face the future, knowing that it couldn’t be put off any longer.

It was time for Aven to be stopped, once and for all.








Twenty-Four

Alex must have fallen asleep on the balcony, because the next thing she knew, she was waking up to the light touch of fingers trailing along her hairline and down her cheek.

She regained consciousness slowly, feeling warm and cosy snuggled in her bed—but more, from knowing Kaiden must have carried her there after she’d fallen asleep in his arms. That, however, didn’t explain why he was now seated on the edge beside her, dressed and ready for the day, looking down at her with a tender expression.

In a sleep-hoarse voice, Alex squinted up at him and said, “We already talked about you not watching me sleep like a creeper.”

A quiet laugh left him before he assured her, “I’ve only been here long enough to wake you.”

Alex’s eyes narrowed with disbelief.

He grinned and brushed his thumb across her cheek. “Truly. I was the perfect gentleman last night. Tucked you in safe and sound then left you to your beauty sleep.”

Softening, Alex said, “Thank you for that.” She paused. “And thanks for not watching me like a stalker.”

A strange light hit Kaiden’s eyes and his mouth twitched as he said, “I may not have been here long this morning, but as for last night, I didn’t want to disturb you until I was sure you were out of it enough to be moved without waking.”


Alex wasn’t sure where he was going with this, but her stomach tightened as she took in his expression. “And?”

He moved his thumb from her cheek until it brushed over her lips. “And,” he said, “during that time, I discovered something.”

Feeling tingles in the wake of his touch, Alex whispered, his thumb still trailing over her lips as they formed the words, “What’s that?”

His eyes moved from watching her mouth to holding her gaze, and it was impossible to miss the spark of delight in them. “That you talk in your sleep.”

Alex stilled. Jordan had once said something similar, but that didn’t lessen her dread. “What did I say?”

The look on Kaiden’s face made her wish she hadn’t asked.

“Nothing I didn’t already know,” he said quietly, his thumb moving to sweep her cheek one final time before he withdrew his hand. “But it was still nice to hear it all the same.”

Groaning, Alex threw her arm over her eyes, as if not seeing the world meant it no longer existed. “Feel free to kill me now.”

A deep, warm chuckle came from Kaiden. “Not before breakfast.” He gently pried her arm from her face, his lips smiling as he leaned down and touched them to hers softly before edging back just enough to whisper, “Most important meal of the day.”

Without allowing her the chance to drown in her mortification, he snaked his arms around her and pulled her to her feet, all but forcing her from her room and out to join the others who had already assembled and begun to eat.

Lost in her embarrassment, Alex had forgotten that she’d completely avoided her friends the previous day after the episode at the Gate. But now the confrontation was unavoidable, because all of them paused in what they were doing—food half-raised in some cases—the moment Kaiden dragged her tense, pyjamafied self to the table.


Standing uncomfortably before them, Alex had no idea what to say. Should she beg their forgiveness? Should she try to explain? Should she act like nothing had happened?

When Kaiden deliberately threaded his fingers through hers and leaned in to kiss her temple, Alex found that she didn’t have to do anything, because Jordan acted before she could.

Looking from Alex to Kaiden, taking in their joined hands and having witnessed the sweet kiss, he dryly said, “I bet lover boy Aven would kill to be in your shoes right now, Kaid.”

His wording couldn’t have been more atrocious, both the irreverent title and the killing remark, which was perversely apt. But because of that, his statement cut the tension surrounding them, and as one, the group broke into startled laughter.

As for Alex, the first breath from her mouth was a shocked burst of humour, but her second exhale came out choked, her relief over Jordan’s light-hearted comment tightening her chest and causing her eyes to burn.

Sensing she was struggling to keep a grip on her emotions, Kaiden pulled her close, but he wasn’t the only one. Because then Jordan was up, his arms circling the both of them. Bear, too, leapt over to join the embrace. D.C. and Declan were right behind them, until all five of Alex’s friends were holding her close—or as close as any group hug could be, given all the limbs that no one knew where to wedge.

From their irrefutable show of support, just as swiftly as Alex’s humour had begun to crumble, it turned back into elation. Were it not for her being squished in a mess of arms, legs and angled heads, she would have crumbled to the ground, her knees weak from their acceptance, from their love.

With the ice well and truly broken, they untangled from each other and reclaimed their seats at the table. Over breakfast, Alex answered any questions they had about what had transpired with Aven in the past, giving a much briefer recount than she had to

Kaiden last night, but still enough for them to learn about his unrequited love and consequential feelings of betrayal. When she was done, just as Kaiden and Xira had promised, no one blamed her—not in the slightest. While they were disappointed that she hadn’t felt like she could share her burden, they also understood, having had time overnight to consider things from her perspective and acknowledge the pressure she’d been under, especially knowing the potential future they might all face.

Their support left Alex blinking against a renewed burning in her eyes, but she managed to push back the feeling and smile at them all as she professed her gratitude, to which they just waved her off and reminded her that they were family—and that’s what family was for.

When Zaylin arrived and gestured for Alex to return to her room and get ready for the day, she did so with a weight lifted from her shoulders, practically floating after the Tia Auran.

“I take it things went well?” Zaylin asked as she handed Alex her clothes—the leathery pants and top ensemble again, with the Amazonian princess outfit having disappeared after the first two days. In hindsight, Alex wondered just how much of that had simply been Zaylin being cruel with her clothing choices.

As Alex dressed, she shared how her night had unfolded and admitted to not having confronted her friends until that morning. Surprisingly, Zaylin didn’t judge her for her cowardice, but merely nodded with acceptance.

“You seem distracted,” Alex commented, having expected more of a stinging remark. “Is everything all right?”

Zaylin appeared surprised by Alex’s concern. At first, it seemed as if she wasn’t going to answer, but then, with a heavy exhale, she said, “Today is your last test.”

Nerves bounced around in Alex’s stomach at the reminder, but when the Tia Auran said no more, she prompted, “And?”


“And,” Zaylin said, “one way or another, today you—and I—will learn whether my people are to join you in battle.”

Unable to hold her silver eyes, Alex looked down and said, “You don’t want us to succeed today, do you?”

“I fear what will happen if you do,” Zaylin admitted quietly. But then, even quieter, she added, “I also fear what will happen if you don’t.”

Alex looked up sharply at that, but Zaylin continued, “If I seem distracted, it’s because I find myself torn. I want my people to remain safe, yet I’m uncertain whether the best way for that to happen is if we fight with you or leave you to your fate.” She pulled in a breath. “Before learning of Vae’varka being in Aven’s possession and how he’s been practising Tu’eh Tendaran Orvas, I didn’t truly understand the threat of what you face. Now, however…”

She trailed off, not needing to finish.

Alex didn’t know what to say. She had come to Tia Auras to seek aid from the immortals in the hope that they would carry out the words of the prophecy, and everything she had so far done was in an effort to prove worthy of their help. But that didn’t mean she failed to empathise with Zaylin’s concerns.

“Today will decide for us,” Alex said softly. “If we pass the final Gate, you said yourself that Saefii will honour our agreement.”

Zaylin’s eyes flashed with an unreadable light, and Alex paused to see if she would say something. But the Tia Auran remained silent, so Alex continued, “And if we fail, then we’ll still have an answer.”

And my whole world will be doomed, Alex added to herself.

Not allowing that thought to take root, she finished, “Either way, we’ll know by the end of the day. So take your own advice from yesterday and don’t think ahead—just focus on the now.”


Zaylin held Alex’s eyes for a long moment before she finally nodded. “You’re right.”

With efficient strides, the Tia Auran moved to the bedside table and opened the drawer, pulling out Niyx’s letter and passing it to Alex.

“For luck,” Zaylin said.

Heartened by her consideration, Alex tucked it into the tight waistband of her leathery pants.

“And I believe this is yours, too,” Zaylin said, withdrawing the Myrox necklace from her black robe, having apparently recovered it from the empress.

Looking at the silvery metal forming the elegant archer’s bow with its perfectly drawn arrow, Alex shook her head and raised her eyes to meet Zaylin’s. “You keep it.”

Zaylin started. “You’re… giving this to me?”

“That necklace ended up in my possession after I did something no one else had managed to do before,” Alex said, recalling how Hunter had claimed she was the first person to ever recover the target in his Stealth and Subterfuge class tryouts. It hadn’t mattered that Alex hadn’t actually wanted to try out, nor had she purposefully been searching for any kind of target. But nevertheless, she had succeeded where others had failed, accidentally or not.

Continuing with her reasoning, she said, “Hopefully the same will be true today. And if it’s not,”—she shrugged, trying to make the gesture look casual despite the nerves scratching under her skin—“then at least you’ll have something to remember me by.”

She couldn’t read the expression on Zaylin’s face, couldn’t tell if her offer was appreciated or despised.

Suddenly recalling Saefii’s words about Myrox being the mark of the Tia Aurans’ sworn enemy, Alex quickly backpedalled, fearing she may have unintentionally offended

Zaylin. “I mean, you don’t have to keep it if you don’t want. I just thought—”

“Thank you, Alex,” Zaylin cut in softly, raising her hands to secure the chain around the back of her neck. The glow of the silver stood out starkly against the dark of her skin, making the Myrox seem more alive than usual. “I consider your gift a great honour and shall wear it with pride.”

Alex swallowed at the emotion she heard in Zaylin’s voice, realising that what she had just offered the Tia Auran meant perhaps more than she understood.

Just as she moved to leave her room and meet up with her friends to be parroned to the stadium one final time, Zaylin called out her name.

Pausing at the threshold of the doorway, Alex looked back at the Tia Auran.

“For what it’s worth,” Zaylin whispered, touching the charm at her neck, “I do hope you succeed today.”

Swallowing again, Alex could only nod in response, before she continued out the door.

Her friends were already waiting for her, each of them looking as anxious as she felt.

“Last day,” Bear said, as if needing to break the silence.

“We’re five for five so far,” Jordan said. “The odds are looking good.”

D.C. groaned. “Don’t jinx us.”

“Honestly,” Declan jumped in, “I’m just hoping we can avoid that death, plague and tragedy possibility. Surely the Gates have got to be running out of ideas.”

All of them turned to look at him, and D.C. hissed, “How about you don’t say stuff like that out loud?”

Alex stifled a grin, unable to believe she was capable of finding anything amusing given what they were about to face—both with the final Gate and once they returned home afterwards.


Sobering, she called for everyone’s attention, knowing they would soon be parroned away.

“No matter what happens today,” Alex said, “I want you all to know how grateful I am for everything you’ve done this week. While so much of what we’ve gone through has been focused on me,”—she caught D.C. mouthing ‘The Alex Show’ with clear humour—“I would have failed from the very first task without you all here. It’s your support and your strength that has brought us all through to today, and I don’t take that for granted.” She eyed them all. “I just… I just want you to know that.”

Kaiden reached out and entwined his fingers with hers, giving her a gentle squeeze as her words settled in the air, her friends all smiling softly at her in response.

“For the record,” Jordan said, “visiting a new world?” He grinned. “You couldn’t have stopped us if you’d tried.”

“And we know you would have,” Bear said, also grinning.

He looked much better than he had all week, Alex noted. The dark shadows under his eyes were still there, but not as deep. And after Kaiden’s explanation a few days earlier, and D.C.’s before that, Alex felt a surge of appreciation for Declan having stepped in to be there for Bear, especially when she’d been caught up in her own emotional mess. In fact, looking from friend to friend around the circle, Alex realised just how perfect their small group was. How much they complemented one another, how well their personalities mixed.

“I’m going to miss this,” she whispered.

“Hey, now,” Jordan said, reaching out to tug on a lock of her hair. “We’re not going anywhere.”

“Actually,” Bear said wryly, “we’re hopefully going home later today.”

Under his breath, Declan said, “Unless we really do have to face death, plague or—oomph.”


D.C.’s elbow to his stomach and firm glare afterwards kept him from finishing.

“I meant that whatever happens next, we’ll all be together,” Jordan said pointedly. “So there’ll be nothing to miss.”

And yet, they all knew that as soon as they returned to Medora, things would be different. At least until Aven’s defeat.

… Or theirs.

Whichever came first, really.

As if reading her declining thoughts, Kaiden gave her fingers another squeeze, prompting her to look at him. His brilliant blue eyes were warm as they held hers, erasing her doubts and filling her with confidence.

Offering him a grateful smile, Alex turned to face the others and said, “The Tia Aurans wanted us to prove ourselves, but as far as I’m concerned, we’ve already done that and more. All that’s left is for us to finish this and make sure their entire world has no choice but to acknowledge our worth. Are you with me?”

Sounds of agreement met her words, just seconds before they were flash-transported to the stadium for the very last time.

The immortals in the crowd were going wild, the stands packed beyond the escalating numbers Alex had seen in previous days. And above it all sat Saefii, Tayros and Calivere. The empress and her two advisors were markedly tense, never having expected Alex and her friends to come so far. And now, with only one test remaining, the future of the immortals hung in the balance just as much as the future of Medora.

‘If Day and Night combine and fight…’

Alex hoped beyond hope that they would make it far enough to see that come to pass.

“Here goes nothing,” she said quietly as Tayros parroned down to distribute their golden cuffs, failing to offer the usual blessing before he returned to the others.

Only then did Saefii stand.


It took more time than usual for the audience to quieten, riled up as they were. But once they hushed, the empress spoke.

“Six Gates you were challenged with, five of which you have already faced,” Saefii said. “You have come further than anticipated, and no matter the outcome today, you should be proud of yourselves for such an achievement.”

Alex’s eyes narrowed, not appreciating what felt like a condescending pat on the head.

“May the light be a guide to you today, mortals,” Saefii said as she raised her hands and the fiery arches began to spin in the air.

Around and around they circled, Alex’s heart in her throat as she waited for the three options to appear.

When they did, goose bumps rose on her skin.

Ruvak, Ellarna and Cora Tenn.

Chaos, Love and Lost Souls.

As Saefii announced the options and Alex’s apprehension had her fighting to keep her breakfast down, she focused only on her breathing as the fiery arches slowly lowered into the clouded gap.

With the audience on the edge of their seats, waiting to watch their final show, Alex turned to her friends.

“I’m guessing we want to aim for the Gate of Love this time around, given the other options.”

Despite having carefully avoided glancing at Kaiden as she made her declaration, she could still see him grinning from the corner of her eye. She shot him a warning look, which only resulted in his grin becoming an amused chuckle. But, much to her gratitude, he refrained from commenting.

The rest of their friends, however, were another story. And in an effort to get away from their snickers—though, really, none of them wanted to stumble into the Gate of Chaos or the Gate of Lost Souls—Alex said, “See you all on the other side,” and took her final running leap off the dais and into the unknown.








Twenty-Five

For the first time all week, Alex ended up choosing what she considered was the best Gate of the three.

As the word ellarna flashed across her mind, she felt relief wash over her, knowing that she’d stepped into the Gate of Love after all. She only hoped it wouldn’t result in continued embarrassment.

But when she tumbled out the other side and straightened to standing, Alex realised embarrassment was going to be the least of her worries.

Once again, she had arrived in Raelia—a place that was swiftly becoming her least favourite location in all the worlds.

As her friends staggered out after her, they each made groaning sounds as they glanced around the familiar mushroom-circled clearing.

“Another memory?” D.C. asked, sounding as wary as Alex felt.

But Alex slowly shook her head. “If it is, it’s not mine.”

She had never set foot in Raelia as it now looked, covered in enough wildflowers that springtime itself failed to understand the concept of ‘overkill’.

Puzzled, Alex wondered how they could be in Raelia if not through a memory. It wasn’t like they’d stepped through the Library—they had to still be somewhere in Tia Auras.

Or, alternatively, in some kind of virtual reality of the sacred Meyarin site.

“Gate of Chaos?” Bear guessed quietly. “Or Lost Souls?”

Neither Alex nor Kaiden had the chance to correct him before Saefii appeared. The Tia Auran wasn’t physically in the clearing, but a semi-transparent hologram figure standing serenely before them.

“The final test you shall endure will be provided by the Gate of Love,” Saefii announced, her voice so clear that it was like she was truly in front of them.

“Good job, Alex,” Jordan praised quietly, giving her shoulder a quick, congratulatory pat.

But Alex didn’t respond. She was too focused on wondering why they were in Raelia—and what they would have to do there.

“Today’s task is perhaps the simplest of all those you have encountered so far.” Saefii’s tone quieted and she conversely added, “Just as it may also be the hardest.”

In the blink of an eye, six things happened at once.

Five were the same—the rising of identical Silverwood trees spaced into pentagonal points inside the clearing.

The sixth, however, caused Alex’s stomach to hollow. Because in the centre of the pentagon, barely an arm’s length from where she was frozen to the spot, a small, crystal stand appeared, sparkling with light and reflecting the colours of the wildflowers surrounding them. On top of it rested a single item:

A golden dagger.

“I thought this was the Gate of Love?” D.C. whispered, her tone a mix of confusion warring with unease.

Alex couldn’t even offer a nod of confirmation. All she could do was stare at the golden dagger, fearing it would leap off the stand and come to life.


“Only one of you shall be truly tested today,” Saefii continued, drawing Alex’s gaze from the weapon back to her, “and yet, so will you all be.”

“More freaking riddles,” Declan grumbled. “I wish—”

But whatever he wished, he never got to say, because with a wave of Saefii’s holographic hand, he, Jordan, D.C., Bear and Kaiden all sailed away from Alex only to slam against the five silver trees, one each. The thin lower branches came alive, winding around them like vines until they were trapped at their ankles, at their necks, and at their torsos with their arms pinned to their sides.

It had happened in an instant, too fast even for Alex’s heightened reflexes to intervene. Instead, she could only look on with shock as her five friends were immobilised by the trees around where she stood.

“You have a choice to make today, Alexandra,” Saefii said, gesturing to the dagger. “Love is sacrifice. Therefore, to pass your final test, you must be willing to sacrifice one whom you love.”

All the air fled from Alex’s lungs. “What?”

“It is the ultimate test of your worth,” Saefii continued. “Kill someone you care about, and in doing so, save your entire world.”

Alex’s eyes were wide as she backed away from the dagger. “No. No way.”

But Saefii wasn’t done. “Sacrifice a single life in the name of love, and you will have passed Tu’eh Saeron ess Telari. You will have succeeded against the Gates of Testing.” She paused meaningfully. “Sacrifice a single life, and you will have proved worthy enough for our armies to join you in Medora.”

“You’re crazy,” Alex said without hesitating. She couldn’t even look in the direction of her friends. “If you think—If for one second you think—” She broke off, unable to finish.


“Alex.”

She closed her eyes at the quiet call, hoping doing so would mean it wouldn’t come again.

“Alex, maybe—”

“No!” Alex snapped at D.C., not even trying to curb her rage—but the emotion wasn’t directed at her friend. As the royal princess of Medora, D.C. had already proven that she was willing to sacrifice her life for the sake of her people. The first attempt Aven had made to reach Meya, D.C. had stood in his path with Alex, and nearly died for her act of defiance. She loved her people, and she loved her world. But she wasn’t the only one who felt that way.

As Alex drew the courage to look around at the rest of her friends trussed up against the silver trees, despite their pale faces, she could tell that each of them would willingly lay down their life if it meant saving all those they loved. If it meant saving Medora.

But it wasn’t them who had to make the choice—it was Alex. It was her hands that would have to hold the dagger, her hands that would have to make the killing stroke, her hands that would forever be covered in the blood of someone she loved.

Looking from D.C. to Jordan to Bear, then to Declan, and finally Kaiden, Alex’s heart felt like it was crumbling in her chest. What the Gate required of her—it was too much. She couldn’t do it.

… But, if she didn’t do it, then she would fail them all. Everything she’d done—everything they’d all endured—would be for nothing.

“Alex,” Declan called. “Look at me.”

At the quiet command in his voice, she did.

His normally carefree features were solemn as he said, “During the Gate of Strength, you asked me why I’m here. Do you remember?”


Alex nodded, unable to speak around the vice pressing in on her chest.

“I didn’t give you an answer,” he said. “Because I didn’t know myself. Not beyond the obvious.” His eyes flicked to Bear, then to Kaiden, then around at the others. “I came to be with you all, to help in any way I could.”

And he had. He’d been there for all of them, especially Bear.

“But now I know the real reason I’m here,” Declan said, glancing pointedly at the dagger.

Understanding hit Alex and she recoiled, hissing, “Shut up, Declan,” in sync with Bear and Kaiden, who looked torn between fury and fear.

“You know it makes sense,” Declan said. “You know, Alex.”

“Shut up, Declan,” Bear snapped again.

“There’s no one waiting for me back home,” Declan continued fervently, like he was trying to convince himself as much as Alex. “My grandfather might be upset, but he’ll get over it quickly enough. And everyone else I care about is right here.” His eyes flicked around their group again, lingering on Bear and Kaiden, before returning to Alex. “If we don’t pass this test, then we’re all as good as dead. So let me do this for you—for all of you. My life in exchange for yours.” With his eyes locked on Alex, he finished quietly, “We both know you won’t survive if any of the others die today. It has to be me.”

Alex shook her head. Then shook it again.

And yet, with shaking fingers, she reached for the dagger.

As beautiful as it was deadly, it fit perfectly in her hand, feeling warm against the clamminess of her skin. She ran a finger lightly down the golden blade, a drop of blood welling on her skin from its sharpness, the sting of pain a welcome distraction.

She may have taken hold of the dagger, but she didn’t move from the centre of the pentagon. She didn’t step in any direction. And she wouldn’t—she couldn’t.


“Alex, it’s okay,” Declan called quietly, urging her towards him. But still, she remained in place, numbness taking hold of her body.

She didn’t look up from the dagger, she didn’t look towards her friends. From their silence, she knew they understood. Even Bear and Kaiden were no longer telling Declan to be quiet. All of them knew what was at stake; that if she didn’t follow through on the test, if she didn’t kill one of them, then all hope was lost.

But she didn’t want their understanding. She didn’t want any of this.

Her numb fingers couldn’t hold the weight of the dagger any longer and she dropped it back onto the stand, the sound like a ringing echo of finality around the clearing.

Looking up at her friends, she stared at each of them before her gaze came to Declan and she whispered, “You’re wrong. I won’t survive if any of you die.”

Relieved sounds whooshed out of all her friends, Declan included, and she knew she had made the right call. There was no other choice; if this was her only option, then she would just have to find another way. She wouldn’t sacrifice any of them, she couldn’t sacrifice any of them. That was a burden she would never be able to live with.

Just as she was about to call out the single word that she knew would end the test—and make their failure official—the lingering hologram of Saefii spoke up.

“I can see you’re torn,” the empress said quietly. “So perhaps there is a way to make your dilemma easier.”

Alex’s already tortured pulse skipped a beat when the ground began to shake and the five Silverwood trees shifted outwards, allowing for a sixth to spring up, turning the pentagon into a hexagon.


A bright surge of light, and suddenly there was someone else in the clearing with them, bound to the newest Silverwood tree with the branches swiftly coiling around her body.

Drawing in a stunned breath, Alex stared at the unresisting form of Zaylin, who was looking back at her with flashing eyes and tight features.

“You must take the life of another, Alexandra, if you wish to pass this test,” Saefii said. “It is up to you to decide who.”

And with that, the hologram of the empress disappeared, leaving Alex alone in the clearing to make a decision that, one way or another, would change the rest of her life.

“Just do it, Alex.”

Four quiet words from Zaylin, but they were enough to make Alex’s legs buckle.

Meeting her silver eyes, Alex just shook her head mutely.

“We both know you’re not going to kill one of your friends,” Zaylin continued in a hard voice. “Just as we both know you can’t risk failing this test.” Her lips twisted. “I’m the perfect solution.”

“Don’t,” Alex breathed, still shaking her head. “Just—Just don’t.”

“You know it’s true,” Zaylin said. “I’m no one to you. I’m just a helper—a servant.”

“You’re not just a servant,” Alex said, her numbness starting to give way as anger settled into place. Anger at Zaylin for her words and her presumptions, anger at Saefii for putting them all in this position to start with, anger at the Gates for their loathsome, despicable task.

“But that’s what I am,” Zaylin continued, relentless. “I’m a servant to my people, just as you are to yours. So pick up the dagger, and make the sacrifice.”

Alex shook her head again.

Leaning forward as much as her bindings would allow, Zaylin roared, “PICK UP THE DAGGER, ALEX!”


Just as forcefully, Alex screamed, “NO!”

She then looked up at the canopy, addressing her words to whoever was listening. “This isn’t the freaking Hunger Games! You’re all sick if you think I’m going to kill someone—anyone— just for your entertainment! I can’t—I won’t—” She inhaled deeply and tried again. “You need to give me a different task. This is no test of love—true love would never demand such a cost.”

There was a long silence that fell around the clearing before Zaylin quietly spoke, repeating Saefii’s earlier words. “Love is sacrifice, Alex. Sacrifice always demands a cost.” Continuing just as quietly, she said, “You don’t have a choice here.”

Tears welled in Alex’s eyes, blurring her vision.

Seeing Alex waver, Zaylin’s throat bobbed, but she held her gaze and whispered, “Pick up the dagger, Alex.”

This time, Alex did as she was told.

“Now walk towards me,” Zaylin continued whispering.

Once again, Alex followed her order. Step, step, step, step, each movement bringing her closer to the Tia Auran. Closer to the act that would break her in a way that could never be unbroken, leaving her scarred forevermore.

“Alex—” Jordan started, but he didn’t finish. Or if he did, Alex didn’t hear. She couldn’t hear anything over the warring of her own mind, over the horror of what she was about to do.

“Good,” Zaylin whispered when Alex was right in front of her. In a wobbling voice, she instructed, “Now raise the blade to my chest.”

As if undergoing an out-of-body experience, Alex moved her shaking hand upwards, her thoughts screaming. She’d felt like this only once before, when Aven had Claimed her and ordered D.C.’s death. But she wasn’t Claimed this time. This time, her decisions were her own.

“One quick stroke,” Zaylin continued instructing. The pupils in her silver eyes were dilated with fear, her breathing shallow, her

body stiff with tension. Yet she wasn’t struggling. Instead, she was helping to expedite her death. “It’ll be over before—” Her voice cracked. “Do it quickly, and it’ll be over before you know it.”

Tears leaked down Alex’s face, her lips trembling. “I—”

“Just do it, Alex!”

So Alex did.

In one swift movement, she sliced the dagger forward and upwards.

But she didn’t use it to pierce Zaylin’s flesh.

Instead, she cut straight through the vined bindings, releasing the Tia Auran from her entrapment.

No longer held against her will, Zaylin still didn’t move. She just stared at Alex in shock.

“You told me I didn’t have a choice, but you were wrong,” Alex whispered, unable to see anything through her watery eyes. She wiped a hand across her face, but more tears just fell in their place. “Raelia is called The Crossroads for a reason— it’s a place of choices.”

A shuddering breath left her as she recalled Roka’s words from what felt like forever ago: ‘Life is full of crossroads, Alex. Full of choices. There are many paths we can take. It’s up to us to decide which ones lead in the right direction.’

“I made the only choice I could live with,” Alex whispered, holding Zaylin’s incredulous gaze. “Even if it means it’s the choice I’ll have to die with, too.”

And with her statement, she dropped the dagger, the tip of the blade spearing into the soft earth underfoot with resounding finality.

“One life, Alex,” Zaylin croaked out. “One single life and you’ll save your entire world.”

“You’re right,” Alex said, just as croakily. “But that one life will be Aven’s, not yours—and not theirs.” She pointed to her silently watching friends. “And even then, Aven won’t die by my

hand. Because the surest way to become a monster is to follow in their footsteps.” She drew in a painful breath and finished, “Death leads to death. But as for me, I choose life. And I’m sticking with my decision, no matter the consequences.”

Stepping back, Alex wiped her face one last time and, after seeing the looks of support her friends sent her, their pride in her actions rather than their fear of what the future might bring, she raised her voice and called, “We’re done here. Stop.”

With the official word of surrender, Raelia instantly began to dissolve around them until they were no longer in the mushroom-circled clearing, but instead back on the dais in the stadium, all of them except for Zaylin who had vanished with the wildflower scenery.

No longer bound by branches, Kaiden strode purposely over to stand by Alex’s side. He took her left hand in his, his thumb lightly stroking once over the line of her thin Claiming scars. Bear followed quickly in his footsteps, reaching for her right hand. Jordan, D.C. and Declan all moved closer as well, until the six of them were standing hand in hand to face their coming judgement. Even if they all knew what it would be.

The audience remained silent as they looked down upon the dais with solemn faces. Some appeared relieved, others disappointed—a clear line between those who were willing to come to Medora’s aid and those who were not.

Finally, Saefii stood. And when she spoke, her words, while unwanted, weren’t unexpected.

“You have displayed great strength and courage over the course of this week, as well as shared secrets, shown wisdom and endured judgement,” the empress declared. “But unfortunately, that was not enough. You needed to pass all six Gates in order for my people to join yours in the battle for your world. And today, you were unsuccessful in completing your final test.”


Her voice echoed around the stadium as she continued, “I’m sorry, mortals, but this means you have failed Tu’eh Saeron ess Telari. And as such, Tia Auras will not be venturing with you back to Medora.”

If not for both Kaiden and Bear’s strong grips keeping her from falling, Alex would have collapsed from the devastation of Saefii’s announcement.

“Please do not believe we are unsympathetic to your plight,” the empress went on. “Despite our lack of allegiance, we truly do wish your people well.”

Alex didn’t want to hear well wishes. Flowery words weren’t going to help with anything.

“To show our respect for what you have achieved, a feast will be held in your honour tonight, after which, you may return to your world.”

Alex’s fingers tightened around the hands she held. They wanted to hold a feast?

Sensing that she was about to lose it, Kaiden called out, “If you don’t mind, Empress, we’ve been away from home long enough. We’re anxious to return as soon as possible.”

His tone was polite, but the intent behind it was clear: There’s nothing here for us any longer. Let us go lick our wounds in peace.

“Be that as it may, we wish to send you off properly,” Saefii said, a clear indication that their dinner attendance was not a request. “It has been a long time since mortals have stepped into our world, just as it will likely be so again.”

“We’re not some novelty for your enjoyment,” Jordan called, his voice shaking with anger—and with the crushing feeling of defeat that was hollowing out Alex’s insides.

“Novelty or not, you cannot travel the eiden paths from our world to yours through Soraya de lah Torra without a gatekeeper,” Saefii responded. “Therefore, once our evening has ended, a doorway shall be opened for you. In the meantime, the

remainder of the day shall afford you a final chance to enjoy the splendour of our fair city. I suggest you don’t waste your time, mortals, as you will likely never return.”

The cutting edge to her words along with the implication regarding their fate was enough to cause something inside Alex to snap. She released Kaiden and Bear and moved a furious step forward, but before she could so much as open her mouth, a blinding flash surrounded them. Instantly, she and her friends were back in their common room.

Disoriented for only a second, Alex cast her gaze down and noticed that she still wore the golden cuffs, Tayros never having retrieved them once the Gate was finished.

In a fit of despair and frustration, Alex violently yanked them from her wrists and launched them across the room. She ran her hands through her hair, tugging painfully at the roots. She wanted to scream. She wanted to cry. She didn’t know if she was more furious or devastated; if she was more upset with herself or with the consequences of the choice she’d made.

Unable to meet her friends’ eyes, she choked out, “I’m sorry.” Her breath hitched but she got a handle on it enough to continue. “I’m so, so sorry. I didn’t—I just couldn’t—”

A snort interrupted her, the sound so out of place amongst her ravaged emotions that it prompted her to look up in surprise.

“If you think any of us are angry that you chose not to kill anyone today, you’re crazier than your usual crazy,” Jordan said, his tone dry.

“But I—”

“—did the right thing,” Kaiden cut in firmly, walking over to pull her into his arms. “You did exactly as you should have done.”

She collapsed into his embrace, leaning heavily against him.

“That Gate was a joke from the beginning,” Bear said, closing ranks along with the others. Alex drew away from

Kaiden enough to see that Bear’s face was pale—all of their faces were—but still, he continued, “You did the only thing you could. You made the same choice that hopefully any of us would have made if we’d been stuck in your position.” He speared a narrowed glance at Declan before saying, “Most of us, at least.”

Declan raised his hands. “Hey, I’m sorry, okay? I was only trying to help.”

“Help differently, next time,” Bear said sharply, with Kaiden nodding firmly in agreement. But then Bear sighed and pulled Declan into a rough hug, full of relief. That prompted more hugs around the group—though, D.C. did punch Declan in the stomach before she wrapped her arms around him, telling him to never do anything like that again. For Alex’s part, she just held his eyes and said, “What Dix said,” to which Declan grinned sheepishly and nodded his promise.

“That was an impossible task,” Jordan said once their relieved embraces abated. “There was no way to come out victorious.”

“‘The surest way to become a monster is to follow in their footsteps’,” D.C. quoted Alex. “If you’d passed the test today, you would have become the very monster that we’re trying to fight.” She drew Alex close and whispered into her ear, “We’ll find another way. We always do.”

Shuddering, Alex returned the hug, more grateful for her friends’ support and understanding than she could ever say.

Moving back to Kaiden’s side with his arm curling reassuringly around her, Alex looked at her friends and mustered the strength to say, “We all know this is a massive blow, but as Dix said, we’ll just have to find another way.”

“If that Gate was any indication as to the kind of rules the Tia Aurans play by, then I say we’re better off without them,” Bear said.


He had a valid point. But still, Alex’s heart hurt with disappointment for all the time they’d wasted in Vardaesia, for all they’d suffered through—all for nothing.

“Let’s just get this stupid feast over with so we can finally go home,” Jordan said, holding D.C. close. “We’ll figure out the rest from there. But whatever we do, we’ll do it together.”

With nods all around, they descended into silence, at least until Jordan spoke again, a mischievous gleam in his eyes.

“Who wants to go cause some mayhem in the city while we still can?”

“Saefii did give us permission to do whatever we wanted until the feast,” Bear said contemplatively.

Declan crossed his arms, a smile playing at his lips. “I might have an idea or two for how we can leave our mortal mark on this world.”

Alex wondered if perhaps no race, immortal or otherwise, deserved the vengeful attention of Jordan, Bear and Declan combined. But at the same time, she wasn’t about to stop them from having one last hurrah out in the city. Even if she had other plans herself.

“You guys go ahead,” she said. “There’s someone I need to say goodbye to.”

“Xira’s not coming back with us?” D.C. asked, her face falling as she realised how upsetting that would be for Alex.

Truthfully, Alex didn’t know the answer. And while seeing Xira was certainly at the top of her checklist for the rest of the day, it wasn’t him who she had been referring to.

Still, she answered, if vaguely, “That’s something I still need to find out.”

Shifting Alex until they were facing each other, Kaiden carefully read her expression, aware that she was being deliberately reticent. With his freakish ability to know her better than she sometimes knew herself, whatever he saw caused his

eyes to widen before they softened with understanding. “Want some company?”

She smiled lightly with appreciation but said, “I think it’s best if I do this alone.”

He nodded slowly, then leaned in to touch his lips gently to hers, whispering there low enough that only she could hear, “Tell him ‘thanks’, and ‘sorry’. He’ll know what that means.”

Intrigued, Alex looked at Kaiden in question. But when he only smiled secretively at her, she rolled her eyes and leaned up for another kiss, before she moved from his arms and told the group that she’d be back in time for the feast.

Then, at her mental summons, a Library doorway appeared, and she stepped through it—straight back to the stadium and to the one final Gate that she needed to visit before returning home.








Twenty-Six

Standing on the dais, Alex was alone in the stadium, the silence eerie yet fitting.

Looking between the three fiery arches still resting in the clouded gap, she knew which one was the Gate of Love, but as for the other two, there was no way to tell them apart.

Since cheating didn’t matter anymore, Alex hoped the sentient Library might be willing to cross a few lines on her behalf; hoped it was even capable of doing so.

“Any chance of a little clarity here?” she asked softly, barely breathing as she waited to see if her request would be answered.

Of the two Gates, one she wanted, and the other she wanted to avoid. But if she had to, she would travel through hell— perhaps literally, depending on her choice of Gate—to get to the one she wanted.

If at all possible, however, avoiding the Gate of Chaos was a priority.

Fortunately, the Library came through for her, and fiery words flared into being, this time along the top of the Gates.

Cora Tenn—that was the one Alex was after.

The Gate of Lost Souls.

Not allowing her doubts to manifest and keep her frozen on the dais, Alex offered a quick word of thanks to the Library and took a running jump through the arch, tumbling out the other side only to land atop the Golden Cliffs overlooking Meya.


“Hardly surprising,” Alex mumbled at the view, her pulse kicking up speed. But then it stuttered to a halt when she heard a familiar voice from behind her.

“I thought you’d never get here.”

Whirling around, tears immediately flooded her vision at the sight of Niyx standing there, as healthy and perfect as she’d ever seen him.

His dark hair was glossy, his brilliant amethyst eyes were bright with vitality, and the sharp lines of his tanned face softened as he looked at her and quietly, oh so quietly, said, “Hey, kitten.”

A sob tore from her mouth at the nickname she never thought she’d hear from his lips again. She couldn’t stop her reaction to it, couldn’t keep from bounding forward and flying at him with immortal speed. At the very last moment she had a fraction of a second to wonder whether or not he was really there, whether she was going to soar straight through him… But before she could slow her speed, she was already throwing herself into his arms—arms that caught her and held her tight.

Feeling his warm, strong, whole body embracing her, Alex could do nothing but shove her face into his chest as she burst into tears.

“Shhh,” he said, rubbing a soothing hand up and down her back. “It’s okay.”

“It-It-It’s not o-o-kay,” Alex sobbed into the black material of his shirt. “You-You’re de-dead.”

A pause met her statement, until—

“Your bedside manner needs work, kitten. Talk about kicking a man when he’s down.”

As unfathomable as it was, a painful, startled laugh broke through her hysterical tears, the reaction enough to help her regain some composure.


As her sobs downgraded to hiccups and her body stopped buckling with grief, she managed to pull back and look at him, marvelling that he was really standing before her. She had hoped—she had so, so hoped—that the Gate would lead her to him, but now that she was here, she didn’t know what to do or say next.

Fortunately, he’d never had any problems communicating his thoughts.

Peering at her face, Niyx wrinkled his nose and stated, “You are one disgusting mess right now.”

Another laugh left her, this one not feeling quite so painful, and she smacked his shoulder with her hand, amazed anew to find him tangibly solid at her touch.

Wiping her face, Alex admitted, “I’ve cried more in the last week than I have in my entire life.”

“I know,” Niyx said with a white flash of teeth. “It’s been like watching one of those Freyan soap operas you once told me about. Pure drama.”

Alex was amazed that he remembered such a tiny detail when she couldn’t recall the conversation herself, but there was something more incredible about what he’d said.

“You’ve been watching me?”

He pulled a face. “Way to make it sound creepy.”

“But—But how?” she asked, shocked. “Are you… are you… real?”

Niyx shrugged. “What is real, really, if not but a matter of perception?”

Squinting at him, Alex said, “You never used to be this philosophical.”

“Maybe I’m not now. Maybe it’s you who is.”

Sadness filled her along with understanding. “So you’re just in my head, then.”

It wasn’t phrased as a question, yet Niyx still responded.


Using a finger to tilt her chin up, his eyes caught hers as he quietly said, “What was the last thing I told you?”

Alex didn’t need to think about the answer; she heard the words echo throughout her mind every day—his avid declaration that he’d always be with her.

Hardly daring to believe it, she whispered, “So you are real? You’re really here?”

Niyx didn’t respond, neither confirming nor denying what she would likely never receive an answer for. Instead, he returned to their previous conversation by saying, “I’ve never felt sorrier for anyone than I have for Kaiden this past week. Stars, what that poor guy has had to put up with…” His face was comically offensive as he finished, “All I can say is, he’s got to be touched in the head. Certifiably.”

Alex narrowed her eyes and smacked his shoulder again, this time much harder. He rocked backwards, but he did so while grinning.

“He says ‘thanks’, by the way,” Alex said, remembering Kaiden’s words. “And ‘sorry’.”

When Niyx’s grin turned into a hearty laugh, Alex’s intrigue grew and she waited to hear an explanation.

“You have my letter on you?” he asked, and since he was apparently clued in to everything about her—whether because he actually was somehow stalking her from beyond the grave or because he was just a figment of her own imagination—he already knew the answer.

Pulling it from her waistband, her fingers wobbled slightly as she held it in her grip.

“This meant the world to me,” she said quietly. “Without it, I—I would have been—”

“I figured you’d be lost without me,” Niyx said, sounding almost smug about it. “What can I say? With me gone, the world no longer knows what perfection is.”


“And there’s that modesty,” Alex couldn’t help saying, but secretly she loved the nostalgia of the moment. She soaked up every detail of it, knowing their time would soon come to an end, that the scene would dissolve once the Gate decided it was done. She had to make the most of every second.

“Modesty is like humility,” he said with a dismissive gesture. “If you have it, you don’t need it, because you’re too good for it to begin with.”

Alex wryly said, “Goodness, you’re even more arrogant now than you were while still alive.”

“There’s no time for shame among the dead, Aeylia,” he said with a wink. “Now hand over the letter.”

She did so, resisting the urge to tell him to be careful with it.

“Here it is,” he said after skimming his own words. “See this?”

She looked to where he was pointing and cast her eyes over the handwriting she’d read too many times to count.

… And trust Kaiden - he seems a good sort, and he has an impressive right hook. Trust him to look after you now that I can’t.

“What about it?” she asked.

“The ‘sorry’ was because he took a swing at me,” Niyx said, humour in his tone. “Him. A human. Throwing a punch at me. A Meyarin.” He touched his jaw as if recalling the blow. “And he actually made good work of it.”

Shocked, but understanding why that would amuse Niyx, she asked, “What did you do to make him hit you?”

With fake affront, he said, “What makes you think I did anything?”

Alex sent him a look.


“Okay, fine, I may have deserved it,” he admitted. “But why that was, you don’t need to know.”

Alex opened her mouth to argue, but he continued over her, “I’ll give you one option here, Aeylia—I can tell you about the ‘sorry’ or I can tell you about the ‘thanks’. But I’m pretty sure you’re going to want to know about the ‘thanks’.”

With that dangling like a chocolate bar in front of her, Alex gave a terse nod of agreement.

“I may have… encouraged him in his pursuit of you,” Niyx said, his smile concerning enough for Alex to fear what such encouragement had entailed. But then his expression softened as he shared, “And I may have told him that no matter how hard you made him work for it, it’d be worth it in the end.”

Alex had to blink quickly against a renewed blurring of tears—tears that only thickened with Niyx’s next words.

“Obviously, he took my advice to heart, since he’s now offering his gratitude.” His smile returned as he added, “But you should know, I also told him I’d kick his ass if he ever hurt you.” He cocked his head thoughtfully and looked around their scenic view. “That’s going to be more difficult now, but I’ve never been one to shy away from a challenge.”

A single tear managed to fall down her cheek.

“That said,”—he reached out and wiped the tear away— “I’m pretty sure you won’t have anything to worry about.”

If Niyx kept it up, Alex feared he would succeed in killing her from his words alone.

With him watching as she visibly wrestled her emotions, his mouth curled upwards as he shook his head and said, “Gotta say, though. That stunt you pulled with him last night?” He raised his eyebrows. “Ballsy, Aeylia. I don’t know whether to rail at you both or offer a standing ovation.”


In a croaky voice, Alex replied, “How about you just give me a hug and tell me that you’re okay?”

Everything about him gentled at her request and he didn’t hesitate to open his arms.

As she moved into them again, he whispered into her ear, “I’m free now, kitten. That means I’m better than okay.”

“Do you promise?” she whispered back.

He pulled away only to press a kiss to her hairline. “I promise. And now there’s something I need you to promise me.”

She met his gaze. “Anything.”

“Screw the prophecy,” he told her, straight up. “Forget what it said—both versions of it. You go and make your own destiny.”

She swallowed, but he wasn’t done.

“No matter what happens next, don’t give up. And stop doubting yourself while you’re at it. Even without an immortal army backing you, even without being able to share your gift with others, you already have everything you need to defeat Aven, and it’s all right here.”

He pointed a finger to her chest, straight over her heart.

“Trust your friends, trust your training, but most of all, trust yourself,” he continued. “Because when it comes down to you against him, the victor won’t be the one with the swiftest blade, but the strongest will.” He held her gaze. “That means you’ve already won. You just have to believe it.”

Lips trembling, Alex looked into his eyes and, knowing he was expecting a response, nodded slowly.

“Good,” he said. “Then I think we’re done here.”

Alex felt panic rising within her, but at the same time, peace settled into her soul. Quietly, she said, “This is goodbye for us, isn’t it?”

With a quick flash of a grin, Niyx replied, “It’s certainly better than the last one we shared. Much less messy.”


A strangled sound of mirth caught in her throat. “Stop making me laugh when all I want to do is cry.”

“We’ve already established that you’ve cried enough this week.” He drew her close one final time and whispered into her ear, “No more tears, kitten. Not for me.”

Nodding into his shoulder, she held on for a long time before releasing him, finally, finally ready to let him go.

“I’ll never forget you, Niyx,” she whispered as the scene around them began to dissolve.

With a sad, soft smile, he whispered back with clear meaning, “As long as there are stars in the sky.”

And then, just like that, he was gone.

So was she, but she didn’t find herself back in the stadium.

Instead, she was standing on a cluster of white clouds, with swirling mist and smoky haze surrounding her, making her visibility next to nothing.

As she squinted into the mist, she soon made out the shape of a person moving slowly towards her.

Alex recognised Skyla instantly, her hands beginning to shake as the willowy girl approached.

As if aware that she had little time, all Skyla did was smile wistfully at Alex, before offering only three words.

“Make him pay.”

Alex didn’t have a chance to utter her agreement before Skyla vanished into the mist once more, only to be replaced by another familiar figure.

“Tell my son I love him,” William whispered, his hands coming to rest on Alex’s now shuddering shoulders. “That I’m so proud of who he is becoming. Tell him for me.”

Alex nodded through a hiccupping breath.

“And I’m proud of you, too, Alex,” William continued. “You’ve faced more than anyone ever expected of you. I’m honoured that my son has been by your side through it all,

that he has stood with you and fought for you. I know he struggled with the decision to follow you here, unsure if he should leave so soon after my death, but he made the right call. Make sure he knows that too, okay? Make sure he knows that he is brave, he is loyal, he is strong, and that, no matter what, he needs to keep fighting. Because he is needed, more than he’ll ever know.”

“I promise,” Alex whispered through her impossibly tight throat.

And when William smiled and squeezed her shoulders before dissolving like the mist around them, she had to swipe tears from her face all over again.

But yet again, a figure appeared, a woman who Alex didn’t recognise. Not until she spoke.

“Hello, child.”

Alex’s eyes widened at the beautiful young Tia Auran, radiant with light and life.

“Lady Mystique?”

The ancient immortal chuckled warmly. “I always did like that name. Just as I never truly figured out if you first gave it to me in the past or in the future, since you heard it from me in the future, but I heard it from you in the past.”

Alex didn’t even try to get her head around that. “You look—You look—”

“More like my sister now, I dare say.”

It was true—the resemblance between Aes Daega and Aes Orsa was undeniable now that Lady Mystique was no longer wrinkled and weathered by her years in Medora.

“Your time here is nearly up, child, so listen and listen well,” Lady Mystique said, resting her hand against Alex’s cheek. “When all seems lost, Kelarna de la Soraya.”

The translation came to Alex instantly and she whispered, in question, “Remember the light?”


Lady Mystique shook her head and then repeated, more firmly, “No, Alexandra. Kelarna de la Soraya.”

But despite the repetition with the emphasis on the final word, the translation didn’t change.

“I don’t—I don’t understand.”

Patting her cheek once before stepping back again, Lady Mystique just looked into her eyes and said, “When the time comes, you will.”

And then she, too, was gone.

Frustrated, Alex called out, “You’ve said that to me before— and it’s no less annoying this time!”

But other than perhaps what she imagined was a chuckle in the swirling mist, there was no answer.

Alone and surrounded by nothing but clouds and haze, Alex wasn’t sure why the Gate didn’t spit her out and send her back to the stadium. Not until one final figure appeared.

“Well met, Alexandra Jennings.” He paused pointedly. “Or should I continue calling you Aeylia?”

Alex’s body was taut as she locked eyes with King Astophe.

“Your Majesty,” she stammered, dropping into a curtsey.

He laughed lightly. “Come now, Alex. I think we’re past the formalities. And besides,”—he gestured to the clouds around them—“I’m hardly sovereign here.”

Alex conceded his point.

“I missed you once you were gone,” he said quietly. “I’ve never had a better Stix partner before or after.”

Alex snorted, certain he was lying.

“It’s true,” he said, his amber eyes lit with kindness. “No one lost as well as you did.”

For any normal game, his statement would have been offensive. But since the point of Stix was to lose—the winner being the person with the most pieces wiped from the board at

the end of the match—the Meyarin king was offering her quite the compliment.

“I had a good teacher,” Alex told him shyly.

He laughed again. “That, I won’t contest.”

Silence fell between them until Alex couldn’t stand it any longer and whispered, “I never meant to hurt your family.”

“You never did hurt my family,” Astophe responded, his tone filled with reassurance. “My son made his own choices. His burden is not yours to bear.”

Alex closed her eyes at his firm, unyielding statement and felt something ease inside her. For the first time, she actually believed the words he spoke—not just on a surface level, as she’d come to accept, but deep within her.

“We don’t have much time,” Astophe said quietly, prompting her to look at him again. “There’s something I need to tell you before you leave this place.”

Alex focused on him, curious what he could have to share.

“My son has done terrible things in the name of his cause,” Astophe said, “there is no denying that. Just as there is no denying the power he now wields. But despite what you might think, he has a weakness. Just the one.”

Her body still, Alex prayed she wouldn’t be swept away before Astophe could finish. But when he went on to explain and then tell her what she would have to do, Alex found herself wishing the Gates had carried her away sooner.

“You want me to kidnap Niida?” Alex hissed. “Are you mental?”

“My wife is the only being in all the worlds whom my son still holds any affection towards. She has grieved him since his banishment, so I know the feeling is mutual. Niida is the leverage you need.”


“You are mental,” Alex said, shaking her head. “I can’t just waltz into Meya right now—every single immortal there is Claimed by Aven. The second I’m spotted, he’ll know.”

“So don’t let anyone see you.”

Alex made a sound of disbelief. “And then what? Let’s say I manage to sneak into your palace—we both know Niida’s not going to come willingly. She hates me.”

“And yet, she loved Aeylia.”

Alex flinched at that, knowing it was true.

“Be that as it may,” she said, somewhat hoarsely, “I doubt she’ll be willing to reconcile my past and present selves. Especially since, like everyone else, she’ll be Claimed. Which means, again, as soon as I even try to abduct her, Aven will know, and he’ll send in everyone he can to stop me.”

It was Astophe’s turn to shake his head. “I don’t believe so. As the sole person left in his life with any kind of love towards him, Aven will want to keep his mother’s feelings as authentic as possible, not manipulated as a result of a blood bond.”

Alex raised her eyebrows. “You’re saying Niida isn’t Claimed?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying.” His eyes held hers as his face turned grave. “It’s also why I need you to be open to what I’m about to say next.”

Already certain she wasn’t going to like whatever that was, Alex gave a wary nod of agreement.

Once he was done, silence descended upon them, the mist swirling ethereally around the clouded space. It was almost peaceful, until—

“Are you insane?”

Astophe was undaunted by Alex’s incredulous screech.

“Think about it,” the king said. “It’ll mean you can draw Aven out and confront him at a time and place of your choosing.”


“This is your wife we’re talking about, the Queen of Meya,” Alex cried. “How can you even suggest something like this?”

“Because this is war, Alex, and sacrifices must be made in order to save lives,” Astophe said, his voice telling of many other difficult decisions he’d had to make over the years. “My wife knows that more than most, and if she were in her right mind and not clouded by millennia of grief, she would be the first to volunteer for what I proposed.”

Alex thought back to the strong, kind-hearted Queen Niida of the past and knew that Astophe was right. But still, she struggled to abide his suggestion.

Seeing that, his tone softened and he repeated, “Just think about it.”

The thing was, she knew that most of what he’d said was valid. His logic was sound, even if she wished it weren’t so. If Niida was Aven’s one weakness, then Alex needed to capitalise on that. Abducting her was a good idea—presuming it could be done. But the rest…

“I’ll think about it,” Alex agreed slowly. “Regardless of what I decide, thank you.” When he looked at her in question, she explained, “Despite who or what he has become, Aven is still your son. None of this can be easy for you.”

Pain flashed in the king’s eyes, enough for Alex to know she was right.

“Protect my people, Alex,” he told her, his voice rough with emotion. “Succeed where I failed.”

Before Alex could disagree with his statement, before she could tell him what a wonderful leader he had been to his people, what a wonderful husband and father to his wife and children, he disappeared into the mist.

And so did she.








Twenty-Seven

Hours later, Alex lay on the grass next to Xira, staring up at the gradually setting suns overhead.

After the Gate of Lost Souls released her, she had called for her draekon, and together they’d soared the skies all afternoon while she’d filled him in on everything that had happened.

Eventually Xira had delivered them to Lendasa Marna and settled them on the fairy-light island, which, in daytime, was just a normal—if still pretty—patch of forest-, lake- and mountain-covered land. Without the bioluminescent glitter surrounding them, neither Xira nor Alex had become painted with colour; something that was almost disappointing, since the idea of showing up to the feast covered in a rainbowed plague might have taken some of the sting out of the Tia Aurans’ refusal to help. If nothing else, it would have at least been enjoyable to see their reactions.

Now that the time was drawing nearer for her return to Medora, Alex struggled to find a way to broach the topic she so desperately wanted to talk to Xira about.

“It’s almost amusing, watching you squirm,” Xira said after she’d been silent for a full five minutes.

“You know what’s not amusing?” Alex returned. “You being able to read my mind when I don’t want you to.”

He made a scoffing sound. “We really have to work on your lying skills.”


Alex’s lips twitched. “I’m pretty sure that’s not a character trait I want to adopt.”

“Perhaps not,” Xira acknowledged. “But you’re truly hopeless when it comes to deceit.”

“Again,” Alex said slowly, “I don’t think that’s a bad thing.”

“You’re also hopeless at hiding when you’re anxious about something, so spit it out.”

She bit her lip, but even with his invitation, she didn’t know how to ask. Mostly because she was afraid of the answer.

When she remained silent, Xira uttered a loud—if entertained—sigh and said, “You’re ridiculous, you know that?”

Narrowing her eyes, Alex said, “Excuse me?”

He didn’t respond to her question. Instead, he recited the words of their bonding, “‘Heart I give you, soul to share, strength and mind, both here and there. Forever and always, vaeliana.’” He dropped his nose until they were as close as his size would allow and said, “Of course I’m coming back to Medora with you, Alex. That you even feared I might not is absurd.”

Alex’s nose began to sting but she fought back the prickle of tears. “You have a life here, though,” she whispered. “You’re literally the Lord of the Sky Kingdom, the ruler of your race.”

“And I will be back in Medora, too, for those who make the journey with me.”

Jolting, Alex said, “Others are coming?”

Holding her gaze, he said, “Draekora was home for many of us, and for a very long time. Despite the tragedy that occurred there, I’m not the only one with a reason or a desire to return. And besides,” he added, “once your Meyarins are free again, they will benefit from our reinstating Mahna ess L’randae. They surely have to be down to their final reserves of Z’ao by now, if not having depleted them entirely.”

Mahna ess L’randae, Alex recalled, was the twice-yearly Giving of Life ceremony where the draekons wept tears for the

Meyarins. Those tears—the Z’ao—were a foundational source of power for Meya, not just because they could be refined into Myrox and then ground into dust that created the colourful myraes fire, but also because they powered the wards around the city—wards that kept certain places free from Valispath access, and wards that had kept the waterfalled valley itself hidden from the rest of Medora ever since Aven’s banishment, keeping him away as well.

At least until Alex had let him back in.

“They are,” she confirmed, remembering Kyia telling her that there was very little myraes left in modern-day Meya. That, plus Aven had used Lady Mystique to pull Xira into the future just so he could have access to a draekon—and its tears—and have the upper hand in the coming battle.

Thankfully, that plan had been thwarted. Even if Aven had still, technically, come out on top in the aftermath.

“I can’t believe you’re coming back with me,” Alex whispered, humbled that he’d make such a drastic life change just for her. Especially after what happened to his mother back in Draekora.

“I can’t believe you thought I wouldn’t,” he returned. But then he said, “I won’t be leaving exactly when you do tonight—I still have some loose ends to tie up here, the same ones that kept me from travelling straight to your side when I felt our bond snap back into place upon your return from the past. But it shouldn’t take much longer before I can make the journey through the abrassa along with those of my kin who wish to call Medora home.”

“Take your time,” Alex told him earnestly. “And I mean that—I don’t want you anywhere near Aven as long as he has Vae’varka in his possession.” She looked down and added, “He’ll remember everything now, so he’ll know how much you mean to me. You need to stay far away from him until all this is over.”


She just hoped that she would still be around when that time came. Because if Aven succeeded in killing her, Xira would be a casualty, as well.

Quietly, she said, “Now that we’re back in the same time stream, even if all this works out in the end, eventually there will come a day when—”

“I know, Alex,” he interrupted, just as quietly. “But I have lived a long life, and when your mortal years are done, I’ll be ready to take my final journey beyond the stars.”

Alex marvelled at his ability to make death sound so poetic.

“Speaking of stars,” she said, not quite up to continuing their increasingly morbid conversation, “they’re starting to come out. Which means…”

“You need to get back to the palace,” Xira finished for her. “And you need to go home.”

She nodded and slowly stood to her feet.

Moving closer to him, she rested her hands on his muzzle and whispered, “I miss you already.”

“We’ll be together again soon,” he told her softly. “Forever and always.”

Pressing a kiss to his smooth, black scales, she repeated mentally, Forever and always, Xira. Both here and there.

And with those words, she stepped back and summoned a doorway, meeting his brilliant cerulean eyes one final time before leaving the Sky Kingdom and its ruler behind.
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While Alex knew she needed to bathe and dress for the feast, when she stepped through the doorway directly to her room, she didn’t stay for long, having something else she needed to do first.


Hurrying into the common room, she took in how quiet it was and made the presumption that her friends must be sequestered in their rooms, undergoing their preparations for the evening. Or that was her hope as she approached the door on the far wall and rapped her knuckles against it, opening it after a call came for her to enter.

“Alex?” Bear asked as she stepped into his room. “You okay?”

She glanced around the space, finding it almost identical to her private suite, and empty save for her friend who was straightening his outfit, a cleaned version of what he’d been wearing for their daily challenges.

“That’s what I came here to ask you,” she said, moving to his bed and patting the blanket beside her. She offered a self-deprecating grin and added, “I’ve been meaning to talk with you all week. ‘Better late than never’ seems a bit pathetic right now.”

Bear chuckled softly as he sat with her. “Yeah, it’s appalling that it’s taken you this long to come for a D-and-M, given how much free time you’ve had.”

She smiled at his sarcasm, her mouth stretching wider when he elbowed her gently in the ribs to bring his point home. But then she sobered.

“I have something to tell you, and I’m not sure how you’re going to take it.”

Bear’s expression turned wary.

Alex went on, “It’s just… You seem to be doing well. Better. At least on the outside.”

His eyes shadowed and he looked away. “It’s not easy. But I’m trying, for Dad’s sake. And I haven’t been without help.”

“Declan?”

Bear nodded. “He’s been—he understands. What it’s like, I mean. Having lost his own dad only a few years ago.” His

throat bobbed. “He’s really been there for me through all this. But it hasn’t just been him. Jordan and Dix, Kaiden and you. Everyone.”

Alex shook her head. “I haven’t done anything.”

“You’ve done everything, Alex,” Bear corrected her firmly. “You and the others, you’re the reason I have the strength to keep fighting.”

‘… no matter what, he needs to keep fighting.’

Alex swallowed as William’s words came to her. Then swallowed again as she considered how to share their exchange from within the Gate of Lost Souls.

Reaching for Bear’s hand and holding on tight, she took a deep breath and repeated, this time in a whisper, “I have something to tell you.” And then she kept whispering, explaining how she had ventured into the Gate in the hope of seeing Niyx, only to end up seeing William as well. How she carried the words he wished his son to hear, his final offering passed on through Alex.

“He’s so proud of you, Bear, and he loves you very, very much,” Alex choked out to finish.

Bear’s eyes were lined with tears but they didn’t fall. Instead, he pulled Alex into his arms and rasped out, “Thank you for telling me. That—That helps so much. Knowing that wherever he is, he’s okay.”

‘I’m free now, kitten. That means I’m better than okay.’

Though they were Niyx’s words, Alex knew they also applied to William, which is why she said, “He’s better than okay, Bear. I promise.”

Bear’s arms only tightened around her, but a knock at his door had them pulling apart, just as Jordan and D.C. entered the room. Like Bear, both were already dressed for the night in fresh versions of what they’d been wearing all week for the Gate tasks.


Their expressions froze as they saw Alex with Bear, and they looked as if they were about to retreat again, but Bear waved them in, telling them in a husky voice to join them.

“Is, uh, everything okay?” D.C. asked, taking a seat on the edge of the bed, Jordan doing the same beside her.

Bear exchanged a tender, hopeful look with Alex and repeated her words, “Better than okay.”

Her throat closed, but she pushed through it and returned his look, as well as his soft smile.

“Did we interrupt?” Jordan asked. “We can come back if—”

“No, no, it’s fine,” Bear assured him. “We were just… having a moment of closure.” He kept his eyes on Jordan as he quietly promised, “I’ll tell you about it later, mate.”

And Alex knew he would. Because while Jordan was handling William’s death better than expected, he, too, would feel better knowing Bear’s dad was at peace.

“I’ll hold you to that,” Jordan said, clearly curious. “It’ll give me something to look forward to while I resist the urge to stab these immortal fools with my butter knife tonight.”

“Just your butter knife?” D.C. asked. “I was thinking of something with more of a sharper edge. Serrated, even.”

“I was hoping Alex might lose it and unleash A’enara on them all,” Bear cut in, to which Alex just grinned and shook her head, even though it wasn’t hard for her to imagine that happening. “Maybe even burn a few things with those magical flames, leave some lasting damage.”

Jordan snorted. “What we did in the city wasn’t enough for you?”

Alex’s humour fled as she turned sharp eyes on them both. “What did you do?”

Bear’s eyes were bright, the sight easing something deep inside her, as he said, “Let’s just say there’s some graffiti that they might have a little trouble removing.”


“Vardaesia won’t be forgetting us any time soon,” Jordan added smugly.

“Serves them all right,” D.C. said, crossing her arms. “For everything they’ve put us through this week. For wasting our time like they have.”

Turning serious, Alex said, “How do you guys really feel about going home tonight? Without the Tia Aurans, I mean?”

“It’s like Bear said earlier today—if they made us work so hard only to deny us their help in the end, then we’re better off without them,” Jordan answered. “And given everything, we’d never know if they were just going to up and leave us in the middle of a battle, anyway. If you can’t trust your allies, who can you trust?”

“It’s still a blow,” D.C. acknowledged. “But we’re resourceful. We’ll figure something else out.”

“Together,” Bear said. “Always together.”

Alex smiled at them all, feeling lighter than should have been possible considering everything they were soon to face. And when she left them to go and prepare for dinner, she did so knowing they were right—they would find another way. Together.

With that knowledge, as she walked towards her private suite, there was a soft smile on her face, one that slowly faded when she saw that the common room was no longer vacant.

Her footsteps were heavy as she approached Declan, who stood from the couch as she neared, his face guarded as if preparing for a blow.

But Alex didn’t hit him. Instead, she wrapped her arms around him, pulling him close.

He froze, but then slowly returned her embrace.

“You’re not expendable, Declan Stirling. Not now, not ever. You hear me?” she said into his ear.

When he nodded, she pulled back again.


And that was when she hit him, slapping her hand to his shoulder—hard.

“Good. So don’t ever pull another stunt like you did today,” she ordered with a glare. She pointed to the room where she’d just left her friends and said, “They need you,”—she pointed towards Kaiden’s closed door—“he needs you,”—she pointed to herself—“and I need you. So noble sacrifice or not, never again. Is that understood?”

He raised his hands. “Don’t worry. Kaid has already ripped me a new one. Consider the message delivered, loud and clear.”

Alex eyed him carefully to gauge his truth, then repeated, “Never again, Declan.”

His face softened. “Never again, Alex.”

And with that, she drew him in for another hug, before finally letting him go and venturing into her room to ready herself for their final meal in Vardaesia.

[image: images]

The feast was just as trying as Alex knew it would be. Worse, perhaps, because she and her friends were put on display like dancing monkeys, with what felt like the entire population of Vardaesia wanting to engage them in conversation. Since they’d had a whole week to do so, Alex couldn’t fathom why they’d chosen to wait until the final night, when she was desperate to leave. As Kaiden had said earlier, they’d been away from home for long enough. Not to mention, they were returning empty-handed, and without anyone having been told they were venturing to Tia Auras in the first place. There were some long conversations still to be had tonight, after an even longer week of trials. The last thing she wanted or needed was to be stuck at an otherworldly dinner party that seemed to have no end in sight.


As the hours continued to pass, it took everything within Alex not to lash out at the revellers and demand that they hurry up and finish celebrating so she and her friends could finally depart. While Bear had joked earlier about her drawing A’enara, she was a fraction away from doing just that. And she wasn’t alone, for she saw Jordan’s hand fisted tightly around his butter knife, and D.C. speared everyone who approached with a hellfire look that Alex hadn’t seen since her early days at the academy.

“Easy,” Kaiden said into her ear for the millionth time that evening, yet again sensing her restlessness. “It’s getting late— they have to be done with us soon.”

She gritted her teeth but somehow managed to paste a polite smile on her face when yet another immortal came up to their table and offered congratulations on a “truly exciting” week. Earlier that evening, Alex’s friends had decided it was best they speak on her behalf after she’d snapped at one of the first Tia Aurans who had treated them like celebrities, so she happily allowed Declan to divert the newest immortal’s attention and sweep him up in conversation.

“I swear, if we’re not out of here in another hour, I’m going to call Xira to come and rain fiery hell on this place,” Alex grumbled to Kaiden, not even caring if the nearby immortal ears were able to hear her.

Seated along rectangular tables that had been set up in the throne room of the Vardaesian palace in the style of a banqueting hall, there had to be hundreds of immortals in attendance for the feast. At the very top of the room sat Saefii, Calivere and Tayros, relaxed and visibly enjoying the festivities. Then again, it wasn’t their world that was threatened by darkness. There was no reason why they shouldn’t be having a grand old time.

Attempting to shake aside her bitterness, Alex cast her gaze across the room and over the rest of the assembled Tia Aurans

who were eating and drinking the mountains of unidentifiable but delicious items laid out along the tables. Her gaze snagged on one particular group of immortals who were given a wide berth by the others, showing that they were either really important—or really not. And since Alex recognised them, she knew they fit into the latter category. But she would have gladly chosen to sit with any of them over the crowd of pretentious, fawning Tia Aurans.

“Look,” Alex said to Kaiden, pointing surreptitiously towards the group and resolutely ignoring the desire to wince at the sensation that swept through her as she did so. “It’s our helpers.”

They were all there—Sorin, Latania, Enka, Kantor, Anais and Zaylin. Raife and Aes Orsa were with them as well, speaking quietly to Zaylin, the three of them set slightly apart from the others in the group.

Sensing Alex’s gaze, Zaylin looked up and caught her eyes. Neither of them had seen each other since the final task that morning, when Alex had refused to kill the immortal woman. Looking over at her now, Alex wasn’t able to read the expression on her face. But she was able to interpret the slight upward jerk of her chin as a summons.

Knowing that anywhere was better than the heavily trafficked table she’d been seated at for hours, Alex turned to her friends and, for the benefit of the immortals listening, said, “I’m going to stretch my legs. Back soon.”

Kaiden quirked a brow, having watched the byplay between Alex and Zaylin, but said nothing other than, “I’ll save you some cake.”

Admittedly, the otherworldly equivalent of cake was truly food of the gods, so Alex readily accepted his offer, even if she hadn’t felt like eating much else during the feast. Angry at the Tia Aurans as she was, her feelings didn’t extend to snubbing

their desserts just for spite. Doing so would only be punishing herself.

With a quiet word of thanks and an even quieter apology for what only he would understand, she took off and made her way through the crowd, trying to remain as inconspicuous as possible even if it was mostly a lost cause. But since the desserts arrived just as she wandered off, the Tia Aurans’ attention was thankfully diverted, with only a few calling out greetings, praise and the occasional whispered taunts as she walked by.

She found it interesting that the race was so divided in what they felt for the humans, in what they felt about the battle Medora faced. But regardless of whether they were pro-mortal or anti-mortal, it hardly mattered. The line had been drawn, and Saefii had made it clear that her people would be remaining where they were. So the rare taunts meant nothing to Alex; indeed, they were easier to ignore than the unending adoration.

Weaving through the tables to finally reach the edge of the throne room and arrive at Zaylin’s side, Alex said with dry mockery, “You summoned, Your Highness?”

Raife responded before Zaylin could bite back in response to her sarcasm, his lips twitching with humour as he said, “I wish we’d had longer to get to know you, Alex. I think you would have fit right in with us.”

It was impossible for Alex not to appreciate the compliment for what it was. Regardless, she said, “No offence, but I’m more than ready to get out of here.”

“You did look to be crawling in your skin over there,” Aes Orsa observed.

Looking at her now after having seen the youthful representation of her sister only hours ago, it was remarkable to again note their resemblance. Alex wondered how close they had been before Lady Mystique was sent to Medora. She

wondered if her loss was felt, or if whatever she’d done that had led to her being exiled with the Meyarins meant her sister was pleased to be rid of her. But since that was hardly the kind of question she could ask, she knew she’d never know the answer. She also knew it was ultimately none of her business, even if her curiosity left her wishing to know more.

“Frankly, I’m surprised they haven’t asked us to do a song and dance routine yet,” Alex replied. “You’d think they hadn’t all been watching us for the entirety of the week, the way they’re treating us tonight.”

“You had it right this morning,” Raife said, “when you spoke of being entertainment. They’re just trying to get as much out of you as they can before you go.”

He, at least, had the grace to look ashamed. But there was no reason for it, since he had never treated her like the majority of the other immortals. None of those she now stood with had. One, in particular, had considered her the very opposite of entertainment, yet she’d remained oddly quiet for their conversation thus far.

“Everything okay, Zaylin?” Alex asked. “I presumed you called me over for a reason?”

Zaylin’s silver eyes travelled to Raife then to Aes Orsa, both of whom nodded in response to whatever silent communication had flowed between them. And then, with a flash of light, Alex was parroned away from the throne room, arriving in her bedroom—which was technically no longer hers—with just her helper in tow.

Crossing her arms over her chest, Alex said, “Not that I’m ungrateful, but I’m pretty sure I’m not supposed to leave the feast.”

“Raife and Orsie are covering for us,” Zaylin said, which explained the nods they’d given. “But we don’t have much time before Saefii will conclude the feast and send you home.”


“Finally,” Alex muttered, causing Zaylin’s lips to tilt slightly upwards. But then her face sobered.

“What you did today was foolish.”

“You’re welcome,” Alex said with a roll of her eyes.

“It was also brave,” Zaylin continued. “Braver than anything I would have expected from a mortal.”

Not entirely comfortable with her praise, Alex shrugged it off by saying, “I’m not a murderer, Zaylin. It was integrity, not bravery, that stayed my hand today, consequences be damned.”

A shadow passed over Zaylin’s face. In a voice so low that even Alex had trouble hearing her, she said, “You were never going to pass the final test.”

Just as quietly, Alex said, “I know.”

And she had known. The moment she’d seen Zaylin’s eyes flash that morning after her declaration that Saefii would have to honour their agreement if they triumphed, Alex had realised the truth.

The Tia Aurans had never intended to come to Medora’s aid. And what Zaylin said next only confirmed as much.

“Had you killed any of us today,” the immortal said, “they would have claimed your heart was too full of hatred to pass a test of love. The Gate itself was a trick.”

Softly, Alex recited, “For troubling are the Gates of old, well known for trickery.”

Zaylin’s full-body jolt showed that she recognised the words from the prophecy, just as Alex had known she would.

With renewed fervour, Zaylin leaned forward and said, “No matter what happened today, you have to keep fighting, Alex. You can’t give up—not now. Not after everything you’ve been through to get this far.”

Alex had no intention of giving up, and not just because she’d promised Niyx she wouldn’t.


“Thank you for everything, Zaylin,” Alex said, with meaning.

The Tia Auran slowly closed her eyes, recognising the goodbye for what it was.

“Before you go, I have something for you,” the immortal woman said, touching the Myrox necklace at her throat as if to remind herself of the gift Alex had given her.

“That’s really not necess—”

Before Alex could finish, there was a bright flash and a pearlescent bag arrived in Zaylin’s hands. Inside were three packages, each wrapped in gold and tied with shiny strands of twine.

Handing the bag over, Zaylin said, “Go on.”

Unable to curb her curiosity, Alex laid the packages on her bed, reaching for the first to untie the twine and peel back the gold. Her brow furrowed at what she found and she turned questioning eyes to Zaylin, but the immortal gestured for her to continue, so Alex opened the second and third packages. Once she was done, she stood back and looked down at the offering.

It was an outfit, of all things. But it wasn’t just any outfit— it was armour. Impossibly light and unfathomably smooth, it was the finest armour Alex had ever seen in her life; finer, even, than what the Meyarin Zeltora wore—by far.

The first package contained boots—knee-high boots of the blackest black, the colour seeming to ripple in the light. The second package held pants similar to the leathery ones Alex was currently wearing, but while the dark material before her appeared just as supple, it too rippled in the light, shining with a subtle yet distinct shimmer. The third package revealed the top part of the armour; a long-sleeved, high-collared work of art that was made of the same rippling black substance, but with golden swirls curling subtly around the bodice and up over one shoulder.


Just by looking at it, Alex knew the ensemble was made to fit tight against her flesh, allowing her full flexibility and comfort as well as complete protection from neck to toe.

“It’s much less than you deserve,” Zaylin said quietly, “but it will help protect you against Vae’varka, inasmuch as anything can.” Running her fingers along the textured dips and curves of the bodice, she explained, “We call the material vaeronis. The rippling effect you see is because it is fortified by stardust.”

Alex jerked. “Stardust?”

“You already know that Vae’varka has the power to kill anyone from the slightest of wounds,” Zaylin said. “That’s because of how it was forged; made of darkness but for that single drop of liquid starlight. As I told you yesterday, the combination created the sentience behind the blade, but such extremes of dark and light cannot live together in unity, thus the volatile nature of the weapon. This armour,”—she touched the bodice again—“is the last of its kind. If Vae’varka should graze you while you wear it, the vaeronis will absorb the darkness of the blade. You will still be injured, but the effect will be just like that of any normal weapon.” She held Alex’s eyes as she finished, “Which means, unless from a lethal impalement, the Harbinger of Death will not be able to kill you. Not from its nature alone, at least.”

Alex hadn’t allowed herself to think ahead to a physical confrontation with Aven. She’d fought him before, if only once against Vae’varka. That time, she’d somehow managed to evade his blade, but that was because Niyx had jumped in to take over. Despite having survived every encounter with him so far, in the back of her mind, she’d known the day was coming when she would have to face him and his blade of darkness, just as she’d known the likelihood of avoiding at least some kind of shallow cut was almost non-existent.


Which is why she hadn’t allowed herself to think about it— because a single scratch from the blade would have led to her death.

Until now.

“Zaylin,” Alex whispered, staring at the rippling dark material. “I don’t know what to say.”

The Tia Auran looked uncomfortable by the clear emotion in Alex’s voice. “You did spare my life. I figure it’s the least I could do.”

Alex just shook her head, not allowing the helper to shrug aside the value of her gift. “If this is the last of its kind, am I even allowed to have it? Does the empress know about this?”

“She knows,” Zaylin said, beginning to refold the armour. “And she wants you to have it.”

Alex managed to suppress a snort, but she wasn’t able to keep from raising her eyebrows. “Are we talking about the same Saefii here?”

“You’d be surprised just how highly the empress regards you,” Zaylin said, bundling everything back together. “Despite the outcome today, she wants you to have the best chance possible in the battle for your world.”

“Could have fooled me,” Alex couldn’t help muttering.

Placing the folded items back in the bag, Zaylin straightened and said, “The empress did what she felt she had to for the sake of our people, but that doesn’t mean she feels no remorse for her actions.”

“You make it sound like she’s the injured party in all this,” Alex said. “When really, she’s the one who could snap her fingers at any time and change her mind.”

“My people are nothing if not political,” Zaylin said. “There are powers in play that you can’t possibly begin to imagine, and consequences which no explanation would help you understand.” Her voice quietened. “Sometimes what looks like

the easy choice is really the hardest one of all. So as difficult as it is, I urge you not to cast judgement—not without knowing the reasons driving her decision.”

Alex sighed deeply, but nodded. “It’s not like it matters now, anyway.”

Holding her gaze for a long moment, Zaylin finally nodded as well. And when she spoke again, it wasn’t about the armour or about Saefii. Instead, it was to say her own goodbye—one that was much better than Alex’s short offering had been.

“It has been an honour and a privilege to serve you, Alexandra Jennings,” Zaylin whispered. She bent her arm at the elbow and fisted her hand diagonally over her chest to meet her heart in the Tia Auran equivalent of a salute, bowing slightly to Alex as she whispered to finish, “May the light shine upon you always, my friend, and may you never wander from your path.”

And then with a bright flash, Alex was delivered back to the throne room with the gift bag at her feet, but no Zaylin in sight.

The celebrations were still in full swing, but they appeared to be dying down, for which Alex was grateful since it meant they might finally be allowed to leave soon.

Picking her way across the room, Alex zigzagged through the tables until she returned to her awaiting friends.

Acting like she really had just gone to stretch her legs— despite the mysterious bag she now held—Alex took her seat in between Kaiden and D.C. and turned to ask the whole group, “Time to go home, yet?”

“Soon,” Declan said. “Another few minutes, by the sounds of things.”

“You just missed a cracker of a speech,” Bear told her. “You would have loved it.”

His tone was enough that Alex knew ‘love’ would have been the least of her sentiments, so she was now extra glad Zaylin had swept her away.


“I’ll bet,” she mumbled, before looking at Kaiden hopefully. “Did you—”

She didn’t need to finish before he relieved her of her bag— raising an eyebrow when he saw what was inside but refraining from comment—and passed over a piece of decadent cake topped with metallic gold icing.

“Mmm,” she said. “My hero.”

He chuckled lightly. “Doesn’t take much with you, does it?”

Recalling how Niyx had warned Kaiden that she would make him work for it, but the effort would be worth it, Alex’s eyes softened as she looked at him and quietly responded, “Not anymore.”

Since she’d used their unending dinner hours to fill him in on what she’d experienced inside the Gate of Lost Souls, he understood her meaning for what it was and reached out to squeeze her leg gently, unable to do more firstly because she now had a face full of cake, but mostly because Saefii stood and the room silenced.

Quickly scarfing down the rest of her dessert, Alex rose with her friends when the empress called out for them to join her at the head of the room.

Barely eyeing the bag now held by Kaiden, Saefii didn’t comment on the one-of-a-kind armour, so Alex presumed she didn’t want the assembled masses to know about the offering. Alex had already shared her gratitude with Zaylin—if the empress truly was fine with the gift being given to a mortal, then Alex was sure her helper would know to pass on her appreciation.

“It was a pleasure for us to host you for your short stay this week,” Saefii said, her voice carrying for the audience to hear. “We’re grateful for the company you offered and the adventures you shared with us. And though we will likely never meet again,

we wish you the warmest of blessings, mortals of Medora. May your futures be bright and your lives full of light.”

As one, the Tia Aurans repeated her final line, each of them offering the same salute Zaylin had just given Alex—the only exception being Saefii, of course, since the empress bowed to no one.

Once the immortals rose again, at a gesture from Saefii, a man with a shaved head stepped forward until he was directly in front of Alex and her friends.

“Gatekeeper I may be, but I have never set foot in your world, so all I can do is summon an eiden path to open a bridge between Tia Auras and Medora,” he said. “You will have to guide the path to take you where you wish to arrive.”

Alex nodded, having had plenty of experience with providing such directions before.

When the man called forth the doorway, Alex felt the gravity of the moment—the weight of all they’d been through over the past week, and the uncertainty of all they were about to return to.

Turning to Saefii, she quietly said the only thing she felt she could, given her still crippling disappointment. “Thank you for your hospitality, Empress. We’re grateful that—that—”

She stumbled over her words, unsure how to finish, since she didn’t feel very grateful at all.

Seeing that Alex was floundering, D.C. stepped in, her diplomatic training saving the day, even if her eyes were still blazing with that inner fire. “What Alex is trying to say is that we’re grateful for the opportunity to have been considered as ambassadors for Medora, and we’d like to make you aware that the invitation will always be open for you to visit our world, should you ever wish to do so.”

Like that was going to happen. But Alex was thankful for her friend’s quick thinking.

Other than a regal nod of her head, Saefii didn’t respond,

and it quickly became clear that she had said all that she intended to say.

Turning to her friends, Alex asked, “Ready to go?”

At their barely restrained confirmation, she cast her gaze around the throne room one final time, catching the smiling eyes of Raife and the tranquil face of Aes Orsa. She then took in Saefii, Tayros and Calivere’s emotionless expressions, before finally focusing on Zaylin’s figure, shadowed in the back corner of the room. Silver eyes held hers for a long moment before Zaylin gave a single nod of farewell.

That was all Alex needed to remind her that her time in Tia Auras was done, so with a single step, she walked through the doorway, crossing worlds and finally—finally—returning home.








Twenty-Eight

Figuring it was the best place for them to arrive, Alex directed the doorway to deliver them straight to the Library; specifically, into the caverned space she and Kaiden had first departed from.

It was a bumpy trip—travelling between worlds always seemed to require more effort than shorter distances—but once she and her friends were out the other side, the relief that flowed between them was palpable. But there was also a feeling of uncertainty.

Especially when they saw that Athora was waiting for them.

The hooded Tia Auran said nothing as they stood before him, just as they said nothing in return, allowing him to come to his own conclusions about what had transpired during their time away—and what the outcome was.

It didn’t take him long to realise the truth.

In a familiar monotone that echoed throughout the cave, he simply said, “You have failed, then.”

And without another word, he vanished, his disappearance so sudden, so final.

Staring at the place where he’d just been standing, Alex pressed her hand against her stomach to ward off the stabbing pain of desertion, managing to guard her expression just in time to look up at her friends.

“What are we supposed to do now?” D.C. asked.


Kaiden gently drew Alex’s hand from her abdomen to hold it in his own, understanding her hurt and giving a comforting squeeze. “The first thing we need to do is find out what’s happened while we’ve been gone,” he answered. “It’s been a week since we left, so we need to check in before we do anything else.”

Alex pushed aside her sense of abandonment to agree with him. “I say we head straight to the Tower and hit up Darrius for information. We’ll know more after that, and hopefully be able to…” What they’d be able to do, she wasn’t sure, so she finished, if somewhat lamely, “… come up with a plan.”

“You don’t want to see your parents while we’re here?” Bear asked.

She did. Desperately. Especially having missed them so much during her time in Tia Auras. That feeling hadn’t abated as the days had progressed, and she still longed to be held by them. Nevertheless, she said, “I’ll come back later. They’re safe where they are—our priority is to make sure everyone else is, as well.”

It was a sacrifice, delaying a visit to her parents and the consolation they would provide, but Alex had spoken true— while she knew Aven could access the Library, even if he had somehow discovered that her mother and father were in Medora, he still would have had a challenging time finding them hidden away inside the Ancient Egyptian habitat. Despite Alex’s vision of the future, they weren’t his target—they weren’t even on his radar yet. And she was determined to keep it that way.

“Then let’s go see the headmaster and explain where we’ve been,” Jordan said, turning and walking away. But then he stopped and looked around in confusion, spinning back to face them again. “Um, where’s the exit?”

Even with the unpleasant feeling still roiling in her stomach from Athora’s abrupt departure, Alex’s lips quirked at the

puzzled frown on Jordan’s face as he examined the sealed room. She had wondered the same thing the first time she’d arrived, but she wasn’t cruel enough to make her friends jump into the dissecting river and then fall through a waterfall painting just to arrive in the foyer.

Instead, at a mental summons, a doorway appeared, and she led the way through it and back up to the Library proper. When she came out the other side, however, what she found prompted anxiety to start bubbling within her.

As her friends arrived directly behind her, they began talking all at once.

“Ouch!” D.C. cried. “Alex, move!”

Then came Jordan’s voice, saying, “What’s going on—I can’t see—ow, Bear, is that you? You’re on my foot!”

“Shuffle along, guys,” Declan said, “and someone, turn on a light!”

“Alex, where did you lead us?” asked Bear.

“Everyone, quiet.”

The last was said by Kaiden, and at the urgency of his order, the others silenced immediately.

In the all-consuming darkness that surrounded them, even Alex’s enhanced sight could see nothing beyond the glow of her vaeliana. It had been a long time since she’d encountered such pure, inky blackness, but she still knew what it was. And she wasn’t the only one.

“Is this—Is this the Library foyer?” D.C. whispered. “Is the academy under Lockdown?”

Alex nodded but then verbalised her answer, knowing her friends were as blind as she. “Yes. And yes.”

“Does that mean—” Jordan started to ask.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” Kaiden interrupted. “Let’s not jump to conclusions before we know more.”


“It could just be a drill,” Alex agreed, reaching out until she touched the nearest wall, careful not to press too hard against any of the paintings lest she end up inside one of them by accident. “Once we make it outside, we’ll be able to figure out what’s going on.”

D.C.’s voice was higher than normal when she said, “But what if Aven is out there?”

Alex’s blood thrummed at the very idea, but she kept her voice calm as she said, “We don’t have a choice—we’re blind in here. We need to know what’s going on.”

An idea hit her then, and she quickly summoned A’enara. The Bringer of Light arrived in a blaze of blue flames that had her friends shielding their eyes as the brightness chased away the dark.

“That’s handy,” Bear commented, and the rest nodded in agreement.

“Pity we don’t all have magic swords,” Jordan said.

“Or any swords,” Declan added, cracking his knuckles nervously. Both he and Kaiden were in her Epsilon Combat class, so they were more than capable of handling a blade, if it came to it. Jordan and Bear were also competent fighters, being Delta-ranked. The problem was, other than A’enara, none of them had any weapons.

“Follow me, and stay close,” she told her friends. But just as she began to walk away, Kaiden reached out for her elbow, turning her back to him.

In the blue light of her blade, she could see him pushing the gift bag towards her as he pointedly said, “Just in case.”

Alex knew what he was saying. She hated the idea of being protected when her friends weren’t, but on the off chance that Aven was out there, he would come for her, not them. Just as it would be Vae’varka who she would cross blades with. Because of that, after ordering everyone to turn around—which was

pointless, really, since as soon as she carefully handed her weapon to Kaiden, the flames vanished and they were again surrounded by darkness—Alex quickly swapped her clothes for the Tia Auran armour, marvelling at the perfect fit and how soft yet strong it felt against her skin.

When she blindly reached for her weapon again and the flames burst back into existence, the expressions on her friends’ faces as they took in her new appearance were almost comical.

“Whoa,” D.C. said. “I’m intimidated just looking at you right now.”

Nerves were zinging along her flesh but still Alex managed to force a smile and say, “Let’s hope if anyone is out there, they will be, too.”

Her words prompted grave nods and she set off again, not willing to waste another second.

“Stay close,” she repeated as she hurried up the staircase, frustrated by having to stick to mortal speed so as to not leave them behind.

Finally reaching the ground floor of the Tower building, Alex and her friends rushed outside, the single moon overhead lighting up the academy campus enough for her heightened sight to take in the landscape and what was—or rather, wasn’t— happening.

“So… False alarm?” Bear asked tentatively, also noting the distinct lack of movement.

Thinking back to the other times Alex had witnessed the Lockdown in action, both of which had occurred when Aven had triggered the academy wards, Alex wasn’t sure. It looked like nothing was going on… but she also knew looks could be deceiving.

“Should we just…” D.C. hesitated, “… go back inside and up to Professor Marselle’s office, as planned?”


That made the most sense, even if doing so would mean they’d have to ascend the staircase in the Lockdown darkness— something she, Jordan and Bear had done once before. And yet, Alex couldn’t help feeling like the night was too still, too silent.

Turning to Kaiden, she whispered, “What’s your read on this?”

His eyes were alert as he scanned the campus. “Something’s not right.”

That was all the confirmation Alex needed, knowing by now to trust his gift of intuition. But that didn’t help her decide what their next steps should be; whether they should retreat into the Tower and go down to the Library or up to Darrius’s office, or if they should instead step out in search of what might be wrong.

“I hate to be the one to point this out,” Jordan said quietly, “but does anyone else think something is missing here?”

Alex wasn’t the only one to look at him in question. But it was Bear who answered.

“Where’s the snow?”

As one, the group looked to the ground, noting the thawed, grassy earth underfoot.

“What—”

Declan didn’t get a chance to finish his exclamation because suddenly the air in front of them rippled, like an invisible curtain falling down from high above their heads, after which the campus was no longer still and silent.

“DUCK!”

Reflexively, Alex followed the screamed order, shoving her friends out of the way just as a ball of flames sailed towards them.

“SORRY!” Mel screamed, running past, but that was all she managed to say, since she was busy shooting off another fiery attack at the female Meyarin who was blurring towards her with a sword drawn.


Alex watched in stunned silence as Mel, gifted with her elemental fire ability, sent the next ball of flames straight into the chest of the Meyarin. The immortal stumbled backwards, screaming as she slammed her hands against her clothes before activating the Valispath and disappearing. But once she was gone, Mel didn’t stop—she ran straight back into the fray.

And there was a fray. In front of them were at least two dozen Meyarins, each with drawn weapons, attacking academy students and teachers alike.

Darrius was in the middle of the field before the Tower building, a sword in one hand and a Stabiliser in the other as he fought side by side with Hunter and Karter, the three men defending against any who dared approach. Likewise, Finn and Varin were doing the same, if slightly separated from the group. Tayla and Mayra were a few steps away from them, both favouring bows over swords, but just as punishing with their chosen weapons. Mayra in particular was a sight to behold, easily holding her own against the others of her native race.

But they weren’t the only teachers out fighting against the small but deadly group of immortals.

Caspar Lennox was also there, shadowing in and out to offer stealth attacks with his own blade, made easier when Professor Marmaduke used her low-level telekinetic ability to slow the Meyarins down.

Fletcher was also fighting, perhaps offering the greatest surprise of all, because any Meyarin he pointed a finger at suddenly clamped their hands over their ears, screaming in pain.

With wide eyes, Alex marvelled at what was unfolding before her—not just the warring teachers, but also the students who, like Mel, were battling alongside them.

Everywhere she looked, familiar faces blurred past: Connor, using his weather affinity to send lightning strikes at any

Meyarins who closed in on him; Savannah, using her freezing gift to turn her opponents into living icicles; Kelly, who had her arms raised forward, creating a wind tunnel of protection in front of Sean, who was unconscious and bleeding on the ground—with Alex suddenly understanding that the rippled invisible curtain had been a shield he’d created, a defensive bubble keeping the Meyarins from further entering the grounds. When he’d fallen, so too had his shield.

The combat boys were also there: Sebastian, phasing into a black panther-like creature and back again as he attacked in both human and feline forms; Brendan, sending blast waves of energy at the Meyarins speeding towards him; and Nick, who was producing duplicated versions of himself and confusing his attackers enough that the real him had a fighting chance.

Taking everything in within the space of a heartbeat, Alex couldn’t believe what she was seeing. The Meyarins were impossibly strong and swift, but their numbers were low, and against the gifted abilities and fighting prowess of the academy teachers and students, they were slowly but surely being overcome.

But then she saw one of them get the drop on Fletcher while he was focusing his gift on bringing down another, and Alex didn’t hesitate in leaping forward to intercept just as the Meyarin stabbed his blade towards the doctor’s back.

With a clash of steel and a spark of flames, the Meyarin stumbled backwards, and only then did Alex focus on his face.

It was Gaiel.

“You!” he cried, before swinging again.

But Alex had fought him before, up in Draekora, and even Claimed as he now was, he was no match for her. In three moves she had him disarmed and on his knees.

“Where’s Aven?” she hissed. When he didn’t answer, she reached forward and grabbed his collar, forcing his attention. “Where is he?”


“Not here,” Gaiel spat, and before she could blink, another Meyarin slammed into her hard enough that she knew the immortal hadn’t just been running, but rather, had used the Valispath to better their impact.

Sprawling onto the ground, Alex had barely a moment to flip onto her back and meet Vaera’s incoming blade. Whether the steely-eyed female had been protecting her father or just acting upon the Claimed order to attack, Alex didn’t know. What she did know was that as a Zeltora warrior, Vaera was a much greater opponent than Gaiel, and Alex’s prone position left her dangerously vulnerable.

“King Aven will be so pleased to see you,” Vaera said, her eyes glazed.

The threat in her tone was enough for Alex to understand something important: Aven wanted to kill her himself. There was no way he’d allow one of his underlings to deny him that pleasure. And because of that, she took a risk that Niyx would have kicked her ass for.

When Vaera came swinging at her again, instead of meeting her weapon, Alex kicked out with her legs to trip the Meyarin. As Vaera stumbled and fell, her blade came unnervingly close to taking out Alex’s eye, thankfully missing the mark but still managing to slice open a shallow cut along her cheek that instantly started dripping blood. But aside from uttering a quick hiss of pain, Alex ignored it and sprang to her feet, pointing A’enara at Vaera’s throat before checking to see what threat Gaiel still posed. She was both relieved and concerned to see that he was now engaged with another Meyarin in a fight against Kaiden and Declan, the two of them having procured swords since their arrival.

Alex wished she could stop and watch them battle back to back; wished she had time to admire the way Kaiden swung his blade before throwing out his free hand, sending Gaiel and

the second Meyarin flying without so much as touching them. She wished she could sit back and enjoy the show when two more immortals blurred in to take their place and Kaiden used his arsenal of gifts against them, including streaks of Connor’s lightning and gusts of Kelly’s wind. Any Meyarins who made it past his defences were met with Declan’s blade, the two of them triumphing over all who dared approach.

Regardless of how well they were handling themselves, Alex didn’t want to risk leaving them—or anyone else—without her help for long. Turning back to Vaera, she pressed A’enara closer and repeated her earlier question.

“Where is Aven?” Alex demanded. “Why isn’t he here?”

“He’s looking forward to seeing you real soon, Aeylia,” Vaera said. A strange clarity came to her eyes, her tone dropping as she added in a whisper, as if afraid of being overheard, “But he didn’t know you’d be here, so he never ordered us to deliver you to him. You need to leave, now. Before he gives that command.”

Alex’s brow furrowed at what seemed like a genuine warning, but she didn’t have a chance to ask anything else before Gaiel swooped in on the Valispath to steal his daughter away. Alex could have moved faster and skewered Vaera with her blade—and Gaiel, too—but she knew they were only acting under Aven’s orders. And despite Gaiel’s hatred of Alex having sprouted before he’d been Claimed, she still wasn’t willing to murder him in cold blood. That wasn’t who she was—just as she’d explained to Zaylin earlier that night.

As soon as Gaiel and Vaera were gone, the immediate area around Alex became empty of Meyarins, and she turned to see where she might be needed next. But as she watched, one by one the immortals started falling back, activating the Eternal Path and disappearing from the academy grounds.

It was just as the last one departed and she dropped her guard that three things happened, all at once.


The first was that she heard a whistling sound, as familiar as it was alarming.

The second was that she whirled around to see the Meyarin thug, Skraegon, hiding at the edge of the Ezera Forest, watching gleefully as the dagger that he’d thrown sailed on a trajectory straight for Alex’s heart, the speed and intensity of the coming blade giving her no time to avoid its impact.

But she didn’t have to, because the third thing that happened was that in a burst of shadows and light, Soraya appeared in front of Alex, Skraegon’s blade sinking deep into her side instead.

With a howl of pain, the Shadow Wolf collapsed at Alex’s feet.

“No! Soraya—no!” Alex cried, sinking to her knees as Skraegon disappeared on the Valispath. She reached for the blade that was speared through Soraya’s silky black coat, but despite every instinct telling her to, she knew better than to pull the dagger out. Instead, she helplessly tried to stem the flow of blood while screaming, “FLETCHER! HELP!”

But she needn’t have yelled for the doctor, since he was already sprinting her way, along with Kaiden and Declan who were closest to her, while still more battle-smeared faces joined them.

“Try to keep her still, Alex,” Fletcher ordered as he knelt beside her, his competent hands pressing around the wound while Alex’s moved to hold Soraya’s head.

But Soraya wasn’t a normal creature—she was intelligent beyond comprehension, enough that she didn’t need to be settled. Instead, she lay perfectly still as Fletcher called out for medical supplies, her shallow breaths and quiet whimpers of pain the only indications that something was wrong.

“Why would you do that?” Alex whispered, stroking her glossy black fur, tears leaking from her eyes and stinging the

cut on her cheek. But for all Soraya’s intelligence, she couldn’t communicate in words, mental or otherwise. And yet, as her pain-filled amber eyes locked with Alex’s, it was clear that the wolf had acted upon her protective instincts, and she would do the same over and over again if it meant Alex would be safe.

More tears dripping down her face, Alex turned to Fletcher as Caspar Lennox shadowed to his side with the supplies he’d requested.

“Is she going to be okay?” she asked, aching with phantom pain as a shudder rippled along Soraya’s flesh.

“We’ll need to stabilise her so we can move her to the Med Ward for further treatment,” Fletcher said, smearing a healing salve around the entry wound where the dagger remained embedded in her flesh. “See if you can get her to drink this.”

He handed over a vial filled with green liquid—a strong pain reliever—and Alex balked. “Fletcher—she’s a wolf. Human medicine—”

“—won’t cause her any damage,” he interrupted. “Trust me, Alex. I may not often treat animals, but humans aren’t the only beings I’ve seen to over the years. I wouldn’t give it to her if I thought it would cause more harm than good.”

Having spent considerable time as one of his patients, Alex had faith in his skills enough to believe him, and gently urged Soraya to open her mouth.

As the wolf shuddered anew, Alex desperately wished she still had some laendra left over from her sparring matches with Niyx, but she’d used the last of her supply just before the battle at Graevale. All she could do was hope that Fletcher would be able to heal Soraya with modern medicine, or that he’d at least be able to keep her stable long enough for Alex to find an alternative solution. Maybe Zain and Kyia still had some of the supplies Niyx had provided for them. If not, Alex would

venture to Raelia herself, risking the ambush that would surely be awaiting her there. She would do whatever it took—whatever it took—to save her loyal companion.

“Please, Fletcher, how bad is it?” she asked as he continued examining the wound.

“It’s not good, Alex,” he admitted, and she felt her heart sink as her eyes filled with fresh tears. At least until he continued, “But it doesn’t appear the blade has hit any vital organs. I’ll know for certain once we get her back to the Ward and I run some scans, but I think it looks worse than it actually is. Pending any complications, she should start to recover once we get some proper healing medication into her.”

A sob of relief left Alex, even if she knew it was still premature. “You hear that, girl?” she said, tenderly stroking Soraya’s face. “You’re going to be okay.”

With the pain reliever having entered her system, Soraya wasn’t making the horrible whimpering sounds anymore, but she had started shaking—a response mostly from shock and also because she was surrounded by people she didn’t know while lying helpless on the ground. In reaction to that, Alex quietly asked those around them to back up and give them some space, something they all did at her request. Only two moved closer— Caspar Lennox and Varin.

“I need you to let her go now, Alex,” Fletcher said gently. “Let us take it from here.”

“I’m coming with you,” she said, but Fletcher just shook his head.

“There’s nothing you can do except be in the way. I’ll be able to help her much faster without you there.”

“But—”

Soraya made a soft snuffling noise, drawing Alex’s attention enough for her to see the look in the wolf’s eyes saying it was okay to leave her.


More tears flowed as Alex turned back to Fletcher and said, “You promise to look after her?”

“Exactly as I would if it were you the blade had hit,” he said, wincing slightly at the memory of that already having happened. “I swear, Alex. She’s in good hands.”

And after holding his reassuring gaze for a long moment, Alex nodded.

“Here,” he said, passing her the healing salve and gesturing towards her still-bleeding cheek. “It’s only shallow—you should be fine to—”

“I’m all right,” Alex interrupted, taking the salve from him. “Just focus on her.”

It was his turn to nod then, and he cast a quick glance around at the assembled onlookers before telling Alex, “Hand that around when you’re done—it looks like there are a few people who could use it.”

In that moment, Alex was beyond thankful that Fletcher understood just how much Soraya meant to her that he was willing to prioritise an animal over the humans who had just been fighting for their lives. It was all she could do not to throw her arms around him, instead quietly thanking him while agreeing to make sure everyone who needed minor medical attention received it.

With one final pat and a promise that they’d be together again soon, Alex rose and stepped backwards, allowing Caspar Lennox and Varin to kneel beside Fletcher. It took the collective strength of all three to carefully lift Soraya’s bulky body into the air, before they swiftly disappeared in a cloud of shadows.

Only then did Alex turn and face the masses, noting the blood dripping from a wound on Kaiden’s face and a gory slice along Declan’s upper arm. In fact, most of the people surrounding her had injuries of some kind or another, so after smothering her cheek with the healing salve, she passed the

container to Kaiden and Declan and then onwards for it to be shared amongst the group.

All of this was done in silence, with no one knowing what to say. But then Karter stepped forward, covered in splatters of both red and silver blood, his icy blue eyes blazing with a combination of fury and relief as he barked out, “Where the hell have you lot been?”

Alex winced, but didn’t cower from his rage, especially when Kaiden and Declan moved to her side, offering a united front. She looked around for Jordan, Bear and D.C., struggling to see them amongst the masses, and wondered if they were hiding up the back to avoid Karter’s wrath. She wouldn’t blame them, even if she could use Bear’s gift of charm to calm the irate Combat teacher.

“It’s a long story,” Alex explained, knowing better than to share the tale of their journey with everyone. “But we’re back now. And just in time, it seems. Why were those Meyarins here, and only so few of them?”

It was Hunter who answered, his shadowy cloak covered in silver blood as he stepped forward to say, “They’ve been attacking like this for weeks, small skirmishes to test our defences. They keep trying to bring more here, but the Library’s wards are holding, for the most part. Only a few can make it through at once, enough to weaken us but not destroy us.”

Kaiden and Declan had stilled at Alex’s side, just as she had frozen as well, all of them having heard the same thing.

“Did you say… they’ve been attacking… for weeks?” she repeated, certain she must have heard wrong. But when Hunter nodded, she stammered, “That’s not—You can’t—We’ve only been gone seven days.”

Darrius moved through the crowd then, coming to a halt in front of Alex. His face was bruised with exhaustion but his eyes were clear as he looked at her, Kaiden and Declan, taking in

their shock, before he quietly said, “You haven’t been gone for seven days, Alex. You’ve been missing for nearly two months.”

All the air rushed out of her lungs.

“What?” Declan demanded, his alarm clear in his voice.

Rendered speechless, Alex listened intently as Darrius repeated that seven weeks had passed, not seven days. Standing rigidly beside her, Kaiden and Declan were struggling just as much to believe what they were hearing. Jordan, Bear and D.C. were also likely finding it impossible to comprehend, but sweeping her gaze over the assembled students and teachers again, Alex still couldn’t see any trace of them in the crowd.

Interrupting Declan’s quiet—if creative—cursing, Alex called out Jordan’s name, wondering if he was transcended with the others, having used his gift to protect them all during the skirmish. But he didn’t appear, and he didn’t answer—none of them did, not even when she called D.C.’s and Bear’s names as well.

Anxiety started beating in Alex’s chest as she shared a glance with Kaiden and Declan, then called out, “Has anyone seen Jordan, D.C. or Bear?”

Murmurs descended upon the group until finally Sean staggered forward, a hand pressed against the bloodied gash on his head while he winced from the brightness of the moonlight reaching his concussed eyes. But it was the three words that came out of his mouth that stole Alex’s focus, three words that stopped her heart in an instant.

“They were taken.”
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Having been semi-unconscious on the ground, Sean had been helpless to do anything but watch in a haze as Jordan, D.C. and Bear had been carried away during the swift departure of the Meyarins.

He claimed that a male and female matching Gaiel and Vaera’s descriptions had targeted them specifically, and that while Jordan, Bear and D.C. had put up a fight, even with Jordan’s transcendence gift, they’d been unarmed and therefore unable to overcome the strength of the immortals. Kicking and screaming, they’d been forced onto the Valispath and had disappeared with all the rest.

After hearing Sean’s shaky recount, Darrius all but dragged the panic-stricken Alex, Kaiden and Declan up to his office, forcing them to sit down and going so far as to raise his voice at Alex when she said they didn’t have time to waste—they needed to go after their friends, and they needed to do so now.

But more had happened in the time they’d been gone than just a few small skirmishes at Akarnae. And Darrius insisted that they needed to know everything before they rushed in without care, risking further casualties.

Struggling to contain her full-body trembles at the thought of what might be happening to her three best friends while she learned what had transpired in their absence, Alex sat and listened as Darrius, along with Hunter, Karter and Mayra,

brought them up to speed on the current climate of Medora. With each word out of their mouths, her trembles deepened, to the point where she was clenching Kaiden’s hand, with both him and Declan seated beside her in equally alarmed silence.

In the seven weeks they had been gone, the Tryllin palace had fallen. As the human capital of Medora, Aven had sought to destroy it first, sending in his whole army to bring the city to its knees, just like in the future vision Alex had seen.

Unlike in the vision, however, D.C.’s parents had made it out alive and were now ruling from within the walls of Soori Outpost, overseeing what remained of the human armies. Nisha and Jeera had also survived the attack, to Kaiden’s— and Alex’s—nearly crippling relief, as had General Drock. But tragically, General Tyson had sacrificed his life to give the others time to get away—and so too had Advisor Jaxon.

Upon hearing the news of his grandfather’s passing, Declan looked to the floor, all colour draining from his face. Kaiden released Alex’s hand and slid his arm behind her to clasp his friend’s shoulder, while she entwined her fingers with Declan’s, wincing at his tight-knuckled, desperate hold. Despite the royal advisor being a crotchety old man, he had taken care of Declan since his parents’ deaths. Regardless of how difficult he may have been to get along with, Jaxon had been Declan’s sole remaining blood relative—all he’d had left.

But other than his stricken features and tight grip, Declan didn’t give in to his grief, because Darrius still had more horrors to share.

Aven hadn’t only attacked Tryllin in the time they’d been gone. The note he’d left the mortal rulers of Medora after the battle at Graevale had made his threats abundantly clear; threats he’d begun carrying out the very next day.

‘From here on out, I will show no mercy. And when I am done, none shall survive my wrath…’


After the razing of Tryllin, Aven had been possessed by his desire to make all mortals pay, but more, to make Alex pay. Each time he and his army swept in to ransack a new village or chip away at the defences of city strongholds, like a cat toying with a mouse, his single demand had remained the same: ‘Bring me Alexandra Jennings, and I will offer you mercy.’

He had put a price on her head: hand her over in exchange for clemency. But Alex knew it was a promise he wouldn’t keep. Fortunately, those he attacked also knew better than to trust him, from the Shadow Walkers and Dayriders in Graevale, to the Flips in Nialas and the rest of the Undersea Islands, to the Jarnocks inhabiting their treetop home in Maroo. Each of those mortal municipalities had again been hit by Aven’s forces, only managing to avoid total destruction because of the swift aid offered by the alliance now held between them and the humans. The combined force of numbers, race-specific abilities, giftings and weaponry was enough to keep the Meyarins from overthrowing them completely, even if many lives were lost during the attacks.

Despite the alarming list of casualties, more would have died had it not been for the aerated Hyroa blood that Fitzy, Luranda and Fletcher had managed to turn into functional weapons, all thanks to Bear’s design—something he’d neglected to share with Alex, but she wasn’t at all surprised to hear he was the genius behind its creation. The air-dusting sprays had worked exactly as theorised, the Hyroa blood weakening the Meyarins enough for them to retreat, while the slow-release antidote kept them from dying. The problem was, once Aven realised what was being used against his armies, he sent out warriors to hunt down and exterminate all the remaining Hyroas. And while Hunter had managed to get his hands on a good supply of blood before Aven’s drastic measures, due to the frequency of attacks, the weaponised stock was now all but depleted.


Slowly but surely, Aven was taking ground, killing as many mortals as he could along the way—sometimes by his own hand, sometimes by the hands of his Claimed followers. He wasn’t always a witness to the attacks, often mentally monitoring the proceedings through those he had bonded with, just like during the skirmish that night.

‘He didn’t know you’d be here, so he never ordered us to deliver you to him. You need to leave, now. Before he gives that command.’

Somehow Vaera had managed to break through the power of Aven’s Claim to warn Alex. But Aven hadn’t sent the order for her capture. As soon as he learned that she had returned from her seven-week disappearance, instead of having his followers abduct her, he’d chosen to hit her where it would hurt most—by going after those she loved.

Nausea roiled through Alex as she sat there fearing for her friends. She was desperate to embark on a rescue mission, but before she could do that, she had to finish hearing out Darrius and her other teachers who were finally coming to the end of their nightmarish recount.

“—and somehow, he’s gifted now, too,” Darrius was saying in a grave voice, confirming Alex’s dread after what she’d learned from Zaylin, “though, how that can be, none of us know. But I’ve seen it with my own eyes. I’ve watched him command the elements, I’ve watched him move people and objects with his mind, I’ve watched him suffocate his victims at just a glance. He’s not limited to one gift; there doesn’t seem to be anything he can’t do.”

Alex flicked her eyes to Mayra, the only person in the room other than Kaiden and Declan who might know the truth about Aven’s cannibalistic tendencies. But the Meyarin seemed as grimly bewildered as the other teachers.

Alex chose not to fill them in, and instead only said, “I know.”


Her answer didn’t satisfy them, and given all they’d been through in recent weeks, she forced herself to swallow back the anxiety clogging her throat and her impatience to get moving, taking a moment to quickly summarise what Niyx had revealed to her about Aven, along with the gaps Zaylin had filled in. All of her teachers looked justifiably repulsed by her news and immediately began peppering her with questions:

How long can he access the gifts of those he’s consumed?

Can he use more than one gift at a time?

Does he have to Claim his victims for the transfer to work, or can he just eat anyone’s heart and take on their ability?

Alex wasn’t able to give them any answers, not knowing herself.

Instead of focusing on their requests for information she didn’t have, her attention moved to Mayra, whose face had turned ashen at Alex’s mention of her brother. Her expression was enough for Alex to know word must have reached her about Niyx’s death—not surprising, with so much time having passed in Medora since then.

Over the questions still being thrown her way, Alex released Declan’s hand and leaned forward to grasp Mayra’s stiff fingers.

Ignoring everyone else, she whispered in the lyrical Meyarin language that only Mayra could understand, sharing Niyx’s final words from the summit of Mount Paedris. “He wanted me to tell you that he loved you. And that he was sorry.”

Mayra’s lips wobbled and her eyes filled with tears, only one of which dribbled over and down her cheek as she whispered back, also in Meyarin, “I only just got him back.”

Alex closed her eyes slowly, her heart aching for Mayra who, just like Niyx, had sacrificed her life for Alex, if in a different way. There was nothing Alex could offer the immortal to soothe her grief—a grief that had already lasted thousands of

years up until her recent reunion with her brother. It wasn’t fair that they had been torn apart again, and with such finality this time.

But Mayra had learned long ago to forge her pain into strength, so while her stormy gaze remained dark with sorrow, she squeezed Alex’s hands before letting her go, all traces of tears vanishing as she steeled her spine in preparation for what was to come next.

Taking that as her cue, Alex turned back to the others and, in a hoarse voice that didn’t hide her worry for her friends or her impatience to go after them, asked, “Is there anything else we need to know?”

They looked warily between each other, before Darrius cleared his throat and said, “There is one last thing.”

“Then tell us,” she said. “And please, do it quickly. Because every minute we spend talking is another where Aven could be doing anything to Jordan, D.C. and Bear. We need to get to them before—before—” She couldn’t finish her sentence.

Quietly, Darrius said, “You can’t go to Meya, Alex. Surely you must realise that.”

Controlling her urge to lash out, she said, “If you think I’m going to leave them—”

“Why do you think they were abducted?” he interrupted, wearily rubbing his eyes. “They’re bait. Aven couldn’t reach you personally, so he’s trying to draw you out. He wants you to attempt a rescue. It’s a trap.”

Alex threw her hands up in the air. “You think I don’t know that?”

“I think—”

“It doesn’t make any difference,” she cut in. “There’s nothing you can say that will stop me from going.”

“And just how do you plan on getting there?” Hunter asked, his tone curious rather than critical, like he genuinely wanted

to hear her plan. “The moment you arrive in Raelia you’ll be ambushed, so you can’t go through the Library.” His gaze turned inward as he continued dismissing her options. “The wards surrounding Meya have been reinforced since you were last there to keep both Shadow Walkers and Dayriders from shadowing or flashing their way in, which means you can’t ask for help from one of them. Even if Soraya wasn’t injured, the same limitations would apply for her.”

Alex felt a pang at the thought of her wounded wolf lying in the Med Ward and prayed Fletcher was right about human medicines being able to heal her. She wished she could be by Soraya’s side right now, all her friends safely with her and doting on her loyal canine companion.

Soon, she promised herself. Soon her friends would be back and doing just that. They had to be. She wouldn’t accept any other outcome.

“And Bubbledoors won’t deliver you through the wards, either,” Hunter went on. “So the way I see it, your only option is to use the Eternal Path. But you’d need a willing Meyarin.”

“She has one,” Mayra said without hesitation, her secret— among others—apparently having been revealed during the past few weeks. But while Alex appreciated the offer, she shook her head, already knowing it wouldn’t work.

“If anyone other than me gets close to the city, Aven’s mind readers will know,” she said, mentally adding that perhaps even Aven himself, if he’d consumed the heart of someone with that particular mental gift recently. “If there’s to be any chance of a rescue, I’m the only one whose mind won’t be heard, the only one who can get in and out without detection.”

Alex wasn’t a fool—she knew the city of Meya was Ground Zero for Aven’s entire army. Facing him there would result in nothing but death. The only hope her friends had was a stealthy escape, something she alone could offer.


“That’s not entirely true,” Kaiden disagreed quietly, and his meaningful look had Alex gasping with the realisation that he was the exception. Relief washed over her at the knowledge that she wouldn’t have to go in alone, even as fear shook her bones at the risk they would both be taking.

“Kaiden’s right,” Hunter agreed. “He’s been trained since infancy to protect his mind from gift manipulation. Not even Signa Zu can get a read on him.”

Signa Zu—the strongest mind reader in Aven’s army. At the Soori Outpost and later at Sir Oswald’s dinner party, he hadn’t been able to read Kaiden’s thoughts—both places in which Hunter had been ghosting them during their overnight SAS trip.

“But he’s not the only one,” Hunter said, holding Alex’s gaze.

His pointed expression had her belatedly realising that the only way he would have been able to watch over them that weekend—while using his gift of perception and awareness to monitor their progress—was if he’d been near enough to jump in should things go wrong. That meant Signa should have noticed his presence, wherever he’d been hiding.

“Your mind is protected?” Alex asked, her eyes wide.

He answered with a single nod, but he didn’t give further details—not that Alex expected him to, since his whole life seemed to be shrouded in mystery.

“Then the three of us will go in together,” Kaiden said.

Alex’s relief grew at the thought of their Stealth and Subterfuge teacher being with them on the mission, his expertise increasing their odds of success significantly—even if those odds were still alarmingly low.

“You still don’t have a way to get in,” Darrius said, his voice full of concern. With Lena Morrow nullifying his gift of wisdom, Alex realised his confidence must still be in tatters. But at least he was no longer point-blank saying she shouldn’t

go. Not that she would have listened. While she valued his opinion and guidance, the lives of her three best friends were at stake. Nothing would keep her from trying to save them. Nothing.

“As Hunter said, our only option is to use the Valispath,” she replied.

“But as you said, as soon as anyone other than you three gets close, Aven will know,” Declan returned, clearly frustrated that he would have to remain behind.

Alex sent him a compassionate look, but there was nothing that could be done about it. No one could go with them unless their mind was protected—and that meant Meyarins as well.

“I have an idea, but we have to go to Draekora first for it to work,” Alex said, feeling the pressure of the clock beating in time with her strained pulse.

Intrigued eyes turned her way, but she wasn’t willing to verbalise her plan just yet. Mostly because the very idea of it was turning her stomach.

Pushing down her trepidation, Alex looked at Mayra and said, “As soon as Fletcher has stabilised Soraya, can you bring him up to Draekora? I’m going to… need his help.”

Mayra’s eyes flashed at whatever note she heard in Alex’s voice, but she nodded her agreement.

“While we’re gone, you’ll need to raise the alarm,” Alex continued, looking between Darrius and Karter. “Make sure everyone is preparing for—for—”

For the end.

Because Alex knew that was what they were facing.

Her aim was to get her friends to safety, but after that, the time would be at hand to confront Aven once and for all.

“We’ll contact the allied armies,” Karter promised with a brusque nod. “You just focus on the rescue, then we’ll deal with the rest once you’re all back safe again.”


‘Safe’ wasn’t something any of them would be, even if they managed to pull off their coming mission. No one was safe— and they wouldn’t be, not until Aven was defeated. If that was even possible anymore.

‘Screw the prophecy,’ Niyx had told her. ‘Forget what it said—both versions of it. You go and make your own destiny.’

Bolstered by the memory, Alex rose to her feet. “We need to go.”

“Wait—Alex—”

With a groan, she turned to Darrius, but before she could again argue that time was of the essence, the look on his face caused her to pause.

“There’s still that—that last thing you need to know.”

Alex had never seen him look at her as he now was. Apology, regret, despair, compassion—she couldn’t get a read on his expression, but it was enough to send a shiver of apprehension down her spine.

He moved until he was right in front of her, his face pale. He was hesitant, alarmingly so. Until finally, he spoke.

“Two weeks ago, Sir Camden came to me. He said—He said—” Darrius shut his eyes tightly before reopening them to hold her own. “I’m so sorry, Alex.”

Alex had no idea what he was apologising for, no idea what the animated suit of armour might have told him. And yet, dread clenched at her insides as she asked, “Sorry for what?”

Darrius’s throat bobbed. “Two weeks ago, your parents left the Library in search of you. Sir Camden tried to warn them not to go, but they hadn’t heard from you, and they were worried.”

Alex’s body stilled.

“The timing was… not good. They walked out just as a small group of Meyarins attacked the campus. But there were also others amongst them, one of whom was Marcus Sparker.”

Jordan’s dad—who was a strong mind reader.


No.

“There was nothing to keep Marcus from discovering who they were—and who they were to you,” Darrius whispered.

Alex didn’t know when Kaiden’s arms had closed around her, but they were now all that kept her on her feet.

“Darrius.” She breathed his name through trembling lips, a plea for him to not be saying what she most feared.

“He took them, Alex,” Darrius continued whispering. “I don’t—It’s been two weeks, and we haven’t heard anything. I don’t know if—if—”

If they’re still alive.

He didn’t need to say the words for Alex to hear the doubt in his voice.

But that wasn’t all she heard.

Because echoing through her mind were the screams from the future vision, the sounds of her parents being tortured, their deaths being dragged out slowly—so agonisingly slowly.

Trapped in the nightmare of her worst fears coming alive, she barely felt the light touch of fingers caressing her face; she barely heard Kaiden whispering into her ear, telling her to breathe— telling her that Aven would have made it known if he’d killed her parents, that he would have crowed it triumphantly just to devastate her.

His words managed to penetrate the screams still reverberating through her mind, silencing them enough for her to draw air into her lungs. She focused on Kaiden’s face just inches from her own, his gaze steady on hers, his arms strong around her, grounding her in the present. He was right—Aven would have announced it if her parents were already dead. And as long as they were alive, there was still hope for them, no matter what horrors they might have faced in the two weeks since they’d been taken.

“We have to get them.” Her words were barely a breath of sound, but Kaiden nodded, silently promising that they would.


She looked from Darrius to Karter to Mayra to Declan, then finally to Hunter and back to Kaiden before inhaling deeply and repeating her earlier statement, “We need to go.”

The steadiness of her voice seemed to shock everyone other than Kaiden and Declan, both of whom had seen her overcome trial after trial during the past week, both of whom had witnessed what she was capable of under pressure.

“I’ll meet you in the Library,” Hunter said, eyeing her warily, as if waiting for her to burst into hysterics. When she didn’t, a hint of approval shone in his gaze. “I just need to grab a few things first.”

He took off, and Alex turned to those who remained, repressing all thoughts of her parents, determined to believe they were alive and would soon be reunited with her. She would not yield to her dread, she would not surrender to her fear. Her parents—and her friends—needed her to be strong, needed her to be focused.

After reminding Mayra to deliver Fletcher to Draekora as soon as possible, and again telling Darrius and Karter to send word to the mortal armies, both Alex and Kaiden gave Declan tight hugs and promised with quiet but hopeful optimism to see him again soon. Then they hurried towards the Library, their urgency tangible and only increasing when they stopped in the now lit foyer to wait for Hunter.

With the Lockdown no longer in effect, Alex sought to distract herself by perusing the walls as she jigged impatiently from foot to foot, trying to keep her mind off everything that was about to happen by focusing on the ever-changing paintings.

The waterfall she’d once fallen through had rotated back into view, along with the image of the fire-lit bedroom she’d once visited for an afternoon nap. There were also real-life, uninhabited depictions of cities she’d ventured to, perfect representations of Graevale, Maroo, Mardenia, Dupressa and

the underwater Nialas. Meya was also there, its spiralling Myrox towers somehow glowing with an inner light even in portrait form. But it was the illustration of Tryllin that caused her eyes to well, knowing what had befallen the once vibrant human city and many of those within it.

Sensing her distress, Kaiden turned her from the walls, his arms drawing her close.

Alex leaned into him, just allowing herself to be held. She didn’t need to tell him how scared she was—he already knew. Just as he knew how grateful she was to have him with her, even if she hadn’t said the words. He’d already followed her to another world; she knew without a shadow of a doubt that he’d follow her to the ends of this one, too, if it came to it.

Suddenly overwhelmed with all that she felt for him, she pushed back slightly and his arms loosened, presuming she wanted to pull away. But instead, she reached up and curled her hands around his neck, drawing his head down to meet hers as she pressed her lips to his.

The kiss was tender and sweet and perfect. It was everything Kaiden was to her, and everything she hoped she was to him. But it was also over too soon, because with a pointed cough, Hunter made his presence known—something Alex would have noticed sooner, had she not been so caught up in the moment.

“Good to see you’re both making the most out of the situation,” Hunter said dryly.

Alex ignored the heat that prickled her cheeks—and Kaiden’s low chuckle—as she cleared her throat and asked, “Did you get everything you need?”

In answer, the teacher handed over two daggers complete with thigh holsters, one for Kaiden, the other for her. There was nothing special about them, but just as Alex was about to point out that she had A’enara and Kaiden still had the sword he’d

used in the skirmish—now strapped to his back—and thus they didn’t need extra weapons, Hunter explained.

“They’re both coated in Hyroa blood,” he said, and Alex immediately gripped hers with considerably more care— and not a small amount of unease—since she was almost as susceptible to the effects of the blood as the Meyarins were. “Only use them as a last resort, since unlike this”—he held up a small sphere that looked like a Communications Globe and sat in the palm of his hand—“the blades don’t come with a built-in antidote.”

Alex squinted at the sphere. “Is that…?”

Hunter nodded. “The very last one. I’ve been saving it for an emergency, and while I’d rather not use it unless we have to, if we do end up in a worst-case situation, the spray will dose anyone within a twenty-metre radius.”

Herself included, Alex realised, but at least the weaponised Hyroa blood contained a cure—unlike the dagger she was now cautiously strapping to her thigh.

Seeing that they were all set, Alex didn’t wait a moment longer to summon a doorway right from the foyer. No one was around to watch her display—whether that was because it was long after curfew, or because there was some other new security procedure in place thanks to Aven’s relentless skirmishes against the academy, she didn’t know. Even if there had been witnesses, Alex still wouldn’t have cared; she was beyond the point of worrying about who knew she was Chosen.

“Let’s go,” she said, leading the way from Akarnae straight through to Draekora.

The sun was beginning to rise upon their arrival, yet another indication that time passed differently between Tia Auras and Medora, since while the feast in the world beyond the stars had lasted long into the night, it hadn’t been that late when they’d finally been able to leave. Now that the night was fading into

day, Alex felt an increased desperation to get to her friends, to get to her family.

Hurrying through the slowly dawning settlement, she subconsciously noted that it had changed little in the seven weeks she’d been gone, other than to have begun thawing from winter into spring, just like the academy campus. And yet, there were still no wildflowers, still none of the untamed beauty it had once possessed. Alex only hoped that after Xira and the draekons returned, so too would the vitality of the floating islands.

Ignoring the startled murmurs of the few early-rising Meyarins, Alex swiftly led Kaiden and Hunter through the sleeping settlement to the Myrox tent in the centre of the camp, not hesitating to open it and step inside.

Through the curtain separating the room, she could see the outline of Roka’s still comatose form, a weight settling upon her at the sight. But her attention was quickly snared by Kyia and Zain, both of whom were already awake and had stilled upon her entry, their faces filled with shock—as well as relief so acute that it was painful to see.

“Stars, Alex,” Kyia said, blurring over to her with immortal speed and pulling her into a tight hug. “We thought—We thought—”

Before Kyia could finish, Alex was out of her arms and swept up by Zain, his grip verging on bone-crushing as he whispered in a hoarse voice full of emotion, “Little human.”

It took everything in Alex not to burst into tears at the nickname she’d once loathed.

“I’m okay,” she whispered to them both. “I promise—I’m okay.”

“Where have you been?” Kyia demanded once Zain finally released Alex. The female Meyarin’s eyes flicked to Kaiden and Hunter who were waiting silently in the background, before she returned her focus to Alex and continued, “All our memories

came back—everything you told us about, everything from the past with you there as Aeylia. And then we heard that Aes Daega had been killed in the battle at Graevale, and we knew what had happened.”

“We also heard that Aven came straight for you afterwards, knowing exactly who you were—who you are—and that Niyx stepped in front of a kill stroke to save you,” Zain said, remaining close to Alex, as if he feared she’d disappear the moment he took his eyes from her.

His protective behaviour aside, she was just relieved that he no longer sounded bitter at the mention of Niyx, whom he had once considered the worst kind of traitor. She wasn’t sure if his new attitude was because of the last time she’d seen him and how she’d declared that Niyx was innocent, or because she was only alive today since Niyx gave his life for hers, but either way, it eased a burden in her heart, knowing that her beloved friend was no longer scorned after his years of sacrifice.

“But after that—after what happened with Niyx,” Kyia said, her words careful, having come to realise—and remember— just how much he had meant to Alex, “no one could tell us anything. You just… vanished. We truly feared you were dead.”

“I’ve been in Tia Auras, trying and failing to get help,” she said. When their eyes widened comically and their mouths opened with what she knew would be a thousand questions, she held up a hand to stop them. “I wish I could explain right now, but there’s no time. I just learned that my parents were abducted two weeks ago, and tonight Aven’s followers took Jordan, D.C. and Bear as well. We”—she gestured towards Kaiden and Hunter—“are the only ones who can get into Meya without his mind readers noticing, so we’re on our way to rescue them.”

If anything, Kyia and Zain only looked more incredulous. But thankfully they understood the urgency of what Alex was facing, and they managed to repress their questions.


However, both of them were strategically minded enough to understand the difficulty of sneaking into Meya, so it was Zain who asked, “How exactly do you plan on doing that?”

With her pulse beginning to pound at what she knew was coming, Alex said, “I plan on using the Valispath.”

Both Kyia and Zain’s brows furrowed, and the latter said, “You want one of us to take you down there? You know they’ll sense us—you’ll be discovered instantly.”

Alex shook her head. “No—I plan on using the Valispath.”

Her emphasis was unmistakable, causing their confusion to grow, along with that of both Hunter and Kaiden who stepped up beside her.

“You’re not in the past anymore, Alex,” Kyia said slowly. “You no longer have access to the Eternal Path.”

Alex willed her knees to stop shaking. “That’s because Aven’s blood is still invalidated,” she said. “As long as Roka is alive, he’s considered the rightful heir to the throne.”

“Which means the Valispath isn’t an option,” Zain pointed out. “Not for you.”

Alex drew in a trembling breath. “It can be.”

No one in the room was able to comprehend what she was implying.

“Alex,” Kyia said, her impatience growing, “how—”

“We need to kill him,” Alex whispered. She forced herself to meet their eyes and repeated, “For my plan to work, Roka has to die.”
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The reactions to her statement were just as she had imagined they would be: furious outcries followed by fierce opposition. Even Kaiden and Hunter balked at her idea, neither of them understanding how murdering the rightful king of Meya and handing Aven the throne on a silver platter would help anyone.

“In a hypothetical world where your suggestion was considered as anything other than madness,” Zain said, his body lined with tension, “it wouldn’t just be you who could use the Valispath again—Aven would regain access as well. We don’t need to be giving him another weapon in his arsenal.”

“Would he know straight away, though?” Alex argued. “How would he realise Roka had died and his disinheritance had lifted unless he saw his brother’s death for himself or someone else told him it had happened?” She glanced over to the curtain and back. “Would Aven somehow feel it?”

Kyia’s face was white and she looked dangerously close to running over and jumping on top of Roka to protect him with her own body, but still she answered, “He shouldn’t feel anything. But in this not-happening-scenario,”—her meaning was impossible to miss—“the moment he figured out how you had managed to sneak into the city, he would realise the truth. Then he’d be able to go anywhere, including up here to Draekora, with his own means of escape—which is the only thing that’s kept him and his army away for so long.”


“Then we’ll just have to make sure everyone here is either ready to fight, or preferably, willing to evacuate and join the rest of the mortals,” Alex said, having already considered the possibility. “Have any of you left here since I’ve been gone?”

“We’ve been helping your people with their battles whenever Aven has been in attendance, since the risk of him striking us here at the same time was minimal,” Zain answered, his hands fisted around his weapons and his eyes watching Alex’s every move, like she was a snake about to strike. “It’s been complicated, though, with the mortals having trouble recognising friend from foe, especially with their weaponised Sarnaph blood—a good idea, I must admit.”

Friend from foe. That was a conundrum they would have to solve—but later. Right now, she needed to get to Meya, to her friends and her parents. But there were still two very upset Meyarins standing in her way.

“Alex,” Kyia said quietly, “whatever you’re thinking, you must know, there’s no way we’ll let you hurt Roka.” Her expression was stricken but her tone unwavering. “There’s no way we’ll let you kill him.”

“That, I presume, is where I’m supposed to come in.”

Fletcher’s timing couldn’t have been more perfect as he and Mayra strode into the tent.

“It might have been nice for a little warning, though,” the doctor told Alex pointedly as he came to a stop beside her.

“You were busy,” she replied. Then, quieter, “How’s Soraya?”

“Stable. Varin is watching over her while I’m gone, but I’m confident she’ll make a full recovery.”

At the confirmation, Alex exhaled a deep, relieved breath. “Thank you, Fletcher.”

“You can thank me by filling me in on your plan,” he returned. “Maggie—erm, Mayra, I mean—has brought me up here a few times to check Roka’s vitals, so I’m familiar with his

current condition, but I’m at a loss as to what you’re suggesting be done to him.”

Wiping her clammy hands on her leathery armour, Alex looked over to the curtained area again and said, “Is there a way that you can make it so Roka dies but still stays alive?”

Zain and Kyia both sucked in breaths.

“What you’re asking,” Fletcher said slowly, “is not something I would advise.”

It also wasn’t something Alex would ever consider under normal circumstances. But their circumstances were anything but normal.

“Desperate times, Fletcher,” she whispered. “He only needs to be dead for a second in order for Aven’s blood to become validated again.” She looked at Zain and Kyia for confirmation, receiving terse nods of agreement, before she turned back to the doctor and asked, “Can it be done?”

It took him a moment to respond, and when he did, it was with clear hesitation. “I can stop his heart in a way that would normally allow for resuscitation, but given his catatonic state, I’m not confident any of my usual methods of revival would work.” He rubbed his jaw, his gaze inward as he considered. “From what I gather, Grimm Helkin doesn’t need to do anything for his sleeping gift to stay active. It’s essentially comparable to a blast of a Stabiliser—one hit was all it took, and only a deliberate decision on Grimm’s part will wake Roka; like a second blast with the reverse effect. Until then, not even death will free him from his coma.” He paused, then finished, “Since his body and mind are in a limbo state right now, I fear that if I do stop his heart, there’s nothing in him cognisant enough to respond to my attempts at resuscitation. Not while Grimm’s gift remains in effect.”

Swiftly processing that, a new plan started to form in Alex’s head. “If you can’t revive him completely, can you keep him alive long enough for us to wake him?”


Fletcher cocked his head in question.

“Like…” Alex floundered, then an idea came to her. “Do you know what CPR is?”

The look on Fletcher’s face would have been comical in any other instance. “I’m a doctor. Of course I do.”

Alex didn’t waste time explaining that Medoran medicine was so advanced that she hadn’t been sure if cardiopulmonary resuscitation existed outside of Freya.

“Then can you keep his heart pumping while we’re gone?”

Warily, he nodded.

“For how long?” Alex asked.

“The risk of irreversible damage grows the longer CPR is administered,” Fletcher warned. “But… given his swifter immortal healing, presuming we can manually keep up a steady continuation of his heart and lungs oxygenating his blood, you’ll have the time you need to get in and out of Meya. Barring any unforeseen circumstances, of course. But without Grimm—”

In a hard voice, Alex said, “Grimm will be coming back with us.”

Silence met her statement. Until Hunter spoke.

“Add him to the ever-growing list,” the teacher said under his breath, clearly not a fan of the increasingly complicated plan, but also understanding why the gifted man had to be among their returning number.

“How many people can fit on the Valispath at once?” Kaiden asked the Meyarins in the room, which was something Alex hadn’t thought to consider.

“The Valispath isn’t built to size, it’s dependent on the summoner’s concentration,” Kyia said. Her eyes flittered to Alex, to Fletcher, to the curtain, then back to Kaiden as she finished, “As long as whoever is commanding it is able to remain focused on those travelling for the journey, there’s no

limit. However, I’ve never known anyone who can transport more than a dozen people at once. Even that’s a stretch.”

Quietly, Hunter ticked them off. “The three of us, Jordan, Bear, Delucia, Grimm and your parents. That’s nine, Alex. Think you can handle it?”

“Ten,” she responded, unwilling to admit that she’d only ever summoned the path to carry up to two other people at a time. “There’s someone else who has to come with us as well.”

Alex hadn’t forgotten Astophe’s leverage idea. And while the rescue took priority, this might be the only chance she would have to get her hands on Niida. However, when she shared her explanation with the others, they were almost as disbelieving as when she’d announced that they needed to kill Roka.

“You’re abducting the queen?” Kyia said, and Alex realised belatedly that Niida was Kyia’s impending mother-in-law. “I think your time in Tia Auras has damaged you in the head.”

Kyia couldn’t have been more right. But that didn’t mean Alex was changing her mind.

“She won’t come willingly,” Alex said, “but until I decide if I’m going to do what Astophe told me to, I need a way to retrieve her without a struggle.” She looked around the tent, focusing on the small area set up with various medicinal items. “The night Gaiel abducted me and took me to Taevarg, he blew some black powder into my face and it knocked me out instantly. Any chance you know what that was?”

Zain’s brows rose, but he walked over to the table and searched through the mess there before returning and handing her a small glass container with an inch of powder left in it.

“It’s called seros,” he said. “It’s rarer than myraes, which is all but gone now.” He gestured to the powder and added,

“That’s the last of our stock, and since I personally pilfered it from Meya upon our escape, I can confirm that’s the last of anyone’s stock.”

Alex squinted into the glass. “How much is in here?”

“Enough for two doses.” He then instructed, “Sift half of what’s there onto your hand and then blow it into your victim’s face, just as Gaiel did to you.”

“Perfect,” Alex said, pocketing the glass and making a mental note not to accidentally inhale the powder. That would be embarrassing.

With two doses at hand, they could take out Grimm as well as Niida—hopefully knocking the Claimed man out before Aven caught on to their actions through his bond. The easier solution was for Alex to Release Grimm while still in the city and have him leave freely with them, but it was smarter for them to retreat as swiftly as possible. After safely arriving back in Draekora, then Alex could force her way into Grimm’s mind, battle Aven’s will, and break their bond, thus enabling the gifted man to then willingly reawaken Roka.

Simple, right? she couldn’t help thinking sarcastically.

Allowing her thoughts to drift over everything they were about to face, with the barest snippets of the torture vision flooding through her mind before she swiftly blocked it out again, she gestured to the supply table and asked, “Do you guys have any laendra left?”

Kyia retrieved some of the silvery flowers, handing small bunches to Hunter, Kaiden and Alex.

Mayra plucked a stem from Alex’s collection and quietly said, “I’ll make sure this gets back to Soraya while you’re gone. I have a feeling you’re going to want her functioning at full health as quickly as possible.”

Alex didn’t care that her wolf couldn’t pass through Meya’s wards and come to their aid, she just wanted Soraya healed

fast, so she nodded to Mayra with gratitude and whispered, “Thank you.”

Turning back to Kyia and Zain who were still visibly on edge, Alex forced herself to meet their gazes, silently pleading with them not to stand in her way.

In response, Zain crossed his arms and said, “You’re really doing this, then?”

“Zain—it’s my parents. It’s my friends,” Alex responded softly. “I wouldn’t suggest this unless it was the only way, unless I didn’t think it would work. You know I would never risk Roka otherwise, just as you know he’d be the first to nominate himself for this if he could.” She looked at Kyia then back to Zain again, talking to them both when she begged, “Please don’t try to stop me.”

With a sigh that could have blown the floating islands off course, Zain turned to Fletcher and said, “You’re certain you can keep Roka alive?”

Alex knew that the male Meyarin would trust Fletcher at his word, given that the doctor had once saved his own life. So she waited with bated breath to hear Fletcher’s answer, her tension only growing when he flicked his gaze to her, his face unreadable, before he turned back to Zain.

Finally, he nodded.

“If all goes to plan, then yes.” He looked at Kyia. “I’ll need your help, though.” Strangely, his lips twitched as he turned back to Zain and said, “Unless, of course, you’d rather be my assistant.”

The reason for the lip twitch became known when the doctor explained the mouth-to-mouth part of CPR to the Meyarins and shared that someone would need to breathe air into Roka’s lungs while Fletcher focused on pumping his heart. If not for the anxiety twisting Alex’s insides, she would have burst out laughing at the look on Zain’s face as he hastily surrendered the task to Kyia.


“Remember, Alex,” Fletcher told her as they all moved closer to the bed, pushing the curtain aside to reveal Roka’s comatose form. “The faster you return, the better.”

Alex resisted the urge to tell him that she didn’t plan on staying for dinner and a show. Instead, she made a sound of agreement, then turned to Kyia and Zain, both of whom were staring down at Roka with pinched, worried expressions.

Reaching out until she was holding one of each of their hands, she caught their eyes and asked, “Do you trust me?”

Slowly—painfully slowly—they nodded.

“Then believe me when I say I trust Fletcher with my life, and in this case, with Roka’s life. Neither he nor I will let anything bad happen,” she told them, infusing as much certainty into her voice as she could. “And if—when—all this is over, we’ll have Grimm here and we’ll be able to wake Roka. He’ll be back with us again for real.”

She could tell her friends were struggling, but their faces also flashed with hope. It was enough for her to know they weren’t going to keep Fletcher from what he was about to do.

Squeezing both their hands, she said to Zain, “While Kyia is in here helping Fletcher, you need to be out there waking the others and warning them. If we don’t manage a clean getaway from Meya, we might have company on our heels.”

“We’ll be ready,” Zain promised. “If needed, we’ll hold them off until you can free Grimm and revive Roka, then we’ll all retreat back to Akarnae with you. The wards of the Library will keep us safer than anywhere else.”

Alex nearly swayed with relief at seeing Zain’s determination and knowing that he, the leader of Meya’s Zeltora, was willing to follow her plan; was willing to rally his people at her request. She was asking so much of him, of both of them. To endanger Zain’s best friend and Kyia’s beloved—to kill Roka—was no

small ask. And yet, here they were, putting their faith in Alex, just as they always had.

With one final squeeze of their hands before releasing them, she whispered, “Then let’s do this.”

Their nods of agreement, tentative though they were, were enough for Fletcher to quietly instruct Mayra to pass over his medical bag. He rifled around until he pulled out his MedTek device, hooking it up to Roka to function as a heart rate monitor that prompted a steady beep, beep, beep sound to echo around them. He then reached back into the bag and withdrew a syringe and a vial of neon yellow liquid.

“I’ve never seen you with a needle before,” Alex observed, feeling somewhat woozy at the sight.

“That’s because you’re terrible when it comes to anything medical,” he murmured distractedly as he drew the liquid into the syringe. “The only time I can get a needle anywhere near you is when you’re unconscious. When you’re awake, I have to baby you with ingestible alternatives.”

Alex would have been embarrassed by his declaration if it hadn’t had the effect of lightening up the tense atmosphere, with everyone other than her offering flashes of smiles—albeit, small ones—at his comment. At least until he spoke again and their expressions turned solemn once more.

“This will be nearly instant,” Fletcher said, lining the needle up against Roka’s inner elbow. “Be ready.”

Everyone nodded, and Alex moved towards the entry of the tent, ready to duck outside and activate the Valispath as soon as she was given the go-ahead. Hunter and Kaiden followed, sticking close, while Zain, Kyia, Mayra and Fletcher hovered above Roka.

“Be safe, little human,” Zain whispered. “And return to us swiftly.”


With her quiet promise that she would, Fletcher plunged the needle into Roka’s arm, the yellow liquid instantly flooding his veins.

As the doctor had warned, it took barely seconds before the monitor noises slowed, the beep, beeeep, beeeeeeep eventually dragging out in one long, telling sound.

“It’s done,” Fletcher said tightly, starting his compressions on Roka’s chest as Kyia took her position near her betrothed’s head. “Go, Alex. Go.”








Thirty-One

Alex was out the tent before the second ‘go’ had left Fletcher’s mouth, Hunter and Kaiden right on her heels. She instantly summoned the Valispath, and with a feeling similar to welcoming an old friend, the Eternal Path activated at her command, sweeping the three of them away from Draekora and down towards the dangers of the city below.

They streamed through the dawn-lit clouds beneath the floating islands, with neither Kaiden nor Hunter appearing fazed by what, to them, would seem like an invisible rollercoaster.

“I’m taking us straight to the palace,” Alex said as she concentrated on directing them there, grateful that she was just as competent with the Valispath as she’d been while using it in the past. “I don’t know if they’ll be there or in Taevarg, but it’s been barely an hour since Jordan, Bear and D.C. were taken, so I’m counting on them having been delivered to Aven first, before…”

… Before he locked them up or did something much, much worse—the possibilities of which she wouldn’t allow herself to consider.

“I agree,” Hunter said.

“And remember—” Alex cut herself off when the Valispath dropped into clear sky, affording an unobscured view of Meya touched by the brilliant light of sunrise.

“What the hell is that?” she screeched.


Surrounding the city was a thick, dark cloud. Or so Alex thought, until she was close enough to see that it was moving; that it was a mass of wings and fangs and claws. The cloud—it was thousands upon thousands of flying creatures, all of which were circling the Myrox spires in what looked to be a protective formation.

Hunter cursed. “I forgot to tell you about the veeyons.” Then he cursed again, louder.

Alex whipped towards him for an explanation, but Kaiden didn’t wait, and reached for both her and Hunter’s hands. An instant later, her vision blurred as a familiar trickling sensation washed over her.

Knowing what he’d just done, Alex looked at him in concern and asked, “How long can you keep us transcended?”

“As long as it takes,” he answered, with steely determination.

Despite his bold declaration, Alex’s concern only grew. Jordan’s ability exhausted even him over lengthy periods of use, and she knew it was exponentially more tiring for Kaiden to control the gifts he’d adopted from others. And yet, as they blurred into the mass of flying creatures and soared through their dark cloud without notice, Alex tightened her grip on him, realising that his quick thinking had saved them from a horrific encounter with the swarming beasts.

While veeyons were neither as large nor as intimidating as draekons, they weren’t small by any means, their sharp teeth and talons enough to incite a healthy amount of fear. Furthermore, Alex knew from her Species Distinctions class that they were capable of spitting venomous green sludge. That alone would have caused her to give them a wide berth, if given the choice, but the sheer numbers that surrounded them made that all but impossible.

“What, exactly, did you forget to tell us?” Alex asked Hunter, careful to keep her voice down even if she doubted she’d be heard

over the speed of the Valispath and the screeching veeyons—a noise she likened to thousands of crows all cawing at once.

“Somehow Aven’s controlling them,” Hunter answered. “It’s only recent—maybe a week since they were first sighted during a skirmish at Graevale, if that. We don’t know how he’s doing it, but since the creatures work like a hive mind following their leader, at a guess—”

It was Alex who cursed this time, cutting him off with a sharp exclamation. “You think he’s bonded with their leader?” Just like her bond with Xira.

“That’s my presumption, if it’s even possible.”

Alex was beyond words, soothed only by the light, reassuring stroke of Kaiden’s thumb along the back of her hand. She turned to meet his calming blue gaze, reading his silent promise that they would get through this, just as they had everything else.

“As long as we avoid their detection, they won’t be a problem for us,” Hunter said.

For now, Alex wanted to add. But she kept her thoughts to herself and her mind on the moment, not daring to think ahead.

With them invisible, she didn’t need to be cautious about their approach to the palace, since not even Meyarin sight could see through Kaiden’s transcendence. She considered the best place to deliver them, aware that many of the rooms were warded against Valispath entry, before she settled on sending them soaring through the walls and towards the library, a central place from which they could determine their next move. She assumed—or at least hoped—that Jordan, D.C. and Bear would be together, just as she assumed her parents would be with each other somewhere. Then there was Niida who they also had to locate, along with Grimm Helkin. That meant four different places to search out in order to collect everyone who needed to return from Meya with them. And Alex had no idea who to prioritise first.


But the choice was taken out of her hands when they landed in the corner of the Meyarin palace library only to discover that it wasn’t empty.

It took all of Alex’s willpower to keep from uttering a sound when she sighted Jordan, D.C. and Bear bound with Moxyreel at their wrists and strung up against one of the walled bookshelves, their hands high overhead, their bodies struggling furiously against their bindings. They were bloodied and bruised—D.C. had a nasty cut along her temple, Bear had a black eye that was almost completely swollen shut, and Jordan had what looked like fingernail marks scoured deep along his forearms—but otherwise they appeared mostly unharmed.

The relief Alex felt was almost crippling, enough that she mindlessly moved a step forward before she was tugged back into the corner by Kaiden. Only then did she have a care to look around the rest of the room and see that her friends weren’t alone.

Three Zeltora warriors were standing sentry and staring blank-eyed at nothing, while the blond-haired Calista Maine was seated casually at a worktable nearby. Beside her, to Alex’s increasing relief, was Grimm Helkin, the dark-skinned, beanpole-thin man looking just as he had when she’d first seen him at Taevarg.

There was no sign of Aven amongst the assembled audience, and she almost decided it was worth the risk to try and get their friends and Grimm out of there straight away and return later for her parents. But then Alex remembered that while Calista’s telekinesis wouldn’t work on her, it would on everyone else, with the same being true about Grimm’s gift. The three Zeltora warriors were also a consideration, making her acknowledge that they needed a clearer run with less risk of failure.

Instead of acting upon her restless impulses, she silently activated the Valispath again, relocating them behind a backless bookcase separated from the walls and in an opposite, much

darker corner from where they’d arrived. Protected from sight, Kaiden was able to release them from his transcendence, after which they each carefully removed a book at eye-level, peering through the unnoticeable gaps to watch everything that was happening in the middle area of the library.

… Which meant they saw when Aven strode in through the door only seconds later, a vision dressed in black, his head held high, his golden eyes bright with cunning intelligence. Signa Zu was barely a step behind him, the mind reader looking gleeful as he shadowed the footsteps of his master.

Alex sucked in a soundless breath—mostly at the sight of Aven, but also at the fear that they might have been wrong and Signa would somehow become alerted to their presence. But the mind reader didn’t even glance towards their corner of the library, easing some of her panic.

“I apologise for my delay,” Aven told her friends who had stilled upon his arrival, each of them paling rapidly, just like Alex. “I was in the middle of… breakfast.”

The way he said the final word while wiping away a red droplet on his chin caused bile to rise in Alex’s throat. She barely managed to push it back down, only doing so when Kaiden’s grip on her hand increased until it was nearly painful. She looked at him and he caught her eyes, wordlessly telling her to keep it together for the sake of their friends.

Hunter was also watching Alex carefully, the same message clear in his gaze, and she nodded at them both, indicating she wouldn’t do anything that might give them away. Until they collected her parents and Queen Niida, it would be suicide to call attention to themselves. They had to wait for the perfect time, after which they would only get one chance to escape.

However, that meant her friends were on their own until then, left to face the nightmare of a Meyarin in front of them.


“Tell me,” Aven purred, walking closer to the bookshelf where D.C., Jordan and Bear were bound side by side. “Where has dear Alexandra been hiding?”

Alex shuddered at his silky menace, prompting Hunter to shift soundlessly around Kaiden so that he was closer to her, apparently fearing she would do something stupid and he would need to intervene. But she was rooted to the spot, unable to do anything except watch what was about to play out before them.

“Come now, don’t be shy,” Aven said when none of her friends answered. “I’m sure you all know by now that she and I have a long history together.” His tone darkened. “A very long history.”

The sound of his voice, the look in his eyes… everything about him had Alex quaking from head to toe. This was the monster who cared only for revenge, who wanted to wipe all mortals off the face of Medora. This was the monster who had once been her friend, who had once considered himself in love with her.

This was the monster she had created…

… and the monster she had to destroy.

“No one wants to tell me?” he asked, but rather than seeming angry, he appeared pleased; something that had Alex pressing her free hand to her middle as her insides churned with dread. “Then I guess I’ll just have to… motivate you.”

He moved faster than should have been possible—almost faster than Alex’s enhanced vision could follow. Before she could even consider what was about to happen, he drew a Myrox dagger from his belt and swiped it through the bindings holding D.C.’s arms above her head.

“What—” D.C. breathed, terror stealing her voice, as Jordan and Bear shouted at Aven to get away from her. But he didn’t listen to any of them.


Instead, with a smile that was as vile as it was beautiful, in one single, unfathomably quick move, he sliced the blade across his free palm and pressed his hand to the side of D.C.’s face— right over her bleeding temple.

Red and silver blood combined, and barely a second later, D.C.’s eyes glazed over just as Aven’s flared with triumph.

Alex rocked backwards in horror. She opened her mouth but no sound came out—partly because she couldn’t draw air into her lungs, but mostly because Hunter had slammed a hand over her mouth, stopping her from releasing the scream that was rising up from within. She wondered if his gift had showed him what would have transpired if he’d failed to silence her, or whether he’d simply been unwilling to risk her reaction to watching Aven Claim another one of her closest friends. Either way, he didn’t release her. Indeed, the only reason she was still standing was because both he and Kaiden were supporting her weight between them, her body limp in their arms.

“There now,” Aven said smoothly. “That’s much better.”

“You son of a—”

With a strangled gasp, Jordan’s yell was cut short as he began choking for air, an invisible vice around his neck. With every strangled sound that tore from his throat, Alex’s shakes grew more violent, along with her desperation to do something, to get to him, to save him. But she couldn’t move. Kaiden’s and Hunter’s constricting arms were warning enough—they wouldn’t be able to rescue anyone if they were discovered first. So she had to endure it, had to watch Jordan’s face purpling as Bear screamed at Aven to stop.

And then, just as Alex feared Aven would keep going until Jordan suffocated, the Meyarin finally made a flicking motion with his hand, after which Jordan began gagging and coughing and sucking painful-sounding breaths into his lungs.


“I can’t say I’ve missed you, Jordan,” Aven said casually, as if he hadn’t just been trying to kill him. “You were always difficult to control. Always fighting me at every turn.”

Jordan didn’t respond—he was too busy with the effort of trying to breathe again.

“Perhaps you’ll be more cooperative now that I have your girlfriend under my thumb,” Aven said, trailing a finger down D.C.’s cheek, a mockery of tenderness as he smeared their blood together. D.C. didn’t move, incapable of resisting Aven’s Claim on her mind. “The royal princess of Medora—now this is a prize, if not the one I truly seek. I wonder…”

He cocked his head, looking from D.C. to Jordan. Bear might as well have not been there for all the attention he was receiving, though Alex found that a relief more than anything.

“I do believe we could have some fun with this,” Aven went on, his lips curling up at the corners.

He pressed the hilt of the dagger into D.C.’s hands, and her fingers immediately closed around it with a white-knuckled grip.

“Why don’t you show your boyfriend what happens to those who disappoint me, dearest Delucia?”

The sound of Alex’s hammering heart was all but deafening as D.C. stepped towards Jordan. The library became a foggy haze as she watched—just freaking watched—when her best friend responded to whatever mental command Aven had given her…

… And stabbed the dagger straight into Jordan’s side.

Alex’s torso jerked as if it were she who had been stabbed, the sound of Jordan’s scream piercing her eardrums. Bear’s too, as he shouted hoarsely at Aven, at D.C., at anyone who might listen to him.

“What about now, Jordan?” Aven said. “Are you ready to tell me where Alexandra has been hiding?”


Blood gushed from Jordan’s wound and his face was drained of all remaining colour as he panted against the pain of the dagger speared into his side. And yet, he said nothing. Neither did Bear—or not about Alex, at least, but there were definitely cursed exclamations spewing from his mouth.

“Perhaps you need more motivation,” Aven mused.

Following another mental command, D.C. ripped the blade from Jordan’s flesh before plunging it straight back in again.

The sound that left Jordan was worse than before, his cry flooding through Alex in a wave of agony.

“Dix, please,” he gasped from between pain-clenched teeth. “You’re stronger than anyone I know. Fight him. Fight him.”

But more than anyone, Jordan knew how difficult—how impossible—it was to resist a Claimed order.

When D.C. acted upon yet another command and tore the blade out again, Bear screamed, “STOP!” so loudly, so gutturally, that Aven turned to him, with D.C. pausing as if having been told to wait.

“You’ve Claimed Dix—you already know everything we know!” Bear said, struggling so hard against his Moxyreel bindings that his wrists were rubbed raw and bleeding.

“I knew everything before I walked into the room,” Aven returned emotionlessly as Signa smirked with pride. “But this isn’t about me already knowing, it’s about you being willing to betray your beloved friend.”

“That… will…”—Jordan gasped around a raspy cough— “… never…”—a wet, struggling breath—“… happen.”

Aven’s eyes flashed at Jordan’s steadfast declaration just as Alex’s burned at his unyielding loyalty. But all Aven said was, “We shall see.”

Before he could say—or do—more, Skraegon appeared in the room on the Valispath and called for Aven’s attention. In the Meyarin tongue, the hideous brute who had nearly

killed Soraya said, “As far as we can tell, she’s no longer at the academy.”

A dark smile touched Aven’s mouth as he replied, also in Meyarin, “So she’s on her way here. Perfect.”

Turning to Calista and the three Zeltora guards, Aven gestured towards Jordan and Bear and ordered in the common tongue, “Watch them.” To Grimm, he commanded, “Find Marcus and have him drag Alexandra’s parents over from Taevarg. By the time she arrives, we’ll have a reunion ready and waiting.” In an undertone he added, “And she can watch as I kill them all, one after the other.”

Alex closed her eyes against the roaring in her ears. She focused on the tight grip of Kaiden holding onto her, on Hunter’s hand still slammed over her mouth, and somehow the combination of both managed to help her beat back her growing numbness and control her emotions.

“I’ll return as soon as she’s sighted,” Aven finished, not that any of his Claimed followers cared about his actions. With the number of people he’d performed the blood-bonding ritual on, there was no way he was controlling all of them at once. Their mental link might keep them under constant surveillance, but unless they were given specific commands, they were free to go about their lives, just as Niyx had done when Claimed by Alex.

So, while those in the room didn’t need nor care for Aven’s declaration of return, Alex did. Because, as Skraegon drew close and swept both Aven and Signa away on the Valispath, she knew she’d been given a window of opportunity. And she was going to use it.

Praying that Jordan wouldn’t bleed out before they could get him medical attention and that D.C. would remain standing there blankly without being issued further orders to use the dagger still held loosely between her fingers, Alex gestured for Kaiden to reactivate his transcendence around them, and she

summoned the Valispath. Together with Hunter they travelled down the hallway of the palace as swiftly as possible until she found the nearest empty room. Once there, she dropped Kaiden’s hand and motioned for him to cancel his gift again. She was alarmed by the strain in his features, but the look he sent her promised he was just as determined as ever.

Before either of her companions could speak, she quietly said, “We need to split up.” They both opened their mouths to object, but she continued over them, “We don’t have time to argue. My parents are being brought here which means we don’t have to hunt them down”—she refused to think of them having been locked in the dark prison for two weeks, refused to think of what they might have gone through in that time—“but we still need to get Niida, as well as Grimm, if he doesn’t return after completing his task. Both of them need to be in the library so we can all leave together.” Especially now with the veeyons overhead, because they would need to slip invisibly through the masses of flying creatures again. Making multiple trips was no longer an option.

“If you both hurry, you can catch up to Grimm and knock him out after he’s followed Aven’s order about my parents,” Alex continued, extracting the black powder and opening her palm to keep half of the dust for herself before handing the glass vial to Hunter. “Do it quickly enough that he doesn’t have a chance to get a warning message off to Aven. Then take him back to the library and wait for me behind the bookcase again. Once I have Niida, we’ll come straight back. Then we’ll… figure out the rest.”

“How do you know where the queen is?” Kaiden asked, his tone grave at the idea of them splitting up, but also at the knowledge that it was necessary.

“If Niida’s anything like she was when I once knew her, she’ll be in her sunroom having breakfast,” Alex said, confident in her deductive reasoning. “I’ll get you both close to Grimm, but

from there, you’ll have to find your own way back to the library. Can you do that?”

“I’ve been here before,” Hunter said, and Alex raised her eyebrows, since as far as she’d known, she, Jordan, Bear and D.C. were the only humans to have visited Meya since her time in the past—thousands of years ago. But now wasn’t the time for questions, and Hunter went on to confirm, “I can guide us back easily enough.”

Alex nodded her approval and then linked hands with Kaiden again, Hunter doing the same. As the transcendence washed over them—and Kaiden’s face paled even further, to Alex’s increasing alarm—she said, “Once I drop you both off, I’ll have to move on straight away so I’m not spotted.” She mentally crossed all her fingers and toes that no Meyarins would see her as she zoomed untranscended through the palace on the Valispath afterwards.

“We’ll see you back at the library,” Kaiden said, his tone making it clear that she’d better arrive safely.

“I’ll be there,” she promised, hoping her words proved true, while accepting the promise in his eyes that he would be there, too.

And then they were off again, with Alex soaring them through the gilded walls and along decadent corridors, following the path she presumed Grimm had taken to find Jordan’s dad.

In the back of her mind, she found it odd that Aven hadn’t just mentally communicated to Marcus himself, rather than sending Grimm to pass along the message. She wondered if it was possible that Marcus wasn’t Claimed; if perhaps, despite all his deplorable actions, he had simply chosen his side all along, without Aven having to steal his will.

Alex had no way of knowing if that were true, just as she had no way of knowing where Marcus was—which meant they were flying blind to hunt down Grimm. However, in their favour

was that the hallway was long and narrow, and after only a few wrong turns and incorrect staircases, they caught up with the gifted man who was limited to travelling at human speed.

Confident that Kaiden and Hunter would wait until Marcus received the message to collect her parents before incapacitating Grimm and returning with him to the library, she squeezed Kaiden’s fingers in a quick, reassuring gesture, then nodded at both him and Hunter as she halted the Valispath. In the blink of an eye she released Kaiden’s hand and took off again, careful to make sure Grimm was oblivious to his tailing company.

With another mental prayer that her friends would be all right—all of them—Alex headed straight for the sunroom, relieved to not cross paths with any other Meyarins along the way. She was even more relieved to find Niida already there, just as she had hoped.

Alex knew speed was of the essence. Presuming Astophe had been right and the queen wasn’t Claimed, she could still yell for help loud enough that the entire palace would be able to hear her call. Just as she could activate the Valispath and escape to raise an alarm. All Alex knew was that she had to knock her out straight away.

Without delay, she blurred directly over to Niida’s side, her hand stretching out just as the queen’s head lifted, giving her the perfect opportunity to blow the powder straight towards Niida’s face.

But as if she’d been anticipating Alex’s arrival, in a whirl of movement, Niida ducked to the side, the powder sailing through the air to land like useless black dust on the ground.

The queen’s expression as she locked eyes with Alex was so raw, so ravaged, as she said, “I’ve been waiting for you, Aeylia.”

And then, before Alex could figure out what had just happened or scramble to devise a new plan, Niida surged forward, her nails glinting like claws as she lunged towards Alex.








Thirty-Two

Alex was too surprised to react in time to avoid the queen’s attack, and when Niida collided with her, the two of them crashed to the ground.

Niida got in one good swipe of her nails, scouring open the recently healed flesh along Alex’s cheek, before Alex managed to grasp her wrists and roll them both over so that she had the stronger position above.

Despite her royal lineage and immortality, Niida wasn’t a fighter, which meant Alex was able to swiftly overpower her without having to draw a blade. But as the queen bucked violently underneath her, Alex looked deep into her eyes, seeing nothing but a raging, savage beast.

“You were like a daughter to me!” Niida screeched.

Alex winced, both at the exclamation and at the volume. Desperately hoping no one was close enough to have heard, she kept her own voice down as she replied, “I’m not the one who changed.”

“You lied to us!”

Renewing her grip on the queen’s still struggling form, Alex said, “I have Meyarin blood in my veins, that was never a lie. Aven’s blood flows through me—I am what I am because of him.”

“And he’s what he is because of you!”

Alex winced again, unable to ignore the truth of her words. And yet she replied, repeating Astophe’s words, “Aven made his

own choices. You know that, Niida.” The queen bucked under her again, and Alex tightened her grip and held her irate gaze as she repeated, “You know that, Niida. No one made Aven do anything. He started all this on his own.”

“I lost my husband because of you!” Niida cried. Tears welled in her golden eyes as she continued to fight. “My son is dead because of you!”

Violently, she surged upwards, almost managing to dislodge Alex. It was enough to snap Alex’s patience and she shook the queen, hard enough that her whole body flailed with the movement.

“Roka’s not dead, Niida!” Alex said, trying to keep her grip on the female Meyarin. “He’s still alive!”

The queen stilled, but then she renewed her struggle, even more fiercely than before. “Stop lying to me!”

“It’s not a lie,” Alex hissed. “Listen to me, Niida—listen to me!”

But the queen was beyond listening, so Alex did the only thing she could think of. In one swift move, she drew the dagger from her thigh and pressed it up against Niida’s throat.

The queen’s body froze just as her eyes narrowed. Between stiff, ruby-red lips she said, “You wouldn’t dare.”

“I won’t kill you, you’re right about that,” Alex confirmed. “But this blade is laced with Sarnaph blood. One small scratch and you’ll be much easier to deal with.”

Alex wasn’t bluffing—if she had to take Niida out with the Hyroa blood, she would, and she’d just hope Fletcher had some of his antidote in his medical bag back up in Draekora.

With the queen now stilled beneath her, Alex quietly said, “Roka’s alive, I swear it. Whatever Aven told you was a lie.” When Niida opened her mouth to protest, Alex spoke over her and said, “He was in the middle of fighting Roka and Roka was winning, so Aven used one of his gifted followers, Grimm Helkin, to send Roka into a catatonic sleep.”


Niida’s face whitened.

“But Lady—Aes Daega was there, and she escaped with Roka before Aven could kill him,” Alex continued in a hurry. “Roka’s been in a coma up in Draekora ever since Aven took control of Meya.”

The queen shook her head, tears again welling in her eyes. “I don’t—I don’t believe you.”

“Why would I lie?” Alex returned. “You were there, Niida— you know how close I was with Roka in the past, just as you know how much I care for him now. I’m telling you, he’s not dead.” She paused, then softened her voice to admit, “But he will be soon, if we don’t get Grimm to Draekora so he can wake him.”

Quickly, Alex explained Roka’s current state and why such a desperate act had been needed so that she, Kaiden and Hunter could sneak into Meya. She also took a risk and shared her plan to abduct Grimm so that she could Release him and he could in turn deactivate the gift still holding Roka in its grip, thus allowing the true king of Meya to reawaken.

When she was done, there was a long pause as Niida just looked at her with wide, shining eyes, until—

“You killed my son?”

It was a question rather than an accusation this time, but it was still screeched loud enough that Alex hissed, “Keep it down!”

She was amazed no one had yet come running—that no one had heard their struggle or the queen’s shouts.

But then Niida said, “No one can hear anything. This room is warded with soundproofing—a gift from Astophe so I can enjoy peaceful mornings.” The last was said in barely a whisper, the heartache clear in her voice.

Hearing that, Alex looked closely at the queen and saw that the fight had left her. Somewhat warily, she said, “If I let you go, are you going to attack me again?”


Slowly, Niida shook her head.

It took a moment before Alex was willing to move, but a new plan was forming, and she needed Niida’s cooperation for it to work. So, inch by inch, she removed the dagger from the queen’s neck and rose to her feet, holding out her free hand that only trembled slightly with doubt.

Just as hesitantly, Niida reached up to grab hold and allowed Alex to pull her to her feet. They then looked at each other, neither quite sure what to say, until Alex whispered, “You know we have to stop him.”

The tears that had been welling in the queen’s eyes suddenly leaked over as she whispered back, “I know.”

Relief filled Alex, relief that only grew when Niida went on to say, “I’ve known ever since I realised what he’s been doing— what he’s become—what he’s been… eating.”

The look on Niida’s face was so stricken that Alex couldn’t bring herself to ask how the queen had made the discovery. Instead, she sheathed her dagger and, in a quiet, careful voice, said, “Astophe told me to come to you.”

When the queen’s eyes jumped back to hers in shock, Alex explained what the king had said inside the Gate of Lost Souls, what he’d suggested Alex do.

“I’m the leverage,” Niida whispered, but instead of looking appalled by her late husband’s proposal, she appeared to be steeling herself for it—just as Alex had hoped. The Niida who had once been her friend, the Niida who had once considered Alex like a daughter, was still in there, regardless of the queen she had let herself become after her beloved son’s exile.

“It wasn’t supposed to be like this,” Alex said, “but you’re now the best chance for us all to get out of here.”

Holding her gaze for a long moment, Niida straightened her spine and said, “Do it.”

Before she could lose her nerve, Alex drew in a deep breath

and summoned A’enara. With an apology in her eyes, she reached for Niida’s hand—a hand that was offered willingly and wasn’t pulled back, not even when the sharp blade sliced straight across the fleshy part of her palm.

Having the slightest moment of hesitation, Niida whispered, “I sure hope you know what you’re doing.”

As Alex slashed A’enara along her own palm, she whispered back, “So do I.”

And then she joined their palms together.
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When Alex and Niida arrived in the library, it became evident that things hadn’t improved—but they had worsened.

Exponentially so.

While Hunter was waiting as planned behind the bookcase with Grimm unconscious at his feet, Kaiden wasn’t with him. And that was because, after a quick, panicked glance out into the middle space of the library, Alex found him bound and tied up where D.C. had previously been hanging. One side of his face was bloody, but otherwise he appeared unharmed. Likewise, Jordan seemed to have avoided further injury in the time since Alex last saw him, but he was in a bad shape. Held upright by only his wrist bindings, he’d fallen unconscious from his wounds—but he was just unconscious, despite the crippling fear Alex experienced before she saw the movement of his chest taking alarmingly shallow breaths.

Unlike Kaiden and Jordan, Bear hadn’t been left alone. As Alex watched, Gerald Togen, who had joined them in the time she’d been gone, waved his hand in the air. A streak of a black tattoo whipped out from his skin and lashed against Bear’s torso, cutting through his already-tattered shirt, the flesh of his chest bleeding freely as he loosed a hoarse cry.


A quiet gasp had Alex reaching across to silence Niida, who was watching the scene with horror clear in her features, enough that Alex feared the queen would either pass out or throw up. But aside from her gasp, Niida managed to contain her reaction, and Alex turned back in time to watch as Gerald leaned towards Bear and spoke.

“How does it feel, knowing this was the last thing your father felt before he died?”

And with another blur of movement, Gerald’s whip-tattoos lashed out again, causing another gash and prompting another cry of pain that trailed off into an anguished moan.

“He didn’t last long,” Gerald went on, his eyes glinting maliciously. “I’ll make sure to take my time with you.”

After one final lashing, his tattoos retreated back into his skin and he sauntered over to sit at the table beside Calista, who was blankly watching from her position, just as she’d been ordered.

Somehow Alex forced her eyes away from her friends— away from Bear’s slumped position, Jordan’s unconscious form, Kaiden’s bleeding but defiant face, and D.C.’s stock-still body still holding the Myrox dagger—and cast her gaze over the rest of the room. Her heart fell when she realised that her parents hadn’t arrived. That meant they couldn’t leave yet, even if now was the best chance they had, since despite the three Zeltora guards watching alongside Gerald, Calista and Lena Morrow—who had also joined them— Aven hadn’t returned, either. Now was the time to act, and yet, they couldn’t do anything until Alex’s mother and father appeared.

Moving her eyes to Hunter, who was eyeing the queen warily until Alex nodded with reassurance, she tried to mime out a question, asking if he’d heard anything about her parents. He shook his head, a clear ‘no’, but before she could follow up

and try and find out how Kaiden had been captured—and if Hunter had any escape ideas—she was interrupted.

“Has anyone ever told you how beautiful you are?”

Alex’s head whipped around at Kaiden’s honeyed words— words that most definitely weren’t said to her. Instead, they were said to Lena, who was standing only a few paces away from him.

She didn’t speak, but Kaiden didn’t stop.

“I’ve always loved red-heads,” he said, looking at her fiery ginger hair. “My girlfriend’s a brunette, but she’s told me she’s going to dye hers red just for me. You and I could save her the trouble, you know. If you’re… interested.”

Alex scrunched her nose, wondering what the hell he was doing, what the hell he was saying. But as she watched, she saw Lena’s attention focus on him.

“Is that so?” the woman said, one red brow arched as she moved a step closer. Then another. “This girlfriend of yours—is it serious?”

Kaiden snorted. “Hardly.”

The grin he sent Lena had Alex fisting her hands even as she began to realise what game he was playing. And more importantly, why.

“I’ve never met anyone more high maintenance,” he went on. “There’s no way it’s going to last. But you…” He paused, licked his lips and huskily lowered his voice. “We’d be something else.”

And then Lena was right in front of him, raising a hand to trail a finger down the undamaged side of his face. “You’re nice to look at, I’ll give you that,” she told him, leaning in to whisper into his ear—something Alex was able to hear only because of her Meyarin hearing. “But I like my men older. By thousands of years, preferably. And royal.”

Alex couldn’t keep the repulsed expression off her face as Lena pulled back and sauntered past Calista and Gerald, hips

swaying seductively, before leaving the room entirely. Gerald was barking with laughter at her rejection, but Calista was still staring blankly under the command gripping her mind.

More and more, Alex was becoming able to tell the difference between who was content under Aven’s thumb, Claimed or not, and who was fighting it. Because while Lena and Gerald both seemed to relish in their sadism, Calista’s eyes were like D.C.’s—vacant and glassy, the two of them gazing inward as they battled for control of their own minds.

Edgy and impatient for her parents’ arrival so they could hurry up and get the hell out of there, Alex was just about to start miming to Hunter again when the door to the library opened and Marcus strode in. She felt the air rush out of her and she nearly whimpered with relief when her mother and father walked in behind him, both thinner than she’d last seen them, but otherwise they showed no signs of the torture she’d feared they’d endured in their fortnight of captivity. She drank in the sight of them, willing them to hold on just a little longer— willing the same for everyone she cared for in the room.

Spearing hateful eyes towards Marcus, Alex alone noticed his steps stutter upon seeing Jordan’s unconscious, bleeding form; a hesitation too small for anyone who wasn’t watching to see, but she did, and it was enough to make her frown. But then her gaze moved back to her parents when he ordered them to stand up against the bookshelf beside Kaiden, who they were looking at with unveiled alarm—him being the only Medoran other than Darrius who Alex had ever introduced them to. They knew who he was—just as they knew who he was to her.

Marcus drew her parents’ attention again when he ordered them to stay put, his words firm enough to keep them in place without the use of physical bindings. Despite loathing the man to eternity and beyond for everything he had done in their short acquaintance, Alex was grateful for the small mercy that he’d

unknowingly afforded them, their escape now just that much easier.

Knowing that the time to act had come, Alex gave Hunter a quick nod, receiving his in return as he drew weapons into both hands. They didn’t have a plan for this part, but Alex trusted her teacher’s skills enough to know he could help create enough confusion to rescue everyone and hurry out of there. But just as Alex prepared to summon the Valispath, Aven beat her to it, soaring back into the room alongside Skraegon… and with at least a dozen more Zeltora streaming in behind them.

With Hunter clutching Alex’s arm in warning, she watched powerlessly as Aven eyed the people she loved most in all the worlds lined up beside each other, his expression one of wicked delight.

“Kaiden James,” he said, his tone causing Alex’s heart to convulse. “I heard you had arrived. I presume this means Alexandra is close by.” He cocked his head. “I must say, I’m curious how you slipped into my city without detection. I’m even more curious why you then allowed yourself to be caught.”

Alex’s surprised eyes shot to Hunter, but then understanding pooled like a horrible weight inside her as she thought about that single moment he’d shared with Lena before the woman had sashayed from the room.

“I’m looking forward to breaking into that fortified mind of yours and learning what secrets you hold,” Aven said, retrieving the Myrox dagger from D.C.’s limp grip before moving threateningly closer to Kaiden. “I do believe I’m going to enjoy this.”

Just as swiftly as he’d done with D.C., Aven sliced the blade along his own palm before pressing his wound to Kaiden’s bleeding face.

Hunter’s fingers around Alex’s arm turned bruising, as if he feared she wouldn’t be able to keep from running to Kaiden’s

rescue. But his grip was unnecessary since she was paralysed, incapable of doing anything other than watch numbly and wait to see what would happen next.

The look of triumph in Aven’s golden eyes was almost too much for Alex to bear, but it was the look of triumph on Kaiden’s face that kept her from collapsing into a heap where she stood.

“Too late, Aven,” Kaiden said, a taunting grin stretching across his lips even as Aven visibly increased the pressure of his hand, their silver and red blood dripping onto the marbled floor.

The Rebel Prince’s face was hard with concentration as he sought to create the blood bond between them, but his expression morphed into something Alex would never forget when understanding finally dawned, when he realised the truth.

He couldn’t Claim Kaiden.

Because she already had.

‘There’s something I need you to do.’

Alex heard an echo of the words Kaiden had uttered on her Vardaesian balcony—words that had preceded his quiet but firm request for her to Claim him.

‘You know it makes sense,’ he’d told her. ‘You know, Alex.’

And she had known, having realised that if Aven learned who Kaiden was to her, he would stop at nothing to Claim him. Then he’d have access to Kaiden’s gift—and therefore, any gift, without even needing to consume another’s heart. It was a risk neither of them could take. So, against her better judgement, she’d done as requested, her only stipulations being that he would accept her Release as soon as it was safe, and that they would keep their mental communication to a minimum, since the last thing she needed was for him to accidentally pick up on any of her errant thoughts—especially ones that involved him.

‘That stunt you pulled with him last night? Ballsy, Aeylia. I don’t know whether to rail at you both or offer a standing ovation.’


Niyx’s words from within the Gate of Lost Souls came back to Alex, words that she had inwardly agreed with at the time. But as she watched the fury play out across Aven’s face, she was knee-weakeningly grateful that Kaiden—and Xira—had convinced her to Claim him, keeping the Rebel Prince from being able to do so himself.

“It seems I underestimated Alexandra, yet again,” Aven hissed through his teeth.

“She certainly is full of surprises,” Kaiden returned, pride clear in his voice as his taunting smile remained in place.

“She’s not the only one,” Aven said, and a moment later, Kaiden was screaming.

Writhing against the hand at his cheek, Kaiden’s agony tore through Alex, shredding her heart, ripping through her soul. She couldn’t see what was being done to him—Aven hadn’t pulled a weapon, he hadn’t even moved. The only point of contact he had was where his hand still rested against the deep nail scratches Niida had given Alex—scratches Kaiden shared because of their connection, just as he had shared her earlier injury at the academy.

“I see your bond with her doesn’t extend to the protection Alexandra has from physical gifts,” Aven said conversationally as Kaiden thrashed against him, books falling from the shelves with his violent movements. “You can thank your friend Blink for this one. He might have had an absurd name, but I do believe this is my new favourite ability. It’ll be a shame when it wears off.”

Ice flooded Alex’s veins as she realised that Aven had stolen Blink’s blood-boiling gift. That he’d—That he’d—

She made a gagging noise, covering her mouth quickly to block the sound of vomit rising in her throat as she struggled to swallow it back down. Hunter’s grip on her arm had moved from bruising and was now just short of snapping bone. And

Niida—Niida was looking at her son like she’d never seen him before, her eyes tormented beyond description.

“I wonder how long it will take,” Aven mused as Kaiden’s screams continued, as his body buckled and his arms strained against the Moxyreel. “How long until your organs start melting inside of you.”

Alex’s parents watched on with horror-struck features, but despite their lack of bindings, Marcus remained directly in front of them, keeping them from intervening.

“I wonder how long it will take,” Aven went on, “before Alexandra can handle no more.”

He didn’t have to wonder for long. Because she was already past her limit.

Prying Hunter’s fingers from their pincer grip, she pointed at one of the weapons he’d withdrawn earlier. She ignored the shake of his head and pointed again, firmly enough that, while hesitant, he responded with a terse nod of agreement. And then, with one quick, meaningful look at Niida, Alex was gone, using the Valispath so as to not give away their hiding position and the fact that she wasn’t alone.

“Enough, Aven,” Alex said in the strongest voice she could manage as she came to a stop behind him in the centre of the library. “I’m here now. Let him go.”

Alex’s parents looked at her with unconcealed shock— perhaps due to her physical appearance, dressed as she was in her Tia Auran armour with Niida’s bloodied claw marks on her face, or perhaps because, to their human eyes, she had just materialised out of thin air. Either way, Jack and Rachel both lurched forward as if to rush to her side. But Marcus remained blocking their path, holding up a hand in warning to them as he watched her carefully, a strangely calculating light in his eyes.

All of that Alex took in within the space of a microsecond, her focus then following Aven as he pulled his hand from

Kaiden’s cheek and turned to face her, anticipation clear in his burning golden gaze.

For a split moment, Alex’s attention darted to Kaiden as he slumped against his bonds with a groan. His face was so white and his lips nearly blue as his eyes came to a half-close. He was barely hanging on to consciousness… He was barely hanging on to life. But Alex wouldn’t think about that—she couldn’t think about that.

“Aeylia,” Aven said, his voice as smooth as syrup as he drew the word out, moving towards her with lethal grace. “We meet again.”

Alex didn’t respond—not to the name he’d called her, not to his statement, not to the murder in his eyes.

“I’ve thought long and hard about this moment,” he went on, coming to a stop barely a foot from where she stood. “These last weeks since I learned the truth about you, my mind has been consumed with longing, consumed with desire to see the look on your face as I take the lives of everyone you love. As I draw out their suffering, just as you have drawn out mine for thousands of years.”

It took everything within her not to move; not to retreat from him or summon A’enara, but instead remain still, her hands fisted by her sides. This wasn’t the moment. There was too much at stake—too many people she cared about who could get caught in the crossfire. Too many Claimed Zeltora and gifted humans ready to jump in and cause irreversible damage at a single command.

“It’s almost too perfect that you’re here,” Aven continued. “Almost too perfect that you’re right where I want you. The question is, who shall be first?”

His eyes flicked towards the bookshelf wall of her friends and family lined up, execution style.

“Will it be your parents, who you’ve been so careful to keep hidden from my notice?” Aven said. “Or perhaps Jordan, who you thought you could steal from me?”


Marcus flinched at the mention of his son, the motion so swift in the corner of Alex’s eye that she wondered if she’d imagined it.

“Or maybe Kaiden should be first,” Aven mused, “since Signa learned earlier from your friends how much your beloved boyfriend means to you. My bond with Delucia has only confirmed as much.”

Of all the inappropriate reactions, Alex could have sworn she saw brief smiles flit across her parents’ faces before their features turned grave again. While this wasn’t how she would have preferred them to hear about her new relationship status, she put aside the thought and focused on how grateful she was that Signa hadn’t returned to the library with Aven and Skraegon and all the extra Zeltora. Having one mind reader in the room was bad enough, let alone two. As it was, she had no idea why Marcus hadn’t given away that Niida was hiding in the corner—and why. The queen’s mind wasn’t protected, something Alex had forgotten to factor into her plan. And yet, Marcus remained silent.

“And then there’s the princess who you so willingly chose to risk your life to protect when all this began,” Aven continued, interrupting her thoughts. “Perhaps there’s poetic beauty in starting with her, just as it should have happened all those months ago.”

Answering a mental summons, D.C. shook off the stupor she’d been in ever since Aven had last left the library and walked stiffly to his side.

Alex watched, her blood pumping wildly, as he handed the dagger over and D.C. once again gripped it tightly between her fingers.

Fearing who Aven might command D.C. to target next, Alex said, “You don’t need to do this, Aven. It’s me you want, no one else.”

“You’re right about that,” Aven said. “But before I kill you,

I will see you destroyed, and this is the surest way to make that happen.” With a dark smile on his lips, he turned to D.C. and said, “You were once willing to sacrifice yourself for your worthless race, Delucia. The time has come for you to follow through on that.”

And without blinking, D.C. raised the dagger to her neck, pressing the blade against her vulnerable flesh.

In an instant, the vision Alex had seen flashed across her mind, where Aven ordered the Claimed D.C. to kill herself. The circumstances might now be different, but the facts remained the same. And as Alex watched in slow motion as a small bead of blood grew into a deeper cut, a scream arose from deep within her.

“STOP!” she shrieked at Aven. “Stop her, or your mother will share her fate!”

D.C.’s hand stilled, the dagger pressed deep into her neck but not deep enough—not yet.

“What reason can you possibly have for such an absurd declaration?” Aven asked, clearly amused. It was obvious that he was just humouring her, but Alex didn’t care as long as the blade didn’t continue deeper into D.C.’s skin.

In answer, Alex held up one of her fisted hands and slowly opened it, revealing her Claiming scars—of which there were now a few—along with the mixed red and silver blood that had dried on her skin. And, as Aven’s nostrils flared, like clockwork, Niida arrived on the Valispath beside Alex.

“Show him,” Alex ordered the queen, and the vacant-eyed Niida opened her own bloodied palm as evidence of Alex’s Claim on her.

Aven hissed out a sound of disbelief. “No.”

“If you can Claim the people I love,” Alex said, gesturing to D.C., “I can Claim the people you love. Only a fool would play fair against an enemy who doesn’t.”


With a surge of black flames, Vae’varka appeared in Aven’s hands, and Alex summoned A’enara in response, raising the Blade of Glory in front of her. But Aven didn’t strike. Instead, he was wavering, his indecisiveness concerning Alex more than if he’d chosen to attack. At least then she would have known what he was thinking.

“Careful, Aven,” Alex said when his eyes flickered to D.C. and the dagger in her hand wobbled, deepening the wound. “You kill my friends, my family, and I kill your mother.”

In response, Niida raised a dagger to her own neck—a dainty weapon with intricate swirls along the glistening Myrox, obviously the queen’s personal blade.

Without delay, D.C.’s hand steadied and then slowly lowered until it was resting by her side, dripping red onto the floor, while Aven’s focus narrowed onto Alex as he brought Vae’varka up between them. He said nothing though, just looked at her with unmasked rage. It was enough that Alex felt the need to offer him a new warning.

“I’m sure I don’t need to point this out, but if you kill me, then you’re the one who will be killing your own mother,” she said, reminding him of the repercussions of the bond between them—something that would mean Kaiden would die, too. And Xira. But she was gambling on Aven’s love for Niida outweighing his desire for bloodshed.

It was a gamble that fell in her favour when, through tight lips, Aven replied, “It would seem we’re at a stalemate.”

That was exactly where Alex wanted them to be.

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” she said, infusing as much confidence into her tone as she could manage, despite the sickening fear roiling through her body. “You’re going to let us go—all of us.” She waved her hand towards her parents and her friends. “Once we’re safely away from Meya, you have my word that I’ll Release Niida and she’ll be free to return to you.”


Alex, of course, knew that Niida would do no such thing. Just as she knew there was no need to Release the queen… since she had never actually completed the blood-bonding ritual on Niida.

It was a dangerous bluff, but while Astophe had urged Alex to Claim his wife—something she still struggled to believe—she simply hadn’t been able to bring herself to do it. Instead, Niida had agreed to go along with her plan, even so far as to scratch the side of her own face so that the silver-bloodied wound showed further sign of her connection to Alex, healing swiftly as it was.

“You give your word?” Aven all but spat. “What worth is that to me, when all you’ve ever offered me are lies?”

Alex pressed her lips together, not wasting her breath trying to tell him that the incorrect assumptions he’d made in the past didn’t equate to her lying to him.

“Do we have a deal or not?” she asked, tightening her grip on A’enara when Calista and Gerald began to move closer, along with Skraegon and the Zeltora warriors. Everyone was on alert, waiting for Aven’s orders, whatever they might be.

And yet, he said nothing and just watched Alex. The gold in his eyes held enough calculation that she raised A’enara higher and widened her stance, balancing her weight between the balls of her feet.

“Agree to let us leave here safely, Aven,” she told him, her voice echoing around the otherwise silent library, “or by your hand or mine, your mother will die today.”

A flare of emotion was the only response Alex received, along with three quietly spoken words.

“So be it.”

And then D.C.’s hand thrust the dagger back towards her own neck just as Aven lunged at Alex.








Thirty-Three

In the split second of shock when Alex realised that Aven was willing to sacrifice his own mother, she had to make a decision— raise A’enara to block Aven’s incoming blade, or use her immortal speed to try and save D.C., but in doing so, become vulnerable to Aven’s attack.

There really was no question, and she didn’t hesitate to push off in a leap towards D.C., prepared to risk whatever strike Aven might land. Zaylin’s armour would keep Vae’varka from poisoning her, so she just had to pray the blade wouldn’t offer a lethal blow before she could wrestle D.C.’s dagger away.

But nothing happened as she presumed it would, because before Alex could reach D.C., and before Aven could reach Alex, Marcus Sparker tackled Aven from the side, sending him into D.C. and causing her dagger to fly from her hand as she, Aven and Marcus all crashed to the ground.

At once, all hell broke loose.

… And that was because Hunter used Aven’s stunned moment of distraction to leap out from behind the bookcase and throw the Hyroa spray-weapon into the centre of the room, just as Alex had silently instructed before she’d left his side.

It activated without delay, a burst of mist splattering over everyone, particularly Skraegon and the Zeltora, who had rushed forward upon Hunter’s arrival, with them receiving the thickest concentration. Its effects were immediate, with the Meyarin

warriors dropping their weapons and holding their heads and stomachs as they stumbled on their feet, some even falling to their knees.

Alex knew how they felt, because while she wasn’t a pure-blooded Meyarin and hadn’t been blasted with a full dose, she’d still been hit by the blowback of the spray, and the moment it made contact with her exposed skin, she was hit by a wave of dizziness, nausea and weakness so overwhelming that she struggled to keep A’enara in her hands.

Niida, too, was moaning beside her, the dainty Myrox dagger lowering from her throat as she pressed her hands to her stomach. But neither of them had the luxury of giving in to their debilitating symptoms, because they needed to act fast while they still could.

Marcus had offered them a miracle, since he was now actively wrestling with Aven on the ground—something that wouldn’t last much longer, Alex knew, because as soon as Aven overcame his shock, his Meyarin nature would allow him to effortlessly subdue his mortal opponent. The Hyroa blood was slowing him down significantly, but Alex wasn’t naïve enough to think Aven getting splattered would ultimately give Marcus the upper hand. If she could push through the weakness, so could he, as miserable as the feeling was. But they didn’t need hours to get away, only a brief window of time—time that Marcus had given them.

With a wheezing breath as she battled her illness, Alex directed Niida to use her Myrox blade to cut through the bindings holding Jordan, Bear and Kaiden, while Alex herself rushed over and hauled D.C. away from the struggling limbs of Aven and Marcus. Hunter, meanwhile, was dragging Grimm’s unconscious form out from behind the bookshelf, and throwing Hyroa blood-coated daggers into any Zeltora who were managing to fight off the effects of the spray.


While the Meyarins might have been caught up in their agony, Calista and Gerald were human—and unlike Alex, they didn’t have a strong enough concentration of Aven’s blood in their veins to feel the effects of the toxic blast—so they were free to run forward unhindered, with Gerald ready to use his tattoo whips and Calista commanded to hold everyone with her telekinetic ability. And yet, neither of them were using their gifts. Because they weren’t able to.

As Aven had said—Kaiden had allowed himself to be captured, but Alex now knew he’d only surrendered in order to orchestrate that moment with Lena, when she’d given in to his flirting and run her finger down his cheek. All it had taken was a single touch for him to steal her nullifying gift—something that now, even barely conscious, he was using to keep Gerald and Calista—and likely Aven, too—from using their own abilities.

However, Alex was aware that he would soon be fully unconscious if he didn’t stop, the drain of using his gift too much for him to maintain without time to recover from Aven’s blood-boiling torture.

Not wasting another second, Alex looked to Niida, who nodded once to confirm that she was able to handle the agony of the Hyroa blood for just a little longer. In a blur of speed, the queen took off on the Valispath as they’d planned in the sunroom, with Hunter, Grimm, Jack and Rachel disappearing along with her. Alex caught the objection on her parents’ faces just before they vanished from the library, knowing they would have stayed with her if given the choice—which is why she hadn’t given it to them.

Niida’s assistance was a godsend, since there was no way Alex would have been able to concentrate on moving all ten of them at once without the queen taking half the load. Even now, the idea of moving just four of them as well as herself was

daunting, given how weak she felt from the Hyroa blood. But she pushed away her doubts and dragged D.C. over to where Kaiden and Bear were trying to hold Jordan between them—a useless endeavour, since both looked like they were about to pass out—and that’s when she heard it.

The sickening sound of an impaling blade followed by Marcus’s pained gurgle that cut off into deafening silence.

Feeling more urgency than ever before, Alex hastily activated the Valispath around her friends and rushed them out of the library, looking back just in time to see Aven pull Vae’varka out of Marcus’s now lifeless body. And as Aven’s eyes locked on hers, they seared her with the same promise that he gave as he opened his mouth and roared loud enough to shake the city.

The promise that the next person his fiery blade sunk into… would be Alex.
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They may have moved swiftly outside the palace walls, but Alex knew they were nowhere near out of danger yet. That was partly because D.C. began struggling like her life depended on it, screaming at them and even drawing the dagger from Alex’s thigh holster and slicing Alex’s leg in the process—adding even more poison to her system—before Kaiden, covered in Bear and Jordan’s blood, as well as his own, was able to wrestle it away from her. Together with the equally weakened Bear, the two boys managed to hold D.C. down and keep her from whatever Aven had mentally ordered her to do. At the same time, Kaiden drew out his portion of laendra, handing one flower to Bear and ordering him to chew it as he shoved another into his own mouth. Their healing began instantly, their strength returning enough for Bear to contain D.C. alone while Kaiden hurried

to tear open bulb after bulb and pour the nectar on Jordan’s stab wounds, even forcing open his jaw and dripping the liquid straight down his throat.

All of this Alex watched through blind, unfocused eyes as she concentrated on not letting them fall out of the air—something that was already challenging thanks to the Hyroa blood, but became more difficult when she realised she’d forgotten all about the veeyons.

With Kaiden only just beginning to get his strength back and Jordan still unconscious, she knew there was no hope either of them would be up to using their transcendence gifts—just as there was no one able to do so for Niida and the others with her who Alex could see a short distance ahead, the five of them about to enter the mass of black creatures.

“Hold on!” Alex gasped as she reinforced the force field around the Valispath until it was at full strength. She knew doing so would keep them protected from the natural elements such as wind and weather, but she had no idea how it would hold up against an attack from car-sized flying beasts.

Her panic increased when the veeyons, likely acting on their bound leader’s order, broke formation from their spiralling movement above the city and dove towards Niida’s group and, seconds later, Alex’s. The Valispath moved fast—much faster than the veeyons could fly, but there were just so many of them. Rather than slipping through undetected, Alex and the queen had to actively dodge and duck and move around them, testing all of their remaining focus and mental strength. Alex knew the Valispath could move straight through buildings, but at the first bounce of a veeyon off her force field, she discovered it worked differently with living creatures.

Up and up they wove through the masses of veeyons that were now rising from their spiralled level and purposefully following Niida and Alex. The ones who were already close

enough flew deliberately into the force field, ricocheting off with loud, angry squawks. But while their actions were to them nothing more than like playing on dodgem cars, each jarring attack felt like a stab of pain through Alex’s head as she had to carefully maintain her hold on the Valispath, keeping her friends safely in the air and moving upwards.

Her concentration wasn’t the only worry. It may have been a struggle, but she was determined to get them to Draekora enough that she could ignore the pain, ignore the sickness, and just get them there. But with the veeyons trailing after them, as soon as they arrived, she and Niida would be delivering a flying army to the floating islands. And if Zain hadn’t yet convinced the free Meyarins to evacuate, they were soon going to be inundated with talons and teeth and venomous green sludge— sludge that, thankfully, could not penetrate the force field, despite the veeyons’ best efforts.

Alex didn’t know what to do. She had to get to Draekora— she had to free Grimm, because any minute now, she was going to succumb to the poison in her blood—poison that not even laendra could cure. She could already feel her body shutting down, her weakness all-consuming. If she didn’t break Aven’s bond with Grimm the moment she arrived, she had no idea how long it would take for the weaponised spray’s built-in antidote to take effect, no idea how long until she’d be strong enough to perform the Release. And with Roka surviving only from Fletcher’s attempts at CPR…

She had no choice. It had to be done, and it had to be done straight away. But if they were under attack from the veeyons at the same time…

She couldn’t think. She could barely keep them on course as they sailed high enough to reach the first islands, and she directed them straight towards the deadened wildflower valley. Jordan was beginning to groan, coming around, but Bear and

Kaiden were still struggling with D.C. who was almost frothing at the mouth in her violent frenzy. And while the veeyons weren’t in line with them anymore, they also weren’t far behind, just as they weren’t giving up their chase.

Finally reaching the island settlement, Alex was halfway to Roka’s tent when she could manage no more. She fell forward, the Valispath dissolving around them as they all crash-tumbled along the ground. She’d known she was weak, but the sudden shutdown of her body came as a surprise, as well as the terror of what might have happened had it been only a few seconds earlier when they’d been in open air. But looking up at the sky from her prone, panting position, Alex didn’t have a chance to consider that for long, because she had another concern. A much larger, more imminent concern that was lunging out of the air and straight towards her.

She didn’t have time to react. She didn’t have time to attempt the Valispath again, to summon A’enara, to curl into a ball or even just raise her hands to protect her face. The veeyon was directly above her, so close that she could see the intelligence shining in its yellow eyes, so close that she could feel its breath as it screeched at her, so close that she felt the phantom pain of it shredding apart her body before it even made contact.

But that contact never came.

Because, with a burst of inky blackness, the veeyon was yanked upwards and away from Alex as talons—much larger ones—wrapped around its torso and shook it like a dog wrestling with a chew toy. With a pained shriek, the veeyon was thrown through the air only to disappear below the edge of the island, its wings unable to keep it in the sky after having been crushed by the punishing grip of the mightier creature.

There’s never a dull moment with you, Alex.

Alex was too weak to respond as she looked up at Xira and all the other draekons who were now arriving through the abrassa

in black bursts across the sky. Those draekons didn’t hesitate to engage the veeyons in battle, screeches and roars ringing out as beast fought beast in a clash of claws and teeth and fire and sludge. The sounds were unlike anything Alex had ever heard, and in her nearly unconscious state, she felt as if someone was sticking needles into her ears. It was enough for her to clamp her hands against the sides of her head, trying to block out the noise and the agony it prompted through her body.

She just needed a minute of rest; a second of quiet; a moment to close her eyes. Then she’d be able to deal with what was happening around her. She just needed… to… sleep…

ALEX! Xira screamed into her mind from wherever he was in the sky, jolting her back into awareness. You’re not done yet— GET UP!

How he could know that when he’d only just arrived, she had no idea, but his yell was enough to make her groan and roll onto her stomach. Her bleary eyes managed to see that Jordan, paler than death but now awake, was helping Kaiden and Bear with D.C., who was fighting even harder than before. It was as if Aven had been counting on the veeyons to take them out, and now that the draekons had intervened, he was even more furious, desperate for D.C. to cause damage on his behalf. Truly, there was no way he could have expected the draekons’ arrival—Alex herself had no idea what Xira and his kin were doing in Medora so soon, but their timing couldn’t have been more perfect.

Casting her gaze beyond the skies of warring beasts and the land with her struggling friends, Alex tried to focus her blackening vision. She was on borrowed minutes right now, every second leading her closer to shutting her eyes and not reopening them for a lengthy number of hours. She needed to find Grimm, she needed—

There. He wasn’t far from her, Niida having not made it to the centre of the settlement, either. Alarmingly, Hunter, Rachel,

Jack and Niida herself were all lying on the ground next to Grimm, unmoving. She could see Zain rushing their way; she had to trust that her Meyarin friend would look after them while she took care of saving Roka, before it was too late.

Unable to rise fully, Alex half ran, half crawled towards Grimm, most of her momentum on her hands and knees. She paused her uncoordinated movement only when a wave of nausea hit her so viciously that she bent at the waist and vomited what felt like everything she’d eaten in her entire life. When there was nothing left to throw up, she struggled forward again, until finally she reached the unconscious man and collapsed at his side.

Summoning A’enara, Alex roughly sliced open his palm and joined it with hers, screaming the words of the Claiming through her mind: Trae Menada sae!

Despite how weak she felt, her mind was violently flung through to Grimm’s mental space. The resistance was like barbed wire scouring through her brain—an attack that, coupled with her failing body, was almost too much to bear. But then, in an instant, the feeling subsided, just as it had done when she’d overtaken the Claim on Jordan. However, this time she didn’t appear before a representation of Chateau Shondelle, because that wasn’t where Grimm had been Claimed. Instead, she was inside a small cottage. There was a fire burning in the hearth and a meal laid out on the table—the very image of life interrupted. Grimm was there, too, curled up in the corner, his long arms wrapped around his bony knees, his head bowed against his legs. His posture screamed misery and defeat, and when he looked up at Alex, it was with haunted, hopeless eyes.

And then, Aven was there.

“That was some escape, Alexandra,” he said, the politeness of his tone unable to hide his fury. “But I’m curious why you’re bothering with Grimm now that my dear brother is dead.” His

head cocked. “Don’t look so surprised—I saw you summon the Valispath. There’s only one way that could be so.”

Her head was pounding, her pulse beating like drums in her temples—not a good sign, since it meant her physical decline was enough for the effects to transcend into her mental state.

“My blood runs in your veins, does it not?” Aven went on. “That’s how you were able to fool me in the past, how you were able to fool us all into believing you were immortal. Because you broke free of my Claim, and yet, still took part of me with you.”

Alex had always known Aven would figure it out, but she didn’t have the time or inclination to have a conversation with his avatar-self right now. Looking at him, she could see that he, too, was considerably paler than normal, the Hyroa blood affecting him just as much as her. Perhaps more, since while Alex had the addition of the contaminated dagger graze D.C. had inflicted, Aven had been splashed with a larger dose of the spray— something that only happened because of Marcus’s sacrifice.

Suddenly grateful that she felt so sick, Alex realised that since she and Niida were no longer able to keep a hold on the Valispath, then Aven wouldn’t be able to manage an immediate arrival at Draekora to join his flying army. That meant she had time, at least, before his Claimed warriors overtook the floating islands. Time enough to evacuate before that happened.

“I’d love to stay and chat,” Alex said, her voice alarmingly strained. “But we’ll have to continue this next time.”

Aven’s reply was as quick as it was threatening. “The next time we see each other, we won’t be talking.”

Alex already knew as much. Just as she knew Aven wouldn’t try and battle her for Grimm’s mind. He’d learned with Jordan that her strength of will overpowered his, that she didn’t need to fight him for it, because she had ultimate control now that she’d uttered the words of the Claiming ritual. No matter how many people Aven had killed, no matter how many hearts he

had consumed, no matter how strong his body and abilities may be, he would always have to yield to her will.

Which was what he did now. If only because Alex quietly reminded him, as she had done with Jordan, that they could stay in Grimm’s mind with Aven forced to obey her every whim, or he could Release the gifted human and they could live to fight another day.

“I’ll be seeing you again soon, Alexandra,” he said in a menacing whisper, before hissing out his words of Release and disappearing from Grimm’s mind.

Instantly, the cottage disappeared and Alex was flung back into her own body—a body that was being shaken roughly by a frantic Zain.

“I’m alive,” she muttered, pushing him away and forcing herself to roll back towards Grimm, who was looking around dazedly, unable to believe what had just happened. His eyes were still haunted, but the hopelessness was now replaced with disbelieving wonder.

“You—You freed me,” he said to Alex in a barely audible voice.

“Not yet,” she managed to get out around her shallow, painful breaths.

Every part of her body was on fire, the Hyroa blood having progressed to feeling like acid eating through her bloodstream. She heard people yelling her name—Zain, Kaiden, Jordan, Bear, others—but it took everything left in her to finish what she’d started, rasping out instructions for what Grimm had to do and say to accept her Release.

Finally, after she joined their bloody hands once more and all but mentally slurred, Trae Gaverran sae, she felt the new bond between them unravel. It then disappeared entirely when Grimm responded with his uttering of, Trae morras rae Gaverran, and Alex was again left in her own mind, in her own body.

And instantly, she surrendered to the darkness.








Thirty-Four

A brush of fur against her fingers followed by a wet nose and the lick of an even wetter tongue had Alex blinking her eyes open to find Soraya seated at her bedside, looking at her with uncanny intelligence.

“Hey, pretty girl,” Alex whispered through her dry throat. Had she not already been lying down, she would have collapsed with relief at the sight of the wolf, who showed no signs of the grievous injury she had sustained.

Alex, too, was feeling considerably better than when she had lost consciousness, her wounds having been treated and healed, the antidote having washed the Hyroa blood from her veins. But while her debilitating weakness and associated symptoms had disappeared, she still felt like she was awakening from a long winter of hibernation, her limbs stiff, her muscles tight, her head fuzzy with sleep. And that was why it took her a moment to comprehend that she was in her dorm room at Akarnae. It was also why she didn’t immediately realise that she and Soraya weren’t alone.

“Seems I can’t even take a nap without the world falling apart.”

Shooting upwards so fast that her vision spun and Soraya jerked backwards, Alex gaped at Roka who stood at the foot of her bed, grinning down at her.

His bright eyes looked pointedly at her golden skin. “Looks like a few other things have changed, too, Aeylia.”


Unable to contain a hiccup-like sob, Alex jumped up and lunged towards him with immortal speed, crashing into him with enough force that he had to go back a step to brace against her impact.

“I’m so sorry!” she said into his chest. “I had to do it! It was the only thing I could think of to—”

“I presume you’re talking about how you tried to kill me?” Roka interrupted dryly, patting her back in comfort before pushing her away so he could hold her gaze. “Let’s not forget that you’re also the reason why I’m awake, Alex. I think the two cancel each other out.”

“But I nearly didn’t—”

“Nearlys don’t count,” he told her. “You did, and that’s all that matters.”

Drawing a deep breath, Alex managed to pull herself together. “Still. For what it’s worth—”

“Apology accepted,” Roka said, not making her work for it at all. “And now I need to apologise.”

Alex’s brow furrowed.

“I should have given more dedication to your training. I should have been less cautious about hurting you,” he said, and Alex knew he was referring to their time together in the past. “Knowing what I do now, it should have been my top priority.”

Shaking her head, Alex said, “You had no way to know.”

“But I did,” Roka said. “You told me yourself how important it was for you to learn to fight. I didn’t listen. I’m just glad that someone else did.” His tone lowered. “Zain, Kyia and Mayra filled me in on what happened with Niyx—back then, and… more recently.” He laid a gentle hand on her shoulder and said, “I’m sorry, Alex. I know that means little now, but for so many reasons, I’m sorry.”

Alex allowed his words to settle deep within her as she nodded her gratitude. She wouldn’t cry—she’d promised Niyx

no more tears would be spent on his account. So instead, she just said, “Thank you, Roka.”

He gave her shoulder a squeeze before removing his hand.

Swallowing against the dread of what she might hear in response to her next question, she forced herself to ask, “My family—my friends—” She cut off, fearful of the answer, since the last she’d seen, Kaiden, Jordan and Bear had been covered in blood and fighting to hold down the deranged D.C., while her parents, Hunter and Niida had been on the ground, unmoving.

Sensing her anxiety, Soraya moved closer, the fully-grown wolf tall enough that Alex had to raise her hand to stroke her chest-height head.

“Everyone is fine,” Roka told her quickly, and she would have crumbled from the weight of her relief if Soraya hadn’t been there for her to lean on. “They’re all exhausted and sleeping off the trauma of what they faced, but physically, they will recover swiftly.”

He gave her a moment to process that before he continued, “The veeyons were forced to retreat thanks to the draekons, but we weren’t willing to wait and see if they would return, so we evacuated everyone to Akarnae. While the draekons are strong, their numbers are considerably fewer than my brother’s beasts, and the strain of their journey across worlds has left many of them weakened. They will need time to recover—time they wouldn’t have been given if we’d remained in Draekora.”

“With Aven now able to access the Valispath again, everyone needed to get out of there anyway,” Alex pointed out, while sending a quick mental call to Xira who just as quickly responded that he was fine and they would talk soon.

“Aven can’t use the Eternal Path any longer,” Roka said, causing Alex to focus on him again.

Frowning with puzzlement, she said, somewhat indelicately, “But… You died…”


“And once you Released Grimm and he deactivated his gift’s hold on me, my heart started beating on its own, meaning I was once again the rightful heir to the throne.” His eyes dulled with grief as he explained, “With my father’s passing, I’m now the King of Meya. As such, my first act was to officially disinherit Aven again.”

Alex struggled to believe it, but when she tried summoning the Valispath and it didn’t come at her command, she knew he was right. A startled laugh left her as she said, “That was quick thinking. How on earth did you catch up so fast on everything that happened while you were… sleeping?”

“Fletcher was wrong about my lack of cognisance while I was under Grimm’s sleeping curse,” Roka said. “I could hear everything that was said around me.”

Alex’s eyes widened. “The whole time?” At his nod, she muttered, “I guess that saved some long explanations.”

She winced at the idea that he would have heard her declaration of having to kill him and wondered what he’d thought of that plan. But since he’d already accepted her apology, she wasn’t going to revisit that conversation. Preferably ever.

“Anything I missed, I’ve managed to learn in the time since we evacuated,” he said. Then, somewhat hesitantly, he told Alex before she could ask, “You’ve been sleeping almost a whole day.”

Alex jolted. “A whole day?”

She was in motion then, blurring away from Soraya and Roka and over to her wardrobe, pulling out clothes to swap with the pyjamas she was now wearing. During the endless hours she’d been sleeping, someone had removed her Tia Auran armour and draped it across D.C.’s bed. It also appeared cleaner than when she’d last been wearing it—almost as good as new, if not for the slight tear in the upper leg area where D.C. had grazed her with Hunter’s dagger.


Ignoring Roka’s questioning calls and Soraya’s tilted-head expression, Alex slammed the bathroom door shut and shoved on her jeans, shirt, jacket and boots combination before rushing back out into the room.

“A whole day?” she said again, much more of a shriek this time. “Why didn’t anyone wake me?”

“You needed to sleep,” Roka said, as if it were that simple.

Eyes narrowing, Alex said, “I can sleep once this is over.” She refused to consider what kind of sleep that would be—and whether it would perhaps last forever.

Wariness flashed across Roka’s face, enough for Alex to ask, “What is it?” When he remained silent, she said, “What aren’t you telling me, Roka?”

Holding her gaze, he said, “Aven’s been in contact. He… wants to talk with you.”

Scrunching her forehead, Alex asked, “How?” But then she cursed as she realised, “D.C.”

“Fletcher had to sedate her,” Roka said, before going on to confirm, “but while she’s no longer attacking herself or others, she’s been rather… vocal.”

Alex closed her eyes slowly before steeling herself and looking straight at him. “Take me to her.”

The Meyarin prince—king—looked at her for a long moment before activating the Valispath around them, delivering them straight to Darrius’s office at the top of the Tower building—an office that was filled with people.

The headmaster was there, along with most of the teaching staff. But that wasn’t all. The room had been set up in representation of some kind of war council, with all the leaders of the other races in attendance, or at least those who had not yet become casualties of Aven’s forces.

Azalia Shaw and Saber Karn of the Shadow Walkers were there, and while Caspar Lennox’s friend Shirez Ganare was also

there, her elder grandfather, Radek, was not. Trell Roven, the female Alex had battled during the vatali targo, was also seated at the table, her hand holding Shirez’s—but who was comforting who, Alex wasn’t sure.

Beside the Shadow Walkers sat Kaysia of the Dayriders along with Lidael, but Xayder was missing, the stricken expressions on both women’s faces telling Alex all she needed to know.

Of the Flips, only Tork, Glyn and Eefi were present, with no Ayva or Neiko in sight. And as for the Jarnocks, Taka and Mietta were missing, while Mareek and Tibbs sat morosely at the table, their short legs dangling from the height of the chairs.

The grief Alex felt in the air was tangible as she looked around the room, casting her eyes over the human contingent.

Commander Nisha, General Drock and Warden Jeera were all stony faced, with the latter jumping out of her seat upon Alex’s arrival to pull her into a tight embrace.

“Seven weeks, Alex,” Jeera breathed, her voice wobbling. “I thought you—I thought Kaiden—” The Warden couldn’t finish, but she did tighten her grip, and Alex held her just as fiercely before Jeera pulled herself together and backed away again.

It was then that Alex caught sight of King Aurileous and Queen Osmada, both of whom looked like they’d had their hearts ripped out. That might have been due to the fall of their city, but Alex presumed otherwise when she saw the devastation in their eyes as they stared at D.C., bound and gagged on the far side of the room.

On wooden legs, Alex walked towards her best friend who was flanked on either side by Zain and Kyia, as if they feared she’d throw off her sedation and break free of her bindings. They weren’t the only Meyarins lingering close. Niida was there too, her eyes following Roka as though she would never see

him again if she were to look away. Roathus and Cykor stood like silent sentinels with her—the latter of whom kept sending shocked glances towards Mayra who sat with the other teachers, steadfastly avoiding his pleading gaze. Alex wondered how Mayra had avoided his notice if she’d travelled with Fletcher to Draekora in the past weeks, or if she had simply ignored her father during those times, as well. Then again, ‘father’ wasn’t the best term to describe what he was to her, considering he’d ostracised her since birth. Her only real family had been Niyx— whom she had lost twice now.

A light, warning touch from Roka had Alex stopping with some distance remaining between her and D.C. Like Zain and Kyia, he was clearly apprehensive about this confrontation, as if worried Aven would leap out of her body and slaughter them all. The mental imagery almost had Alex descending into hysterics—a result of both its ridiculousness and her nerves.

With a nod to Zain, whose features had relaxed marginally upon seeing her back on her feet, Alex indicated for him to remove D.C.’s gag. As he did so, she had to fight the urge to quake at the look of complete and utter murder pouring out of her best friend’s familiar blue-green eyes.

Aven didn’t make her wait.

“I was beginning to think you wouldn’t come, Alexandra.”

Alex struggled not to recoil from the way D.C. acted like Aven’s mouthpiece, her full name sounding like venom to her ears. Even before she and D.C. had become friends, her roommate had called her ‘Jennings’, never ‘Alexandra’.

“You said the next time we met, we wouldn’t be talking,” Alex managed to reply. “And yet, here we are.”

D.C.’s eyes narrowed, and Alex could have sworn she saw them flash gold before turning normal again. “I said the next time we see each other. Right now, you are merely seeing your friend, nothing more.”


“It’s not my friend I’m looking at right now.”

A bark of dark laughter left D.C.’s lips, and Alex saw the king and queen flinch from the corner of her eyes.

“I have no care for what you think,” Aven—through D.C.— said. “I’m here with an offer for you. A one-time-only deal.”

Alex turned rigid, both in response to Aven’s words, and also in response to the tension that settled around the room at his declaration.

“This all started because of you, Alexandra Jennings,” Aven said. “I’m willing to let it end with you, too.”

The silence that met his statement was unlike any Alex had previously encountered. But he wasn’t done.

“You have two options. The first is that you surrender yourself willingly, in which case, I swear by the stars that I won’t harm any more of those you love. No more mortals will die—it’s now vengeance against you I seek, no one else.”

Alex felt pins and needles start prickling in her fingers and toes, the shock of what he’d just offered too much for her body to handle.

“What—” Alex had to clear her hoarse throat and try again. “What about those you’ve Claimed? Will you Release them?” She ignored the way Roka, Zain and Kyia all jerked, as if they were unwilling to believe she might be considering his offer.

“I will not,” Aven said. “They are mine, and forever they shall be. As is Meya, despite my dear brother”—he spat the word, D.C.’s eyes pinning Roka with loathing—“having miraculously risen from the dead to reclaim it. I might not be able to access the Valispath again, but I won’t give up my city or the people in it. However, I give you my vow that we will remain here and leave the rest of your world alone. Meya has been hidden from mortal eyes for millennia—it will be so once again, under my ruling. All you have to do is surrender to me.”

Alex couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t… she couldn’t…


“The second option,” Aven went on, “is that, should you turn down my generous offer, at noon you and every mortal on the face of Medora will feel my wrath. The full force of my armies will be sent out and not a single one of you shall survive. Not one. The reign of mortals will come to an end, and I’ll see to it that every person you have ever cared for will die in the most agonising ways possible. Of that you have my word.”

Roaring filled Alex’s ears, the sound of her blood rushing through her body and mind so fast that her vision faded at the edges. Since she was too busy trying to make her lungs work, it was Roka who spoke before she could even consider what to say.

“There will be no deal,” he said, his tone unyielding enough that she knew he would battle unto the end of the world if it meant sparing her from whatever fate Aven had planned.

“It was not you to whom the offer was made, dearest brother.”

“That matters not,” Zain said in a growl. “Because there’s no way we’ll let Alex—”

“Deal.”

The word was barely a whisper of sound, but the entire room stilled at hearing it come from Alex’s dry lips. She wet them and repeated, her tone shaking, “We have a deal, Aven. Me, for them.”

“Alex, no!”

Alex wasn’t certain who had said it, since it seemed most of the room around her had jumped to their feet and were screaming their objections. But like white noise, she didn’t hear them, because she was too focused on the triumphant expression that spread across D.C.’s face.

“Then we shall meet where this all began,” Aven said, gleeful anticipation lighting D.C.’s eyes. “I’ll give you until noon, but if you don’t appear by then, if you renege on my offer, my armies will not hesitate, and the world as you know it

will fall.” In a menacing whisper, he reminded, “You for them, Alexandra. And as a token of my faith that you will make the right decision…”

D.C. suddenly slumped forward, a gasp leaving her lips. Her eyes cleared as she looked at Alex, then over to her parents, then back to Alex, before her face crumbled and she burst into tears.

“He’s—He’s—g-g-gone,” she sobbed, and Alex lunged forward to grab her as she collapsed sideways off her chair, catching her in her arms.

At Alex’s quiet instruction, Zain released D.C. from her bonds, though warily. It was possible, Alex knew, that Aven still had a hold on D.C.’s mind, but Alex didn’t think that was the case. The genuine agony her friend was exhibiting was more than any acted performance could have allowed.

“Jor-Jor-Jordan,” D.C. sobbed into Alex’s shoulder. “Is he—D-D-Did I—”

“He’s fine, Dix,” Alex whispered soothingly, trusting Roka had told her the truth. “He’s resting.”

D.C.’s cries only grew louder, and when her parents approached, Alex swiftly exchanged positions with them.

Only then did she turn around and take in the rest of the room, all of whom were looking at her with nothing less than outright devastation.

“Alex, you can’t meet him,” Darrius said. Quietly, he repeated, all but pleading with her, “You can’t.”

Hunter and Karter were looking at her with grave eyes, while her other teachers were murmuring their distressed agreement. Those of the other races watched her soberly, knowing they had no right to dictate her actions going forward, and yet, they would abide by whatever decision she made. She had earned that respect from them, their pride and arrogance no longer leading them to withhold their support.

“I have no choice,” Alex whispered back.


“Aven is a liar,” Kyia said, her tone tight with dread. “No matter what promise he makes, no matter what stars he swears by, he won’t—”

“I know that, too,” Alex whispered. “Which is why you need to be ready.” She cast her gaze over the room. Over the humans, the Shadow Walkers, the Dayriders, the Flips and the Jarnocks. “You all need to be ready, because if I can’t do what needs to be done, then you’re going to have to fight for your lives. For this world.”

It was Hunter who said, quietly, “You’re really going to face him.”

Alex only nodded, since the words were caught in her throat.

“Then you’re not going alone,” Roka said, placing a hand on her shoulder. Zain also stepped up beside her, as did Kyia, Mayra, and then every other person in the room.

She had to blink back tears at their loyalty, but while doing so, she also shook her head. “He’s right about one thing—it started with me, and it has to end with me.”

Surprisingly, it was the antagonistic Shadow Walker elder, Azalia, who spoke up before anyone else could. “We made the mistake of mistrusting you once before, Alexandra. If you say it needs to end with you, we will honour your request. However, that does not mean we won’t be fighting alongside you. We may not have begun this journey together, but that is how we will finish it. Come what may, our fate shall be the same as yours.”

It took all of Alex’s willpower to keep from yielding to her fear, to her heartache, to her doubt. She glanced at Roka, then at Kyia and Zain, finding them looking back at her with calm, unwavering eyes. Three pillars of strength who had been there for her in this timeline and the one long since passed. Their presence steadied her, the promise of their continued allegiance

and protection like a balm against the warring emotions she felt within.

Bolstered by their silent encouragement, Alex turned back to Azalia and those around her as she replied in the strongest voice she could manage, “Then you all need to make your preparations, because one way or another, this ends today.”








Thirty-Five

Alex told everyone she wanted to check in on her parents and her friends, and while she planned on doing that in the few hours she had left until noon, it wasn’t to the Medical Ward that she headed after leaving the strategising leaders in the Tower.

It was to the Library.

Upon arriving in the cavern, Alex sat on the hard ground just as she had after Niyx’s death, her legs drawn up with her arms wrapped around them, her cheek resting against her knees as she looked out across the intersecting river. She knew she was in a curled up, defeated position, but she didn’t care what that said. There was no one around to see.

“I don’t know how to stop him.”

The words slipped from her lips with barely any sound, but still, the Library answered.

“Yes, you do.”

Alex raised her head but didn’t uncurl the rest of her body. “No matter how much I think about it, how many options I consider, I can only think of one way.”

“You only need one way. As long as it’s the right way.”

Alex shook her head. “But I don’t know if I can do it. He’ll know now—he’ll be expecting it. I don’t know how I’ll—”

“The time for doubting yourself has long since passed, Alexandra. You won’t know unless you try. And if you don’t try, you’ll never know.”


“But what if I try and it doesn’t work?”

“The time for ‘what ifs’ has passed as well.”

“But—”

“As has the time for ‘buts’,” the Library interrupted.

Against her will, a small smile touched Alex’s lips. “You have an answer for everything, don’t you?”

“Given who I am, I should hope so.”

Right. A Library would hopefully know things. And yet, still weird.

“Will it work?” Alex asked quietly, knowing that whatever sentience the Library had meant it already knew what she was thinking. “My plan?”

“You shall have to discover that for yourself,” the Library answered, if gently. “You have always been the master of your own destiny. Now is the time to choose your path and follow where it might lead.”

“But… the prophecy…?” Even though Alex wanted to ignore it, it remained firmly in the back of her mind. She wasn’t allowing it to dictate her actions—as Niyx had said, ‘Screw the prophecy’—but her fears regarding how much power it truly had were still there.

The Library, however, remained silent, its presence having vanished, even when she repeated her not-quite question.

But someone else spoke up.

“The prophecy never said Aven cannot be defeated without aid from Tia Auras. It merely said that with help from the world beyond the stars, the captives would be set free.”

Alex rose so that she was standing as she faced Athora. “I didn’t think I’d see you again,” she said quietly.

His only response was a short, “You thought wrong.”

She considered the words of the prophecy he knew, and then the words of the full prophecy, and realised that what he’d said was true. It only spoke of what would happen in the case of the Tia Aurans joining them. But then there was that last verse, the

one he didn’t know—‘If, however, darkness wins, there is no strategy, to keep from all that will be lost, and so will always be.’

… And yet, it still didn’t specifically say that without the Tia Aurans, darkness would win. Just that if darkness won, all would be lost.

Alex raised a hand to massage her throbbing temple. Looking at Athora, she said, hesitantly, “What if—What if you joined us?”

He shook his cloaked head. “My time has not yet come.”

“But—”

“I was banished along with Aes Daega,” Athora reminded her. “I’m no longer considered a native of Tia Auras, and thus cannot fulfil the requirements of the prophecy.”

It had been worth a try, even if Alex had already presumed as much.

“I will say this, Alexandra,” Athora said, his monotone shifting to inject a shade of emotion into his words. “I’ve never known anyone who has failed so spectacularly as you.”

Alex sucked in a sharp breath. His uncensored opinion was the last thing she needed to hear, considering what she was about to face.

“But,” he said, talking over her when she opened her mouth to offer her own choice words, “I’ve also never known anyone who has had more tenacity of spirit. In spite of everything that has come against you, past and present, you have never given up. So I know that if there’s anyone who can do the impossible, it’s you. Today is the day you show this world what you’re made of. Don’t let them down.”

And then he was gone.

But in his place was Kaiden, as if Athora had just been waiting to swap the two of them over.

With a breath that hitched in the middle, Alex rushed forward and threw her arms around him.


“Are you okay?” she whispered. “What you did—with Lena—and then with Aven—that could have—”

“I’m fine,” he gently interrupted her broken sentences. “It didn’t feel so great at the time, but I’m better now.”

“Why didn’t you nullify Aven and stop him from using— from using—” Alex couldn’t bring herself to mention Blink’s gift, a wave of sadness engulfing her at the thought of her departed friend.

Kaiden moved his hands soothingly across her back as he said, “I figured I’d only have one chance with the element of surprise, and helping everyone escape was more important than avoiding a little pain.”

A little pain? Alex would never forget the sounds of his screams, the way his skin had changed colours and his lips had turned blue, the gleeful tone in Aven’s voice as he speculated about melted organs.

Shuddering, she tightened her grip on him, holding him all the more closely until finally she was able to accept that he was real, he was safe, and he was here. Only then was she able to pull back enough to look at him, while still remaining in the circle of his arms.

“Do you know what’s happened?” she asked. “What Aven has offered?”

Alex wasn’t sure how long she’d been down in the cavern. All she knew was that, unlike most of the rest of the Library, time passed as normal while she was in the underground room, just as it had for her parents in their Ancient Egyptian environment, which meant the clock was still ticking down to noon in the outside world.

“I was in the Med Ward when Dix was brought in by her parents,” Kaiden answered. “The commotion when she reunited with Jordan was enough to wake most of Medora, and in amongst her apologies, she explained Aven’s proposition.”


Her throat bobbing, Alex whispered, “Then you know what I have to do next.”

He tilted her chin up so that their eyes met. “With him, or with me?”

Yet again, she found herself amazed that he knew her so well. “Both. But with you, first.”

Kaiden stroked his thumb along her jaw. “I understand why you think you have to do it. I just wish you weren’t doing it for the reasons that you are.”

“If I don’t—If I can’t—” Alex took a breath and tried again. “If Aven manages to succeed, it’s bad enough that my bond with Xira means he’d die with me. I can’t handle thinking the same about you.” Another shuddered breath. “Aven knows I’ve Claimed you now, so he won’t try a second time. Not today, at least. And if—if I don’t make it, you’ll just have to make sure that you two don’t cross paths again.”

Easier said than done, Alex knew, but she prayed that wasn’t a problem Kaiden would have to face.

“Are you sure—”

“Yes,” Alex interrupted firmly, not allowing him the chance to change her mind. This was one life that would be spared, even if her own wasn’t. Especially if her own wasn’t. “You remember what to say?”

It took Kaiden a long moment, but he finally nodded.

So, with a blaze of light, Alex summoned A’enara and cut both of their palms before carrying out the ritual. Unlike with what Niyx had pulled, she had already made Kaiden promise to accept her Release, and while she could tell he did so now against his better judgement, he held true to his word, and within moments, he was free of her.

“You know, I can’t help being disappointed that you didn’t accidentally reveal anything while our minds were connected,”

he said, his eyes playful as he leaned towards her, his non-bloodied hand moving to rest against her cheek.

“There was a reason I was against mentally communicating with you, if you’ll recall,” Alex said.

“Oh, I recall,” Kaiden said. “You were most adamant. Enough that I’m curious what kind of thoughts you wanted to keep hidden from me.”

Sliding her fingers up his neck and threading them into his hair as he moved even closer, Alex only said, “If we survive this day, maybe I’ll tell you myself.”

“Now that is a promise I expect you to keep,” Kaiden whispered against her lips.

But then he couldn’t say anything more, and neither could she.

Instead, he was kissing her. Kissing her like their lives depended on it, like she was the very air he needed to breathe. It was a kiss that sealed the words of her promise, a kiss that demanded she follow through on what she’d said, a kiss that all but ordered she survive and return to him. And she had every intention of doing just that.

The problem was, she didn’t know if she would succeed.

But, kissing him back just as passionately and exacting the same promises of survival from him in return, Alex knew she was damn well going to try.
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When Alex and Kaiden arrived at the Med Ward, Jordan, Bear and D.C. were no longer there.

After a quick word from the very busy Fletcher, they learned that the three had taken off to find Alex. Kaiden offered to go after them, while nudging her towards the corner of the Ward where her parents were seated on the edge of a bed and looking at her, white faced.


Slowly, she approached, having no idea how to handle the coming conversation. But when she was only a few steps away, she couldn’t keep from uttering a sob-sound and launching herself into their arms, just as she had been longing to do for the last week during her time in Tia Auras. They held her tight, whispering that they were okay, that she was okay, that everything would be okay—all the promises that she so desperately needed to hear from them.

Only when she pulled herself together enough to speak did Alex untangle from them and say, “Mum, Dad, I—”

“Smart boy, that Kaiden,” Jack interrupted, looking at the doors Kaiden had just left through.

Alex followed his gaze and then turned back only to ask, “Sorry?”

Rachel, despite her pale features, had a smile tugging at her lips. “And so handsome. He’s perfect for you, sweetheart. We knew it from the moment you introduced us.”

“Seriously?” Alex couldn’t help saying with clear disbelief. Sure, Aven had outed Kaiden as her boyfriend, but still… “Don’t you think there are more important things we should be talking about right now?”

They both just looked at her, and Jack said, “Such as?”

“Such as?” Alex repeated, incredulous. She knew her parents were laid back, but this was verging on ridiculous. “How about how you were both abducted two weeks ago? I can’t imagine what you went through in that time, and I—” She choked on her words, tears welling in her eyes. In a whisper, she tried again. “Everything that happened to you is my fault. I never should have brought you to this world.”

“Oh, honey,” Jack said, pulling Alex close so that she was seated between them on the bed. “If you’ll remember, we didn’t give you a choice in bringing us here.”


“You did everything you could to keep us safe,” Rachel agreed, curling her arm around Alex and kissing the top of her head. “If we’d stayed inside the Library as you’d told us to, over and over again, we never would have been captured.”

“So, it’s our own fault that we were abducted, not yours,” Jack said.

“But,” Rachel said, reaching for Alex’s hands, “sweetheart, whatever you think happened to us in the time we were gone, it’s likely much worse than the truth.”

Alex shook her head, certain they were only trying to make her feel better. “You were at Taevarg. You were—”

“Protected.”

Rachel’s quiet word made Alex pause.

Seeing her confusion, Jack said, “Despite what you think, we were only at that prison place for a few hours before we saw you yesterday. The rest of the time we were at Chateau Shondelle with Marcus and Natasha Sparker, who kept us safe from Aven and all his… people. They assured the elf that they were handling us in a manner that would please him, and because of that, he left us alone, presuming we were being mistreated as expected.”

Part of Alex couldn’t believe that after everything, her dad was still referring to Aven as ‘the elf’. But what he was saying about Jordan’s parents… Alex struggled to believe it. And yet, Marcus had tackled Aven, his sacrifice ultimately saving them all.

“Marcus told us many things while we were in his care,” Rachel said. “He was… remorseful over his actions. What he did to his son, what he allowed Aven to do, he couldn’t forgive himself for that. Both he and Natasha, all they ever wanted was to keep Jordan safe. Do you—Did your friend ever tell you he once had a brother?”

Quietly, Alex said, “Luka.”

“Marcus and Natasha were never the same after losing him,” Jack said. “They couldn’t handle the idea of anything

happening to Jordan, as well. Everything they ever did was to protect him.”

“Perhaps they should have focused more on being better parents than trying to ‘protect’ him,” Alex said, unable to keep the judgement from her tone. “Jordan nearly died yesterday because of Aven—because of who Marcus and Natasha chose to side with.”

“They were never Claimed by him,” Jack said softly. “Which meant, when the time came for them to make a decision, they were able to make the right one.”

His eyes wandered across the room and Alex looked as well, only to see Natasha sitting on one of the Med Ward beds, shock and grief written all over her face. Jordan hadn’t been conscious during Marcus’s confrontation with Aven—the only good thing that had come from his torture, since no child should have to witness the death of a parent, estranged or otherwise— so someone else must have told Natasha about her husband’s passing. Jordan, too, would have been told, and Alex had no idea how he might be handling the news, especially since the last time he’d seen his father was when Marcus had handed him over for Aven to Claim.

Licking her lips, Alex thought back to everything that had happened in the Meyarin palace library. How Marcus hadn’t tied up her parents, how he’d stayed in front of them, keeping them from moving forward when Aven had attacked Kaiden and confronted Alex. She’d thought Marcus was stopping them from trying to help or escape, but now, given what her parents claimed, it was possible—possible—that he had kept them back to protect them.

“For two weeks, we have been guests at Chateau Shondelle, nothing less,” Rachel promised, her arm squeezing Alex’s middle to drive her point home. “Marcus and Natasha were kind to us in that time. Kind, and informative.”


Something about her tone put Alex on edge, a reaction that was justified when Jack spoke up next.

“Why didn’t you tell us how much trouble you were in?” he asked, making her squirm under his gaze. “We knew there was a reason you were keeping us locked away, but you were always so adamant that you were handling it—that you were dealing with your elf problem.”

“I never actually called it that,” Alex defended. “That was all you.”

“Nevertheless,” Jack said, scratching his chin which was considerably more bristled than when Alex had last seen him, “Marcus and Natasha explained the full extent of what you have faced, and what you have yet to face.”

This was good, Alex realised. Even if she struggled to believe the Sparkers’ motives had been pure, their efforts meant she wouldn’t have to spend her limited time offering lengthy explanations.

“Then you’ll understand when I say I’m taking you back to Freya—back to Earth,” Alex said.

Neither of her parents blinked at her statement, almost as if they’d been expecting it.

“Are you coming with us?” Jack asked.

Hesitantly, Alex said, “If Marcus and Natasha really did tell you everything, then you’ll know I can’t.”

“No, honey, we know you won’t,” Rachel said, if gently.

With her eyes prickling at the understanding looks on their faces, in a croaky voice, Alex said, “I have to do what I can to protect the people of this world.”

Jack and Rachel looked past her at each other, silently communicating, before they turned back to her.

“We raised you to be independent and strong, and to make your own choices in life,” Jack said. “So any protests we might wish to make—”


“Of which there are many,” Rachel jumped in.

“—would be hypocritical,” Jack continued. Quietly, he added, “We haven’t always been there for you in the way you deserved, and that’s on us, our failing as your parents—”

“No,” Alex shook her head. “That’s not—”

“—but we’ve always tried to do what we thought was best,” Jack spoke over her. “And right now, we know that what’s best is for us to respect your decision.”

Alex wilted with relief, pleased, at least, that her parents were agreeing to leave Medora so that they might be safe from the coming battle. That meant two less people for her to worry about.

“And now we ask that you respect our decision,” Jack went on, causing Alex to stiffen with apprehension, especially with what Rachel said next.

“We’re not leaving you, sweetheart,” her mother said firmly.

Dread pooled in Alex and she opened her mouth to protest, but Rachel continued, “You’re our daughter, and we love you. While we’ve never been the most conventional of parents, we’ve always supported you. So if this is what you have to do, then we’re going to be with you through it all.”

Alex swallowed against the tightness of her throat. “I can’t do what I have to do if I’m afraid you’ll become casualties,” she said. Pausing, she added, “And no offence, but neither of you know how to fight.”

“I’ll have you know I came runner-up at the World Fencing Championships when I was only a few years older than you,” Jack said.

The surprise on Alex’s face caused him to laugh.

“Don’t look so shocked,” he said. “I haven’t always been interested in digging up the past.”

“Before he understood that certain elements of the past have been buried for a reason, his most fervent wish was to travel

through time and join the action of ancient eras,” Rachel said with a fond smile as she looked at her husband. “Do you remember that time you took up archery when we were working in Peru, and you shot an arrow through your own foot?”

Alex gaped at him. “You told me that scar was from an accident with a nail gun.”

“The truth was somewhat more embarrassing,” Jack said, colour rising to his cheeks.

“The point is,” Rachel said to Alex, “we’re capable of handling ourselves. So we’re not going anywhere. If you’re staying, we’re staying.”

Alex raised a hand to her forehead, thinking. Unless she dragged them kicking and screaming back to Freya—or convinced Fletcher to sedate them into compliance—she knew her parents enough to realise they weren’t going to change their minds. But that meant…

“I don’t think you truly understand what’s going to happen today,” she said quietly.

“We understand that it’s going to come down to you against him,” Jack said gravely. “And if you don’t succeed, he will kill every mortal left in this world. Including us.”

Okay, perhaps they did understand.

Slowly, Alex said, “And you’re fine with me facing him?”

Their faces turned disbelieving.

“Of course we’re not,” Rachel said, her tone revealing just how absurd Alex’s question was. “But if we told you not to, would you listen?”

Unable to meet their eyes, Alex shook her head.

“Which means, even if we weren’t present for much of it, we somehow still managed to raise you right,” Jack said, his soft voice prompting Alex to look at them both again. “I wish more than anything that this wasn’t your battle, baby girl. But I’m— we’re—prouder of you than we could ever say.”


Rachel nodded, blinking quickly against her glistening eyes. “Whatever happens, happens to us as a family. Agreed?”

Repressing the urge to crawl into their arms and never let go, Alex instead whispered, “Deal.”

Quickly, before they could say anything else, she went on to add, “But on one condition…”
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Alex found her friends in her bedroom, just as she had presumed she would.

Kaiden and Declan were there, along with Jordan, Bear and D.C., but after a quick hug from Declan and a quicker kiss from Kaiden, the two boys left Alex alone with her three best friends, quietly reminding her of the time as they left.

At first, no one spoke. But then Alex rushed forward and threw her arms around all three of her friends, drawing them close.

“You guys scared the crap out of me,” she said, holding on tight. Pulling back, she looked them all firmly in the eyes and ordered, “Never, ever get kidnapped again, you hear me?”

Three nods met her demand, even if amused eyes accompanied those nods. It was their humour that showed Alex they were truly all right, even after everything they’d been through. D.C. may have been Claimed, Jordan may have been stabbed by his girlfriend, and Bear may have been tortured by the man who killed his father, but they were alive, and they were together.

Their humour faded, however, when they looked at her with serious eyes. But before they could open their mouths, she said, “Please don’t. Can we just…” She flailed and looked around her dorm room. “For a few minutes, can we just spend time together like we used to? Can we act like noon doesn’t exist

and—and—” She wasn’t sure how to finish, how to beg for a moment of normalcy before she had to face what was next.

But her friends knew her well enough that she didn’t need to continue, and Jordan quickly said, “I’ll go get snacks.”

D.C. pressed a hand to his chest, holding him back as she read the look Alex sent her. “No, we’ll go get snacks. Come on, Bear. Lend me your muscles.”

“I have muscles too, you know,” Jordan said pointedly.

Ignoring him, D.C. strode towards the door with Bear in tow and said, “I need chocolate. It’s been seven weeks. That’s way too long.”

Alex’s brow furrowed. “Actually, it’s only been one—”

“Seven weeks, Alex,” D.C. called over her shoulder as she disappeared through the door, Bear chuckling as he followed close behind.

Alex’s lips twitched, but her amusement fled when she turned back to see Jordan’s guarded face, as if he already knew what she was going to say.

Quietly, she asked, “Did someone—Your dad—Has anyone told you…”

His guarded look remained as he answered, “Yeah. I know.” He paused, then added, “Your parents also spoke to me when I was in the Med Ward, so I know their view on things, too.”

That, Alex hadn’t known.

Tentatively, she said, “When I went there, your mother—”

“I’m not ready to see her yet,” Jordan interrupted. “Maybe in time, but… Despite what my father did in the end, it’s… hard.”

Alex nodded with understanding. “I’ve never been the biggest fan of your dad, but what he did for us…”

Jordan’s throat bobbed, and Alex walked closer to him as she continued softly, “He saved our lives, Jordan. He did that for you.”


It took him a moment, but when he was able to speak, he said, “Bear ran into him at Graevale, after your vatali targo.”

Alex blinked. “What? Why didn’t he say anything?”

“He didn’t remember,” Jordan said, rubbing his forehead. “My father isn’t—wasn’t—just a mind reader. He could alter short-term memories. That’s what he did with Bear, making sure he recalled nothing of the encounter. But after he—after what happened yesterday, Bear’s memory returned.”

“What did he remember?” Alex breathed.

“That my father had read his mind and learned you’d been to the past, but before he wiped the memory, he said he wasn’t Claimed and saw no reason to tell Aven.”

Alex jolted, realising how catastrophic that knowledge could have been at the time, had Marcus chosen to share it.

“He also said—” Jordan’s throat bobbed again. “He also said I was lucky to have Bear as a friend, and told him to look after me.”

Alex reached out and placed her hand on his arm, seeing the turbulent emotions flood his face.

“He was a bastard,” Jordan whispered, as if trying to remind himself. “But he was still my father. I don’t know how to reconcile what happened yesterday and what your parents told me with everything else I know of him. Not yet. One day I’ll have to face it all, and face my mother, but until then… can we just—can we not talk about it anymore?”

Alex closed the distance between them and wrapped her arms around him. “We can do that, Jordan,” she told him quietly. “But if you ever want to talk, I’ll be—” She broke off abruptly, realising that she might not be able to follow through on what she’d been about to offer.

Jordan pulled back and looked deep into her eyes. “You’ll be there for me, I know.” Firmly, he added, “You will be there, Alex.” His blue gaze brightened and a hint of a smile

broke through his shadowed features to tug at his lips as he said, “Before we know it, you’ll be old and grey and ugly-wrinkled.”

“Ugly-wrinkled?” Alex slapped his chest. “Firstly, that’s not very nice. Old people might be wrinkly but they have charm. They’re oaks of wisdom.”

Jordan snorted. “Oaks of wisdom? Where do you pull this crap from?”

“And secondly,” Alex said, ignoring his question, “you’re going to be old and grey one day, too. That means you’ll be ‘ugly-wrinkled’ as well.”

Pointing to himself, Jordan smirked and said, “Do you see this face? It’s a genetic impossibility for it to be anything but attractive.”

Alex rolled her eyes, but inwardly, she was floating on air at the light-hearted moment they were sharing after such a difficult conversation. “You would have given Niyx a run for his money on the modesty scale. I’ve never met anyone more conceited than him.”

Jordan watched her carefully, as if fearing her grief might reappear, but when she continued smiling openly at him, he just grinned back and said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about. ‘Humble’ is my middle name.”

This time it was Alex’s turn to snort, but before she could reply, D.C. and Bear returned to the room, their arms laden with what looked like an entire convenience store’s worth of food.

“We didn’t know what everyone wanted, so we got some of everything,” Bear announced as he dropped his pile onto Alex’s bed. “Good thing the Rec Room doesn’t have a limit.”

“The chocolate is mine,” D.C. warned, dropping her load onto her own bed before collapsing onto it. “But I’m willing to share, since that’s the princess-y thing to do.”


“I’m not a princess, but I’m still willing to share,” Bear said, slumping down near Alex’s pillows and picking up a chocolate bar. “Come on, you two. Dig in.”

Alex and Jordan needed no further encouragement, nor did they need a reminder that they were on borrowed time. For this moment, Alex was determined to just enjoy the company of her friends as they moaned over the offering D.C. and Bear had returned with.

“Do you guys remember the first time we did this?” D.C. asked, leaning against Jordan and stealing some of his honeyed popcorn.

“I don’t remember that, but I do remember hearing about how you three snuck into the Chem labs to make my surprise birthday cake this year,” Bear said, his dark gaze filled with mirth.

Alex and D.C. both choked on their laughter, while Jordan groaned.

“I’d forgotten about that,” Alex said, recalling how they’d wanted to make something special for Bear, but since the Rec Room had no cooking facilities, they’d had to get creative.

“I wish I could forget about that,” Jordan grumbled, pressing his arm that wasn’t wrapped around D.C. to his middle. “I vomited for three days.”

“Blue,” D.C. corrected. “You vomited blue for three days.”

Alex snickered, and Bear dryly said, “For three people of reasonable intelligence, you’d think one of you might have considered what else was cooked up in the lab ovens that day.”

“We can’t all be geniuses,” Jordan said, throwing some popcorn across the room at Bear. “You should be thanking us for the thought we put into your gift.”

“If memory serves, you couldn’t resist tasting the cake before giving it to me,” Bear said, his tone still dry. “You have only yourself to blame.”


“He’s right, you know,” D.C. said to Jordan, grinning. “Alex and I waited. You didn’t.”

“And I paid the consequence,” Jordan returned. “For three days. Not even Fletcher could help me. ‘Better out than in’— that’s what he said. Can you believe it?”

Alex laughed again, and she wasn’t alone.

“We’ve had some really good times here,” D.C. said, looking around at them all. “It’s sad to think that we only have a year or so left together.”

“Or three,” Bear reminded her, “if we’re taken on as apprentices.”

Alex was pulled back in time to the similar conversation she’d had with Kaiden. Just like then, she was grateful that her friends were going along with her request for normalcy, for acting as if they weren’t all about to face death with a slim hope of conquering it.

“Remember that time we snuck out at night to go riding in the forest?” Jordan said.

“I remember Bear’s screams,” D.C. said, her eyes dancing. “I’m surprised he didn’t wake the whole academy.”

“I don’t like horses, okay?” Bear’s cheeks were tinged with pink as he shoved more chocolate into his mouth. “And the feeling is mutual. I still maintain that the devil beast was trying to kill me.”

D.C. laughed, but then her face softened as she said, “Your dad didn’t like horses, either.”

Bear stilled and looked across at her.

“Before I met you, he often accompanied me on my rides at the palace.” She shook her head and laughed again. “He was terrible. Almost as bad as you.”

A sad smile flitted across Bear’s face, but it stretched and filled with humour as he said, “We went on a family holiday to a farm once, years ago. Mum thought it’d be a fun idea for us to

go on a beach ride all together. Dad fell off three times, which was only one less time than me. The two of us were hobbling around and moaning for the rest of the day until Gammy stuffed us with painkillers and sent us to bed.” He chuckled quietly. “For the rest of that holiday, neither of us went anywhere near the stables, and anytime someone tried to make us, Dad pulled out his Stabiliser and threatened to shoot them.”

The idea of kind-hearted William making such a threat had them laughing all over again at the imagery, with Alex also fighting the burn in her eyes at the sight of Bear amused right along with them at a memory of his dad.

‘Better than okay.’

That’s what she had promised Bear. And that’s what he had promised in return.

“What about you, Jordan?” D.C. asked, if carefully. “Do you have any fun memories from your childhood?”

Alex sucked in a breath, wondering what D.C. was doing. But Jordan just pulled a face and said, “‘Fun’ wasn’t a word we used much in the Sparker household.”

“There must have been something,” D.C. hedged. “Some nice moment.”

Jordan shrugged, his face closing off enough for Alex to fear he’d been pushed too far, too soon. But then, as if forcing himself to think beyond his years of pain, he admitted, “It wasn’t all bad. When I was a kid, my mother made me learn the piano. Said it was what ‘all proper young men’ should know.” He rolled his eyes and reached for more popcorn. “I hated it. But she was adamant that I practise for hours every day.”

“I didn’t know you played,” D.C. said, looking at him with a dreamy expression.

“It’s been a while,” Jordan said. “But once upon a time, yeah.” He chewed and swallowed before continuing, “Whenever my father was home, if he heard me practising, he’d always

come into the music parlour and watch over my shoulder. For so long I thought he was making sure I wasn’t screwing up, but one day when my mother wasn’t around, he whispered in my ear that when he was my age, his parents had forced him to play, too, and he loathed it. He then told me that Luka was on his way home for the holidays, and I was excused from practising for the rest of the summer. I don’t know how he did it, but even after Luka returned here, I never had to practise again.”

A nostalgic look passed over Jordan’s features, and D.C. snuggled deeper into his side.

“You should play something for us all sometime,” Bear said, his voice husky, as if he, too, was relieved that Jordan had at least one happy memory from his childhood, one kind thought regarding his departed father.

“Definitely,” Alex agreed, her voice also husky. “I love listening to piano music.”

“Do you have a favourite piece?” Jordan asked.

“Only from Freya,” Alex said, “so nothing you’d—”

“Rise of the Dreamers,” D.C. interrupted with a wistful sigh.

Jordan looked down at her. “André Parovel? I can do that.”

Her eyes glazed. “It’s my favourite. I always swore it would be my wedding song.”

Alex’s brows rose almost to her hairline and Bear coughed and hid his face.

D.C. then realised what she’d said and quickly turned panicked eyes to Jordan as she spluttered, “Not that I—We’re only—That’s not what—”

He chuckled lightly and kissed her flushed cheek, saying, “I guess it’s a good thing it’s my favourite, too.”

Alex could have melted into a puddle at the look they shared.

This.

This was why she was fighting today. This was why she’d been fighting all along, willing to risk her life over and over

again. To save this. Her friends, the love they shared, the futures they all hoped for.

Aven couldn’t take this from them. Not even in death. But she hoped, she so desperately hoped, that they would live beyond this day. That they would have time to make more memories together, to grow old and grey and ‘ugly-wrinkled’ by each other’s sides.

This moment with them was just what Alex had needed to remind her of how much she stood to lose, and how determined she was to win. For her friends, for her family, for her world.

And as Jordan, Bear and D.C. realised, like Alex, that the time had come for them to face what came next, instead of questioning her judgement or trying to talk her out of her plan, Bear spoke for them all when he said, “We’re with you until the end, Alex. Tell us what to do.”








Thirty-Six

When eleven-thirty came around at what felt like warp speed, Alex, dressed again in her Tia Auran armour, stepped out of the dorm building with Jordan, D.C. and Bear, along with Kaiden and Declan, who had joined them minutes earlier. The six of them, who had been through so much together, ventured across the grounds—grounds that were now teeming with people of all shapes, sizes and races.

But it wasn’t just the grounds that were crowded.

Overhead, the skies were filled with circling draekons, all of whom had been ordered there by Xira after Alex had mentally shared about Aven’s deal—as well as shared the only plan she had to defeat him. Xira, like the Library, had encouraged her to ignore her doubts. He’d also promised that he and his race would be fighting to help save Medora, along with all those who remained on the ground.

Amongst the sea of beings Alex walked through, she recognised faces of Shadow Walkers, Dayriders, Flips, Jarnocks and humans alike. Her teachers were there, other students were there. So many innocent mortals, all of whom were caught up in a war they had done nothing to deserve.

The Meyarins were there, too. Dressed in Zeltora armour, they also wore bold yellow armbands on their biceps to help the allied forces identify them as not being Claimed. Together they stood side by side with the mortals to fight the coming battle.


Alex was no fool. Like Kyia had said, Aven would not honour his ‘you for them’ agreement. She, like everyone else, knew there would be bloodshed this day. But his deal saved her from having to seek him out. Instead of having to fight her way to him, she would meet him on even ground. It allowed the smallest chance for her plan to succeed. But in order for that to happen, she first had to face him—and survive.

Sick to her stomach, Alex’s hands were fisted with tension as she walked stiffly through the crowd of people who had silenced upon her arrival. Who she was, what she had to do… most of them had no idea about the history that had led to this. And yet, they comprehended the gravity of what she was about to attempt. They comprehended that their fate lay in her hands.

… Hands that were going to be torn to shreds by her fingernails at any moment.

Or, they would have been, if Kaiden hadn’t reached over and unfisted one of her palms, linking their fingers, while D.C. did the same on her other side.

Together, Alex and her friends walked hand in hand until they reached the base of the Tower building, where the members of the earlier war council had assembled, along with Alex’s parents. Bear’s family were all there, too; Johnny and Blake, both of whom were fully armed, while Gammy, Dorothy and young Evie were standing next to Jack and Rachel, who were with Natasha Sparker.

The condition Alex had given her mother and father was that she wouldn’t force them to return to Freya as long as they promised to do what they could to avoid seeing combat. They’d agreed to remain in the Medical Ward and help treat the injured as they were brought in, since Fletcher would be out fighting with the rest. His gift, Alex had learned, enabled him to produce a pressurised sound wave, and since it was capable of taking out the Meyarins by bursting their eardrums and thus

debilitating their attacks, he was invaluable on the battlefield. His medical skills could be utilised afterwards.

… Presuming there was an afterwards.

Queen Niida had offered to stay with Alex’s parents, partly to provide a line of Meyarin defence should the Med Ward be infiltrated, but mostly because she wasn’t a fighter and was better put to use administering the laendra Kyia had made sure to bring with them from Draekora. D.C., too, had promised Alex that she would help with the wounded, self-aware enough to know that she would be a liability when it came to fighting immortals. Along with them, Queen Osmada, Gammy, Dorothy, Evie and Natasha were also going to assist in the Med Ward, as well as the family members of any other students who had sought refuge at the academy. Those family members had all been offered a choice—they could either join the fight, or help care for those who did. Many had agreed to take up arms, despite the force of their enemy. And for that, Alex was grateful, since she knew they would need all the help they could get.

Shaking away her plaguing doubts, Alex looked from person to person around the group at the base of the Tower, from the luminescent Kaysia and Lidael; to the yellow-, orange- and purple-marked Tork, Glyn and Eefi; to the charcoal-painted Mareek and Tibbs; and finally, to the shadowy Azalia, Saber, Shirez and Trell.

Alex’s eyes lingered on the last Shadow Walker when Trell caught her gaze and mouthed, “You got this?”

Understanding her question for more than it was, Alex couldn’t keep her lips from quirking slightly and nodding back. Of all people, Trell knew Alex was capable in a fight. Now she just had to win against a different kind of opponent.

Moving on, Alex’s gaze travelled over to Commander Nisha who was standing with King Aurileous and Queen Osmada, and beside them was General Drock, already cussing like a

sailor under his breath, so low that only those with immortal ears could hear—much to their amusement. Jeera stood a short distance away, her hand locked with Blake’s, with an entire contingent of black-uniformed Wardens standing behind her. And behind them was part of the human army, the rest having been allocated elsewhere in Medora, along with yet more Shadow Walkers, Dayriders, Flips and Jarnocks.

Beginning to feel overwhelmed by the send-off, Alex turned to Roka, Kyia and Zain, each looking fiercely impressive in their Meyarin armour. The looks they sent her filled her with warmth, along with the promise in their eyes that they would get through this—or not—together.

Blinking quickly against the sting of tears, Alex finally cast her gaze upon the teachers who had become some of her biggest supporters during her time in Medora. On the walk over through the masses, she had already spotted Finn, Varin, Tayla, Doc, Luranda, Fitzy, Marmaduke, Administrator Jarvis and the librarian, all of whom were ready to fight for their school, to fight for their world. And now, she looked at the others, the ones who were more like friends than teachers, in one way or another. She looked from Karter and his crossed-arm scowl, to Hunter and his intelligent dark eyes, to Caspar Lennox and his grim but unwavering face, to Mayra and her determined expression, to Fletcher and his encouraging smile. And then finally, she looked to Darrius.

Holding her gaze, he quietly said, “I know I’ve given you cause to lose faith in me of late, since I’ve showed you nothing but doubt since Aven rose to power and Lena blocked my gift. But today, let me be the first to say that I believe in you, Alexandra Jennings. And I will fight with you—and for you— through this day, and all those to come.”

Breath hitching, Alex released Kaiden and D.C. and rushed forward, throwing her arms around Darrius. But it wasn’t just

him who hugged her back—it was everyone nearby. Shouts and cheers arose, people echoing the headmaster’s words of unyielding faith, and when Alex pulled away from the all-in embrace, she had to inhale deeply before she could meet the eyes of those around her. Her teachers, her friends, her parents. People she didn’t know. People she loved.

Trusting that they all understood their roles in the coming battle, trusting that they were all united, trusting that they stood some small chance against impossible odds, Alex managed to summon up a smile, wobbly as it was, as she called out, “See you all soon.”

And then, after one last lingering glance at her teachers, at the allied leaders of Medora, at her Meyarin friends, at her classmates, at the assembled crowd, and lastly, at her parents, Jordan, Bear, D.C., Declan and finally Kaiden, Alex turned on her heel and strode into the Library, not looking back.

[image: images]

It wasn’t Aven who Alex went to meet—not yet.

She still had a few minutes until her deadline, and while she was cutting it close, there was someone she had to speak with first, someone she had to see.

Striding through the foyer of the Library while vaguely noting that the paintings on the walls hadn’t changed from when she’d last seen them prior to embarking on the rescue mission to Meya, Alex skipped down the next staircase and, upon reaching the bottom, called forth a doorway and stepped straight through to Draekora.

Xira was waiting for her on the island wasteland, just as she had mentally asked him to. Amazingly, even as she watched, wildflowers began to bloom again. The return of the draekons had brought life back to the islands, just as she had hoped.


Reaching forward to press her hands against his lowered face, Alex looked into his cerulean eyes and said, “You weren’t supposed to be here for this.”

“And where would you be now if I’d stayed away?” he returned, somewhat smugly. “Admit it, you need me here.”

“Of course I do,” Alex told him. “But that doesn’t mean I’m not terrified something will happen to you. If Aven uses Vae’varka—”

“I won’t go anywhere near him,” Xira interrupted. “I promise, Alex. I’ve already ordered my kin to remain in the air above the cities you believe Aven will strike. We’ll fight off the veeyons for you, keeping the skies clear and stopping them from attacking all those warring on the ground.”

Despite having already gone over this mentally, Alex’s features were pinched as she said, “They might not be as big as you, but there are so many of them. Way more than how many draekons came with you through the abrassa.”

“We only need to hold them off long enough for you to defeat Aven.”

Xira’s unquestioning faith in her had Alex leaning further into him for support.

“After their leader is no longer bound to him, the others will disperse,” he said.

Frowning, since she didn’t recall mentioning anything to Xira about the theory of Aven bonding with the veeyon leader, Alex asked, “Did you read my mind while I was sleeping?”

Unapologetic, he said, “I figured you wouldn’t have much of a chance to bring me up to speed.”

Alex’s frown deepened as she said, “If I manage to survive this, we’re going to have a very firm talk about boundaries.”

“When you manage to survive this, I’ll look forward to that discussion,” Xira returned. “Now introduce me to your Shadow Wolf so I can see for myself how your plan is going to work.”


Alex barely had to think Soraya’s name before she arrived in a burst of shadows and lightning. It was fascinating, watching draekon and wolf meet each other eye to eye, communicating on some other-creaturely level. Or at least, weighing each other up. Both bound to Alex, both immensely powerful in their own right, both determined to protect her.

When they finally looked at Alex again, it was Xira who said, “She’ll do.”

Soraya, in turn, gave a quiet woof, apparently echoing his sentiment.

“Now that we’re all friends,” Alex said dryly, “I’m guessing we should get this show on the road.”

She stroked Xira’s scales once before running her fingers through Soraya’s silky coat.

“You know what to do, pretty girl?” she asked Soraya, and the wolf gave another woof.

“You’ve never used a term of endearment for me,” Xira grumbled.

Unable to keep her lips from twitching, Alex said, “I can call you ‘pretty girl’ too, if you want.”

She had to choke back a laugh at the look he levelled her. It was amazing that she was able to feel any humour around the knots in her stomach.

Just as swiftly as it came, her mirth fled. And with one final glance and a quiet demand that they both be careful, Alex reopened the doorway and stepped back through the Library, uttering a quick request for guidance through the labyrinth. Only then did she march purposefully along the corridors until she stood before the path that would lead her to Aven.

‘… we shall meet where this all began.’

That’s what he had told her. And Alex hadn’t needed him to explain. Because she had already known he was talking about Raelia.


The place where he had declared his feelings for her.

The place where he had learned she was mortal.

The place where Astophe had given the order for his exile.

Raelia was where everything had begun, and to Aven’s mind, it was where everything would end.

And so, with a deep breath, Alex summoned A’enara and stepped through the doorway, ready to face him for the very last time.








Thirty-Seven

Aven was waiting for her inside the mushroom-circled clearing, just as she had expected. But unlike her, he appeared surprised by her presence.

“I didn’t believe you would come,” he said, his shock giving way to pleased—if scornful—disbelief. “That was foolish of you, Alexandra. You had to know I would never hold to my end of the bargain.”

Alex said nothing.

Moving towards her with lethal grace, Vae’varka already in his hands, Aven continued, “As we speak, my armies are advancing upon this world. By sundown, the taint of mortals shall be but an unpleasant memory. And I won’t stop with Medora. When I’m done here, where do you think I’ll go next, Alexandra?”

Words Kaiden had said as he’d guided her through the future vision swam across her mind: ‘After having razed Medora to the ground, he seeks beyond it, fixing his sight on the humans of Freya.’

“You started all this,” Aven hissed. “And I made a promise to you once, do you remember?”

With him now alarmingly close, Alex sidestepped to keep some distance between them. As they both started to circle each other, the promise he was talking about replayed in her memory.

‘I swear by the stars that you and the others slain tonight will be the first of many. Of that you have my word.’


“Once I’m done with this world, with you,” Aven spat, “you can be sure I will not rest until I’ve wiped your kind from existence.”

Despite his words shaking her to the very core, Alex had to believe that, should that part of the vision come true, the Tia Aurans would at least step in then. Empress Saefii would have to take notice if Aven sought beyond Medora. She would rally her race and stop him, as had happened in the vision. Alex had to believe that.

“You can’t defeat me, Alexandra,” Aven went on. “I know all about your prophecy, just as I know where you’ve been for the last seven weeks and what you were seeking to accomplish.”

Alex had already known Signa had read the minds of Jordan, Bear and D.C., and anything he’d missed, Aven would have taken directly from D.C. through their bond. But still, she winced, at least inwardly. Outwardly, she gave nothing away, her face blank and unreadable.

“We both know you failed,” he said, his eyes glinting like molten gold. “We both know I’ve already won.”

His words spoke to Alex in a way he couldn’t have imagined. Because it wasn’t his voice that echoed across her mind this time, nor was it Kaiden’s. Instead, she heard what Niyx had told her inside the Gate of Lost Souls.

‘You’ve already won. You just have to believe it.’

Feeling the strength of his declaration wash over her, Alex met Aven’s fervent gaze and spoke the first words she’d said since arriving in the clearing. “I thought we agreed that the time for talking was over.” His eyes narrowed as she continued, “You think you’ve already won? Then prove it. Finish what you tried to do thousands of years ago—and see if you can kill me for real this time.”

As if breaking her silence also broke whatever was holding him back, Aven snarled out, “Say hello to your precious Niyx for me.”


And then he lunged.

In a blur of movement, he came at her with his lethal blade raised. He was faster than any immortal Alex had encountered, his strength augmented by all the Meyarin hearts he had consumed, making him an impossible foe. She had known coming into this fight that no amount of training could have prepared her to defend against what he had become. Not even Roka, the better fighter of the two brothers, would be able to stand up to the force of Aven’s stolen power. And yet, here Alex was, meeting his blade with A’enara in a fiery clash of black and blue.

He had fought her enough—in the past and in the present— to no longer be shocked by her immortal reflexes. As such, after she blocked his blade, he didn’t pause before swinging again, then again, and again. On his fourth bone-jarring attack, Alex staggered back and was barely able to pivot sideways when his blade rushed forward again, resulting in her left forearm being sliced open.

With a cry of pain, Alex only just managed to block his next attack, seeing the gleeful expectation in his eyes. He thought, having been struck by Vae’varka, that she would only have moments before the Harbinger of Death flooded its poison through her veins. But as she managed to keep meeting him strike for strike, his eyes darkened, flicking more often than not to her arm that was freely gushing blood.

More than ever, Alex was glad her friends had never learned what the Tia Auran armour was capable of, D.C. especially. She’d seen Alex don it during the academy Lockdown, but she’d never known why it was so important, since Alex hadn’t had the time to share. That meant Aven hadn’t been able to steal the knowledge from her mind, just as Signa hadn’t been able to glean it from the others.

“You should be dead by now,” Aven hissed at Alex as they continued circling each other around the clearing. Already

she’d sustained more than just the cut on her forearm, but it was by far the worst of her wounds.

Panting, Alex replied, “It takes more than a little prick to stop me.”

The double meaning in her words was impossible for him to miss. And that might have been why, with a roar of outrage, he came at her with even greater fury.

Despite her cocky statement, Alex knew she was in trouble. While she was bleeding from multiple places, Aven didn’t have so much as a scratch on him. Meanwhile, she was struggling not to lose any limbs—or worse—as she blocked against his attacks, unable to offer her own in turn. He was too fast, too strong, too powerful.

But she’d also known he would be.

‘You got this?’—That was what Trell had mouthed to her before she’d left the academy grounds, because it was thanks to the female Shadow Walker that Alex’s plan had come together. Or at least, the first part of it.

On even footing, there was no way she could succeed against all that Aven now was. But she didn’t plan to fight him on even footing. And the next time she blocked his attack, instead of retreating again, she leaned forward and wrapped her free hand around his wrist, mentally calling for Soraya as she did so.

The wolf understood her role in this battle, and with a burst of light and dark, she appeared in the clearing, only to disappear again, taking Alex and Aven with her.

They came out at Graevale, with Aven stumbling from the unanticipated transportation. But he still managed to get his feet under him in time to meet Alex’s blow—the first offensive move she’d yet managed to offer. He gained ground quickly, even amid the distraction of the warfare happening all around them. It was just like when Alex had last been there, the city square at the base of the Obscuria filled with Shadow Walkers and

Dayriders who were battling Aven’s Claimed army of Meyarins and gifted humans. But along with the Medoran military and Wardens who were again on site to help the natives of Graevale, there were also Flips and Jarnocks, and a handful of the free Meyarins—all of the races allied against a common enemy.

As Alex battled Aven on the steps of the gothic cathedral, she saw Dayriders flashing here and there while calling down lightning, Shadow Walkers appearing and disappearing in surges of darkness, Jarnocks blowing their poisonous dart guns and knocking out anyone they managed to hit, be they Meyarin or Claimed human. The Wardens and Medoran militia were using swords and daggers coated in Hyroa blood along with their trusty Stabilisers, more often than not teaming up with the Flips, who Alex had never seen fight before, but now discovered were capable of summoning water and throwing it into the faces of their enemies, distracting them enough for others to take them down. On top of all that, the skies overhead were filled with veeyons battling draekons, fire meeting sludge, claws meeting teeth.

It was a frenzied mess, all of which Alex had no time to take in, since Aven was losing patience and becoming increasingly more hostile in his attacks.

He wanted her dead, and he wanted her dead now.

But she wasn’t willing to yield. And when he came at her again, over and over, Alex called Soraya, over and over.

Together the three of them moved across the world, with Aven attacking Alex relentlessly as they were swept from location to location. After Graevale, Soraya delivered them to Maroo, where Alex fought Aven atop the massive open tree trunk where she and Bear had met the Jarnock leaders before being overrun by their numbers.

This time, those warriors were busy fighting Aven’s armies, who were swarming through the treetop city. But just like in

Graevale, the Jarnocks were aided by the other mortal races. There were flashes of light, bursts of shadows, and floods of water, along with Stabiliser blasts and the ringing of steel. Through the canopy overhead, Alex could again hear the sounds of the veeyons at war with the draekons, their hideous screeching painful to her ears.

But all of that she only gave half a mind to, because Aven was unceasing in his assault, their displacement once again only giving her the chance for one brief offensive move that he still managed to block.

And then they were gone again, Soraya moving fast enough to avoid Aven’s blade as he swung at her this time. But the wolf was too smart for him, too swift, and relocated them to Nialas, disappearing again before his blade could meet its mark.

With his change of focus towards her wolf, Alex managed to get not one, but two swipes in before he had her on the defensive again, neither of her attacks causing him any damage. But he was beginning to look unsettled, especially when his gaze flicked for a second to take in the view from where Soraya had delivered them, inside the circular meeting room atop the underwater city’s highest pillar. The glass walls allowed for a bird’s-eye view out across the Atlantis-like city, and just like the other places they’d visited, with the exception of the draekons and veeyons, all the races were fighting in amongst the bubble-sphered domes, with Aven’s Meyarins having used the Valispath to venture underwater.

“What you’ve managed is impressive,” Aven snarled, refocusing on Alex. “But no mortal will ever match the speed and skill of an immortal. Your allies will tire soon enough, and when they do—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Alex panted to interrupt, mentally calling Soraya again. “Save it for someone who cares.”


The rage in his eyes was terrifying to behold as he lunged at her again. She met Vae’varka once more, nearly buckling under the weight of his attack, only managing to remain standing because Soraya appeared and spirited them away, this time delivering them to the docks of Tryllin.

As Alex had been told, the palace was burning, the flames themselves alive and unending. But while the rest of the city had clearly been met with a struggle, from her viewpoint, it didn’t look beyond hope. If she succeeded, Tryllin would rise again, of that she was sure.

She just had to put a stop to Aven first.

Lunging back and forth beside the water with the glow of fire burning in the distance, Aven battled fiercer than ever against Alex. She knew she was losing ground, she knew he had overcome her one chance to surprise him, using the technique she’d first learned from the Shadow Walkers and had also used to surprise Zaylin.

But Alex wasn’t done yet.

With another call to Soraya, the wolf relocated them again.

And again.

And twice more.

Four times in quick succession they moved, enough that Alex’s head was spinning as they flashed in and out of Woodhaven, Mardenia, Dupressa and even the streets of Meya itself. Finally, Soraya brought them to where Alex had intended all along—to the battle waging across the campus of Akarnae.

The Library was aware of Alex’s plan, and because of that, it hadn’t enacted the Lockdown procedure, despite the sheer numbers of opposing forces who had come to battle on the grounds. For there to be any chance of success, Alex had needed the wards down so that Aven could go right where she wanted. She just had to figure out how to make that happen, especially since all her attempts had so far failed.


“Is this where you want it, then?” he asked, murder in his eyes, but a slight lack of focus as well, with him just as disoriented from their continued relocation as she. But that was all she’d been after—distracting him and keeping him on edge so she might remain alive long enough to get him where they now stood.

“You want your family and friends to watch as I kill you?” he went on, lunging at her. “You want them to see the great Alexandra Jennings fall?”

“It’s been—a long time—since you cared—what I want,” Alex wheezed out between attacks that she struggled to block. “Why—start—now?”

She was covered in sweat, her arms were shaking from the repeated strain of meeting his blows, and her hands were sticky and sliding over the pommel of A’enara thanks to the wound on her arm—a wound that was still gushing an alarming amount of blood. But Alex didn’t focus on any of that. She also didn’t pay any attention to the fighting going on around her, to the people she cared most about trying to give her the time she needed. She only focused on Aven. On surviving.

In between lunges and parries, she tried not to notice as Kaiden and Declan were fighting side by side, close enough to Nisha and Jeera that the four of them were watching each other’s backs.

She tried not to notice when Meyarins and Claimed humans were taken down by an invisible force—Jordan and Bear, who had promised Alex they would remain under Jordan’s transcendence gift for as long as he was able to keep it up.

She tried not to notice General Drock, Karter, Hunter and Fletcher protecting the highly targeted King Aurileous, alongside many of the human militia.

She tried not to notice Roka, Kyia and Zain keeping the teachers and students safe so they could use their gifts as

weapons, the three Meyarin leaders knowing the humans were no match against the immortals when it came to swordplay.

She tried not to notice the battle going on just outside the opening of the Gen-Sec building, a battle that was also happening on the inside—right where the Med Ward was located and all those contained within, including her parents and D.C.

She tried not to notice the dark blur of Xira and other draekons flying overhead, throwing veeyons out of the sky, just as she tried not to notice how many of the smaller creatures surrounded the majestic race from the Sky Kingdom.

All of that, Alex tried not to notice. But there were a few things that were harder to ignore while she blocked against Aven’s unceasing attacks.

Things like the one-eyed juggler, Samson Graver, running across the campus and throwing his smoke-inducing juggling balls at the feet of any Meyarins or attacking humans he encountered, laughing maniacally as he did so.

Things like Monster, the shaggy little pony she hadn’t given any thought to since she’d last been in her Equestrian Skills class, ploughing through the masses and using his head and his hooves to bulldoze anyone who got in his way.

Things like Grimm Helkin, who was now fighting against Aven’s army, pointing a finger at those who were Claimed and sending them into a coma-like sleep.

And things like Sir Camden, the suit of armour now outside of the Library’s walls and fighting like a man possessed while yelling, “For thy fair Lady Alexandra!”

But along with those things, there were the moments she wished she had failed to note with her enhanced sight and hearing.

Moments like when Administrator Jarvis was thrown into the side of a building by Calista’s telekinesis, the sickening crunch of his skull meeting the wall enough for Alex to know he wouldn’t ever be rising again.


Moments like when Pipsqueak lost her life to Gerald’s tattoo whips just seconds before Blake and Johnny arrived and sought vengeance for their murdered father, making sure Gerald would never hurt anyone ever again.

Moments like when the two Combat boys, Brendan and Nick, were skewered by the blades of Vaera and Gaiel, dying within seconds of each other.

And moments like when Trell herself was taken down fighting against four Meyarins at once, with Shirez’s agonised scream coursing across the blood-soaked grounds.

Despite Alex’s aching heart, she knew she couldn’t lose herself in her sorrow. To do so would cause her to act rashly, when right now, she needed to keep a grip on her emotions. Niyx had always warned her to never fight in anger. The same was true for anguish. So she steeled herself and cast all thoughts from her mind but one: the Meyarin before her.

“You see all this?” Aven said, and for the first time, Alex was gratified to hear his own breath sounding laboured—finally. But that could have been because he wasn’t fighting just her now; he was also using some kind of shockwave gift, waving his free arm and causing anyone in range to crumble to the ground before they were able to stagger weakly back to their feet. Three times he managed it before Kaiden focused his nullifying gift on Aven, something Alex only knew when Aven’s eyes sought out her boyfriend moments before an entire legion of Meyarins swooped towards him. But Kyia, Zain and Roka had been watching and were quick to jump to his defence alongside Declan, Nisha and Jeera.

“It’s all happening because of you,” Aven went on, his eyes narrowing at the fight Kaiden and those around him were putting up. The transcended Jordan and Bear had now joined them as well, keeping Kaiden even safer, all so that he could continue blocking Aven from using any of his stolen gifts.


“No, Aven,” Alex panted, knowing she was coming to the end of her endurance. Her strength had waned and she’d lost enough blood that she was beginning to feel lightheaded. She needed to make her final move against him now if she were to have any chance at victory. “It’s all happening because of you.”

With a surge of strength drawn from deep within, she rushed at him, her movement fast enough to cause his eyes to widen. He wasn’t going to stop her in time, she knew it. And with a feeling of anticipation, she swung her blade forward.

But she never made contact, because arms grabbed her from behind and yanked her backwards before her sword met flesh— Skraegon, who had approached without her notice.

And yet, before he could change his grip enough to either make a killing blow or give Aven the chance to do so, he was crying out in pain and dropping to his knees, with Mayra standing behind him and ripping her silver-bloodied arrow from his shoulder. In one swift move, she drew it against her bowstring and fired it straight at Aven, screaming, “This is for my brother, you kregon!”

He spun out of the way, but not fast enough for it to keep from skimming along his neck, the shallowest of wounds opening up on his skin.

In the blink of an eye, Skraegon was up again, tackling Mayra to the ground, her bow no match against his sword that was sailing in an arc right towards her heart.

And then through her heart.

“No!” Alex cried, and she wasn’t the only one, for across the battlefield came Cykor’s bellow, with him arriving beside his daughter an instant later—but still an instant too late.

Uttering a tortured scream, he turned on Skraegon with reckless abandon, the two of them spearing each other with their blades at the same time, the light leaving their eyes as they joined Mayra in death.


It had happened so fast. Three more deaths. Three more people gone from this world forever.

Whirling back to Aven with a sob in her throat, Alex found him standing frozen with his hand pressed to his neck, silver blood dripping between his fingers as he stared at her, concern clouding his face for the first time.

Struggling to push through her grief that cut deeper than any of the wounds on her flesh, Alex realised she’d been right when sharing her fears with the Library. Aven knew exactly what she had planned. And he was going to do everything in his power to keep it from happening.

If she’d thought he’d been fighting her before, it was nothing compared to the power he unleashed in his renewed attack. Blow after blow after blow he rained down on her, to the point that she barely managed to keep her knees from folding, barely managed to keep raising A’enara to shield herself. Gashes opened up along her arms, along her legs, along her torso. She was like a human pincushion, slowly bleeding to death, protected only by her immortal armour.

When one particularly vicious strike had her stumbling back and falling to the ground, her heart stopped, certain such a mistake would lead to her downfall. But before Aven could take advantage, Roka was there, pushing him back. Zain, too, lunged forward, both of them crossing blades with Aven in a lethal dance of strikes and parries.

Seeing them take up her fight didn’t fill Alex with gratitude or relief, only dread, since she knew it would take just one single nick from Vae’varka for them to be dead in moments.

“Stop!” she screamed at them.

But as she scrambled back up to her feet, she was too slow to reach her Meyarin protectors before Aven found a weakness in their defences and stabbed Vae’varka straight towards his brother.


The look of triumph on Aven’s face forced the remaining air from Alex’s lungs as she watched the fiery weapon sail towards Roka, but it wasn’t him who succumbed to the blade.

It was Niida.

The queen had heard Alex’s cry and arrived on the Valispath, using her body to shield one son from being slain by the other.

With a sickening slowness, Aven withdrew Vae’varka from his mother’s chest. Her beautiful face was ashen as she pressed her hands to her wound… and crumbled at his feet.

“NO!” Roka cried, just as Alex had with Mayra, lunging to grab the queen. But before he could so much as wrap his arms around her, Vaera and Gaiel arrived on the Valispath, along with four more Claimed Zeltora. The six of them leapt for Roka, keeping him from his last moments with his mother as they engaged both him and Zain in combat, drawing them back into the battle.

Aven, however, remained motionless as he looked down at Niida, his face blank but his eyes ablaze.

The queen reached for him then, her hands covered in liquid silver as she pressed them against his armour-clad legs and whispered, “I forgive you.”

And then her body went limp, her golden eyes now sightless as she looked out into nothing forevermore.

Aven’s chest began rising and falling with deep, turbulent breaths. As if he’d forgotten what had transpired in the palace library when he’d been willing to sacrifice Niida himself, he turned his blistering gaze on Alex and screamed, “You did this!”

She raised A’enara, ready to meet the blow she knew was coming, ready to try and end this once and for all.

But Aven didn’t lunge at her. Not this time.

Instead, four things happened, one after the other.

The first was that Lena Morrow appeared, surrounded by an armed guard of Claimed warriors, her focus intent on Kaiden as she used her own gift to stop his nullification of Aven.


The second was that Aven used his returned ability to send out a powerful shockwave that ripped open the ground under Alex’s feet and sent her flying backwards just as a monstrous veeyon dropped from the sky. Easily twice the size of the others, it wrapped its talons around the Rebel Prince and hoisted him high into the air.

The third was that the veeyon released Aven, who plummeted back down to the earth, his fiery sword blazing as he fell, directly towards—

XIRA, LOOK OUT! Alex screamed, scrambling back up to her feet.

But it was too late.

Because even though Xira twisted away, even though he opened the abrassa and vanished in a wave of inky blackness, only seconds later he reappeared through it with an earth-shattering roar as his massive bulk fell, fell, fell to the ground…

… With Vae’varka lodged deep into his chest.

“XIRA!” Alex screamed aloud as he crashed near the lake, the field beneath them quaking enough to set the water rippling. “XIRA, NO!”

She tore off towards him, her lungs burning and her eyes streaming as she failed to hold in her tears, as she refused to acknowledge how the vaeliana bond between them was fading with every step she took, until it disintegrated into nothing, leaving a hollow, empty feeling inside her.

XIRA! she screamed again, directly to his mind. XIRA, ANSWER ME!

But he didn’t.

There was nothing but gaping silence between them.

And yet, she wouldn’t give up. She just had to reach him. She just had to reach him.

“SORAYA!” Alex yelled, but for the first time ever, her wolf didn’t arrive by her side. Hot and cold filled her at once,

since she knew the only reason Soraya wouldn’t come when called was because she couldn’t. And the only reason she couldn’t was if—

Alex choked on another sob as she continued running through the fighting masses, weaving her way towards her fallen draekon. But she was only halfway there when two simultaneous shouts of warning came, one from Kaiden, one from Jeera.

“ALEX!”

With Lena only blocking Kaiden from using her ability, not any of the others at his disposal, the intuitive gift he shared with his sister allowed them both to sense what was about to happen—Aven’s fourth and final move.

Plucked from his freefall by the veeyon, Aven landed nimbly at Xira’s side and met Alex’s eyes across the battlefield.

“Do you know what happens when you eat the heart of a draekon, Aeylia?” he spat, knowing his blood in her veins enabled her to hear him above the clamour. “Let me show you.”

Still sprinting towards them, still too far away to do anything, Alex could only watch as he ripped his blade from Xira’s flesh and reached his arm deep into the wound, pulling out a small portion of the golden heart within and raising it to his mouth.

At the sight, Alex couldn’t stop her reaction. Right there, in the middle of the warring forces, she bent over and vomited, tears flooding from her eyes as she purged the contents of her stomach.

“ALEX!” came Kaiden’s shout again, but she couldn’t move, couldn’t control her gag reflex, couldn’t stop seeing the image of the pure, golden blood dribbling down Aven’s chin. “ALEX!”

She forced herself to look up, just as Aven raised a fisted hand towards her.

“This is on you, Alexandra Jennings,” he hissed, opening his fingers.


“ALEX, NO!”

Alex had only a split second to comprehend what happened next, to see Kaiden running towards her and throwing both his arms out, after which she suddenly found herself cocooned inside a protective force field—Sean’s gift. But battle-weakened as he was, Kaiden used it to cover only her, and she realised as much when, half a moment later, power surged from Aven like an invisible wave, slamming into every living being across and above the combat zone.

‘Do you know what happens when you eat the heart of a draekon, Aeylia?’

She did now.

Because as one, they fell.
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Mortal and immortal alike were thrown backwards as Aven’s power hit them, Alex included. Kaiden’s force field protected her from the brunt of the impact, but it soon dissolved, leaving her watching from the ground as draekons and veeyons plunged out of the sky, slamming into the earth, shaking it with every collision.

Immobile, Alex heard nothing over the ringing of her ears, saw nothing past the stars that began dotting her vision.

Get up, get up, get up, she willed herself, knowing this wasn’t over.

And yet, as she uttered a groan and struggled into a seated position, as her vision cleared and her hearing quieted, she realised that it was over.

Because no one else was getting up.

Everywhere she looked, she saw open, unblinking eyes.

Alex vomited again.

And again.

And again.

Because that’s when she saw them.

Kaiden. Jordan. Bear. Declan.

Dead.

Roka. Kyia. Zain.

Dead.

Darrius. Fletcher. Karter. Hunter.


Dead.

Humans. Shadow Walkers. Dayriders. Flips. Jarnocks. Meyarins.

Dead.

All dead.

Friend or foe, Aven hadn’t cared who he had taken down with his death blow. And from the lack of sound in the Gen-Sec building, Alex knew his power had extended there, too.

Her parents.

Dead.

D.C.

Dead.

The Ronnigans.

Dead.

Everyone she loved—dead, dead, dead.

A field of death surrounded her.

And she alone had survived, all because Kaiden had used his last moment to protect her, to save her.

She couldn’t take her eyes off him. He was barely three feet away, Aven’s power having blasted him through the air and nearly to her side.

Refusing to believe what she was seeing, Alex crawled towards him on quaking limbs, placing her hand against his still warm cheek.

“Kaiden?” she whispered, the sound barely escaping her lips.

He didn’t blink, didn’t turn towards her. His beautiful blue eyes just stared into nothing.

“K-Kaiden!” she cried, a sob leaving her partway through his name. She grabbed his shoulders and gave a gentle shake, and when that didn’t work, she gave a rough shake, jostling his entire body.

Still, he didn’t awaken.

“No,” Alex whimpered. “No, no, p-please no.”


She couldn’t stop looking at him; at all of them. Devastation gripped her. Crippled her. Sitting there with her hands now placed protectively on Kaiden’s chest, numbness took hold, heading right for the shattered pieces of her soul.

This was too much.

This was too much.

She couldn’t—

She couldn’t—

“Now this is what I have longed to see,” Aven crowed, sauntering towards her, his eyes alight with triumph. “The look on your face—that’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

Alex could say nothing. Could do nothing.

Her heart—

Her heart—

“I’m almost tempted to leave you alive, this torture beyond anything I could hope to replicate,” he continued, closing the distance between them. “But you’ve been a thorn in my side for too many years to count, dearest Aeylia, thanks to your journey through time. It’s no longer enough for me to take away those you love—you must also join them.”

Alex raised flooded eyes to his just in time to see him position his sword above her head. But as he did so, she also heard his words repeat in her mind.

‘… your journey through time.’

‘… your journey through time.’

‘… your journey through time.’

And then she heard another voice, that of the Library.

‘You have always been the master of your own destiny. Now is the time to choose your path and follow where it might lead.’

This was not Alex’s path.

This was not her destiny.

She refused to accept this end.

‘If there’s anyone who can do the impossible, it’s you.’


Athora was right.

She would make sure of it.

So, as Vae’varka swung down to meet her, Alex moved. Not to attack Aven, not to defend against his strike. Instead, she tore away from Kaiden and sprinted towards the Tower, passing body after body as she all but flew across the silent battleground.

Faster and faster, she ran, with death itself chasing her heels. She could hear him, could hear Aven bellowing as he followed mere paces behind, bounding into the building right after her.

But she was Chosen.

She was Called.

And she had the favour of the Library.

So when she opened a door down into the cavern, she did so with the specific intention that Aven would be unable to follow. And when she slammed that door behind her just before she fell through the darkness, the last thing she saw was his stormy face and the promise that he would be waiting as soon as she returned.

Only, she had no intention of returning.

Because she was about to do the impossible.
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Athora was waiting for her in the cavern, the hood of his cloak pulled back, revealing his milky eyes staring out from his dark, grim face.

‘I am an Oracle of my people.’

He had told her that once. And now, Alex understood. Before she had ever stepped foot on the battlefield today, he had already seen what she would face. He had already been aware of the slaughter that would occur.

‘My time has not yet come.’


He’d known. All along, he’d known.

Time. Always, always it came down to time.

During her journey to the past, the Library had told her that it would never again offer her a doorway through time.

But that didn’t mean it wasn’t capable of it.

She just had to find a way.

Staggering towards Athora, Alex fell to her knees before him, unable to stand against the weight of devastation hanging over her. So much was riding on this, the shattered pieces within her hardly daring to hope, but unable to deal with the finality of any other outcome.

With teary eyes, Alex looked up at Athora and rasped through trembling lips, “Can you help me? Can you take me back?”

Athora just stared at her, his gaze sightless and yet seeing more than she could know.

“Anything,” Alex whispered. “I’ll do anything. Whatever it takes.” She swallowed. “Please, just—please—” She broke off and raised a bloodied hand to her mouth, the pain in her body nothing compared to the agony in her heart.

Athora continued looking gravely down at her as he said, “You were told you would never again be able to take a doorway through time.”

“I know,” she sobbed. “But please—”

“And you of all people know the rules of time.”

Lady Mystique’s voice echoed around the cavern, as clear as if she were standing with them.

‘You cannot change events that have already occurred.’

Alex had forgotten. In her anguish, she had forgotten that her time in the past had contributed to the future… but not changed it.

“No,” she sobbed. “No.”

With a rustle of his cloak, Athora lowered until he was kneeling before her.


“Please,” she breathed. “I can’t—” She choked. “Without them, I can’t—”

Breaking.

She was breaking.

“This was never your path to take, Alexandra Jennings,” Athora told her, his voice soft, almost gentle. And then he recited, “The day will come and be at hand for changes most timely, when hails a girl of mortal blood touched by destiny.”

The prophecy. The real prophecy. The one Athora shouldn’t have known anything about.

‘I am an Oracle of my people.’

Alex looked at him through blurry eyes, her heart hurting too much to understand.

“‘Changes most timely’, Alexandra,” he whispered to her.

And then he rose again, and as he did so, he waved his hand through the air and a doorway rippled into existence.

“I am a gatekeeper,” Athora told her. “But what you do not know is that I am also a timekeeper. And long have I known this day would arrive.”

Now it was Athora’s voice that echoed around the cavern, words he had spoken to Alex after Lady Mystique’s death.

‘I knew that a time would come when both she and I would be free of this world… Her freedom came today, just as mine will soon follow.’

“Wait,” Alex rasped, beginning to comprehend. “Wait—”

“One chance,” Athora spoke over her. “That is all I can give you. I cannot take you back to where this all began, but today—today you can make a difference. A single change that will affect the course of your future, should you succeed.”

Alex felt hope rise anew, even as she understood what Athora wasn’t telling her.

‘My time has not yet come.’

But now it had.


The cost of such an act—of changing the course of history— Alex knew.

“Wait,” she said again, her voice hoarse.

Athora touched a hand to his face. “Long ago, Aven Dalmarta stole my eyes from me,” he revealed, causing Alex to suck in a shocked breath. “Today, he shall see justice.”

“Wait—”

“You are not the only one willing to sacrifice your life for this world,” Athora told her, stepping towards the doorway. “Remember, you will have but one chance to make things right.” His sightless eyes locked on hers as he finished, “Make it count.”

And then he stepped through the doorway, causing golden light to erupt so brightly that Alex cried out and shielded her face until it faded, leaving a glowing arch behind.

No, not an arch.

A gate.

And above it was a single word written in Tia Auran.

Zelah.

Time.

A Gate of Time.

That was what Athora had given her, surrendering his life by offering the last of whatever immortal power reigned within him.

Athora was gone.

But this Gate—it was his dying gift to Alex. And she was determined to follow the last instruction he would ever give her.

‘Make it count.’

Rising to her feet, Alex wiped her face and steeled her spine, summoning A’enara for whatever she would find on the other side of the Gate, for whatever point in time Athora had created for her arrival.

And without waiting a second longer, she ran straight into the glowing arch.


It wasn’t like when she had been in Vardaesia and had come straight through the other side. Instead, it was more like travelling through the abrassa, her body being pulled this way and that, the pressure pushing against her to the point of pain. But then she was through, the silence of the Gate replaced by battle cries and clashing steel as she became aware of where she was—of when she was.

Because crumbled on the ground before her was Queen Niida, reaching for Aven, whispering to him her final words of forgiveness.

Alex had only a single moment to reorient herself, to prepare for what came next. But she didn’t waste that moment.

‘Make it count.’

So she did.

XIRA, GET OUT OF HERE! she yelled at him, just as Niida toppled and Aven turned his blazing eyes on her.

“You did this!”

This time she didn’t fear him lunging for her, knowing he had something much more catastrophic planned.

Alex, what—

Xira didn’t finish, because she shoved her memory from the alternate timeline at him just as Aven slammed his shockwave power into the earth, sending her flying backwards yet again. But she had succeeded in her warning, and with an almighty roar, Xiraxus bellowed a command to the other draekons, all of whom immediately began to scatter.

But Aven’s veeyon was already dropping from the sky, already reaching with its sharp talons and lifting him into the air.

“No!” Alex cried, scrambling back up to her feet. “SORAYA!”

She nearly sobbed with relief when, in a flash of light and shadows, her wolf appeared, bloodied and limping, but still alive, not yet having received whatever death stroke she had previously endured.


Without needing to be told, Soraya swept Alex up in her power and dropped her mid-air, vanishing again to leave Alex falling, falling, falling until she landed on the veeyon’s slimy back. Gripping with her legs, with one vicious thrust, she sent A’enara straight through the vulnerable flesh of the beast’s neck.

“No!” Aven screamed as the veeyon began to tumble from the sky, screeching loud enough to pierce Alex’s eardrums.

She lost her hold just as its talons released Aven, the three of them freefalling to the ground. But before Alex could summon Soraya again, Aven swiped his blade at her and she was forced to meet him with A’enara, the two of them clashing swords as they plummeted end over end down, down, down towards the lake.

And then into the lake.

There was nothing to break their fall. Such a distance would have killed anyone without immortal blood running through their veins. As it was, Alex felt as if her bones had been crushed from the impact, and she struggled to make her limbs move as she fought her way back up to the surface before gasping in a lungful of air.

Having no chance at fighting Aven while battling the icy lake, but also aware that Soraya’s shadowing ability couldn’t work in water, Alex swam madly towards the shore, knowing Aven had broken through the surface and was giving chase.

“YOU CAN’T ESCAPE ME, AEYLIA!”

As the water shallowed and she scrambled across the slippery rocks leading up to the bank, Alex heard him behind her. He was close—too close. But she was nearly there, fully out of the water now and only a few feet from stable ground.

It was then that she felt his shockwave again, then that she flew forward and landed with a jarring crash atop the slimy shale, then that she rolled over just in time to see him leap towards her with Vae’varka swinging down on a path for her skull, ready to cleave her in two.


It was an attack Alex knew she wouldn’t be able to block, both the power and the speed. Her heart stopped as the alternate timeline flashed across her vision, realising with painful clarity that everything she’d suffered through both then and now had been for nothing. She was going to die, and after her, everyone she loved, along with the rest of the world.

But then the impossible happened.

With a blazing flash of light, Zaylin was there, her own golden sword intercepting Aven’s fiery weapon.

The look on his face was pure shock, identical to Alex’s own expression as she gaped at the Tia Auran, hearing a whisper of the prophecy play across her mind.

If Day and Night combine and fight—

“NOW, ALEX!” Zaylin screamed.

The immortal’s arrival kept Aven in his paused incredulity for barely a moment, but it was long enough to give Alex the opening she’d been waiting for.

‘Make it count.’

Surging forward, she slammed her bloodied arm against the side of his neck where Mayra’s arrow had skimmed him, screaming out both mentally and verbally, “Trae Menada sae!”

And an instant later, she was thrown from her own mind and into Aven’s as the words of the Claiming ritual took effect.
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Screaming.

That was what Alex heard as agony unlike anything she’d ever experienced stabbed her mind. Agony from the effort of Claiming someone as strong-willed as Aven; agony from how many others he had bound to him over the years, all of whom he was desperate to keep under his control.

It was agony beyond what Alex could bear.

Just when she thought she wouldn’t survive the initial spearing into his consciousness, the excruciating pain eased, but the screaming remained.

Alex had only Claimed four people before. Niyx had been on his deathbed, and because of that, their bond had been created with little resistance on his part. Kaiden had been willing, again making the process relatively easy on her. Jordan and Grimm, however, had both put up a mental fight—or Aven had, at least in the case of Jordan, until Alex had understood that her gift allowed her will to supersede his own.

‘When it comes down to you against him, the victor won’t be the one with the swiftest blade, but the strongest will.’

Alex had thought long and hard over Niyx’s words from within the Gate of Lost Souls, until she had realised that it was her gift—her will—that would bring about Aven’s ultimate defeat. She hadn’t wanted anyone else to help her fight him, and not just because of the danger of Vae’varka, but also because,

if they had managed to kill him, everyone he’d Claimed would have died with him. There was only one way to free those bound to him—if he Released them himself. But knowing that he would never willingly do so, Alex had been left with only one choice, with only one plan.

She had to force him to Release them. And there was only one way she could do that.

Certain she would be met with opposition, Alex wasn’t surprised when she arrived in Aven’s mind to find him waiting for her, just like when she’d sought to free Jordan and Grimm.

This time, they were standing on the balcony of the Meyarin palace ballroom, overlooking the city that was filled with the screams of Aven’s immortal victims. His human casualties, fewer in number, were inside the ballroom, stacked up in lines of Myrox-barred cages. Calista and Lena were the only ones Alex recognised, confirming that Gerald, the Sparkers and even Signa had been acting upon their own ambitions all along. But the misery in Calista’s and Lena’s eyes—Alex had only seen such depth of emotion twice before: when she’d been inside the minds of Jordan and Grimm. Whatever it took, she was going to make sure no one had to feel such hopeless suffering ever again.

“You can’t be here!” Aven hissed at her on the balcony, his normal composure gone. “No one can stop me—no one! Least of all a disgusting mortal!”

Alex didn’t reply. She didn’t argue or taunt him. Despite everything they had been through, despite everything he had tried to do to her—everything he had done to her, and all those she loved—he had once been her friend, and she had no desire to prolong this moment. She had no desire to torture him as he would her. He wouldn’t see it as mercy, but that was what it was, regardless.

“Release them, Aven,” Alex ordered, her voice quiet but firm. “Release them all.”


Feeling the tug between them, she knew the power of her command was flowing through to him, a power he was unable to resist. The slightest graze on his neck thanks to Mayra’s sacrificial moment of revenge, coupled with the salvation of Zaylin’s timely arrival, and Aven’s rule was at an end. Alex owned him now—he was hers to control.

And yet, there was one final piece of the prophecy that had yet to play out. Knowing as much, Alex was ready when Aven attempted one last-ditch effort to resist her order, summoning Vae’varka into his mindscape and lunging forward with a roar of fury.

Unlike when she had been in Jordan’s mind, she didn’t order Aven to stop. This time, she met his blade with A’enara, one final time. It was in that moment—when Dark and Light met mid-strike—that the power of her command took effect and, gasping and panting as if fighting the words themselves, Aven had no choice but to choke out, “Trae Gaverran sae.”

Alex endured a breathless moment as she waited to see if it would work without him first swapping blood with his victims. But the power of the prophecy held true, because in an instant, those caged within the ballroom disappeared, just as the screaming in the city below ceased. With the tormented sounds now silenced, Alex knew the prophecy had at last been fulfilled.

The captives had been set free.

But that still left an irate Meyarin on her hands. And when Alex retreated from his mind and returned to her own body, it took the combined efforts of Roka and Zain, along with Zaylin and Raife—the latter having also come, along with a small group of other Tia Aurans—to hold Aven back long enough for Alex to utter a single word: “Stop!”

Only then did Aven freeze, glaring at her with such loathing that she trembled, even knowing she had full control of him.

“You—”


Soraya arrived in a flash of light and dark and growled at him threateningly enough that he snapped his mouth shut and turned his glare on the wolf. But just to be sure he would remain silent, Alex commanded, “Quiet.”

It was a miracle none of the others had been wounded by Vae’varka during the struggle, but Alex wasn’t willing to risk Aven resisting her and injuring someone, so she quietly told her friends to back away even as she ordered him to banish his blade. She met Roka’s eyes when he hesitated, seeing the raw grief in them, but the return look she sent him begged him to trust her. And with a wary nod, he did, stepping back with the others.

She didn’t spare a glance to what was happening on the rest of the academy grounds, didn’t spare a glance to see if her friends were safe. All she could do was pray they had survived in this timeline and focus on completing her task—because it wasn’t over yet.

With another quiet word, Alex ordered Aven to follow as, with Soraya guarding from her side, she guided him towards and then into the Tower building. It was there that she would carry out the final part of the plan she had formed prior to the devastation he had wrought, prior to the lives he had stolen from her. Now that they had been returned through Athora’s sacrifice, she was ready to see her final act through, having been inspired by Lady Mystique’s words within the Gate of Lost Souls.

‘When all seems lost,’ the ancient woman had said, ‘Kelarna de la Soraya.’

Alex hadn’t understood her translation to ‘remember the light’ back then, but now she knew that the words hadn’t been regarding any kind of illuminated light. Instead, when the woman had added emphasis to the word ‘Soraya’, it had been in reference to Soraya de lah Torra—the Light of the Worlds.

The Library.

Just like when Alex had needed to escape her quarters in the

Vardaesian palace, in the lead up to facing Aven, she had once again realised that the Library was the key to her freedom—to everyone’s freedom. And because of that, the final part of her plan had come together.

With Aven trailing beside her on a mental leash and Soraya eyeing him closely, Alex descended the staircase and entered the foyer. It was there that she ordered him to halt in front of the portrait that offered a perfect depiction of Meya, it having remained in place simply because Alex had asked the Library to make it so.

‘You need only ask, Alexandra. Try not to forget again.’

The words offered by the Library deep in the Tia Auran desert had been a lesson Alex had taken to heart. While they may not have helped when it came to changing time—with her having been forewarned that such a doorway would never be offered again—this was something she knew the Library would allow.

And so, after a quiet request for Soraya to remain where she was and an order for Aven to keep still, she grabbed his arm…

… and pushed him inside the painting.

Together they tumbled out the other side, landing atop the Golden Cliffs, right where he had once taken her to show her the best view of the city.

Turning to face him, Alex struggled against what she saw flaring in his eyes. There was hatred there, so much hatred. But now there was fear as well, along with desperation as he began to realise what was happening.

Pointing to the outside world beyond the painting of the Library’s foyer that was now strung against a Silverwood tree, Alex told him, “They wanted you dead. Everyone out there— except your brother, who denied his right to vote.”

Aven flinched, but kept silent as per her command.

“This was my compromise,” Alex continued. “It’s the only way for you to remain alive, while keeping everyone else safe.

Here, you can rule Meya without hurting anyone, the entire city your playground.”

She fought back a wave of emotion as the look in his eyes deepened, and forced herself to recall what she had suffered through—the field of death surrounding her after he had killed everyone she loved. Alex braced against all she was feeling, knowing he would never show her the same kind of mercy she now offered him. Knowing he hadn’t showed her that mercy. Instead, he’d slaughtered all those in his path, and sought to do the same to her.

“So that’s it, then?” he rasped after she quietly commanded that he could speak, his throat bobbing as he understood what his future now looked like. “You’re leaving me to be forever imprisoned within a painting?”

Meeting his eyes, Alex said, “Given all that you’ve done”—in this timeline and the one she had changed—“even you should be able to see that it’s more than you deserve. It’s certainly more than everyone out there was willing to offer.” Again, she pointed through the painting.

What she’d said was true. After he had made his ‘you for them’ bargain, the war council of allied races had debated Alex’s plan, remaining adamant about only one thing—wanting his head. She and Roka had been the only two to argue on his behalf, with not even Niida offering a defence for the damage her son had wrought. But ultimately, Alex had reminded them all that if she was the one destined to defeat him, then how she would do that was her decision to make. And so, honouring the friendship she and Aven once shared—regardless of everything he had done since then—she wasn’t willing to see him executed.

‘I’m not a murderer’—Alex had spoken those words to both Niyx and Zaylin, and she was determined to stand by them. Even if, given the look on Aven’s face, he would prefer death over what she was offering.


“Take me to Taevarg,” he said, all but begging. “Have those Tia Aurans take me back with them to their world and lock me up there. I don’t care what you do—anything is better than this. Anything.”

Alex again forced herself to remember who she was speaking with and the lives he had ruined. “You know there’s no prison in any world that can keep you from your own nature. It’s not a risk any of us can take. I’m sorry, Aven. But you have to stay here. Forever.”

The tug of the order flowed between them, enough that the finality of her command had him closing his eyes in defeat.

“For what it’s worth, I wish things had been different,” Alex whispered. And with a firm instruction for him to accept her Release, she pressed her bloodied arm to his wounded neck again and spoke the words that unbound him from her, hearing his mental whisper of acceptance as he followed her very last command.

And then, before he could lunge towards her in a final act of vengeance, she touched her hand to the painting, tumbling back out into the Library just as Aven collapsed to his knees.

It was that image the portrait now depicted—the Golden Cliffs, with their fallen golden prince, forever frozen in time.

Alex allowed only a single tear to trail down her cheek as Soraya leaned against her in comfort, the two of them watching as the Library shuffled the paintings before their eyes, swapping Meya out with a picture of a perfect sunrise, hiding Aven deep within its depths forevermore.

“Thank you,” Alex said quietly, and not just for the Library’s help in containing—and therefore, defeating—Aven. More than anything, she was grateful because she knew that if the Library had wanted to stop Athora, it would have. And yet, it had not intervened, allowing her to change time—and save her world.


“I’ll always be here for you, Alexandra,” the Library responded. “We have yet many more adventures ahead of us.”

Weaving her fingers into Soraya’s fur as she swayed on her feet, her adrenaline beginning to fade into pain and exhaustion, Alex said, “Hopefully not for a while. I’d really like to take a nap first.”

A warm chuckle met her ears. “That, I’m sure, can be arranged.”
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When Alex stumbled back out of the Tower building with her Shadow Wolf, it was to a very different sight than when she’d entered.

The skies had cleared of veeyons, leaving only the draekons circling overhead, with Xira soaring down to land with a heavy thump at her reappearance, his brilliant eyes glowing with pride.

The grounds around them were no longer echoing battle cries and ringing steel. All was silent. All was still. And all, it seemed, were waiting for her return.

As soon as she staggered down the stairs, saved only by Soraya’s steadying form, the silence broke. There were shouts and cheers so deafening that she nearly needed to cover her ears. Those who were now free of Aven’s Claim had tears pouring down their faces—Meyarin and human alike—as they professed their gratitude for what she had done.

And it wasn’t just the newly Released people who were crying. All around Alex, there were tears. Tears of elation, tears of pain, tears of grief…

Tears of hope.

She had barely a moment to take it all in, because after that, she was swept up in a flood of arms.

Her Meyarin friends reached her first, if only because they, like the Tia Aurans, had the advantage of speed. But Zaylin

and Raife and their otherworldly company were nowhere to be seen, so it was Roka, Kyia and Zain who pulled Alex close, holding her tight enough for it to hurt. But she didn’t feel the pain—not physically. Emotionally, she felt a pang of sorrow, knowing that Mayra would have joined their embrace had she survived, and Niida, too. But they were both gone from this world, having joined Niyx and Astophe in death, finding peace with their loved ones beyond the stars.

Alex would grieve for them, but later. Because now, in the wake of such victory, she would allow herself to feel nothing but triumph—triumph that became elation when the three Meyarins backed away with knowing grins as her human friends closed in on her.

Kaiden, Jordan, Bear and Declan—they were all safe. They had all survived the bloodbath this time around. And D.C., too, along with Alex’s parents, Queen Osmada, Dorothy, Gammy and Evie—they had all survived the battle that had intruded into the Med Ward.

Jeera and Nisha and Drock… Blake and Johnny… Darrius and Hunter and Karter… King Aurileous—there were so many faces she was overwhelmingly relieved to see. And Fletcher’s, particularly, since unlike the others, he refrained from hugging her in favour of shoving an armful of laendra down her throat, insisting that it was a miracle she was still standing given the amount of blood she had lost.

Shadow Walkers, Dayriders, Jarnocks, Flips, Meyarins, humans—all around Alex was a sea of faces, many recognisable, many more not. But all of them were now free. All of them were now safe.

It was with that thought that, despite the laendra now rushing to heal her wounds, the physical and mental strain of the fight caught up with her.


Incapable of remaining standing a moment longer, her knees buckled and she fell into Kaiden’s arms as she finally—and inevitably—lost her battle to remain conscious.
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“It would appear that you’re just as dramatic in your world as you were in ours.”

It took Alex a few moments to come back to full consciousness enough for the words to process, especially since it was only because of them that she was no longer sleeping. But once they registered—or, rather, who said them—Alex’s eyes snapped open and she sat up with a quiet gasp, finding Zaylin seated at the edge of her bed.

“Your doctor wanted you under his care, but there were so many others who needed beds in his medical facility that he yielded, allowing you to awaken in your own room,” Zaylin said, looking around the dorm with apparent distaste, likely at the lack of gold covering anything—or everything.

“What are—” Alex tried to speak but found that her throat was too dry to form words.

Zaylin offered her a flask of liquid and Alex drank it without question, relieved to find more warmed laendra inside, the flower instantly helping to revive her further.

Glancing down at her now pyjama-clad body, Alex could see no evidence of the wounds she had suffered in her fight against Aven, all except for the deep scar along her arm that had a silvery sheen to it. Her newest—and hopefully last— Claiming mark would never disappear, just like the scars she had across her palm. It would forever be a reminder of what she had faced, of what she had done. And she wouldn’t have it any other way.

Attempting speech again, Alex looked from her scar back up

to Zaylin and asked, “What are you doing here? Saefii—”

“As far as I’m concerned, you proved yourself worthy of our aid,” Zaylin interrupted.

Before Alex could ask what the empress thought about the reneging group of immortals, Zaylin said, “You need to stop lazing about in bed and get dressed. There are many people who wish to see you.”

Alex raised her eyebrows. Lazing about in bed? Really?

Remind me why I’m grateful that Zaylin came to help? she called to Xira as the Tia Auran bustled around the room and began searching through Alex’s wardrobe, still in helper mode despite being in a different world.

How about because without the empress’s involvement, you would have died? Xira returned, amusement threading his tone. And everyone else after you?

Startled, Alex said, So Saefii decided to come, after all? That would certainly offer a reason for Zaylin’s well-timed intercept. But the empress had been so against allying with Medora that Alex struggled to comprehend her change of mind.

Saefii? Xira asked. What does she have to do with anything?

Warning bells started ringing in Alex’s mind. You said the empress is here.

She is, Xira said, sounding confused. She saved your life when Aven was about to strike you.

Heart beating faster, Alex said, That wasn’t Saefii—that was Zaylin.

I never said it was Saefii, Xira said, his tone even more perplexed. I said it was the empress.

Alex’s body stilled as she watched Zaylin still rummaging through her clothes, muttering in Tia Auran about the lamentable quality of the fabric.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Alex said aloud, her pitch enough to call Zaylin’s attention. When the Tia Auran’s silver eyes

met her own, Alex said, “Did you seriously pull a D.C. on me?”

As if concerned with Alex’s mental health, Zaylin slowly asked, “Am I supposed to know what that means?”

“Saefii didn’t send you here, did she?” Alex asked, her voice firm, but also wobbling at the end.

Zaylin’s face flared with emotion as she understood what Alex was really asking. Quietly, she said, “No. She did not.” She looked away, a weighty silence falling between them until she continued, just as quietly, “I could not in good conscience ask my people to fight in a war they have already suffered through, but there were those who willingly chose to come and battle by your side. Myself included.”

Raising a hand to her head, Alex couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Barely able to get the words past her lips, she said, “Saefii’s not the empress, is she?”

“Saefii is my cousin,” Zaylin answered in a whisper. “She is also my decoy in the rare case that we are visited by foreigners. None but those native to Vardaesia are aware of my true identity… as Empress of Tia Auras.”

All along, the real empress had been watching Alex, closer than Saefii or anyone else in Vardaesia.

For a moment, Alex struggled with the betrayal she felt, before she realised that Zaylin had ultimately come to Medora’s aid, and because of her help, Aven was no longer a threat—and never would be again. It was for that reason alone that Alex moved towards the stiff immortal, who looked like she was considering whether she would need to raise her golden sword against an attack.

But that was not what Alex intended. Instead, she leaned forward and wrapped her arms around the other woman.

“Thank you for coming,” Alex whispered. “Thank you for saving me—for saving us all.”

Slowly, Zaylin returned the embrace. “Thank you for proving you were worth saving.”


Pushing back, Alex blinked fiercely and said, “Don’t you dare make me cry. I’ve had enough tears to last a lifetime.”

Amused, Zaylin just shook her head and resumed her search for an outfit, allowing Alex a moment to pull herself together. As she did so—breathing deeply to stem her rising tears—Alex called out to Xira again.

How did something like that get lost in translation between us? But Alex already knew how—whenever she’d spoken with him about Saefii or Zaylin while in Tia Auras, she’d used generic words like ‘empress’ or ‘helper’, or just their names, without any titles. She’d also never projected any mental images of their interactions, only briefing him on the conversations they’d shared. It was easy to see how the truth had remained hidden. Never mind, she told him before he could respond.

Just be grateful that she arrived when she did, and let’s leave it at that, Xira said.

He had a fair point, and she admitted as much, before saying, I’m glad you’re safe, Xira. Thank you for being here.

Forever and always, Alex, he reminded her of their bond—one that she had very nearly lost forever.

“Quit having a moment with the Lord of the Sky Kingdom and hurry up and get changed,” Zaylin ordered, shoving a pile of clothes into Alex’s arms and pushing her towards the bathroom.

Rolling her eyes at the immortal’s unchanged attitude, Alex did so, but only after a shower she so desperately needed. Someone may have cleaned most of the grime from her when they’d stripped her of her Tia Auran armour, but she still felt dirty and needed the soothing heat of the water to wash away the last of the battle.

Once she had freshened up and dressed, Zaylin, tapping her foot impatiently, parroned them both out of her room and into the food court where her friends and family were waiting for

her, along with the rest of the teachers and students. The other mortal races had departed, presumably back to their cities to celebrate and mourn with the survivors, just as Alex knew would happen all across Medora, including at the academy. They had all suffered losses during the weeks of battle for their world; they had all felt the pain of death. And the time for grieving would come. But right now was the time for being grateful for all who remained.

As cheers erupted anew at her arrival, Alex was only able to wade through the masses because of Zaylin’s intimidating presence and Soraya who, no longer bloodied and limping, burst in and planted herself protectively at Alex’s other side. Together, the three of them moved across the room towards her friends and family, all of whom were trying just as hard to get through to her.

Kaiden reached her first, and he didn’t hesitate to sweep her up into his arms and kiss her deeply. The cheering grew louder and wolf-whistles sounded around them, but Alex didn’t care. She was consumed by the future the kiss promised, by the hope his embrace declared.

It had been close—too close—and she knew she would be forever haunted by the altered timeline, by the devastation Aven had caused before Athora’s sacrifice. But here and now, they had survived. Against all odds, they had made it.

And when Kaiden finally pulled back, it was with bright eyes and a smile so wide it was nearly blinding—something that turned into a laugh when Jordan, Bear, D.C. and Declan all shoved their way forward and demanded Alex’s attention, followed quickly by her parents doing the same.

Around and around Alex was handed, like the passing along of a favourite toy, until everyone who wanted to hug her, everyone who wanted to thank her—teachers and students alike—each managed to have their moment. Only once they were satisfied did they begin to disperse, leaving her alone with

her closest friends, her parents, Zaylin and Raife. Roka, Kyia and Zain remained as well, having arrived mid-hugathon, exchanging places with Darrius and Fletcher, who had been amongst the last of the teachers to leave. Hunter, Karter and Caspar Lennox had departed with the headmaster and doctor, but only after offering their own quiet words of appreciation— something Alex hadn’t needed to hear, and they had known as much.

Soon after the teachers left, Zaylin and Raife bade their farewells, the rest of the Tia Aurans having already departed through the abrassa. Given Zaylin’s true title, Alex knew she needed to get back to her people for more reasons than anyone else in the room aside from Raife understood. So, after more hugs and whispers of gratitude that could never sum up all that Alex felt, Zaylin and Raife parroned out of the food court to their awaiting draekons. But not before Zaylin told Alex that she and her friends would be welcomed back to Vardaesia any time they wished to visit.

Now left with only her closest friends and family, Alex looked at each of them, wondering what was supposed to happen now. There was so much that needed to be done. Repairs had to be made, bodies had to be healed… the dead had to be buried.

Alex also had to figure out what was happening with her parents, whether they would be returning to Freya now that the danger had passed… and whether they would expect her to go back with them. She was still only seventeen, after all. A minor, according to most legal systems. And yet… she had over a year left of study at Akarnae, plus two more if offered an apprenticeship. Her life was here. Everyone she cared for was here.

Reading her thoughts—or perhaps just reading the uncertainty on her face—her father wrapped his arm around her shoulders, pulling her close.


“We couldn’t help noticing the architecture in that elf city as we travelled on the invisible flying train when we were abducted,” Jack said, scratching his chin with his free hand, as if nothing he’d just uttered fazed him. “While your mother and I aren’t convinced that this is the safest place in all the worlds, we’ve never been the type of people who shy away from danger or turn down the chance of a new discovery. So we’ve been talking about it, and we’d love to spend some more time in that Meya place once things settle down.”

“Imagine what we might unearth,” Rachel added, her features glowing with excitement. “The archaeological possibilities are endless.”

Amazed and yet unsurprised that her parents were taking the trauma of their capture and the battle in stride, Alex looked at Roka, raising her brows in question. She ignored Zain’s snort and Kyia’s sparkling eyes, focusing only on the Meyarin king.

“I’m sure something can be arranged,” Roka said. And while his face was shadowed by grief, there was an upward curl to his mouth, knowing, as Alex did, that her parents’ return to his city would likely become an extended stay. Possibly one that lasted forever. “Any family of Alex’s is welcome in Meya.”

Just like that, Alex knew.

Her parents were staying. She was staying.

And as she looked around the circle of all those closest to her heart, seeing the grins spreading across Jordan, D.C., Bear and Declan’s faces, and the knowing, hopeful smile tugging at Kaiden’s lips, she felt peace settle deep within her at the knowledge that all was right in her world.

Medora was her life.

Medora was her home.

And now, Medora was her future.








THUS CONCLUDE

THE MEDORAN CHRONICLES

BUT PREPARE TO VENTURE BACK

TO MEDORA AGAIN ONE DAY…

… AND TIA AURAS, TOO.








PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

(In Alphabetical Order)

TIA AURANS

Aes Daega: AY-ess DAY-guh

Aes Orsa: AY-ess OR-suh

Anais: An-AY-iss

Athora: Ah-THOR-uh

Calivere: CAL-ih-VEER

Enka: EN-ka

Grewan: GREW-an

Kantor: KAN-tor

Latania: Luh-TAN-ee-uh

Raife: Rafe (rhymes with “safe”)

Saefii: SAY-fee

Sorin: SOH-rin

Tayros: TAY-ross

Zaylin: ZAY-lin

MEYARINS

Astophe Dalmarta: AS-toff Dal-MAR-tuh

Aven Dalmarta: AY-ven Dal-MAR-tuh

Cykor Raedon: SY-kor RAY-don

Eanraka Quoris: EE-an-RUH-kuh KOR-is

Faluh: FAL-luh

Gaiel Varsae: Guy-EL Var-SAY

Kosett Raedon: Koss-ETT RAY-don

Kyia Tarennia: KY-yuh Tar-EN-ee-uh

Mayra Raedon: MAY-ruh RAY-don

Naelin Tarennia: NAY-lin Tar-EN-ee-uh

Niida Dalmarta: NY-duh Dal-MAR-tuh

Niyx Raedon: Nykes (rhymes with “yikes”) RAY-don

Riza Fraelorn: REE-zuh FRAY-lorn

Roathus Lorenn: ROW-thus Loh-REN

Roka Dalmarta: ROW-kuh Dal-MAR-tuh


Skraegon: SKRAY-gon

Tohro: TOR-row

Vaera Varsae: VAY-ruh Var-SAY

Zain Erraeya: Zane Eh-RAY-uh

FLIPS

Ayva: AY-vuh

Eefi: EE-fee

Glyn: Glin

Neiko: NEE-ko

Tork: Tork

JARNOCKS

Mareek: Mar-EEK

Mietta: Mee-ET-tuh

Taka: TUH-kuh

Tibbs: Tibbs

SHADOW WALKERS

Azalia Shaw: Az-UH-lee-uh Shaw

Caspar Lennox: CAS-par LEN-nox

Radek Ganare: RAD-eck Guh-NARE

Saber Karn: SAY-buh Karn

Shirez Ganare: She-REZ Guh-NARE

Trell Roven: Trell ROW-ven

DAYRIDERS

Kaysia: KAY-see-uh

Lidael: Lid-AY-ell

Xayder: ZAY-der

DRAEKONS

Kriidon: CRY-don

Vesaphina: Veh-suh-FEE-nuh

Xiraxus/Xira: Zeer-AX-us/ZEER-uh

Zaronia: Zuh-ROW-nee-uh


WEAPONS

A’enara: AY-eh-NAR-ruh

Vae’varka: VAY-eh-VAR-kuh

PLACES

Akarnae: Uh-KAR-nay

Draekora: Dray-KOR-uh

Durungan Ranges: Due-RUN-gan Ranges

Graevale: GRAY-vale

Mardenia: Mar-DEN-ee-uh

Maroo: Mar-OO

Meya: MAY-uh

Mount Paedris: Mount PAY-ed-riss

Nialas: Nee-UH-lass

Raelia: RAY-lee-uh

Tia Auras: TEE-uh OR-iss

Tryllin: TRILL-in

Vardaesia: Var-DAY-see-uh
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