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Chapter One

[image: ]

I can’t believe this day is finally here. I step out of my father’s car onto the dusty gravel, sliding my suitcase clumsily off the car seat and thumping it down on the ground beside me. I can’t believe I could only bring one bag for the entire year. I stare in awe at what’s before me: Sun Sovereign Castle. It is even bigger in real life. And more beautiful, yet eerie at the same time. To think some of the greatest enchanters learnt everything they know at this school. And now I am here.

As I stand taking it all in, a warm gust of wind blows at my back, making my auburn curls dance in between the shadows of the castle and the rays of the sun. The air smells sweet, probably from the endless blossoms in the valleys surrounding the castle. The chatter increases around me as more students arrive. I wonder what Gift each student will possess. I come from a long line of Sun enchanters. My father is a light worker. He tells me I am likely to be one too. I wouldn’t mind this.

Sun enchanters can harness the powers of the Sun Gods. Some given the Gift can manipulate light (like my father), some can heal, and some can Influence. Others possess the power of immortality and can restore from death. But that is extremely rare. I wonder what I will have. It is written in the scribes that on the night of your eighteenth birthday, the God of your enchantment will visit you in dream form to gift you your power. Everyone in the first year turns eighteen in the first term.

“It’s so bright,” I comment, using my hand to shield my eyes from the sun so I can see my father’s face more clearly. He looks proud of me; we have always spoken about this moment. I just wish my mum were here to see it.

“You alright with that?” my father asks, gesturing to my worn red suitcase.

“I’m gonna have to be… You know I have to carry this up to my room by myself,” I reply.

“Yes, yes, no parents beyond the cherry trees. I remember it well.” His eyes travel up and down the length of the castle. “These were the best years of my life!” He smiles, and then his face drops slightly. “That was hers, you know…that suitcase.” He gestures to her pink love-heart key chain, which still clips proudly to the zip of the bag, and wipes a stubborn tear from his eye. “She’d be so proud of you, Asha, you look just like her, you know.”

It’s true; we’re the spitting image of each other from what I’ve seen in photo albums and memorabilia, apart from our eyes.

It’s hard not to feel guilty. I’m the reason she’s dead.

I put my suitcase down and pull my father into a hug. I’m going to miss him so much.

DING, DING

The first set of bells echo around the castle walls, making my father’s hug short-lived.

“Is it time already?” I ask.

“You’d better get going, Flick. Don’t want to be late on your first day.” He kisses me on the cheek and gets back into his car.

I smirk at the nickname I’ve had since I can remember. Because I have one blue eye and one brown eye, and my father swears they flicker and change in the light. He says I’m going to be a heart breaker, but I’m not so sure. My cheeks and bridge of my nose are lightly dusted with freckles, and my lips are full and rosy, but my eyes are definitely the most interesting thing about me. No one knows why my eyes are like this. I am yet to meet someone else with eyes as unique as mine.

Tears threaten to well in my eyes, but I blink them away and get moving. It’s all becoming real now. I smile at his retreating car, as the tyres crunch on the gravel and the familiar rumble of the engine gets further away, and savour this moment. I can’t believe I won’t see him again until next year.

Here I go. The aroma of cherries enriches my nostrils as I proceed onto the first step of this great castle. The walls are daunting; all grey and scarred with the remnants of the past. It’s over nine hundred years old and must be at least a hundred feet tall. Legend says it took over a thousand enchanters to build it. Each guided by the hands of their Gods.

Staring down at me, on each of the four pillars that tower in front of the castle walls, are the faces of all the Sun Gods. Heira, the God of Light, is characterised by her beauty and the halo of light that hovers whimsically above her head. Shirin, the God of Healing, wears white robes and has a pure white dove perched on his shoulder. Poten, the God of Life, bears a crown of rose vines. And Leia, the God of Influence, carries ‘The Staff of Influence’; a long, handheld pole that cradles a blue glowing orb of light.

The podiums loom with high purpose, guarding the entrance to the castle. I walk through slowly, embracing all that is around me. Wow, this must be the first quarter, the welcome hall of the castle. I hear my fellow students chatting and looking up in amazement. I quickly follow suit and gaze upwards, too.

“Woah,” I whisper. A dome made entirely of crystal-clear glass makes up the ceiling. Gold frames separate each large panel of glass, creating hexagon-like structures. Hanging in the centre is the grandest chandelier I have ever seen. Hundreds of crystal prisms hang from its frame, generating thousands of tiny rainbows that shoot across the room.

I look around at my fellow first years. There must be at least three hundred of us. We all gather at the far end of the room. This must be where the Enchantment Scroll is. I will find my room and roommate on this.

“Everyone face forward!” a shrewd voice bellows.

The chatter dies down, and the room is stunned into silence. I can’t help but hang on her every word. She must be a powerful Influencer. A short, plump woman is standing at the front of the room. Her ginger hair is tied up at the top of her head in a messy bun with a few amber waves escaping it.

“I am Miss Worthington, Head of Sun Sovereign and your tour guide for your first day here.” She rubs her hands together and scans the crowd briefly. “But before that, please form an orderly line and the Enchantment Scroll will show you your room arrangements.” She picks up a black and gold quilled pen and speaks. “The quill requires a drop of blood to determine your situation. Once pricked by each of your fingers, the scroll shall write your name and room number. If anyone has any trouble, I am here to help.”

I have never seen an Enchantment Scroll this close. I watch as the pen floats over the parchment paper and jots down the first name, Toby Pierce - Lux Hall, Room Seventeen. Toby looks eager. The type of kid to have all of his books labelled and in alphabetical and numerical order. Probably going to be top of his class and a teacher’s pet. He barely stomached the quill. We’ll see how he gets on in combat.

Next name is Caira Maldova - Aurora Hall, Room One. She looks like the beauty queen of the group. Blonde hair, almost platinum, hauled up in a high ponytail. She must be related to the infamous Maldova family, who are the healers to the Royal Hierarchy of Enchanters, or RHE for short. They run everything in Palidonia. The bloodlines go back to the first ever enchanters gifted by the Gods. I bet Caira will follow in their footsteps and become a healer as well. Although we don’t get to choose what we become. The Gods do that for us.

At least we all know that we are Sunkind in this room. That was decided at birth. Being born in the day under the presence of the Sun Gods sealed that fate for us. Those born at night are under the Moon Gods’ veil, but that is not important right now.

“I feel sick,” an insecure voice mutters next to me. I turn to face her. She has tan skin, piercing green almond eyes, and her black hair is straight, falling just beneath her shoulders. She is very beautiful.

“Not a fan of needles I see,” I smirk as the line moves forward a few steps. She extends her arm out and introduces herself to me.

“I’m Nala.” She half-smiles at me as I take her hand and shake it.

“Asha,” I smile back.

“Honestly, put an elion in front of me, talons and all, and I’m fine, but needles I just can’t get on with.” She laughs.

Elions are the majestic beasts of the Sunkind. They are half lion and half Eagle. The Sun Gods gave them to the people as an offering of goodwill and protection.

“Wow, I’ve never seen one in real life before. How have you got to be so close?” I ask.

“My mother is a tamer. I’ve been around them my whole life. Obviously, they are not to be messed with, but I have had more practice than many,” she explains, shuffling a step forward in the queue.

“Wow, a tamer… She must be fearless.” I beam, and Nala’s eyes light up.

“She is. I am hoping to follow in her footsteps, you know, not everyone picks the taming class so there should be room for me.”

Meeting an elion can be fatal if unprepared. Nala is braver than she looks. I’ll keep this one close.

“Imagine a tamer afraid of needles,” I joke, and she laughs. “Good luck!”

Nala steps forward and pricks the pen at her finger, then awaits the results. If she is scared, she hides it well. That’s the courage a tamer requires. Nala Reed - Solaris Hall, Room Fifteen, the scroll reads before fading away. A few more students go up.

I gulp. My turn.

I take a step forward and prick my finger. I wince internally, not wanting to show any weakness. The words of my father replay in my head: “Don’t let people know your weaknesses because they can be used against you. Sovereign Castle may bring out the best in people, but it can also bring out the worst.”

The pen pauses momentarily before writing my name, as if it is taking its time to decide my fate. Miss Worthington claps her hands at it to hurry it up, and I watch the pen dance eagerly as it writes. The level of Influence she must have to enchant this pen is something I admire. Maybe I will be an Influencer. Asha Calloway - Solaris Hall, Room Fifteen. I let out a small breath. I am relieved. It looks like Nala is going to be my roommate. The Sun Gods are smiling down on me.

I look to my left and Nala giggles.

“Hey roomie.” She throws me a wink and gently nudges me on the shoulder, which instils a giggle from me.

“Now that you have all been assigned your rooms, you will go and unpack your bags and meet me back here in one hour for your tour,” Miss Worthington explains, gesturing to the two sets of stairs on either side of the room. “Solaris and Aurora Halls make your way to the stairs on the left side. Lux and Helios Halls, please follow the stairs on the right-hand side to get to your rooms.”

She points out a thin man wearing jet-black sunglasses. He must be a light worker.

“Mr Herringford has been kind enough to enchant orbs of light to guide each of you to your departments. Please do not stare directly into the light’s core, otherwise the healing quarter will be the first stop on your tour.”

The chatter increases as she finishes her sentence, then stops instantly as Mr Herringford makes bold circular motions with his hands, conjuring a large ball of white light, which rises above the hall and separates into four equally sized orbs. The students gawp, it’s hard not to look at such power. It’s crazy to think that Mr Herringford taught my father everything he knows about light work and will probably be the one who teaches me too.

Nala grabs my elbow and links my arm. Together, we follow our orb along with the rest of our hall. Seems to be a nice group of people. Ciara is also in our group. It already seems like she has made her own clique in this short amount of time. No surprise there. I did notice one guy, Alex Rotherman, who was in my Pre-enchantment school, also known as Pen school. He was an all-around troublemaker. A complete ass. But he looks different now. More chiselled. It looks like this year has been kind to him. His lightly tanned skin complements his sandy brown hair and dark brown eyes. He’s wearing black jeans and a white V-neck t-shirt. Looks like someone has been training him for combat this year. I can see the definition of his abs through his white tee. We didn’t get along in Pen school. Mostly because he made fun of my eyes. But I am not a bitter person, so in Sovereign Castle we start afresh. I’m not letting anyone get under my skin. But if they bark at me, I’m not afraid to bite back.

I look at Nala to the left of me, still linking her arm with mine. She’s checking Alex out. I think we all are.

“He’s cute, isn’t he?” Nala giggles in my ear.

“There’s no denying that boy has had a major glow up,” I remark as a laugh escapes my lips. I like Nala. I’m glad she’s my roommate. This is going to be an interesting year.

We reach number fifteen, our dorm room. Solaris corridor is long and windy. I was wondering how one hundred students would fit in each hall. The corridors are so long I can’t even see the end of them. The carpets are all crimson red, and the walls are a dark wood panelling. Along them are pictures of some of the greatest enchanters in the history of Palidonia. A familiar face is planted on the wall by our dorm.

“That’s Damien Solice, the immortal and famous restorer of life. I learnt about him in history. He brought back ten men from one battlefield. One of the very few to receive the Gift of God Poten,” I think out loud.

“Well, Poten didn’t have to make him a hottie too!” jokes Nala. She wasn’t wrong. Something about an all-powerful man just really gets the juices flowing. I’m really glad Nala has a sense of humour and isn’t too serious. “But for real, if I ever need a history tutor, I’m coming to you.” She winks.

“I got you!” I reply with a smile on my face.

I push at our large wooden door, and a loud ‘creak’ erupts from it. Well, it is a nine-hundred-year-old building.

“This is it,” Nala says. “This is gonna be our home for the next year.”

She runs to the bed on the left side of the room, plonking her bag on it. I guess she’s claimed that bed. I don’t mind though. The bed on the right side is by the window and people-watching is one of my many enjoyments. In the middle of the room is a large circular red and white rattan rug. It is scripted with Enchantra from the scribes. A lot of people struggle to decipher this ancient language used by the Gods. Not me. My father gave me a book on Enchantra for my fifth birthday. He was surprised at how quickly I picked it up. He said I’m a natural, just like my mother, but in truth, it’s taken years to get where I am. I don’t sleep much. Doctors say it’s insomnia. Reading is the only thing that helps me relax my mind. I suppose it will come in handy for exam week. The scribes were originally written in Enchantra but were soon translated into English.

Every room is the same. Two beds on either side, a rug in the centre and two desks at the end of each bed. Both are equipped with pens and stacks of books we will need for each lesson.

We both empty our suitcases and hang our clothes in the large wooden wardrobe, split into two sides, positioned against the middle wall. My hands trace over the cylindrical shape of the telescope at the bottom of my bag. It was my mother’s; she loved to gaze up at the stars. Somehow, I feel closer to her when I stargaze. I run my hand over the windowsill to banish the dust before placing it carefully on the ledge. The beds have hollow bottoms for storage. I slide my mother’s suitcase underneath. Opposite Nala’s bed is a bathroom. It is nothing special, just a toilet, sink and bath/shower.

I sit on my bed. Nala already has her nose in a book on ‘taming’. I glance out the window. The castle campus stretches as far as I can see. My window looks over the courtyard. At the back of Campus A, I can see students doing combat training. These must be second-years. Combat is savage. I can see the faint blood spatter from here. I suppose if you are going to be protecting Palidonia you have to be ruthless. Looking carefully, I can just see where the stone wall cuts the land in half and a second castle and courtyard reside. This castle is surrounded by forest. I knew that Moon enchanters shared our campus, but I didn’t think I would be this close to them. A chill runs down my spine.

Some of the most treacherous enchanters were of the Moonkind. Their Gods are more unforgiving. Shadoro is the God of Darkness and Shadows. He is characterised by his black veil that covers his face; he can conjure shadow hawks to feast on the traitorous. Mourna, the God of Death, wears a hooded black robe and has a crow that sits proudly on her shoulder; those who possess Mourna’s Gift can move between planes and speak with the deceased. Xoro is the God of War. Xoro holds the ultimate weapon, an orb of darkness containing the strength of the fallen ones. He who possesses Xoro’s Gift will be a master of pain, weaponry and skill. Silo, God of Deception, is the one to worry about. He has two faces situated on the front and back of his head. One good and one evil. Those who possess the Gift of Silo are very trusting and are often not who you think they are. They can warp your mind into seeing things that aren’t there and read your deepest and darkest secrets with a simple touch of your hand.

Sunkind and Moonkind are forbidden to have relations as their bloodlines do not mix. I heard stories about people who tried and were exiled by their Gods and stripped of their Gifts. It is written in the scribes that those who have inter-daecial relations (when Sun enchanters and Moon enchanters mix) will lose everything. Good thing they only come out at night.

I hear Nala’s feet shuffle towards me as her black hair falls next to mine.

“That must be the taming quadrant.” Excitement bubbles from her as she points towards a large stable-like building positioned on the crest of Sovereign’s steepest valley.

Her eyes dart across the windowpane and settle upon Moon castle. “You’ve got a good view of the Moonkind from here. I’ve never actually met one in real life. The curfew in my town was eight p.m., so our paths never crossed. Wonder what they’re like.” She turns and locks eyes with me.

“Hmm, I’m not planning to find out,” I mutter.

The legends of the Moonkind instil fear in us all.
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Chapter Two
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Nala and I head back to the first quarter, where Miss Worthington is waiting to start the tour.

“I hope you are all settled into your rooms. Now, without further ado, let’s get on with this tour, shall we?” Miss Worthington dictates and pushes her ginger curls behind her ear.

The tour starts as Miss Worthington leads us through the large wooden doors at the end of the first quarter. We are met with another long corridor. Miss Worthington flicks her wrists in one swift movement and the first door on the left-hand side springs open. I will never get bored with watching the power of Influence firsthand. She brings us through to a large echoing room filled with ten long tables, each big enough to seat one hundred students. The tables are made of aged oak and perfectly preserved. The room smells sweet and smoky. It must be radiating from the oak. Three huge orbs of light float over each table, pulsating gently with a soft orange glow—one orb at each end and the brightest one in the middle. The walls are over twenty feet tall, painted with a glossy white finish. The orbs of light reflect off the paint, making the walls emit a friendly glow. There are a few parts where the paint looks chipped at the cracks between the bricks, but it suits the room so well that it could have been done deliberately. There are two pillars at the far end of the room. The pillars are carved with etchings of elions and tamers in battle. The etchings look like they have been chiselled out by the hands of Gods. I suppose they were. The carvings glisten with a golden shimmer and Enchantra fills up the once empty space that surrounds the pillars. The level of detail is breathtaking. No wonder it took a thousand enchanters to build.

“This is the dining hall, where you will meet at seven a.m. sharp for first meals, twelve p.m. for the second and six p.m. for your third and final meal of the day.” She pauses for a second before saying. “I should hope that you are always on time for meals. The dining bell shall only ring twice, and if you are not here by the time the second bell tolls, I’m afraid you will have to wait until the next meal.”

Nala gives me a concerned look. “We HAVE to be on time every day. No way am I missing any meals. I need my strength if I want to be a tamer!”

I smile at her and agree. “Don’t worry, I’m an early riser. I’ll make sure to wake you up well in time for first meals.”

Nala takes a relieved breath before saying, “I was hoping you would be. I always seem to sleep through my alarm!”

“I won’t let that happen, plus I need my food too. You do not want to see me when I’m hangry,” I joke reassuringly, clinking my teeth together in a chomping motion.

Nala laughs and gently squeezes my arm.

“I’m really glad you’re my roomie.”

“Ditto,” I reply.

I look around at the other students filling the hall. I notice a tall blonde boy wearing a long green and yellow scarf. He isn’t wearing it for warmth, as the scarf drapes around the nape of his neck and rests just above his knobbly knees. He looks like an odd boy, like he is used to getting picked on by the other kids. His big, thick glasses, too heavy for the bridge of his small button nose, keep rolling down his face, so every few seconds, he uses his index finger to push them back up again. He is standing directly in front of the orb and reaching his long arms out towards it. The ball of light dances away from his touch. He tries again, this time on his tiptoes, his outstretched arm only a centimetre away from the orb. He leans forward once more, making contact before yanking his arm back quickly.

“OUCHHH!” He consoles his finger with his other hand.

A silly mistake. Everyone knows not to touch an orb; they are balls of pure light channeled from the sun itself. When made by a powerful enchanter, the slightest contact could burn your flesh right down to the bone and looking directly at the centre of one could blind you. People often forget just how lethal they can be because of their beauty, but they’re a reminder that beautiful things can also be deadly.

“William Watson!” Miss Worthington bellows. “Let this be a lesson for all students not to touch the orbs. William, make your way to the healing quarters. Miss Aloe will escort you.” Miss Worthington gestures at a small lady in a long white dress with matching white gloves that rest at the top of her forearms. She wears a gold belt cinched tightly around her waist. She looks gentle and friendly, and she reassures William with a smile and leads him out of the room. Miss Aloe must be a healer.

We follow Miss Worthington back into the long corridor. Her wrists make the familiar circular motion we saw her do earlier and the double doors on the right-hand side bounce open. We walk in with anticipation.

“And this… Sovereign students, is the library.” Miss Worthington has a proud smile on her face.

I am first taken aback by the thousands of books all Influenced to hover in rows above the ground. At first glance you would think that they were all placed on shelves, but there are no shelves, no bookcases; all the books are levitating in perfect rows, one above the other, all alphabetically ordered. My gaze travels upwards. This room must be at least three stories high, and books cover every inch of every wall. I have never seen so many books in my life. My eyes follow the rows up, seeing that they are numbered from one to one hundred and twenty-five. A smile appears on my face. I can see myself spending a lot of time here. The dark wooden floorboards are softened by four long red sofas surrounding a large rectangular rug. This rug has images of all four Sun Gods with something written in Enchantra above it.

Miss Worthington adjusts her blue blazer, giving it a sharp tug at the collar. “If you should ever need a certain book you cannot reach,” she looks up at where the high ceiling meets the last row of books, “there are always Influencers in here between the hours of seven am and eight pm. They can summon the books for you.”

She diverts her attention to a middle-aged bald man wearing a tweed blazer, a yellow t-shirt and matching tweed trousers. “Mr Eddingbrow, please could you show the students the book of the History of Palidonia?”

Mr Eddingbrow smiles. “Of course.”

He shuts his eyes and rubs his thumbs and forefingers together. We all look up as a shuffle can be heard from the ninety-ninth row. A book glides seamlessly through the air and makes its way down swiftly, straight into Mr Eddingbrow’s arms. “The book of the History of Paldonia,” he announces, brandishing the tome.

We look on in awe.

“Miss, how much Influence would it take to lift Jemima over there?” Alex Rotherman says with a smug look on his face, his mates chuckling around him.

Jemima is a shy girl who happens to be on the plumper side. Her face darkens with embarrassment.

“What? It’s a genuine question, Miss,” he smirks.

Yep, Alex is still an ass. No amount of hotness is going to change that.

“Probably the same amount it would take to make your shrimp dick bigger!” I interject. I watch as his face turns bright red and the class bellows with laughter.

Nala nudges me on the arm. “You’re kind of a badass, aren’t you?!” she grins.

Jemima looks at me and mouths a small “thank you”. I smile back.

“That’s enough of that!” Miss Worthington snaps. “There will be no tolerance for bullying. Remember, Mr Rotherman, when you are given your Gift, whatever it may be, the same hands that give it can also take it away. Be careful how you act. The Gods are always watching!”

And with that, she makes her way to the courtyard. We quickly follow behind. I stumble a little as Alex forcefully brushes past me.

“Watch it, Freak!” he sneers. He used to call me that in Pen School. So much for starting afresh. Two hours in and I’ve already made an enemy.

The courtyard is big and open. Blossom trees surround the perimeter. In the far-left corner there is an elevated platform. This must be the sandpit where the combat takes place. I can see this from my bedroom window. There is a man standing on the platform. He is holding a rake in one hand and has a large bag of sand resting on his other shoulder. He simultaneously pours and rakes, replacing the bloodied sand with the fresh new sand. They must’ve recently had a combat class; the blood still looks fresh.

To the right, there is a large dome-like feature. It is transparent but not completely see-through. The windows that make up the building shimmer in the sunlight. This is The Greenhouse, where the teachings of Poten take place. Where life can be restored.

“Many of you will not need to know this building; Poten rarely gives Gifts. There have only been a handful of Restorers this century,” Miss Worthington remarks. “Inside grows an eternal garden made by the life enchanters from the power of God Poten. As you well know, if you are lucky enough to be gifted by Poten, plants and agriculture will not be the only things you can bring to life.”

“What’s that over there?” a fellow student shouts out, pointing towards Campus B.

The stone wall that separates each campus begins behind The Greenhouse, as the blossom trees are interrupted by a dark pine forest surrounding the second campus. The trees are unevenly staggered, giving the campus a dishevelled and sinister look. Crows perch on their twisted branches as if they are standing guard.

“Ah…” Miss Worthington starts, her eyes gazing at the gaps between the trees. “That is where the Moonkind reside. You will not go over there under any circumstances! Trespassers will be punished accordingly.”

The castle stands tall and mirrors ours, but theirs is a good mile away.

“Where are they all?” the same boy asks.

I think his name is Toren. But I am not too sure. Has he not heard the stories of the Moonkind?

“Excellent question. Moon enchanters are more powerful at nightfall, which is why they train at night and rest throughout the day. Not dissimilar from us Sun enchanters, whose magic is weakened at night.”

She carries on walking past The Greenhouse and moves our attention elsewhere. “Now, how many of you think you can become tamers?” she asks and Nala’s hand shoots up.

I wish I had Nala’s courage. Taming is not something I could ever see myself doing.

“Not so many of you I see. Probably for the best. Still, more than last term.”

She looks up and motions towards the far valley. You can see the cable carts, Influenced to take individuals up and down. “This is where the taming quadrant is. We are fortunate enough to house ten elions at this school.”

Only the bravest apply to become tamers, and even then, some don’t make it back in one piece.

We circle back around to the Castle to complete the final part of the tour. Miss Worthington leads the students back through the corridor and to the first quarter. She signals to the third set of stairs positioned at the opposite end of the welcome hall.

“If you follow me, I will direct you to the healing quarters.”

We shuffle one by one up the spiralling staircase, its iron steps clanging with each onward motion our feet make. The stairs unfold into another long corridor that wraps around the castle. It comprises great arches with wide-reaching windows overlooking a second courtyard. This courtyard contains a large empty slab of concrete surrounded by stone viewing benches; some students are slouched, reading and chatting in their groups.

I have a good view of a few second-years playing an unusual game of tag down below in the centre of the area, each using their Gifts to get ahead. I watch as one boy throws a fierce ball of light behind him as he tracks in front. The student running behind seems unfazed, simply raising his arm up parallel to his shoulder, stopping the fiery sphere in its tracks. He beckons his hand a few degrees to the left, and the globe of light changes direction, soaring to the left of him. The relentless ball of fire is now hurtling in the direction of a group of girls sitting with their noses in their books on the viewing benches. It’s growing in intensity as it glides closer towards them. They do not move; they have not noticed the bullet of light heading straight for them. Miss Worthington looks unbothered, as if this type of behaviour is a daily occurrence around here. The orb is still propelling towards them. A girl from the middle of the group stands up gradually, still with her nose in her book, her left hand awaiting the impact from the ball of fire. As it reaches her, it begins to diminish, getting smaller and smaller until it is roughly the size of a tennis ball. She rests her hand under it and envelops it in the palm of her hand until it disappears. She looks pissed off at the smoke elevating off the edges of her book. They exchange some words; I’m guessing along the lines of - “You singed my book, you arsehole!”

She then delivers the boy, still running, a glaring look and tosses her middle finger his way. The boy laughs and sends her a cheeky wink. A second girl from her group stands up and flings her index finger at the boy; he tumbles down. That will teach him.

I gaze to my right, not noticing that the rest of the class is already at the far end of the corridor. I pick up my pace to catch up when a figure emerges from behind one of the podiums supporting the great archway.

“You lost?” a husky voice calls out to me.

I shake my head in response, causing a strand of my hair to become misplaced and rest across my face.

He raises an eyebrow, and my cheeks blush.

“No, I just got distracted watching the show down there,” I smirk and toss a look at the students below, still at war in their game of tag.

A silky chuckle escapes his lips, and his blonde hair bounces in agreement with his head. Hazel eyes twinkle back at me as he fixes them onto mine. His mouth is cradled with a dusty stubble. He must be a third-year.

“You first years, always so easy to please.” His jaw flexes with each word. His eyes stare into mine, and I feel the mislaid hair swoop out of my eyeline and tuck behind my ear. Did he really just Influence me?

“You say that as if you were never one of us,” I defend, “and anyway, you should at least tell a girl your name before using your Gifts on them.” I smile, continuing my way along the corridor. Am I attracted to him? He is kind of cute.

“River,” he states, following in my direction. “Do I get to know yours?”

“Depends.” I turn towards him. “Are you gonna promise not to Influence me again?”

“Why? Do my powers make me hard to resist?” He chuckles, and I scoff in a playful way and begin walking away from him again. “I’m kidding, I promise.”

“In that case. I’m Asha… Asha Calloway,” I respond with a little flirtation in my voice.

“A pleasure to meet you, Asha.” His voice sends ripples down my spine. “Are those real?” His stare averts to my uniquely coloured eyes.

“Yes, they are,” I answer awkwardly, causing my eyes to fall from his. “I know they are strange.” I look down with embarrassment.

“No, not strange.” He pauses. “I think they are rather beautiful.”

His stare becomes more intense as the heat rushes to my cheeks.

“I should get back to the group,” I blush as I turn to walk away.

“I’ll see you around, Asha Calloway,” he calls from behind as if he knows he will.

I catch up with Nala and the rest of the group.

“Where did you go?” she asks. “I was worried a third-year had eaten you.”

A smile springs across her face.

“You could say that,” I laugh and give her a look as if to fill her in later.

“Finally, the healing quarters,” Miss Worthington interrupts.

My eyes scan the room. Rows of beds lie opposite each other, lining the perimeter. Curtains surround each bed for much-needed privacy. Some beds in the quarter must be taken as the curtains are drawn. I wonder how they got injured.

The table at the back of the room is scattered with test tubes and measuring jugs, each one filled with liquids in an array of colours. On the shelves dotted around the room, there are glass mason jars containing all types of oddities preserved in clear solutions.

I stare at one profusely.

“There seems to be a toad in here,” I say to Nala, tapping the glass in curiosity.

“Jeeez…” Nala says, turning her nose up at it. “Bad day to be a toad.”

“Ahh, Mr Watson, glad to see you’re feeling better,” Miss Worthington speaks as she leads the class towards William’s bed.

“Thanks, Miss,” he says as Miss Aloe finishes coating his finger in a thin, jelly-like substance. Wow, there is not even a mark on him. I was sure the orb would have taken the tip of his finger off. “It was burnt right to the bone. Thank the Gods for Miss Aloe’s magic hands,” William glees.

“I hope everyone can appreciate the ability of a healer now. Those of you who receive this Gift will be able to use it for great good, like helping Mr Watson keep all of his digits.”

The class chuckles. Healers have the ability to heal deep cuts, grazes, bruises and broken bones. They have excellent knowledge of medicinal potions to help with pain and can break a fever in seconds.

“I’m sure if you have any questions on healing, Miss Aloe would be happy to help, and if she is not available, you are lucky enough to have a Moldova in your presence.” She gestures towards Ciara, who is basking in the attention.

“Now there is one last place I have not shown you yet.”

She leads us back out into the corridor made up of arches. She follows the archway around to the far side of the castle and points out a set of doors.

“This is where your written lessons will take place.” The doors have each class name labelled on them. “At the end of this corridor is an additional set of stairs that lead back down into the library. Reading in the library is heavily encouraged for Sovereign students during free periods.”
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Chapter Three
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I lay awake in bed. Why must my body fight sleep? Nala is out like a light, probably from all the food she ate. I don’t know how someone so thin can eat so much. The first banquet for the new students is always amazing. The Influencers had enchanted the plates, so they flew in straight from the kitchen and onto the tables. I’m not a fussy eater, but it wouldn’t matter if I were. There was so much of everything. Pastries, roasted meats, smoked fish, pastas, grilled vegetables, you name it. And don’t even get me started on the desserts. All I can say is that I hope tomorrow’s meal is just as good.

I turn over in my bed and feel for my suitcase beneath me. Extending my arm, I manage to find its handle and slide it out, then lift it slowly and place it on my bed. I unzip the suitcase gingerly, making sure not to wake Nala. I feel around inside as it is too dark to see. Finally, I reach a familiar object. I hear the contents shaking, and I know this is what I am looking for. The sleeping pills that Doctor Rayner prescribed me. I don’t take them every night, but I want to make sure I get a good sleep because classes start tomorrow. I pop open the lid and place one of the circular pills in my mouth. The familiar taste tingles on my tongue as I take a swig of water to help it go down easier and place my suitcase back under my bed. And now I wait. Sometimes it can take hours to kick in.

Thirty minutes have passed and I still don’t feel tired; my mind is too awake. The silence in Sun Sovereign is deafening. Everyone must be long asleep by now. I toss and turn in an attempt to find a comfier position, maybe then I’ll sleep. A distant chatter startles me. It’s clear where it is coming from. The Moonkind are awake.

My heart starts racing, thumping heavily in my chest. I know I am safe here, but I can’t help but feel vulnerable. I peek through the curtains. I know I shouldn’t, but I just can’t help myself.

It is hard to see at this distance, but my curiosity gets the best of me. I look over to my left again, reassuring myself that Nala is still sound asleep. I pick up my telescope from the ledge, fighting the little voice in my head telling me not to, and place it to my eye. The lens is unfocused. I shimmy the dial around the outside of the lens. There they are. I watch as they gather around the combat platform. Each of them dressed in black. I assume that they are fighting with weapons because of the way parts glisten in the light of the moon. Two students step onto the sandpit and face one another. They are both tall, at least six feet, but it’s hard to make out from here. The one on the left has darker features. His black hair, so dark it looks blue under certain lights. It has a slight curl to it. A mind of its own. It is short at the sides, but the top hangs quite nicely over his forehead. The longest strands stop at his cheekbones and caress his face. It sways with his movements. His jaw looks as though it was forged by the Gods themselves. I watch as he takes off his shirt and prepares for battle. He may be a Moon, but he is very attractive. I let out a quiet gasp. I shouldn’t be thinking like this.

My attention is drawn to his chest. His muscles flex as droplets of sweat twinkle off him. On his right arm, like some kind of tattoo, ink-black veins race from his right wrist to his shoulder. He reaches down into his pocket and pulls out a kind of black cloth. Bowing his head, he wraps the cloth over his eyes and ties it at the back of his head. His hair is just long enough to fall over the edges of the cloth.

“What is he doing?” I whisper to myself.

His opponent, with lighter features but just as attractive, makes the first move. He throws a quick jab. This does not seem fair. But wait. The blindfolded one grabs his fist with lightning speed. How is that possible? With the opponent’s hand in his fist, he pulls him in menacingly and flips him over, slamming him onto the sand below. The opponent falls with a thump, but is not done yet. He brushes himself off, then shifts his body weight to his feet and springs up in one swift jump. He charges. Throwing punch after punch. The blindfolded one must sense this somehow as he manages to dodge every single one. I think I read about this. He must have the Gift of Shadoro, the God of Darkness and Shadows. The art of foreshadowing, predicting an opponent’s next move in battle. Foreshadowers are unbeatable on the battlefield unless faced with Deceivers. The tricksters of the Moonkind make it difficult for foreshadowers to predict their next move.

I can’t take my eyes off the blindfolded one. He faces two other opponents, but none can touch him. Unbeatable, just like the legend says. My eyes are beginning to feel heavy now. Two a.m. my clock reads. I pull the curtain back and slump into my pillow. The sleeping pills have definitely kicked in. I feel heavy as slumber takes over me.

My eyes open, but I am no longer in bed. I look around, confused. Where am I?

The familiar scent of cherries meets my nostrils once again.

Am I at the castle entrance?

I look up to confirm, but don’t see the Sun Gods above me. The wind bites at my ankles. I look down. If I am outside, where are my shoes?

I scrunch my toes at the gravel beneath me as it crunches loudly. It is dark, but I see a small light in the distance. I don’t know what this light is, but I feel drawn to it.

I follow the only source of light in the surrounding darkness and walk blindly into its depths. Is that a figure in front of me?

I can’t make it out; my vision is blurred. I hear a noise to my right, which startles me. Was it a voice?

I pick up my pace, but the light somehow feels further away. Now I am running. The light seems closer now, but so does the tall figure. The darkness is suffocating as its walls feel like they are closing in on me. I start to sweat now, running as fast as my legs can take me. I can’t stop. I have a horrible feeling that someone is behind me. My heart thumps relentlessly as I am paralysed with the feeling that I am about to run off a cliff. The light is blinding now. I rub my eyes to adjust to the light. And pause.

I look up. The figure is in front of me now. I can see him clearly.

The black hair that’s so dark it’s almost blue. The inky coloured veins, like lightning strikes etched into his arm. He still wears the blindfold. He is so close I can almost touch him. My hand feels compelled to stroke his face. I reach out, but he grabs my arm and lifts his blindfold. Our eyes meet.

“Who are you?” his deep voice bellows.

I open my mouth to respond, but suddenly I am pulled from him and into the darkness again.

I sit up abruptly and let go of the breath that I didn’t know I was holding. A large exhale escapes my mouth. I look around. It’s still dark, but I’m in my dorm room again. The clock reads four fifteen am. Don’t tell me that it was just a dream. It felt so real. Why was he in my dream? Those sleeping pills must have really gone to my head. I quickly roll over as something urges me to take a peek out the window. I freeze. Is that him? I grab my telescope. There he is. Staring right back at me. His eyes boring through me.

The blindfolded one. Like he knew I was there.

I quickly shut the curtain and pull the covers over my head. Maybe this is still a dream.

‘Ding Ding’

First bell chimes. It is time to get up. The clock reads six a.m. Tallying on my fingers, I work out, “one, two, three, four hours sleep.” Not one of my best nights, I think to myself. I gaze over at Nala as I rub the sleep out of my eyes. She’s still sound asleep. Now I know why she wanted an early riser for a roommate.

First meal is in one hour. I had best wake her up.

I approach her timidly and gently give her a shake. “Nala, it’s time to get up,” I whisper.

“Hmmm,” she hums quietly. “What time is it?” Her eyes are still shut as she rolls over to face me.

“It’s six a.m., first bell just rang. I don’t know how you didn’t hear it.” I giggle as she rubs her eyes and looks over at me. Her face is confused and still half asleep.

“I told you I was bad,” she mumbles, throwing a pillow in my direction. “Time to get up, I guess.”

“Hey!” I remark, catching the pillow and tossing it back to her. “That would be a good idea. Remember, today is the start of trial week; we might get to see taming.” The last sentence came out as more of a song.

“Shit!” she exclaims. “Why didn’t you start with that!” She practically jumps out of bed as excitement rushes over her. “I’m up, I’m up!” I knew that would do the trick.

“You get in the shower. I’m going to sort my clothes out,” I say whilst looking through my side of the wardrobe. My black shirt. Where was it? I could have sworn I’d hung it up.

“You sure?” she asks, her clothes already in her hands and waiting by the shower door.

“Yes, get in before I change my mind,” I joke, and she scurries in. My attention reverts to locating my missing shirt.

“You’re the best!”

“I know,” I laugh, crouching down by my bed to see if the shirt had been forgotten at the bottom of my suitcase.

As I unzip the red bag, memories of last night flood over me. That dream. I keep seeing his face looking back at me. The blindfolded one. My hands tremble, and my face flushes hot. His eyes were empty, like daggers into my soul, so why do I want to see them again? I need to find out more. The way he looked at me like he’d seen me before.

Could he see me?

“You alright there?” Nala questions as she walks out of the bathroom, drying her hair with her towel and breaking me from my thoughts.

“Yeah, I am fine, just thinking about what lessons I am going to take,” I lie and grab the shirt from the bottom of my suitcase and head to the shower.

The hot steam soothes my face as the water trickles down my breasts and pools at the bottom of my feet. Every time I shut my eyes, I see him. I throw my head back, and the water weighs down my hair. I run my fingers through it. It falls nicely when it is wet. All the way down to my waist. My natural curls take inches off when it’s dry though, so it rests just below my breasts. I shouldn’t still be thinking of him. I have bigger things to think about, like which lessons I am going to choose. I grab my sponge and squeeze my strawberry hibiscus shower gel onto it. I rub the sponge in circular motions, trying to wash off the thought of him. I stare down at the puddle at my feet. The water is dark and murky.

Why?

I lift my foot, and the sole is black with dirt, as if I had been walking barefoot all night.
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Chapter Four
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I sit at first meal, trying to break from my thoughts. Nala is sitting across from me. She is very excited for today, so much so that she hasn’t stopped talking since we left our room. I look at her, her mouth moves with each word, but I don’t hear her. All I can think about is the blindfolded one. I have more questions than answers. I think about the gravel, my toes crunching between it. It felt so real. But that was just a dream, right?

“How much do you know about the Moonkind?” I blurt out, interrupting Nala from her babbling.

“Not much, why do you ask?” She looks at me curiously while breaking off a large piece of bread from the plate in front of us. She pauses for a moment and then slathers marmalade over it before taking a bite and waiting for my reply.

“No reason. I just saw them last night out my window.”

She practically spits her bread at me. “What?!” Then lowers her voice and draws her head in closer to mine as if she doesn’t want anyone else to hear our conversation. “Were they as terrifying as the legend says?”

I match her whisper, “It’s complicated…they looked like you and I, but their combat was like nothing I have ever seen. Let’s just say you really wouldn’t want to fight one!”

Her eyes widen. “You saw them in combat? Why do I always miss the good stuff?”

She looks at me with envy. “So, they look like one of us…”

Her eyes divert to the table behind us. “Do they look more like William over there or do they have more of an Alex Rotherman vibe?”

I laugh at her question and look over at William, still wearing his yellow and green scarf, trying to carry too many books for his skinny arms to cradle. He drops them to the floor and trips up a little before catching his fall.

I look back at Nala and smirk. “Definitely more like Alex but ten times hotter in a terrifying way.” Nala and I giggle at this. She pauses for a second and then says, “Forbidden fruit always tastes the sweetest.”

I fight back the urge to bite my lip and give Nala a friendly slap on the arm.

“You’re bad, you are,” I laugh. Still thinking of Him.

Miss Worthington makes her way to the centre of the dining hall. She takes a second to clear her throat.

“Ahem…I hope you are all well and rested for trial week.” She smiles. “During this week, you will attend each class in the hope of finding the ones you would like to pick. History, Numeracy and Enchantra are mandatory. Other than that, you will be able to choose from Taming, Combat and Weaponry, Medicinal Potions, Battle Strategy, Ancient Architecture and Garden Tending. It is up to you which ones you pick. However, you can only pick two, so choose wisely. When you are given your Gifts, that which you possess will become your speciality.”

An excitable chatter erupts from the students. I overhear someone at the table behind me and turn my head slightly.

“It’s my birthday in three days. I can’t wait to get my Gift.” I can hear the anticipation in his voice.

“Mine’s in four days. When’s yours?” Nala asks, blatantly eavesdropping with me.

“Not till next week. I was one of the youngest in my year at Pen school.”

Nerves take over me as I think about getting my Gift. Some people say they can tell which Gift they are going to get; they just have a feeling. On the other hand, I have no idea which one I am going to get.

“As soon as first meal is over, please make your way outside. Taming is always the first trial. Tomorrow will be Combat and Weaponry, followed by Medicinal Potions on Wednesday, Garden Tending on Thursday and Ancient Architecture on Friday,” Miss Worthington remarks as she makes her exit.

“Taming for the first trial lesson, they really are shoving us into the deep end!” I say under my breath.

“It’s how they weed out the weakest,” Nala replies. “Just stick with me, you’ll be fine.”

All students hurry onto the cable carts in groups of ten. This is the only way to Sovereign’s highest valley. They don’t look like carts. They are made up entirely of glass, including the base, with a bulbous-shaped viewing window that wraps around for a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of the landscape. They look more like lightbulbs than traditional carts. I bet you can see the whole campus from up there.

The carts follow an invisible road that the Influencers designed. To board one, you must stand on the wooden decking positioned at the edge of the first hill in the valley. You must be quick; they only stop for a couple of minutes each time. Nala and I hurry on, her hand grasping mine so that we don’t separate in the rush.

The cart stands still for a minute before levitating in mid-air. All the students within it stand mesmerised at the view beyond the cart’s windows. You can see for miles from up here. I watch as our castle shrinks in size. I look down past my feet and through the glass at the base of the cart. My eyes fall onto Campus B. I can’t help but wonder what the blindfolded one is doing now. Most likely, he is asleep. I wonder what he dreams about.

We are moving faster than I anticipated, and the end is in sight. I can feel the air getting colder the higher we get. I watch as Toby turns from a natural pinkish colour to a deathly grey. We are very high up now. Lucky for me, heights are not one of my fears. I turn and look at Nala, who has never looked happier. I am starting to think she is some kind of psychopath. The cart shifts suddenly as a vast gust of wind blows into us. My shoulders nudge Nala as the passengers briefly collide. The class turns in unison.

“My Gods.”

An elion in the flesh, soaring past us. Nala runs to the edge of the cart and places her hands on the glass to get a better look. I hold my breath as I take in the sheer size of the creature. I knew they were big, but standing next to one really puts it into perspective. Bigger than three of these carts put together.

I remember reading about them, their pure white fur as bright as the blankets of snow that warm the peaks of the valleys around us. Beasts of camouflage. It is impossible to see an elion on a cloudy day. Its fur is a perfect match to the clouds that hang above us, with white manes so thick it is said that a sheet can keep a family warm through the coldest of Palidonia’s winters. Enormous white feathered wings batter the air with each strong stroke, creating a ferocious “whoosh” sound.

The Book of Elions and Tamers says they have the strength of a thousand men. I gulp thinking about how I am about to be in close proximity with ten of them. I can’t believe people actually have the courage to ride them. I wipe a trickle of sweat from my brow as butterflies wreak havoc in my stomach. The sunlight pings off each talon embedded in its bulbous paws. My eyes size them up. One talon is bigger than my whole arm, and I dread to think how big the teeth are hiding within its mighty jaws. The elion is just level with our cart now, soaring majestically, keeping pace with us. The cart is sent a few degrees to the left every few seconds with each flap of its robust wings. Thousands of white feathers, all lightly dusted with spatters of gold, cling to the length of its wingspan. I look at Nala, whose eyes are still glued in adoration.

“I can’t believe your mother rides them!”

“I know,” she simply says without peeling her eyes away from the window.

The cart steadies as we arrive at the top of the valley. The elion makes one swift swoop and glides out into the distance. We all watch amazed as it blends seamlessly into the clouds. One by one, we dismount onto another wooden decking like the one at the base of the valley. I can see the rest of the class in front of us making the climb up the wooden stairs that lead to a large stable-like structure. Miss Worthington is at the foot of the door waiting for the last cable cart to catch up.

Once we’ve all arrived, we stand quietly around her.

“As you may know, the elions can smell fear. Please refrain from giving them eye contact if you are afraid.”

“That’s because fear makes them feel as if danger lies ahead,” Nala says in a low whisper. “They can be just as afraid of you as you are of them.”

“Yeah, but the difference is, me being afraid isn’t going to rip someone to shreds, is it,” I counter, not knowing what to expect from behind the double doors.

“It is currently feeding time, so you will not have to worry about being dinner,” Miss Worthington says matter-of-factly and not in a jokey way. “If you are faint-hearted, you may wish to look away as the elion’s only feed on live prey.”

With that, she sends three knocks onto the door as we wait anxiously.

‘Creeeakkkk’

The doors fly open in unison.

“Excellent!” Miss Worthington declares as the tap of footsteps get closer to us.

A woman with short black hair comes into frame. It hangs down one side of her face, whilst the other side is shaved close to her scalp. The tips are dyed purple. Her look is rather unusual. She has more piercings than I can count on her ears and two on her nose. Her makeup is dark and mysterious. She wears black lace-up boots that rise all the way to the middle of her thigh and a matching tight-fitted black suit that hugs her frame. A stitched silhouette of an elion rests above the space between her left breast and her shoulder. Her arms are bare, and three large raised scars drag down the length of her bicep. Her physique is very muscular. She could probably crush me with her thighs.

“Students, this is Veronica Wren. She is a third-year tamer who has kindly offered to show you around.”

“Hello first years, as you just heard, I am a tamer. I got my badge at the end of second year,” she says, pointing at the stitching on her suit. “Those of you unfamiliar with elions, there are some ground rules we must go over before heading in.”

Her tone is more serious now. “No shouting at any point. Refrain from screaming even if you are terrified. The elions do not take kindly to loud noises and can be easily startled. No running. If an elion sees something running, they will think it is prey, and you are no exception. Elions are slow burners; they take a while to warm to you. Especially newbies, but the bonds forged between elions and Sunkind, when nurtured correctly, are very hard to break. Elions are loyal creatures, and it is not unheard of for one to put its life in danger to protect a tamer. And last but not least, have fun!” She smiles. “This is your chance to see if you have what it takes to become a tamer.” I gaze at Nala, whose eyes are wide with hope. “Follow me closely, no running off,” orders Veronica as her boots lead the way into the stable.

I glance around the large room before me. Wooden panels lace the floor, creaking religiously as the class walks along them. The stories of the ancient profession of taming cover the walls in Enchantra. A shimmering gold ink outlines each etch, just like the ones in the first quarter. Portraits of tamers on the backs of elions in battle line the rest of the walls. Tamers and elions are normally positioned on the front line. They fly above the Palidonian army to assess the enemy’s locations.

There isn’t much else in this room other than four crescent-shaped benches split down the middle, planted one in front of the other.

“This is where you will learn the written aspects of taming.”

The class looks around dumbfounded.

“What, you didn’t expect it to be all hands on, did you? How else are you to know the do’s and dont’s of the art,” Veronica says. “If you go through that door on the left, you will find a separate healing quarter solely for the students who get injured whilst taming.”

The class turns in unison, staring at the door beside us. It shows just how dangerous taming must be to have their own healing quarters.

“This way for the real show.” She walks towards the door on the far wall. This door is larger and a much darker wood. It has metal slabs lying horizontally across it, making the door more metal than wood. Bolts line each slab, ensuring they are secured together. In its middle is a circular metal dial. It looks like the wheel of a ship. Yep, this door is the only thing keeping us safe from the beasts. Veronica stands in the middle of the door. Her muscular frame suddenly does not look so big as the door towers above her. She places her hand onto the dial as if waiting for something. After a few seconds, the door clicks and she begins to spin the dial in a clockwise direction.

“The door is Influenced to recognise tamers and will only unlock if you are a tamer or taking the class.”

She pushes at the door that leads to the viewing platform.

I gulp.

Cool shivers work their way down my spine, causing my hair to stand on end. I hear faint ‘shrieks’ gradually getting louder as the door opens slowly. A deep rumble floods my eardrums; an unmistakable growl. I feel sick. Miss Worthington’s words play on repeat in my mind like a bad record: “they can smell fear, refrain from looking at them in the eyes”. My mouth trembles, and the taste of bile floods up to the back of my throat. I gulp and push it down. I take a deep breath and hold on to it. I exhale with purpose as if trying to expel every inch of fear from my body. Nala’s words fight to the surface of my thoughts: “Just stick with me, you’ll be fine.” I throw my arm out towards her hand and grab onto it tight. She chuckles a little and looks at me with reassuring eyes.

“With a grip like that, the elions should be afraid of you.”

I relax a little as a small chuckle escapes my mouth.

The door is open now, and I can see the other side. I feel as though I am on autopilot, my feet moving forward blindly before my brain can register what is in front of me. No fear. I remind myself. No fear. Maybe if I say it enough, I will start to believe it. My arm is still glued to Nala’s like cement, she doesn’t look like she is afraid, which is keeping my heart rate steady, apart from the few droplets of sweat that form on her brow her demeanour is flat, not even a shaky breath vibrates out of her lips. She is braver than me. I know I am vulnerable, but next to Nala, I feel stronger. I grip her like armour.

We head through the doors and step onto the viewing platform; it has taken us back outside to a balcony that overlooks the elion stables. I don’t know why they call it stables because this is nothing of the sort. I gaze over the endless valleys, stilt-like buildings scatter across the land carved out of the ancient oak trees that used to claim this space. They must be at least fifty feet high. Large, flat wooden platforms sit at the top of each oak stilt, covered with a fresh bed of straw. Veronica clears her throat and then points to the oak stilts.

“These posts are where the elions sleep. Elions do not like to feel trapped and, in fact, feel safer in the open air. They thrive in cold weather, making the frosty peaks of these valleys the perfect climate for them.”

The cold air nips at my shoulders, taking my breath away for a second. The altitude is different up here. I can see the breath like hot steam evolving from each of the students’ mouths. There is no protection up here, just an iron rail that runs from one end to the other. We all gather in rows, filling up the platform, looking down at the feeding frenzy below. The elions are all gathered on a large, flat icy peak, only a couple of metres away from us. I wrap one hand around the cold rail in front of me, the other still clinging to my armour. My body is pressed firmly against the railing. I can’t help but think about falling. I push my intrusive thoughts to the back of my mind and watch as the elions get ready to hunt, kill and slaughter their prey.

I can see a few tamers in the distance below, standing next to a large iron cage. Inside the cage are gazelles, goats, sheep, and deer. Confined in a small space, the fifty or so animals seem clueless that they are being led to their demise, each one of them cramming to the front of the cage, itching to be released. The tamers pull open the cage door, and like dominoes, the animals fall out one by one, each with a spring in their step and filled with promise at their taste of short-lived freedom. This is cruel to watch. The elions trill with excitement at the four-course meal paraded in front of them. I stare as one swoops down from its post and grips onto the small frame of the gazelle; the sharp talons rip its flesh like butter. I listen as the sound of snapping bones tortures my eardrums. We are all stunned into silence. The Elion tightens its grip and carries its carcass to its perch to devour it further.

“The students in the taming class also tend to the animals as well as the elions,” Veronica teaches. “Those of you who think it’s cruel may not have what it takes to become a tamer. The Sun Gods gifted us these majestic beasts, and we do whatever it takes to keep them alive and well. In order for an elion to trust you, it must know you are capable of tending to its every need. This is how the bonds are forged. In return, it will protect you and let you ride it.”

The class still fixates on the killing spree down below.

“Do any of you know how tamers and elions communicate?” she asks, looking around at us all.

“All elions can communicate using a series of clicking and humming sounds. The array of clicks depend on which region the elions are found in. Just like how North Palidonian’s and South Palidonian’s have slightly different accents,” Nala states. “We Sunkinds, over the centuries, have mastered the ancient communication of the beasts and translated it in the scribes.”

“Correct. We do, in fact, teach the language here, but an elion will have to have complete trust in you in order to respond. If you practice enough and pay attention in lessons, you will be able to communicate freely with one by the end of your time here at Sun Sovereign.”

“How long does it take to ride them?” a deeper voice asks.

I turn to face the voice, and it is Charlie. He seems nice. Nala and I were seated near him at first meals. He is rather handsome and definitely Nala’s type. She watches him, admiring his features. Looks like he is an aspiring tamer, too. He looks back at her and her cheeks redden.

“As long as it takes. We have had students come in and not bond at all. Others can form a relationship within the first few months,” Veronica responds, smiling back at him.

“Are they going to ride them today?” another student asks, clutching his hat in his hands so the wind doesn’t blow it away.

“After feeding time, tamers shall mount the elions to practice for the end-of-year assault course, where each student is timed on a series of assaults both on land and mid-air. The students with the fastest times are given recommendations that will prove in their favour after graduation and a place on the leaderboard. The Sun Gods very much enjoy this.” She looks up at the leaderboard on the wall behind us. There are three hundred names on the board, one for every year Sun Sovereign has been around.

Nala’s eyes scan the board. “Natasha Reed, seven minutes, four seconds,” she whispers, smiling whilst pointing towards the board. “That’s my mum’s score. Best in her year.”

“She’s such a badass.”

“That will be me up there, come the end of the year. I just know it.” Nala beams in adoration.

Nala is still excited despite the sound of grinding bones and merciless killing right under her nose.

I hear a grumble behind me disrupting my gaze. That wasn’t an elion. I look around, and Toby Pierce looks as though he is going to puke. His hand clutches at his mouth as if he is trying to keep his tongue from falling out, and the other grips his stomach. I nudge Nala and throw a concerned look in his direction. Even Alex Rotherman looks a little faint. The grumble gets louder, and all eyes are on Toby.

“Miss…” Toby says between gulps, “I don’t feel too good.”

Miss Worthington looks his way, but before she can react, Toby erupts like a volcano that has reached its pressure point, spewing his guts all over Ciara Moldova. She looks down in disgust at the contents of his first meal saturating her pink boots and trousers. A sickly slime clings to her fingers, webbing them as the putrid smell overpowers our nostrils. Tears well in her eyes. She is about to blow, too.

“AHHHHHH!” A piercing shriek escapes her mouth like a siren. “GET IT OFF ME. GET IT OFF ME!”

Veronica shushes Ciara harshly placing her index finger over her mouth. Did she forget the number one rule? No loud noises.

I hold my breath as if letting it out would kill me. Something tells me not to turn around, but the anticipation of seeing the damage Ciara has made is overwhelming. The hairs on my neck stand alert as if about to go into battle. I turn my head slowly. No sudden movements. The elions are not feeding anymore. Their eyes are feasting on us.

“Now, students, do not be alarmed. Make your way back through the doors slowly. Do not turn your back on them,” Veronica whispers, trying not to move her lips much.

The tamers down below try to calm the beasts using the communicative clicking sounds in their direction, but they take flight ignoring them, and are frantically spiralling through the valleys. I watch as the largest one soars high in the air and then swoops down like a bullet piercing the torso of a tamer. A gut-wrenching scream is released as its talons work their way through the man’s flesh. Other tamers run and try to take cover. The elions group together, feasting on the remnants of the ravaged man, pulling him from limb to limb. I cover my mouth in shock. There is nothing anyone can do. His head is torn clean off his body, and not even the Restorers can put him back together again.

Tension fills the air. I know I am not the only one who is afraid. The students back away from the ledge with trepidation, edging towards the door. A few are filing out, but what feels like a sea of students still lies between me, Nala and the safety of the door. My heart skips a beat.

“Holy shit!” I whisper, clutching Nala’s hand in mine.

She looks scared now, which frightens me even more.

A loud ‘bang’ emits from beside us. Jemima has slipped on the puke in the panic. She lands with a thud, and the viewing platform shakes as if it is as terrified as we are in this moment. Frozen in fear, she does not move. Now we’re in trouble. The elion’s ears perk up and leave the tamer’s body to the Gods. This is not how the day was supposed to go.

I watch in fear as the elions enlarge before my eyes. They are getting closer. Without moving my head, my eyes dart towards the door, summing up the likelihood of us getting out of here in one piece. Students are still shuffling back towards the door, trying not to make any sudden movements. I know that they can’t, but I wish they would just hurry the fuck up right about now. It does not look good. I feel the wind pick up as the beasts are getting closer. Veronica’s demeanour changes.

“RUN!” she shouts.

Panic spreads like wildfire, but we are the only ones about to get burned. I turn to run, but I am immediately frozen by the feeling of hot breath on the nape of my neck. I scrunch my eyes tight, helplessly waiting for impact, remembering the ‘do not make eye contact’ rule. The elion is breathing heavier. Its deep bellow vibrates through my body. I squeeze Nala’s hand tighter and pull her behind me in an act of bravery. Now I am face-to-face with the beast. I’m not letting both of us die today. The other students cower, still shuffling timidly towards the door. Jemima is lying hopelessly behind Nala and me. There’s no way out. My eyes are still closed as I wait to be devoured like the gazelle.
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I’m still here, in one piece. Is this some kind of sick joke? Do they like to toy with their food before they eat it? I un-scrunch one eye to assess my surroundings. I am now eye-to-eye with the biggest elion I have ever seen. He must be the leader because his pack loiters a few feet behind him. His hot breath wets my face, and his once white fur is now stained red with the blood of his last kill. Yellow eyes throw daggers my way. What is it doing?

Hovering, his face level with mine. I open my other eye, and the world around me falls silent and slow. His stare intensifies on mine, but his demeanour changes. Suddenly, I don’t feel so afraid. His breath slows. My hand reaches up before my brain can realise what it’s doing.

‘Click, Clickkkkk, Hmmmm…’ I hear. The beast tilts its head and looks at me curiously. Was that him? Is he talking to me? His head nudges into my hand gently as it is lost in his thick fur. Something inside me tells me to mimic his clicking back.

“Click, Clickkkk, Hmmmm,” I repeat.

He stops and waits for a minute. I see myself in the reflection of his eyes as he scans the length of my body up and down. Was he sizing me up to kill me? His eyes land on mine again, as if looking into my soul. He huffs his warm breath at me through his nose and then flies gracefully back to his podium to continue licking the bones of his leftovers. It is as if he told his pack to stand down because, one by one, they all follow him.

Veronica sees an opening, and I feel myself being dragged back into the safety of the room. She slams the mighty door behind her, and I watch as the dial spins anticlockwise, locking itself as the bolts click into place. We all stand still. The only sounds that fill the room are those of our lungs fighting for breath. I look down at my hand, its once pinkish flesh now tainted with the smears of that elion’s last meal. I feel Veronica’s eyes hot on mine. What just happened?

“Are you hurt?” Nala asks between breaths, looking at my hand.

“No, it’s not my blood,” I whisper, not wanting to draw any more attention. I can tell she has more she wants to ask me, but she grits her teeth and shakes it off, clutching my arm and following the rest of the class back towards the cable carts.

The ride down from the top is a quiet one. Everybody is still shaken up, and I don’t blame them. We almost became lunch.

Miss Worthington had everyone go to second meal early because of the incident that had just unfolded. I sit staring at my plate, a chicken burger and fries. I don’t feel like eating much. The meat keeps reminding me of the slaughtered tamer, and I can’t seem to get it out of my head. Nala has not said a word to me since the written room. She sits across from me staring; her gaze intense as if trying to figure me out. The hustle and bustle of the other students around us distracts her from her thoughts.

“What the fuck was that?” she blurts out in a kind of whisper-shout.

“What was what?” I respond, taken aback by her outburst.

“Don’t give me that. What was that in the stables? You said you have never seen an elion before, and now what? Suddenly, you can talk to one of them?” This was more of a statement than a question. Her eyes did not move from mine.

“I don’t know,” I confess, but she doesn’t buy it.

“I don’t know!” Silence breaks out between us again. Her eyes are now scanning my face slowly from left to right. “I promise. I am just as surprised as you. Maybe the elion realised we weren’t threats and backed down by itself,” I say as if trying to convince myself.

Nala shakes her head as if I am crazy.

“Do you know how many elions my mum has been around?” Her head leans closer to mine. “She told me that once they get spooked, it usually turns fatal. Not once have I ever seen one back down like that, not even to a tamer, let alone a stranger. The way it hovered by you was almost like it knew you,” she states. “Elion’s only click to humans when a bond is formed. My mum’s took months.” She pauses. “Months!”

I try to hide the shock on my face. I know she is right. I have read many books on elions, and it doesn’t make any sense.

“What do you think it means?” I ask, hoping for an explanation, and Nala’s gaze softens.

“I don’t know. But we’re going to find out together.”

She grabs my hand and intertwines her fingers with mine. “Oh, and thank you…”

“For what?”

“For stepping in front of me. It was stupid. Don’t get me wrong, and I never want you to do that again, but you kind of saved my bacon.”

I give her a consoling look.

“Are you still going to take the taming class, or are you put off for life?” I joke.

“Are you kidding? I’ve never felt more alive in my life.” Her eyes sparkle in the light of the orb. “I think you should take it too, then we can see if it was a fluke or not.”

I nod in agreement, trying not to think about the tamer that is now mincemeat.

“That might be a good idea, and then maybe you can save my bacon this time,” I wink at her, and she giggles.

“I knew you’d be trouble,” she says, loading her fork with the contents on her plate and shoving it into her mouth.

The click and clack of Miss Worthington’s heels fill the dining hall, and all the years fall silent.

“First years, I know we have had a busier morning than expected. Combat is tomorrow, so I suggest you take this afternoon to rest and get used to the castle. I will see you all tomorrow at first meals. If anyone has any questions, my door is down the first hall on the right,” she says, and the click and clacks of her heels diminish as she retreats down the hall. Combat, finally something I’m not a complete disaster at.

“I have an idea.” Nala begins to stand up. “Let’s go to the library.” She beckons me with her eyes as I scoop a few fries off my plate and eat them in motion following behind her.

***

“So, what exactly are we looking for?” I turn to look at Nala as she is making her way through a book called The Nature of Elion’s. I budge up next to her.

“I’m not too sure. Just anything that will give us some answers about what happened earlier.” I take a glance over her shoulder to see the page she is on.

‘Elions are the ultimate weapon. With the strength of a lion and the cunning nature of an eagle, there is not much that can harm this creature. They generally travel in packs with one leader of the group. This leader is usually the biggest in the pack and the most ferocious. Their scent glands are so spectacular that they can smell the pheromones from humans when they are afraid. Their mighty nose also allows them to locate prey from great distances. When an elion picks a target, that target is as good as dead. Elions rarely change their mind when it comes to food.’

“You see.” Nala points at the last line and looks back up at me. “I don’t know why we didn’t become dinner.”

I shrug my shoulders in response.

“I saw the way it looked at you. Like the way Fenn looks at my mother. He knew you. I know it doesn’t make sense, but that’s the only explanation I can think of.”

“But how could he know me?” I question, even though she does not hold the answer.

“I don’t know, but something tells me we are not going to find it in one of these books.” Nala looks around at the levitating books surrounding us.

My eyes veer off to the corner of the room where Charlie is leaning by the door, making eyes at Nala.

“I think someone wants your attention,” I nudge her arm and gesture to Charlie. His dark caramel skin glows under the dim lights of the library. Nala looks back at me, fighting a smile.

“But we need to figure this thing out.”

“It can wait. I’ve never been one to cock block,” I wink at her. “Go have fun.”

She squeezes my hand and piles The Nature of Elion’s into her bag.

“See you back at the room.”

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” I joke, and she smiles at me before approaching Charlie with a skip in her step.

I move myself from the red lounge chair and sit in an alcove by one of the library windows. The window is cracked open so I can feel the breeze cooling my face. Now alone with my thoughts, I can no longer fight thinking about him. The blindfolded one. My dream. Was he messing with me? Maybe a book on the Moonkind can tell me more.

I look at the overwhelming variety of books around me. My eyes dart across the alphabetically ordered rows looking for section ‘M’. Just my luck, it is on the seventieth row. I get up and trace the room. There should be an Influencer around here somewhere.

“Looking for something?” a familiar voice questions me. It’s River.

“Oh, it’s you.” A smile plays on my lips. “Just looking for an Influencer to find me a book.”

“At your service.” He salutes me humorously.

“You! You’re on library duty?” I taunt. “I wouldn’t pin you as a book kind of guy.”

“Why? You don’t think a man as handsome as me could be book smart too?” He places a hand on his chest and acts hurt, but I know he is just teasing me.

I raise an eyebrow, taking part in his game. “Well, are you?”

“I could be… But I am in fact covering for a friend,” he banters. “You’re right. Books aren’t really my thing.” He pauses. “But helping pretty girls is.”

His smile melts through me. I fight the rush to grin up at him playing hard to get.

“Well, are you gonna help me or not?” I mock, wondering if I can trust him with my request.

“Hit me. What book are you after?”

“Do you have any on the Moonkind?” I ask, blatantly averting my eyes from his stare. Hopefully, he does not read too much into it.

“The Moonkind, huh? What does a pretty face like you want with a book on the Moonkind?” he pries with intrigue plastered on his face.

“Just curious. I want to get ahead in history class,” I smile nonchalantly.

“You are just full of surprises, aren’t you, Asha Calloway?”

I hear a shuffle, and three books glide down from the seventieth row. “This is all we have here. The rest were burned years ago, orders from RHE. If you still can’t find what you are looking for, this school has an archive hidden underneath the castle. Maybe I’ll take you there if you ask nicely enough.” He bites his lip flirtatiously. “It can be our little secret.”

“Is that where you take all the other girls?” I remark in jest.

“Would you hate me if it were?” he says with boyish charm.

I ignore the question. “Thanks for helping me out.”

I take the books out of his grasp and place them into my bag.

“Any time, princess.” He smirks, and I make an effort to sway my hips as I walk away, knowing he is staring at my ass. I leave the library and head back to my room.

I unload the books from my bag and place them on my bed, glancing over at Moon Castle from my window as if looking at it will give me some much-needed answers. But it doesn’t. I turn to the book at the top of my pile - The Way of the Moon - and skim through its pages trying to find something that would explain my dream. I land on the page titled The Wonders of the Dream Veil. My eyes scan the paper, but all I can find is information on the Gift of Mourna.

‘Those who possess the Gift of Mourna can travel between two planes. This is called Veil Shifting. If a person has this Gift, they will be able to communicate with people on both sides of the veil through dreamlike states.’

Could this be the answer I am looking for? Is someone using their Gifts to mess with me? I go to read more, but find myself disappointed. The pages are clearly missing. My fingers run over jagged edges, the only evidence of the pages that used to be there. I grab another book, and it is the same. River wasn’t kidding about the RHE. They must have had something to do with this. I may have to check out the archives after all.

The last book in the pile, titled Moon Sovereign, seems to have all its pages intact. My fingers pluck through the pages, and motes of dust rise off them, making me cough a little. It looks like an old yearbook. There is a date located at the top of each page. These are the students who roamed the halls of Moon Sovereign over twenty years ago. I look through the array of different photos spread throughout the pages. Some look around my age, and some look a little older. Under each photograph in silver engraving is the name of each student and their Gift.

‘Arin Foresithe. Gift of Xoro’

‘Blade Cameron. Gift of Silo’

My eyes scan down each photograph, mesmerised by the treasure trove of data oozing out of each page. My gaze lands on something that looks vaguely familiar. Are my eyes deceiving me?

I rub them and look a little closer to make sure I am not seeing things. A man with broad shoulders sits on the staircase of what must be Moon Castle. He looks tough and is covered in tattoos: ‘Luca Thorncroft. Gift of Mourna’

His hand grips the handle of a red suitcase. That looks just like my mother’s.

Wait.

I look closer; the pink love heart key chain hangs like a beacon on the zip of the bag.

It is hers.
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I can’t think straight. I grab the suitcase from under the bed and place it next to the yearbook photo. I examine the two closely, holding my breath. Surely, they can’t be the same. My hand cradles the love heart key chain. I stare at it hard. My fingers run over its smooth edges and travel lightly over the little ridged dips and chips from the wear and tear over the years. I stare at the photo. The key chain looks the same. I peer closer; there’s something I didn’t notice before. It appears that there is something white protruding from the heart in the photograph. The corner of something? Maybe a piece of paper. My eyes revert to the key chain situated on my palm. I look at where the front and back sides of the love heart join. There is a little ridge that runs down its outside edges. I don’t know how I didn’t notice this before. It’s a locket. I place both of my thumbs along the ridge and begin to pry it open; it budges a little. I tense harder, separating the love heart down its middle and opening the literal can of worms. I hear something drop onto the bed. It’s a piece of paper folded up neatly. It must’ve been hiding in there for over twenty years. I stare at it, my muscles tense, not knowing if I want to see what lies inside it. But the thought of not knowing is much worse. I grit my teeth and place the paper gently on my left hand as if too much force would make the contents disappear from my grasp forever. I open each fold with care.

There is an image in front of me that makes me queasy. A wave of fear washes over me, and I drop the piece of paper from my grasp as if it were dirty. My mouth plummets, unable to mask my emotions. It’s her. My mother. But she is not alone.

I rise from my bed and pace the length of the dorm room, the rattan rug reassuring the soles of my feet every few moments. I take a minute to build up the strength I need to investigate further. Sheepishly, I return to the bed and examine the photo. As if looking with fresh eyes will change what I have just seen.

My mother. Her unmistakable auburn curls caress her rosy cheeks, and she is planting a kiss on the cheek of another. But that man is not my father. He has dark brown eyes, but his features are light. Blonde hair swoops down the ridges of his brow, and his dark eyebrows stand guard over his face. A sharp jawline harshens his softness. He has broad shoulders and looks tough. He is wearing a black sweater vest, and tattoos snake out from its edges, covering the majority of his chest and arms. It’s the man from the yearbook photo.

What the fuck?! I look at the photo as if it were contraband. What is she doing kissing a Moon? That is forbidden. My thoughts fight in my head, torturing my mind black and blue. The door flings open.

“Someday I’m going to be Mrs Nala Silver,” Nala sings as she enters the room, oblivious of the grave offence I have just uncovered.

In a rush, I conceal the book and illicit photograph under the sheets of my bed. The white sheets are now tainted with the murky sin they have been forced to hide.

I make an effort to plaster a smile on my face to mask my emotions.

“I’m guessing it went well with Charlie then?” I tease as she saunters across the room and perches on her bed. Her feet stamp with excitement as she throws her head into her hands, and an exhilarated squeal exits her mouth in triumph.

“It went so well. He wants to be a tamer too. We share the same interests, and he thinks I’m GORGEOUS!” she says without taking a breath. “Is it too soon to say I love him?” A gentle laugh escapes her lips.

“Saying I love you after the first few conversations? He definitely won’t think you’re a psycho,” I smirk over a sea of sarcasm.

“Ha ha, very funny!” she mimics my sarcasm. “I’m glad you’re here to keep me sane.”

I shoot her a friendly smile and reply, “At least one of us is getting some action.”

“Oh, please… I’ve seen the way the guys drool over you, Asha. You just don’t realise.” Her eyes meet mine. “Like that Influencer in the library earlier…” She tosses me an elaborate smile and raises an eyebrow.

“Who… River? Oh, that’s nothing,” I shrug my shoulders and brush this statement off.

“Oh, so he’s got a name,” Nala taunts.

“How did you even….”

She cuts me off.

“He was looking at you the whole time we were in the library. I’m surprised his eyes didn’t burn a hole through your skull.”

I can’t help but blush at this information.

“Well, River and I are just friends…” I say matter-of-factly. “Plus, he’s not really my type,” I speak out loud in an attempt to convince myself.

“You keep telling yourself that,” Nala counters. “The smoking hot third year with the dope ass Gifts is never anyone’s type.” She winks at me, still swimming in sarcasm.

I fight the urge to smile at this and change the conversation. “Did you have any more theories about that elion from earlier?”

“I didn’t, but Charlie did…” A smile plays on her lips as she says his name. “He thinks that the elion may have thought you were someone else, someone who it had bonded with before. It would have to be a strong bond with someone who looks like you, but it is possible.”

Revelation jolts over me as my mind connects the dots. There is only one other person I can think of who looks like me. My mother. But my father would’ve told me if she were a tamer. My eyes peel away from Nala and look at the sea of lumps and bumps that my bed sheets are concealing. But then again, how much did I really know about my mother?

***

We’re sitting at third meals. I haven’t told Nala about the photograph or that my mum might have been a tamer. I want to tell her, I do. But I just can’t find the words to say. What would she think of me if she knew my mum might have had an affair with a Moon? I can’t risk my place here in Sun Sovereign. News travels fast, and my mum is not here to defend herself. Maybe I am just getting ahead of myself. Maybe it wasn’t an affair. Maybe there is more to the picture. I just need to find out what.

Nala breaks me from my thoughts. “How are you feeling about combat tomorrow?”

I pull a slice of cheesy pizza away from its base and pick off the pepperoni slices from the top, flinging them onto my plate. Nala is sitting with Charlie, her legs across his lap. They both look at me.

“I’m actually not shitting myself for once. My father made sure I was well-trained. I’m sure he wanted a boy. He’d call our sparring sessions bonding time.” I smile at the thought of my father. “I didn’t enjoy it much, but I did learn how to kick some ass.” I laugh and take a big bite out of my pizza. “What about you guys?” I wave the slice in their direction.

“My mum trained me. She always said you have to be extremely fit to become a tamer. Asha is thinking about taking the taming class too,” Nala says, looking at Charlie with excitement.

“We’ll most likely be the only ones in the class after what happened earlier,” Charlie states.

“Yeah, because we’re the only students stupid enough!” I banter.

“Cheers to stupidity!” Nala says as she thrusts her glass of apple juice into the air, waiting for us to clink back.

“To stupidity!” I laugh and clink my glass against hers, Charlie joining in. If the Gods could see us now.

***

The night draws in, and Nala and I are getting ready for bed. I shower and scrub my body hard, as if my sponge can wash off the stress of the day. I dry myself off and throw on my favourite pyjama set: pink strawberry shorts with a matching cropped top. I walk out towards my bed and wait for Nala to get in the shower. The sound of running water is apparent. I haven’t got long, and I use this time to move the secrets stored under my sheets to the suitcase under my bed. I sit on top of my covers and gaze up at Moon Castle out my window. They will be waking up soon.

“So, what do you think about Charlie then?” Nala asks, anticipation written all over her face.

“Huh?” Her words are not quite registering in my brain yet.

“Charlie, what do you think of him?” she asks.

“I like him. You two definitely make quite the pair.” I pull the sheets over my legs.

“You really think so?” she says, also getting into her bed.

“Yes. Haven’t you heard, those that tame together stay together!” I joke, and she grins.

“That’s good.” She laughs. “I’ll make sure I tell him that.”

“Remember, don’t be a psycho,” I mess.

“You’re right. Don’t wanna scare him off!”

“Somehow, I don’t think he scares that easily,” I smirk as she turns off the lamp by her bed.

“I hope you’re right, cos I really like him,” she whines, squeezing a pillow into her chest.

“How about this? If he hurts you, I’ll break his neck?”

“Promise?” she pleads as I hear her giggling to herself in bed.

“Yeah, and I’ll feed him to the elion’s for first meals,” I reply, turning my bedside lamp off too.

She laughs at this for a minute before saying goodnight.

It’s ten p.m. and my eyes are feeling heavy for once. Must be from the bitch of a day we’ve all had. I am relieved that I don’t have to take my sleeping pills again after the weird dream I had last night. Thoughts try to swim to the surface of my mind, the key chain, the photo, the blindfolded one, but I don’t give them time to breathe as I push them deeper into the back of my mind. I shut my eyes and drift off to sleep. Combat is tomorrow, and I need all the rest I can get.

***

I am awakened by the squawks of birds around me. Is it morning already?

A cold chill ripples at my legs, causing me to shiver and instinctively feel around for my duvet. My hands claw for something to hang on to. The surface feels cold and moist; it loosens around my grip and embeds under my fingernails.

Where am I?

Startled, I sit up and rub the sleep from my eyes. Surely not another bad dream?

My eyes squint in the darkness, and I scratch the back of my neck in confusion. I can just about see the twisted branches of the towering pine trees above me. I’m in some kind of forest. My heart skips a beat as I come to the realisation that I am in Moon territory. I must’ve sleepwalked here. I need to find my way back to the castle. I look around, but I am disoriented. My eyes take a moment to adjust to the dark, but I’m unsure which way I came from. A few dim lanterns are hanging high in the trees above, which settles my nerves a little. At least it’s not total darkness, but the unforgiving air is still biting at my skin. I am not wearing nearly enough clothes for this shit. The snap of a branch in front of me makes my head swing dramatically in its direction. Someone is here.

I cower behind the closest tree. If I am caught out here, I will surely be expelled or worse; if a Moon catches me, I am as good as dead. I press my body close to its trunk and grip my hands tight around it. Peeking around its wooden axis, I encourage my eyes to focus on what may be lurking in the darkness. The second snap of a branch coerces my head in the opposite direction this time. My heart beats to an unfamiliar rhythm. It’s him. The blindfolded one.

“You have got to be kidding me,” I whisper under my breath, not meaning to say it out loud.

His head pivots in my direction, and I conceal myself behind the tree as quickly as I can manage. In this moment, I forget to breathe. He didn’t see me, did he?

I wait a couple of seconds, and his heavy footsteps trail off in the other direction. I exhale in relief. That was a close one.

Unwrapping my hands from the tree, I turn around and tiptoe in the opposite direction from him. This seems like the most logical thing to do in my head to get back to Sun Castle. With every step I take, sharp twigs crunch beneath my bare feet, making me wince. Way to go, Asha. Always finding yourself in the worst situations.

As I make my way through the forest, wading around each staggered tree, I tread lightly in an attempt not to alert the Moons that there is a trespasser in their midst. I really need to get a handle on this sleep situation. No sooner than I think that than I feel the ground slip out from under me, and the side of my face slaps into the side of a tree. I flinch at the impact and try to push away, but a hand is pinning my cheek against the rough bark.

“Who are you?” a deep voice asks, pressing me harder into the rough grooves of the tree. The lanterns clank as the tree shakes with his force.

“I-I’m no one,” I mutter between winces, my voice shaking with fear.

“I said, Who are you!?” He pushes my head harder into the rough bark, and I scramble my brain for a correct way to answer. Nothing good can come from a Moon knowing my name.

“Just let me go, and I’ll be on my way,” I stutter again, resisting his grip. He doesn’t reply straight away but keeps his hands firmly on me.

“Let’s try something else then.” He leans in and whispers in my ear, “What are you doing spying on the Moons?” The tone of his voice instils fear in me, and the words fall out of my mouth before I can even think.

“I’m not a spy. I-I don’t know how I got here.” My cheek grows sore from the pressure.

“You really expect me to believe that?” He scoffs, and a sinister chuckle escapes his mouth. My heart thumps ferociously against the wood.

“I-it’s true. I swear it.” I catch my breath. “I have these dreams. A-And now I apparently sleepwalk. You have to believe me!” I plead, and his grip loosens up a little. I take this chance to push his arm away from my cheek and spin it around behind his back before pushing him away with all my strength. He stumbles a little and then realigns himself. I watch as confusion lines furrow on his brow at my attempt to fight back.

“Nicely done… But you’re going to have to try harder than that.” He smirks before locking eyes with me and striding in closer.

I back up slowly, trying to control my heart rate. His tall frame towers over me. It’s the blindfolded one.

“You’re that girl from the other night. You’ve been getting in my head!” His eyes narrow in on me as he continues his strides. I retreat slowly until I find myself backed up against another tree.

“What do you mea-”

“Who are you really?” he cuts me off. His voice sends shivers down my spine as he stretches out his arm and smacks his palm on the tree beside me, making me jump. I gulp as I watch the inky veins travel up and down his arm, and suddenly I’m mute. He leans in, and my heartbeat quickens as the obsidian in his eyes renders me paralysed.

“Didn’t Mummy and Daddy tell you not to mess with the Moonkind?” His warm breath torments my eardrums.

“Didn’t yours teach you how to treat a lady?” I counter, trying to keep the fear from seeping through the cracks in my words. His jaw tenses, and I know I have hit a nerve.

“Watch yourself, you’re coming dangerously close to pissing me the fuck off,” he speaks through gritted teeth, and I scrunch my eyes closed.

“Oh, and we wouldn’t want to do that,” I bite back, sarcasm lacing my words.

“Don’t you forget that you are on Moon territory right now,” he points at me. “One signal from me and I can have the rest of the school out here to help me decide what to do with you.”

I gulp.

“Something tells me they won’t be so kind.”

Kind? Did he really think he was being kind? Well, I suppose he hasn’t killed me yet.

“Why? I haven’t done anything. I haven’t been getting in your head, and I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about,” I confess, hoping his anger subsides. “Just let me go.”

I go to walk past him, but he blocks my way and walks me closer to the tree again.

“I saw you last night.” He clenches his jaw, pointing his finger at me. “Those eyes, I’d remember you anywhere.” His hand reaches out to touch my face, but I slap it away before he can get too close.

“Don’t touch me!” I grit my teeth.

“Or what?” he says, his face serious. I saw him in battle. There’s no way I would stand a chance. He grips my wrist, and I let him. “You’re feisty, I’ll give you that… For a Sun,” he mocks, and I roll my eyes, turning my head away with them.

“I don’t know how I did it. I saw you in my dream… I didn’t know you saw me too. How is that even possible?” The last bit was more of a whisper to myself.

“It’s not,” he says, scanning every detail of my face as if looking for more answers. “And you clearly haven’t got your Gifts yet, otherwise you would’ve used them on me already,” he thinks out loud. “And even if you could, Sun people don’t possess the power to manipulate minds.”

He kisses his teeth and furrows his brow. “Something does not add up.”

“Are you done?!” I push at him. “Now that you’ve deemed I’m not a threat, you can let me go.” I motion to his hand that is still gripping my forearm and go to walk past him again, but his grip tightens. I think about my training and pull him in towards me whilst sweeping his left leg from behind him, shifting with the weight of his body so I land on top of him, keeping his arms close to his chest and straddling him on the forest floor. My face is now inches away from his. He looks startled.

“How did you do that?” he questions. The golden glow of the lantern perfectly highlights his flawless features, and it’s hard not to feel some sort of attraction to him, even if he is a dick.

“What?! You’ve never met a girl who can fight before?” I remark, but before I can finish my sentence, he spins me around and reverses our positions. Now he is on top of me, and for some reason, I don’t hate it. My cheeks redden as the weight of his body increases on mine, and butterflies swarm in my stomach.

“Don’t flatter yourself, darling. I’ve fought tons of girls tougher than you.” He pauses for a moment, as if trying to find the words to say. “I couldn’t predict your moves.” His eyebrows tense in confusion. “I am a foreshadower. I can always predict the next move.”

“Well, maybe your Gifts aren’t as powerful as you thought,” I prod, blowing a curl away from my lips.

“No, you don’t get it…First the dream, now this.” His stare intensifies. “There’s something off about you…” He cocks his head as if trying to read me. “Unless?”

“Unless what?” I ask, my eyes tracing the intense lines on his face.

“You just became a whole lot more interesting, little Sun.” The edges of his lips curve into a dangerous smile as he places his thumb under my chin and tilts my head slightly.

“Stormwood?” a male voice calls out from beyond the trees.

His hand rushes over my mouth, and he whispers in my ear, “Shhh, if they find you here, they will kill you.”

His whisper ripples through my eardrums like silk, causing my body to crave more of his touch. But I quickly shake this thought off and nod my head in agreement. He lets go.

“Really, your name is Stormwood?” I whisper as a chuckle escapes my mouth. His hand reclaims his grip over my lips as he shushes me again.

“Give me a minute,” he calls back to the distant voice.

“Okay, second meals in ten,” the voice calls back, and I hear his footsteps retreat.

He turns back to face me, his eyes lock on mine.

“And my name is Ryder, idiot. Stormwood is my last name,” he whispers into my ear as his hand still traces the softness of my lips. There is a moment of silence between us where neither of us knows what to say. His deep brown eyes search mine, still trying to figure me out.

He takes a minute, then stands up and brushes the crumbs of the forest floor off his dark trousers. I watch his muscles flex in all the right places and feel my cheeks reddening.

“Are you just going to lie there all night?” He offers me a hand and smirks whilst eyeing me up and down. I bat his hand away and get myself up, not wanting to give him the satisfaction.

An icy breeze whooshes past us, and I can’t help but shiver again; my arms hugging my body for warmth. A chuckle escapes his lips.

“Not really dressed for the occasion, are you?” He bites his bottom lip and stares down at my pink pyjama shorts.

“Shut up.” I begin walking away from him.

“No, they look good on you.” He follows for a moment, and I fold my arms in annoyance. “You don’t wanna go that way.”

“Why not?” I question not bothering to meet his gaze.

“Because your dorm room is that way.” He smirks and points in the opposite direction.

I turn around, trying not to acknowledge him, and begin walking the other way.

“You know I can’t let you walk back like that.”

He takes his black hoodie off and holds it out to me. His abs glow in the moonlight.

“You don’t have to let me do anything!” I say, ignoring his offer.

He stands in front of me. “Just shut up and take it.”

I do as he says, not feeling like I have much of a choice, plus I am freezing. The dark black hoodie swamps my small frame and falls just above my knees. Why is he being nice now?

“You tell anyone about this, and I’ll kill you myself!”

Of course, I spoke too soon.

“Trust me, I won’t!” I pull the hood over my head and begin making my way back to the castle.

“Meet me back here tomorrow at one a.m…”

“Are you crazy!” I reply in a whisper-shout.

“You didn’t think I was going to let you keep that, did you?” He motions towards his hoodie now drowning my body, and my eyes follow his stare.

“Fine. But I give you this, and that’s it! No funny business.”

“Do I look funny to you?” his voice serious again. Not one bit.

I scoff at him and carry on walking away.

He grabs my forearm. “What is your name?”

“If I tell you, will you leave me alone?”

He doesn’t reply, just stares at me menacingly and tightens his grip on my arm.

“Asha, my name’s Asha.”

He lets go of my arm, but I can feel his eyes following me as I wander off into the distance.

What the fuck just happened?!?
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Chapter Seven
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It feels like I have been walking forever. Finally, I see the familiar columns of Sun Castle. How did I get out without anyone seeing me? I think about each door and how they are probably all locked at this time, but my mind goes back to the library window. If I can get there, I can possibly squeeze through it. I tiptoe around the perimeter of the castle, acknowledging the number of rooms with lights on so I can avoid them once I’m inside. Ryder’s black hoodie is swamping my frame and restricting movement around my knees, but at least I can blend into the dark corners of the castle.

When I reach the outskirts of the library wall, the window is still cracked open. Thank the Gods. It’s still a little high up, and I have to get on my tiptoes to reach the lip of the ledge, but it’s a way in. Hoisting myself up, I push on the window until the gap opens far enough for me to slip in quietly, trying not to make a sound. My foot levels on the cushion of the alcove I was sitting on earlier. The warmth of the castle hugs me, and the hairs on my arms finally stand down, like they are saying thank you for getting them out of the cold. I sneak over to the library door and twist its handle gently. I wait for its latch to click and apply pressure, opening it ever so slightly, just enough to squeeze myself through and into the dimly lit hallway. I take a left and scurry towards the big double doors that lead back to the First Quarter. I am only a couple of metres away from the door now, but I notice a series of muffled voices coming from the Dining Hall. I thought everyone in Sun Castle would surely be asleep by now. My curiosity gets the better of me. I position myself with my back against the wall so I can shuffle quietly towards the voices. They are getting a little clearer with each step I take. When I reach the ajar door, I poke my head around its frame, spying on the figures inside. My eyes first adjust to see a lady with a recognisable haircut. Short black and purple hair shaved on one side. It’s Veronica.

“I need to know more about the incident in the taming quadrant…” She is cut off by another voice.

“The circumstances were highly unfortunate.” I know that voice. It’s Miss Worthington. “But we are no strangers to losing tamers in the taming quadrant. You of all people should understand this.” She gestures at the three large, raised scars on Veronica’s left bicep. Veronica’s face reddens as she brings her right arm up to conceal the mark between her fingers.

“Not that… the girl. The one with the eyes…” She points to her own eyes as she says this. “I have never seen an elion act that way to a first year; it is unheard of.”

My body stiffens, and I subconsciously breathe a little heavier. They are talking about me.

She stares intensely at Miss Worthington, and I hear another voice join in, but I don’t recognise this one.

“I did not call this meeting to talk about some student… Veronica, could you please give us the room.”

A tall, dark figure pops into view. He stands facing them with his back towards me. I cannot see his face, but I can feel his presence from here. Miss Worthington’s face pales a few shades, and her ginger curls bounce as she nods in agreement with him.

His presence is daunting. He is wearing a crisp black suit with a white pressed shirt. He turns slightly, and now I can see him more clearly. He has a healthy head of brown hair gelled to the side with a scar that runs down the side of his face, cutting his right eyebrow in half, stretching all the way to his cheek. He clears his throat and swirls around a glass of brown liquor. He ushers Veronica out of the room. She nods her head and walks quickly towards the door at the far end of the hall.

“I heard you had some issues with the last shipment?” Worry lines form on Miss Worthington’s forehead.

“I wouldn’t call it an issue per se. One got away, but we managed to track it down and neutralise it,” she says, her voice trembling a little. “You know how they are, slippery little fuckers,” she continues, swaying unnervingly in her position, shifting her weight from left to right.

Who is this guy? He is definitely powerful enough to have the head of Sun Sovereign scared. Anxiousness boils in my stomach. I know I should leave, but I can’t seem to peel my eyes away.

“Well, I would call that an issue. You assured me the facility was airtight.” His voice holds weight as he takes a step towards her, his posture ramrod straight and soldier-like.

“I know bu-” He cuts her off with a wave of his hand, and her brows furrow even more. He leans in intimidatingly close to her.

“You realise what could happen if word gets out. This cannot happen again.” He aims a fierce stare at her.

“It won’t,” Miss Worthington says, cowering under the man’s presence.

“Remember what is at stake for you.” He brings a hand up, and a dark shadow emerges from it, causing Miss to step back. “Don’t make me call our little deal off.”

An unknowing gasp escapes my lips… He’s a Moon. His head snaps in my direction, and I dart back, hiding myself from view.

“You told me all the students were in bed,” he spits.

“T-they are,” she stutters. “It’s just an old school.”

Shit. I really should be getting out of here.

“Hmmm. Don’t fuck this up. Next time I won’t be so understanding.”

He spins on his heels and walks towards me. I don’t bother waiting around. The sound of his footsteps are getting closer. I unstick myself from the wall and rush over to the door to the First Quarter, pushing it quietly and slipping my small frame through it. I warily make my way up the left-hand stairs to my faction. I arch my back low and grip onto the bannister, cradling the stairs and proceeding quickly and with caution. Still hearing his footsteps loitering through the corridor, he swings the double doors open, but I am already at the top of the stairs now. With light feet, I run through the long and windy corridor until I am finally outside my dorm room.

Damien Solice is staring all high and mighty at me through the picture frame. I shoot him a look as if to say, ‘quit judging me,’ and open my door lightly. My breath is still shaky from the rush of adrenaline. I don’t worry about waking up Nala; she can sleep through anything. I fling off the hoodie and chuck it onto my bed. glancing down at my dirt-stained pyjamas. I take them off, add them to my washing pile and throw on a clean set before getting into bed. What on earth was Miss Worthington doing with a Moon? I pull the hoodie on over my head, liking the way its huge size makes me feel small. A strange wave of comfort washes over me as I find myself drifting deeper and deeper into the slumber’s abyss.

***

Thank the Gods it’s morning. I’ve never been so happy to see the sunrise over the valley. I sit up in my bed, still wearing Ryder’s hoodie. I quickly remove the evidence before Nala wakes up. I don’t know how I would even begin to explain to her what happened last night. Holding the hoodie in my hands, I brush my face against it, only for a moment. It smells like him. Butterflies begin to roam around in my stomach, but I bat down their wings and squash the feeling. Nala fidgets a little, making me panic, and I quickly shove the hoodie in my suitcase along with the rest of my contraband. My conscience is getting heavier.

I get out of bed, swinging my legs out onto the floor. My feet stare back at me, bruised and muddy. Another thing that’s completely and utterly unexplainable. I grab a pair of fluffy socks and pull them onto my feet. Good enough, I think, looking at the temporary fix. Nala is still sound asleep, so I walk over to her bed and nudge her slightly. Of course, she slept through first bells again. She turns over and squints at me.

“I’m just getting in the shower. First bell rang a minute ago,” I whisper to her.

“Okay,” she sighs. “Thanks for waking me.”

I turn on the shower and stand in front of the mirror waiting for the water to turn from icy cold to steamy hot. I get lost in my reflection for a moment. I don’t recognise myself. My hair is frizzy and wild, and my face is smudged brown with dirt. Ryder’s words play on repeat in my head, ‘there’s something off about you.’ I stare a little harder, wondering if his words ring true, and pluck out a twig from the tangled nest that is my hair. The thought of seeing him again tonight makes me shudder, but the butterflies start to fly again.

***

The first years gather by the combat area after first meals. Ciara got her Gift last night, visited by Shirin. Looks like she will be joining her parents after all. She hasn’t stopped going on about it all morning. The first one of the year to get her Gifts. Becoming a healer right before combat—how fitting. No doubt she’ll be on the sidelines waiting eagerly for blood to be spilt, like a hungry shark, so she can use her Gifts. Five other classmates are getting their Gifts tonight, from what I’ve heard. Maybe more. Nala only has to wait three more days for hers.

“Come in closer, first years, I don’t bite,” a husky voice jokes as he ushers us all in towards the platform.

This must be the combat instructor. He has chocolate-brown skin and short curly hair tied up in a man bun at the back of his head. He is wearing a tight-fitted beige vest that hugs his muscles and black jogging bottoms.

We all shimmy our bums closer to the platform as he requests. “That’s better. I’m Mr Martyr, and I will be your combat trainer if you choose this class. Combat is all about visual learning. Watch your classmates, observe how they fight, look for their weaknesses, their knowledge, and use this to your advantage. Combat training will help you develop your physical skills, discipline and confidence. The stronger you are, the stronger your Gifts will be.”

I think about Ryder, his weight against mine on the forest floor, the hardness of his arms and chest. His Gifts must be strong.

“I am going to split you into three groups,” he says, and his hands make a cutting motion around each section of first years to split us up. “Each group will make its way around each activity. We have hand-to-hand combat, archery and knife throwing.” He gestures to each activity in the courtyard. “There are third years situated at each post to help you. Group one will be staying here with me for combat, group two for archery and group three will be on knife throwing.”

All students start splitting off into their respective groups. I look around at mine. No Nala or Charlie. I can see her trailing off to archery. She turns round for a second and sends me a consoling look. This may be harder than I thought. Alex is staring at me from across the combat platform. Of course, he is in my group. I narrow my eyes at him to show I am not scared. My father used to tell me, ‘The size of the opponent should not matter; everyone has the same weaknesses and pressure points.’ And I have memorised them all - under the armpit, the fleshy gap between the neck and clavicle, inner thigh, back and front of the knees, the solar plexus bridge between the ribcage, the sides of the face just below the temples and lastly, the chin. When hit at a certain point, it almost always leads to a knockout due to the impact on the jaw. I may not be overly strong, but I have speed on my side, and I will be aiming for these areas.

“First rule of combat, show no mercy.”

I feel a lump form at the back of my throat and force it back down. Alex is still glaring at me, this time with a huge smile.

Mr Martyr continues, “Just because these may be your friends around you doesn’t mean I don’t expect you to put your blood, sweat and tears into this. Holding yourself back will only stunt the growth and learning of yourself and others around you.”

Chatter arises around the group. You can tell who the scared ones are. The droplets of sweat forming on each brow, a face slightly paler than it was ten minutes ago, the nervous laughter spurting out of William’s tight-lipped mouth. The tension is building up, and one of us is about to explode.

“I have not seen any of you fight, therefore, I have no expectations, and I cannot match you evenly, so we shall begin in alphabetical order. Winner stays on to fight the next one.” My heart beats out of my chest. “All students whose names start with A, please stand up.”

Brilliant, of course I am one of the first. There are four of us standing, and I can feel my blood pressure rising. Alex is grinding his knuckles. Mr Martyr points at Abel and Alex and beckons them to the platform. They will be the first fighters. Abel is tall, an even match for Alex. He has dirty blonde hair shaved around the edges and appears to be in good shape. They both step onto the platform, their toes digging around in the sand.

“Give it your best, boys.” Mr Martyr gives them a reassuring tap on each shoulder before blowing his whistle and retreating to the sidelines.

Alex and Abel dance around each other in fighting stances, each waiting for the other to make the first move.

Mr Martyr shouts from the sidelines. “You hesitate. You die. You think too hard. You die. You think too little. You die… The art of combat is all about mastering the dance with death; it’s about finding that sweet spot between morality and mortality.”

Something about this sentence strikes Alex like a bolt of lightning as he charges with speed at Abel, tucking his body in low and delivering two hard jabs to Abel’s side. Abel is thrown back by the force and winces a little before shaking it off. He pushes back and throws two punches aimed at Alex’s head, but he fails to make contact. Alex dodges each one and lands a couple more hits to Abel’s sides. Abel looks angry now. He changes his strategy, retreating a little and taunting Alex by shooting a middle finger in his direction. Alex charges like a bull towards him, but before he can get close enough to land another punch, Abel swiftly changes direction and launches a hard hit to Alex’s chin. Alex tumbles down into the sand below, blood drooling from his mouth. I can’t help but feel a little happy at this, and I fight the urge to smile. Abel basks in this glory, but it is short-lived. Alex jumps up and returns to Abel with a vengeance, tackling him to the ground before he even has the chance to process the attack. Alex is now positioned on top of Abel. He tries to squirm out of his trap, but Alex is kneeling on his arms and rendering them useless. Alex lands punch after punch on Abel’s face, beating him black and blue. Blood oozes out of him and sinks into the sand below.

This is hard to watch. My eyes well up as I watch Abel submit to the punches. There is nothing he can do. Alex is relentless, getting more excited at the sight of blood.

“That’s enough, Alex.” Mr Martyr steps in and pulls him off his victim. Abel coughs and turns his head to the side, spitting out the blood that had pooled in his mouth. He winces as he stands up, clutching at his ribs.

“Abel, take yourself off to the healing quarters.”

Ciara is quick to volunteer to walk him there. What did I say? Shark.

Alex is fighting the next guy now. If Abel couldn’t win, this guy has no chance. He is a lot thinner than Alex, the type of guy to have a skin-pack rather than a six-pack. I am afraid Alex will snap him like a twig. He tries to duck and dodge Alex’s punches, but he is far too slow. A fast thump to the side of the head knocks him out swiftly. Alex is on a winning streak. And I’m next.
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Chapter Eight
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“Asha… you’re up,” Mr Martyr calls out, and my heart thumps loudly in my chest.

I hear the surrounding students fall silent and direct their attention towards me. I stand up from the sidelines and try to control my breathing. My legs walk me slowly towards the platform, but my mind is telling me to turn and run.

Alex is breathing heavily, like a dog that can’t wait to eat its dinner. He smirks at me and mouths, ‘You’re dead, freak!’

I go cold. I try not to appear scared, not to look as weak as I feel. I think about what my father would say before our sparring sessions: ‘Everybody has a pattern to the way they fight, a signature trademark; do they favour the right jab over the left? Which foot do they choose to lead with? How do they choose to come at their opponents?’

I just need to figure out his pattern. I am still scared, but a ray of confidence peeks through the shadows.

I step onto the platform, making sure to maintain a sufficient distance between myself and Alex. I have seen the way he fights. ‘How does he choose to come at his opponents?’ He likes to make the first move, I say to myself, to charge. What he lacks in skill, he makes up for in strength. I look at his feet, his left foot slightly behind his right. So, if he leads with his right leg, I’ll make sure to watch that one the most.

The sound of Mr Martyr’s whistle shrieks through me. Alex glares at me hard, like a beast narrowing in on its prey, and sure enough, he charges. I let out a slight chuckle at his predictability and gear up to dodge out of the way. I am a foot shorter than him, so he has to change his stance and aim lower. I consider this as I duck and dodge the two punches he throws at my head. From my low position, I aim a sharp jab at his first pressure point, his solar plexus. I make sure to hit him hard and fast, causing him to stumble back and clutch his chest a little winded. This didn’t do much, just riled up the anger in him.

He takes a step back. I know he is going to charge again. I don’t have a lot of time to react, so I retreat a few steps to create space and charge towards him. Definitely not what he is expecting. He charges towards me too and doesn’t slow down at the sight of me. Instead, he starts running faster. I use the slick of the sand to my advantage and slide into his charge, taking him out by his ankles. I hear a loud thump as he lands on his front and the sound of him coughing and spluttering out the sand he has just inhaled. Now he’s really angry.

He rises fast like smoke and shakes his head, trying to shake off the attack. He’s staring into my soul. He comes at me again, this time favouring his left jab instead of his right, throwing me off. He catches my left eye, and I plummet into the sand below, wincing as the side of my face sears hot with pain. I have to think quickly. I have seen what he does to his opponents when they are on the floor. ‘Every part of the battlefield can be used to your advantage. Your opponent will be thinking with their fists; you need to be thinking with your head.’

I clench my hands in the sand below and squeeze it tight between my fingers. He’s standing over me. I spin myself over and dart a handful of sand into his eyes, causing him to shout and stumble back, lifting his hands quickly to rub at his eyes. I use this time to jump up and swiftly jab him twice underneath his left armpit and send a kick directly into his kneecap. I hear it crack. He falls to the ground, and a blood-curdling scream erupts from his lips as he bends down to console his fractured knee.

I retreat. I think he has learnt his lesson.

“Nice approach, Asha,” Mr Martyr beams. “Mr Rotherman, please make your way to the healing quarters.”

Alex grits his teeth and shoots me a glare as if to say, ‘This isn’t over yet,’ but gets to his feet and limps away, flinching with every step.

I can’t believe I beat him. A smile of triumph presents itself on my lips. I just got lucky. The adrenaline wears off, and the searing pain returns. I prod my fingers gingerly at the swelling around my eye. Yep, that’s gonna leave a mark.

“Well done, A’s. Now if B’s could take a stand, we can proceed with the next round of combat,” Mr Martyr calls out, clapping his hands.

In my group, there were a few standout fighters. Alex obviously, but he stands out for all the wrong reasons, then Trina, Elijah and Carter. They all had the most skill. Let’s just say you can tell who will and won’t be choosing Combat this year. Mr Martyr approaches me at the end of the last battle.

“That’s some serious skill you’ve got there, Asha. You must have had a great teacher.”

I nod my head in agreement. I did.

“You should seriously consider taking combat. I think we all could learn a lot from you.” A genuine smile plasters on his face.

If I take combat and taming, I’m for sure signing my own death warrant.

I smile proudly and reply. “Thank you, sir. I will definitely think about it.”

The vision in my left eye is still kind of blurry. It has swelled a little, but not enough to warrant a visit to the healing quarters. I head on to the next activity. Archery. The great mass of our group has definitely shed a few pounds, with so many now being tended to by Miss Aloe and the other healers. Heading to Archery, I walk past a familiar face standing at the knife-throwing section. River. Is there anything that boy doesn’t do? He smiles and winks in my direction, making me blush a little, but I hide it well.

The first round of Archery was pretty simple. We just had to hit the targets with our crossbows. The third year explained how important it is to hone in on your precision and skills in preparation of getting your Gifts. The better your accuracy, the better you will be at controlling them. The second round is a little harder, as we have to hit moving targets. The Influencers have enchanted all the targets to drift through the air. There isn’t really an obvious pattern to the way the targets move. Side to side, then up and down and round in a sort of loop-de-loop. The speeds vary as well, so they are slow one minute and fast the next. No two routes are the same; it is all completely random.

“When you are on the battlefield, your target may be in motion, whether it be on an elion, a Sky Serpent, or simply wearing a pair of Influenced shoes. It is your job to shoot with accuracy in a short space of time.”

The third year pauses for a moment. “We do not expect you to succeed at this task the first time. The moving targets take most students months to master; one of our best students is now Commanding Officer for the RHE Army. This is something you can work towards if you are interested.”

Sky serpents used to roam the skies at night. They were lethal creatures that could paralyse their victims with venom. These days, you would be lucky to even see one. They are mere fables, hunted down by Sunkind to near extinction after the Great Blackout.

I watch as the targets dart across the field. I did archery training with my father, but nothing like this. The third year hands out three arrows per student. I take mine, and the cold rods wake up my fingers. I watch as a few students aim for the targets, but no one comes close. Elijah is next. His aim is good, and his stance is almost perfect. He reaches his arm back with the arrow, and his muscles flex. He waits for a moment, the wind blowing through his long brown hair, then releases. The class goes silent. The arrow flies through the air at lightning speed and soars towards the target, missing it by a centimetre or so. That was so close. He mimics his stance and tries again, but his next two shots wind up miles away from the target. I’m starting to think this is impossible. It’s rigged; no one can do it.

I step up to the five-metre mark that is drawn on the floor and wrap my fingers around the grip, positioning my thumb along the side of the bow. I line up the arrow and look ahead. It’s hard to focus on the targets without feeling dizzy. I stand shoulder-width apart with my left leg slightly forward and pull the bowstring back behind my shoulder. My eyes narrow as the target drifts every which way. I hold my breath, focus, and release. The arrow soars through the air and clips the outside of the target, chipping a small chunk of wood off its axis. I missed.

Readying my stance, I fling the bowstring back, focus on the target, and release again, but I miss this one too. This is my last shot. My fingers tighten around the slick wood of the bow, and I adjust the feathers on the end of the arrow. Maybe I’m focusing too much on where the target is; no one actually expects any of us to be able to hit it. If this is absolutely random, then there really is no logical way to hit the target. I’ve just got to be as illogical and as random as the pattern is.

I get into position with my final arrow loaded up. I squeeze my eyes shut and release, not aiming or looking at where the target is. I hear a thud and my eyes jolt open. I can see my arrow now vibrating in the centre ring of the target. I am too shocked to move. I can’t believe that worked.

“Well done, Asha, first one to hit the target today!” the third year says whilst turning to the class. Wow, the first one today. I suppose that was just luck too.

Ryder’s voice taunts in my mind again - ‘There’s something off about you’ - But I shake it off.

The next activity is knife throwing. I walk down with the rest of my group. I gaze back at Combat. Nala is on the platform. I hope she kicks some ass.

“Fancy seeing you here.” River distracts me from my thoughts.

“Is there anything you don’t do?” I raise an eyebrow at him and fight the urge to smile at seeing him again.

“I know, right? Books, good looks, and now knife throwing. What can I say? I’m a man of many talents,” he brags while running his fingers through his silky blonde hair.

“Well, shouldn’t you be teaching us those talents instead of showing off?” I smirk and gesture at the rest of the group congregating behind me.

He smiles widely and leans in close to me. “I’m sure I can make the time to teach you a few things.”

I look down, trying to hide the blood rushing to my cheeks.

“I’m glad you have all survived your first combat session.” He looks around at each of us before holding eye contact with me. “The last skill you will practice today is knife throwing. Knives are excellent weapons. They can be used in close-range combat and from a distance. Today, I want to see how each of you throws. As you can see, there are five wooden human figures lined up. Your job is to hit them.”

He points to the humanoid figures standing in front of us. “I don’t want to see any non-fatal hits.” His eyes lock with mine as he says this. “Chest, torso or head; anything below the waist does not count, unless it’s the femoral artery!”

His head moves in next to mine. “Let’s see what you’ve got, princess.”

I feel a strand of my hair move out of my face and tuck behind my ear again.

“Don’t you have any new tricks?” I pick the strand from behind my ear and let it rest on my forehead just to spite him.

He bites his bottom lip into a smile.

“I can also do this…” He points his finger at one of the wooden figurines, and three knives bolt through the air like lightning, wedging themselves neatly in various places on its head.

The students around me praise him in awe. I am also impressed, but I hide it well on my face.

“Careful, people might think you’re trying to impress me,” I banter.

“Now it’s your turn.”

He summons back the knives, and they uproot themselves from their wooden crevices and glide into his hands.

I pluck one of the knives out of his grasp and toy with its weight in my palms. The handle is steel and smooth. I run a finger over its sharp edge and press the tip of my finger gently into its point. I tighten my grip around the handle, but I still feel it slip a little. My dad taught me a trick. ‘When it comes to throwing knives, the most important thing is having a good grip.’ I hold the knife out and give it back to River.

“Can you hold on to this for a second?” I ask.

His eyes widen as he looks at me with curiosity. “If you can’t throw the knife, just say so.”

“Oh, shut up.” I give him a sarcastic glare while placing the bottom section of my t-shirt between my teeth. I pull at it gently until a long piece of fabric rips off. He looks at me, genuinely confused now. I take the fabric and the knife and begin wrapping it tightly around the handle. I tie a small knot so it does not hang loose. I grip it now. It doesn’t slip. I take a moment to level myself with the wooden figure and close one of my eyes to line up the shot. I pull the knife back behind my head and fling it in the direction of the figurine. It launches through the air like a bullet and lands proud, in the centre of its head. Bullseye.

I can’t tell whether River is impressed or a little scared. He looks at me with intrigue.

“You never cease to surprise me, Asha Calloway.” He pauses for a moment, clearly thinking about his next sentence. “There’s a party tonight down in the archives. The potion students make their own liquor. Don’t get me wrong, it tastes like shit, but it’s pretty lethal, and the teachers never go down there… You should come along, I mean, if that’s your thing?” He gazes at me with want as he hangs on my reply.

“And there I was thinking you were a stand-up student,” I give him a sarcastic smile.

“Looks can be deceiving, princess,” he retorts. “Although I’m seriously rethinking that nickname now I’ve seen you with a knife.”

I narrow my eyes at him and let out a small laugh. “As you should.” I turn to walk away from him.

“So I’ll see you at the party?” he asks.

“I’ll think about it.” I flick my auburn curls away from my shoulders and carry on walking.

“Second courtyard at ten p.m. I really hope you’ll be there,” he calls after me.

I can see Nala walking over towards me. She must be done with Combat, and I don’t see any major injuries, which means she must have done well.

“I heard that you took out Alex!” she says as she runs the gap between us.

“Wow, news travels fast,” I laugh. “Not without its hardship,” I add, gesturing to my now swollen eye.

“That’s quite the shiner you’ve got there.” She grabs my face and examines it closely.

“You should see the other guy.” I’ve always wanted to say this.

“I heard his knee snapped in two,” she says with an unsettling amount of joy in her voice.

“Don’t believe everything you hear,” I wink at her, and she laughs.

“Come on, let’s go get something to eat. I’m starving,” she begs with doe eyes.

“You’re always starving!” I prod at her stomach as I say this, causing her to laugh loudly. “We both survived combat today, and I think that’s worth celebrating… don’t you?”

I raise my eyebrows at her and smile widely. “Party tonight down in the archives. You in?”

“Are you kidding me! Yes, I’m in!” She grins wider before saying. “Wait, how did you even…”

“Remember library boy?” I bite my lip.

Her eyes widen, and she nudges my arm.

“Super-hot third year that’s been making eyes at you all day? How could I forget!”

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Nine
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Nala and I are back in our dorm room. She is spinning out because she has no idea what to wear and wants to look good for Charlie tonight.

“This is gonna be the first time he will see me in actual nice clothes, not combat sweats or crappy taming gear. I just want to make a good impression, you know?” She looks at me hopelessly, waiting for me to say something reassuring back.

“You’re sex on legs, Nala. He would fancy you in a bloody bin bag!” I encourage. “Plus, something tells me he’s going to care a lot more about what’s going on underneath your clothes,” I playfully remark, and she giggles.

“But seriously, which one?” she questions me while holding up two dresses, one short and black with a bow on the front and the other a dark green tight-fitted bodycon dress. I compare the two for a minute before replying.

“Definitely the black one. The green one looks like you’re trying too hard,” I reply simply and start looking through my wardrobe.

“That’s exactly what I was thinking… thanks, roomie.”

Dresses aren’t really my thing. I shuffle through my clothes hanging up and pull out a red cropped top that accentuates my cleavage and a pair of black leather-look skinny jeans. This will do. I slide the top over my breasts and check them in the mirror.

“You look amazing!” Nala compliments me with bright eyes. “Woah, where have you been hiding those?” She looks at my chest and giggles.

“Is it too much?” I look down at my outfit.

“No, River’s gonna love it!” she replies.

But I wasn’t thinking about River.

I put on some last-minute blush and some red lipstick. I like to smudge a little, so it isn’t so bright. My fingers toy with my curls and plump up their volume as I examine my reflection. I do look nice, though I couldn’t hide the dark bruise around my eye though, so I guess it’s just joining me tonight. I do my best at styling my hair so the curls partly hide the bruise.

The door knocks twice.

“Ooooo, that’s Charlie!” Nala shouts and runs to the door.

Before she opens it, she turns to me. “How do I look?”

“Like you’re gonna get some tonight!” I smirk at her, and she opens the door.

“Wow! You look beautiful,” Charlie says, gesturing at Nala, making her blush. He smiles in my direction and nods his head in greeting. “You guys ready to go?”

“Yeah, I’m right behind you, just need to grab my bag,” I lie as they walk out the door arm in arm. I quickly stoop underneath my bed and grab Ryder’s hoodie. Can’t forget to bring this. I drape it over my arm and run to catch up with the lovebirds. It’s almost ten p.m. now.

The corridor is quiet. We sneak our way down to the second courtyard, which wasn’t hard. Charlie knew a shortcut down the stairs at the end of Solaris Hall. It’s big and empty. Nala looks at me concerned.

“Are you sure he said to come here?”

I look around and shrug my shoulders.

“I’m sure he did,” I reply, but it seems awfully quiet for a party.

A voice emerges from behind one of the viewing benches.

“Ahhh, glad you could make it!” River smirks as he ushers us to come to where he is. “Follow me.” I sigh a small breath of relief. He’s here.

He leads us past the third row of benches and pauses. “This is where the magic happens.” He gestures towards the bench and lifts a wooden hatch that is almost invisible to the naked eye. The thump of bass fills our eardrums, and a steep staircase beckons us.

“Come on.” River grabs my wrist and leads the way.

The stairs are narrow and steep. The floors are stone brick like the castle walls, and the sound of bass vibrates through me, drawing louder and louder with every step. River is still holding on to my wrist, occasionally looking back at me to make sure I am finding the steep stairs okay. We make it to the bottom, and he leans close to me.

“Red looks good on you,” he smirks, clearly looking at my cleavage. I feel my cheeks tint, and a slight chuckle escapes my lips.

“Thanks,” I say simply, looking around the room.

So, these are the archives. It’s huge. A room the size of the castle looms before me. There are old bookcases scattered unevenly around the area, like everything had been uprooted long ago and then left in a hurry. I wonder if I can find out more about my mother down here. There has got to be something in one of these books. I scan around the room, but it’s hard to focus when there is a sea of third years blocking the shelves. They are staggering all over the place. It’s not hard to single out the ones who are wasted; they are stumbling and slurring their words, hanging off each other like monkeys on branches. River wasn’t joking when he said the liquor was lethal.

“Come on, let’s get you a drink,” River says as he leads me through the crowds to a long stone table at the far end of the room.

On top of the table, there are three large bowls filled with different coloured neon liquids, all with ladles dunked in them. The rest of the table is filled with metal chalices that look older than me. River takes three chalices and fills them with the liquid from the second bowl. He adds three ladles full of orange liquor to each cup, then hands them out. One to Nala, one to Charlie and then to me.

“For the lady,” River says, bowing his head slightly as he gives me my drink.

I giggle and take a sip. It’s fruity but strong and burns the back of my throat as it goes down. I clear my throat.

“Anyone would think you were trying to get me drunk!” I smirk in his direction.

“Well, if you can handle your drink like you can handle your knives, I don’t think we have anything to worry about.” He laughs.

I take another gulp and cringe as the liquid claws down my throat.

“What’s in this stuff, anyway?” I ask, examining the orange liquor swirling in my cup.

“Is it bad that I don’t know?” he says, taking another sip. “I just know it gets you fucked up and that’s good enough for me.”

“To getting fucked up…” I say, raising my chalice towards his and he clinks it in response.

“Come and meet my friends,” he says, taking my hand again.

I look to my right, and Charlie and Nala are making out in the corner. I nod my head and trail behind him.

He leads me to a bookcase on the left side of the room and places his index finger over his mouth in a ‘shhh’ gesture, pulling a book from the case ever so slightly. I hear a faint click over the thumping sound of the music, and a door opens behind us. River winks at me and pulls me through. Another room. What is this place? Seems to be an old office.

There is a man sitting on a large, decorative wooden chair with his feet propped up on a long desk. He has chocolate brown hair and piercing blue eyes. He is smoking something and laughing with a blonde girl, who is perched on the corner of the table next to him. He puffs on the smoking stick and asks for a light. The blonde girl conjures an orb and relights it for him. There are two more guys sprawled out on a huge burgundy sofa. Like complete opposites, one has dark curly hair and the other is platinum blonde. They are taking shots of a neon pink liquid and laughing with each other.

A large rug smothers the stone floor in the middle of the room, and two matching armchairs sit to one side.

They all look around at us as we enter the room

“Picked up a stray, have ya?” the man smoking directs to River with a smirk on his face.

“Everyone, this is Asha,” River replies proudly, shooting the man a playful look.

I give a wave and follow River to the sofa.

“Don’t worry about Tyler, he’s a dick,” the curly-haired guy says, handing me a shot of the pink substance. “I’m Jaxon, and this is Isaiah.” He points at the blonde boy next to him, who simply smiles.

I take the drink and neck it, shuddering at the tingly sensation that rises up my body.

“Hey, I can hear you!” the desk guy remarks, but I know he knows they’re joking.

“That’s why we said it!” Jaxon counters, forcing a laugh from him.

“You know you love me,” desk guy taunts.

“Like a Sun loves a Moon,” Isaiah banters while pouring another shot of the pink liquid.

I let out a chuckle at this. Desk guy stands and approaches us, swiping the shot out of Isaiah’s hand and swigging it in one gulp. He wipes his mouth with his sleeve before extending it to me.

“Don’t listen to them. I’m lovely, really. Tyler, but you can call me Ty.” He gives me the smoke as a peace offering. “Do you smoke?”

“It depends. What’s in it?” I ask innocently.

“Char root. It grows at the back of the school, between the valleys and the meadow. Totally safe. I’m a potion student. It gives you a slight buzz,” Tyler says, whilst River gives me a look of reassurance.

I take the smoke and bring it to my lips, inhaling deeply and watching the embers crackle and burn. I exhale and cough a little, passing the smoke back to Ty.

“Thanks,” I smile, and River’s eyes fall on me.

“You smoked before?” River asks, sounding even more surprised by me.

“In Penn school, but I didn’t make a habit of it.”

My body starts to feel heavy, and I sink into the sofa. Wow, that stuff is potent. I brush my fingers through my hair as I submit to the feeling. I haven’t been drunk since I got my acceptance letter from Sun Sovereign.

“What else don’t I know about you?” River asks, intrigued.

“Well, what do you wanna know?” I smile cheekily in his direction.

“What happened to your eye?” Isaiah questions, interrupting mine and River’s gaze. I realise that the hair disguising my bruise has become misplaced.

“One word. Alex Rotherman.” I wag my index finger in the air.

“That’s two words,” River laughs, pushing my hand back down. He offers me another shot, and I slosh it down me.

“Are you the one who snapped that kid’s leg in two?” the blonde girl asks with wide eyes. “I’m Hayley, by the way.”

My vision is becoming positively blurred, and my cheeks are getting hotter.

“How did you know about that?” I question.

“My friend is a healer. She was in Miss Aloe’s class when Alex came in,” she explains. “You got him pretty good.”

“And you don’t wanna see her with a knife,” River butts in, and Hayley raises her eyebrow.

“I can see why River likes you.”

I blush at the thought of him liking me and smile at River. He is very cute. A door comes into my view from across the room.

“What’s through there?” I ask, taking another sip of my drink.

“No one goes through there,” Jaxon says with a serious tone, pouring himself another drink.

“Not unless you want to become Moon food,” Ty chimes in.

“That leads to Moon Castle?” I question, curiosity playing on my lips. Shit! I almost forgot I have to meet Ryder soon.

“Yeah. Leads you to a long-ass tunnel,” Ty replies.

“I heard that the last person to go down there never came out,” Hayley says ominously before shaking it off. “Give me a hit of that char root,” she gestures to Ty and takes a long puff.

The group starts talking among themselves, and River looks over at me.

“You look really lovely tonight.” He brushes my hair behind my ear. No Gifts this time.

The feeling of alcohol rushes through my body. He is rather gorgeous. Our eyes interlock for a moment, but for some reason, there are no feelings of lust. No butterflies. Not like when I was with him.

“I should probably go and check on Nala,” I say, breaking eye contact with River and getting up off the sofa. Wow. I’m drunk. The blood rushes to my head as I stumble a little, reaching out to steady myself on the corner of the sofa.

“Of course. I’ll be waiting here for you,” River smiles.

He’s so darn sweet. I wait to feel the flutter arise in my stomach, but I feel nothing.

I make an effort to compose myself and try to walk in a straight line out of the office and back to the rest of the party. I take a mental note of where the bookcase with the secret door is and scan the room for Nala. There she is. I feel my way through the crowds, stumbling occasionally before mentally picking myself up again. I pass the basins of liquor on the way. I reach Nala and Charlie dancing in the corner.

“Ashaaaaaaaa,” Nala slurs at me with excitement.

“Nala!” I open my arms out to receive her in a hug. She hangs on to me, and I have to steady myself on the wall.

She pulls my hair away from my ear and leans in close. “Me and Charlie are gonna do it tonight!” A giggle teases out of her lips.

“Does Charlie know about this?” I laugh and look over at him. He gives me a look as if to say, ‘don’t listen to her,’ and smiles. Nala is laughing, and her eyes are getting drowsy.

“I’m so happy you’re my roommate, Asha. I really mean it.” Nala is giddy with excitement; she pulls me into a fast embrace.

“Me too.” I smile and squeeze her tightly.

Nala leans her weight into me and yawns loudly, her eyelids getting heavier.

“I think you need your bed,” I remark, tapping her gently on her cheek in an attempt to wake her a little. She lifts her chin and smiles wide at me.

“Come on, Nala, let’s go.” Charlie steps in and pulls her off me, unclasping her fingers from my neck.

“Thanks for inviting me. I hope things go well with River.” He looks at me and smiles.

“Get her back in one piece, please.” I smile back and gesture at Nala, now hanging off his shoulder. He gives me a nod and retreats towards the steep staircase.

I glance at my watch. It’s now twelve thirty. I only have thirty minutes. I feel a flutter in my stomach at the thought of seeing Ryder again and fling my head back, leaning into the wall to try to keep a lid on these feelings bubbling up inside me. My body grows hot as I think about his body on mine on the forest floor. His warm breath on my face. It takes all the strength inside of me to keep myself from thinking about him. I shake my head, trying to erase the feeling. I find myself back at the liquor table. My glass is empty, awaiting more of the pink Neon liquid. I reach for the ladle, my hand gripping it tight.

I hear a woman’s voice behind me. “You planning on making a few mistakes tonight then?”

I turn to look at her and she gestures to the pink bowl of liquid.

“What do you mean?” I ask, scooping the bowl’s contents into my cup and taking a large gulp.

“That’s called the melting pot,” she explains, still pointing at the liquid. “The potions students make it for people that want to have a good time, if you know what I mean.” She raises her eyebrows as she says this.

I stare at her blankly, not picking up what she is putting down.

“The first hour it gives you a nice buzz, makes you feel wasted, then all those feelings turn into lust and basically make you super horny.” She laughs. “How much of that have you had?”

I think back to the shots in the office. Oh shit! No wonder I’m thinking about Ryder.

“My advice to you would be to lock yourself away in your dorm room before you do something you regret.” She smiles at me genuinely.

I nod, still in shock at this news, trying to extinguish the tingles making their way up my body.

“There you are.” Strong arms envelop my body.

“River, why didn’t you tell me this was a freakin’ love potion?” I gesture to the pink liquid in my cup.

“You gulped it before I could say anything,” he defends. “Don’t worry, I wasn’t going to let anything happen to you tonight.”

I nod my head.

“Where’s Nala?” he asks, looking around.

“Charlie took her back to the room; she was super wasted.” A smile tugs at my lips. “And all over Charlie, but that must’ve been the liquor.”

River laughs at this.

“It’s strong stuff. I’m guessing the urges haven’t hit you yet.”

Suddenly, River looks a whole lot more appealing. My eyes caress his face and fall onto his plump lips. I lick mine thinking about his.

“I’ve been advised to lock myself in my dorm room before I make any mistakes,” I whisper as my eyes focus on his.

“Who says this is a mistake?”

His hand falls below my waist and pulls me closer to him. He rests his hand under my chin and gently raises it to meet his lips and presses me close to him, sucking on my bottom lip. I kiss him back. But I am thinking about Ryder. A smile forms on his lips as he pulls away. “You coming back to the office?”

“I’ll be there in a minute. Just going to get some fresh air.” I smile as he walks away.

My hand grips the wall for support as I clamber my way up the steep stairs. It’s almost one. I must go and meet Ryder. My heart is thumping like the bass, and my breathing is equally heavy. A surge of endorphins rushes over me, my nerves sparking like electric shocks. I look down at the hoodie still draped around my arm. It’s a little wet from the liquor, but hopefully he won’t notice.
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Chapter Ten
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The forest looks daunting and eerie, but I can’t help but feel drawn to it. I think about Ryder’s body on mine again, its hard ridges and immovable muscle, and the butterflies return. The forest is dark, and I stumble a little, steadying myself on a tree trunk. I think about him practically nose to nose with me up against the tree. His juicy lips taunting me. ‘Didn’t Mummy and Daddy warn you not to mess with the Moonkind?’

I let out a gasp as his words play on my mouth and claw at my skin trying to get a hold of myself. It’s just the liquor that’s making me feel this way. The crack of a branch snaps me out of my thoughts, and my heart begins racing again.

“You came.” Ryder emerges from the shadows. My heart skips a beat, and my mouth goes dry.

“You didn’t really give me a choice,” I slur my words a little and gesture to the hoodie hanging off my arm.

“Are you drunk?” His jaw tenses as he steps closer to me.

“No!” I lie, trying to compose myself but stumble a little more. He looks like he’s staring into my soul.

“Don’t lie to me.” His stare is now somehow more intense.

“Fine. So what if I am?” I defend, trying to suppress the heat surging through my body. He walks towards me and plucks the hoodie out of my grasp.

“You clearly can’t handle your liquor.” His eyes look me up and down, and a slight smile tugs on his lips.

“How do you know what I can and can’t handle?” I sass back, raising my voice a little. “You know nothing about me.”

“I know that you can barely stand up straight.” He gestures as I rest against a nearby tree. “Didn’t think drinking was allowed at the prestigious Sun Sovereign?” he says, his words laced with sarcasm.

“Spare me the lecture. Like you’re so used to following the rules,” I slur. “You’re the one meeting me, a Sun, again. It’s forbidden, you know!”

I stare back at him with frustration; he has a stubborn grin on his face, which is agitating.

“I’m not the one watching strangers in the forest at night…. Stalker.”

He leans up against a tree and tugs at his silky black locks. I fight the urge to moan at the definition in his upper arms.

“Oh, please, why would I want to stalk someone like you?” I counter.

He leans in. “Because maybe the Sun boys just aren’t doing it for you.”

His breath hitches on mine, and my heart skips a beat or two. “Maybe the sweet little Sun girl wants a taste of darkness.” He drags his finger down my lip, and I fight the urge not to push him away.

“And how do I know you’re not craving something a little sweeter?” I place my hand on his hard chest and feel the motion of his heart against my fingertips. I try to resist the desire to claw my fingers into his chest and pull him closer to me. My heart thumps in tandem with his. I wonder what his lips taste like. He leans into my touch and brushes his lips over mine before pulling away.

“Because, believe it or not, I have better things to do than involve myself in any of your fucked-up Sun shit.”

His demeanour changes, and his eyes narrow on mine as he pulls away from me.

“Don’t you ever just lighten the fuck up?” I back away from him slightly and stumble again, which makes his smirk return.

“I’m a Moon. We don’t tend to do that.” His hand runs through his blue-black hair. “You know, you should be more careful of how you talk to me.” He takes a purposeful step closer towards me.

“Why? Because you’re a dick?” I scoff, masking my feelings of lust.

“Because I can kill you with the click of my fingers.” He flicks his forefinger to thumb and shadow hawks swarm around behind him. I take another step back as he steps towards me, and the hawks surround us. I take a shuddering breath. He still has a smirk plastered on his face.

“Not saying too much now, are you, Stalker?”

I cringe at the new nickname I have acquired. He steps in closer again, but I cannot step back. Hawks are swarming behind me. I feel his warm breath on my face, but I stand my ground.

“You think you scare me? Well, you don’t. I think I scare you.” I stare into his deep brown eyes, and a flutter arises in my stomach. Why does he make me feel like this?

He lets out a sarcastic chuckle as his eyes narrow in on me. “Why’s that stalker?”

“Because you couldn’t predict my moves last night.”

He pauses, and the hawks stand down. I watch as they disintegrate into thin air. He walks closer again, making me withdraw. I feel the rough bark of a pine tree against my back. Not again. He has me trapped.

“You really want to test that theory?” His eyebrow lifts, and he places his hand onto my chin, turning my head slightly. “What happened to your eye?”

I quiver at his touch and avert my gaze from his, fighting the lust racing through my veins.

“Nothing you need to worry about,” I sneer, shaking my head out of his hand.

“Who says I was worrying?” His hand brushes past my neck and my body tenses.

“Thought you didn’t care about my Sun shit,” I say, and a shiver runs down my spine from the cool midnight breeze that hits my back.

“I don’t.” He steps back and his stare falls on my breasts. “You never do dress for the weather, do you?” His eyes work their way back up to mine and I feel exposed.

“Well, I did have a jumper,” I say, motioning to his hoodie and covering my breasts with my arms.

“You weren’t wearing it though,” he observes, his mouth curving upwards.

That smile. If he weren’t Moon, I would jump his bones right now. I shake off the feeling. I think back to the dorm advice. I need to get away from all this testosterone before I do something I might regret.

“Look. I don’t have time for this. I’ve got to get back to River and the rest of the party. They’ll be wondering where I went.” I fidget with my hands and begin edging away from the tree.

“River. You’re hanging out with a dork named River?” He chuckles, placing his head in his hands.

“He’s not a dork!” I say defensively. “He’s actually nice to me, unlike some people.” I make an effort to appear agitated and look him directly in the eye.

He laughs before turning serious and staring back at me so intensely that it makes me gulp.

“Nice won’t get you anywhere in this life. Nice gets you killed. Sooner or later you’ll realise that.” His words are harsh. Why is he giving me advice? Am I supposed to appreciate this?

“Well, I happen to like nice,” I counter, though in my bones I know that River doesn’t make me feel like he does.

“If you like nice so much, why are you dreaming about me?”

His jaw muscles tense under the moonlight. Is this jealousy? His eyes meet mine, and everything falls silent for a second. He comes in closer, staring down at me, and I look up, my heart racing so fast I fear it might beat out of my chest. I try to pull my eyes away from his, but they have other plans. I drink up every little detail. His hand stretches out beside me and rests on the bark by my head like it did last night. I trail my fingertips up his body, tracing every ridge of his abs and stop on his left peck. I feel his heart thumping against my palm. Each pulse is an invite into him, my heart cries out for just a taste of him, the forbidden fruit. His hand brushes against the skin on my neck, making a small gasp escape my lips; my thighs grow hot with temptation.

A crow squawks in the distance, breaking me from the seduction he has me under and I push at his chest, breathing heavily, but he doesn’t move much.

“I don’t even know why I’m having this conversation with you. You told me to bring the hoodie, and I brought it. No funny business, remember?” I try to slow my heart rate down and look anywhere but at his person.

“That was before you showed up drunk and looking like a hooker,” he spits, whilst looking me up and down, pinging the strap of my bra with his fingers.

“Asshole.” I push him and begin walking away, though my sexual desire still craves his touch.

“Wait.” The desperation in his voice forces me to stop in my tracks. “I did some digging. I wanted to tell you, but you’ve been acting all drunk and annoying.” He bridges the gap between us once again.

“Digging about what?” I question ignoring the sparks that fly when he is around me.

“You. You’re different, Asha.” His gaze softens. This man must be bipolar.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I start walking again. If I stay a minute longer, I won’t be able to control myself.

“I think you do.”

I want to turn around and ask him more questions, but I don’t. The desire inside me is growing and I need to distance myself from his warm, hot body.

“You know where to find me when you realise I’m right,” he calls after me.

I stumble back towards the castle, and I hear his footsteps trailing off into the depths of Moon Forest. My breaths ache for him, my lungs only wanting to breathe in his air. I think about my mum and the man in the photo. A cool shiver runs down my spine. Am I just like her? Is it some sort of rite of passage for the women in this family to fall for a Moon? Or is this just the liquor talking?
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[image: ]

The first bell cuts through me like a bullet to the brain. I groan and force myself to roll out of bed. My head is pounding, and I can feel my heartbeat in my temples. I wince and use my fingers to rub the sides of my head in circles to soothe the feeling. What the fuck happened last night?

I look over at Nala’s empty bed. She must’ve stayed the night with Charlie. I don’t remember getting back to my dorm room. I rub my eyes in hopes that it will paint a clearer picture on the blank space in my mind, but I am none the wiser. What the hell was in that liquor?

Dragging myself to the bathroom confused, I stare at my wild hair in the reflection. My fingers fight through its strands, trying to conquer the curls and knots, but give in, not strong enough to tame the beast that is my hair. I throw it up into a messy bun. My eye is still bruised, and I use my finger to lightly dab concealer over it, which, although it doesn’t do much, definitely hides some of the redness. My stare intensifies as I look hard at myself. I’m still wearing the same clothes as last night. I must’ve just passed out.

My eyes then focus on my reflection, trying to find the missing pieces of the puzzle—the party, the drinks, River’s friends, the kiss and then Ryder. My cheeks grow hot thinking about him, and my stomach flutters. What did he mean when he said, ‘I was different?’ I’m sure he’s just trying to mess with my head. He’s a Moon; they can’t be trusted.

I shake the thought off and unclasp my bra, but a light shuffle on the floor distracts me. I look down. Something has fallen out of it.

My eyes follow the sound down to the bathroom floor to see a small, folded piece of paper. Did I put that in my bra last night?

I bend down and pick it up, the blood rushing to my head momentarily. I unfurl the first fold, hoping it will iron out the creases of my mind.

‘Sun Woman Missing Kidnapped by Moon!’

There is a date in the top left-hand corner; it’s a newspaper article from twenty years ago. I unfold it again, and I stare at it in shock. A woman who looks just like me is plastered on the front page.

‘Laura Windsor, kidnapped from Sun Sovereign in the early hours of the morning. Witnesses speculate that she was taken by a criminal Moon. The RHE still do not know the Moon’s motives with Laura and are currently doing everything they can to find her and bring her back safely.’

I can’t hide my shock. It’s her… It’s my mother. My mum was kidnapped by a Moon? Why didn’t my dad tell me any of this?!

My eyes scatter aimlessly over the page, the words not really processing in my head. I pause for a moment.

‘Luca Thorncroft suspected of the kidnapping… Moon Terrorist to be put to death for conspiring against Sun people… £10000 Reward for anyone that finds him dead or alive.’

I repeat the name in my head a few times until I finally realise where I know it from. I run to the suitcase under my bed and pull out the Moon yearbook, frantically flipping through the pages until I see a glimpse of the man holding my mother’s suitcase. Luca Thorncroft is staring back at me in photo form. My mother’s kidnapper. I go cold.

My stomach churns and sloshes, and I feel a pressure building at the back of my throat. I run to the toilet and arch myself over its rim, surrendering to the feeling, retching and heaving out the contents of my stomach; pink liquid spatters into the toilet bowl, and I heave again until I can’t bring up anymore. My stomach feels hollow now. Every remnant of last night is gone, expelled from my body, including my memories. How did that newspaper article get in there?

I peel myself away from the toilet seat and splash my face with cold water in the sink. I’ve probably missed first meals now, but I don’t care; the thought of eating anything makes me gag. My body feels weak and limp, I drag myself over to my wardrobe and throw on a cream jumper and black leggings. This will have to do.

Nala is next to me in Medicinal Potions class. She looks as rough as I feel. I haven’t been paying attention to Mr Evelyn. My mind is filled with inconsistencies. I keep running through last night’s events in my head. I remember leaving Ryder but then… Nothing, it’s all blank.

Then there’s the news article. I must’ve gone back into the archives and found it. That’s the only logical explanation. I think I would’ve noticed if someone had placed a folded piece of paper into my bra. Wouldn’t I?

Nala turns her head towards me and leans close.

“How did it go between you and River in the end?” she barely whispers, interrupting my thoughts.

“Ummm, it went okay. He’s really lovely,” I reply, thinking about our kiss last night.

“Really lovely?” she repeats my words back to me, and I shrug my shoulders. “That’s it….?” She gives me a serious look and pries further. “Wow, you really don’t like him like that, do you?” Her face is shocked, and I am honestly just as shocked as she is. I don’t know why I don’t have feelings for him. He seems like the perfect guy for me.

“Is it that obvious?” I feel guilty as I say this, guilty that my stupid heart beats faster for a Moon than for a Sun.

“What happened?” she asks as she rests her hand on my shoulder.

“We get on really well, but it just doesn’t feel like how I expected it to feel, you know?” I think about Ryder, about the surge of heat that ran through my body when I saw him.

“I get it. Maybe you just need to see him again,” she replies matter-of-factly.

“Yeah, maybe.” I shrug my shoulders, knowing deep down that River is not the one that I want.

“We did share a kiss though,” I whisper, lifting an eyebrow in her direction.

“Asha, you dirty dog, you kept that quiet.” She chuckles quietly.

“You’re one to talk. I saw you making out with Charlie all night,” I reply, making her gently tap my arm in jest.

“I thought you’d never ask…” She smiles up at the ceiling. “Charlie is amazing. I really like him.”

“That’s good Nala, I’m really happy for you,” I say with a genuine smile. She beams at me.

“What time did you get in?” Nala asks, turning her attention back to our professor.

“Hmmm, I’m not too sure. I don’t remember much past one thirty-ish. I’m hoping River can fill me in on the rest,” I whisper, trying not to gain the attention of the teacher.

“Wow. You must have been proper wasted not to remember getting home,” she says with concern.

“Yeah, it was that stupid love potion,” I whisper, still not facing her entirely.

“What?!” Her eyes bulge at me. Of course, she doesn’t know.

“Oh yeah, you didn’t know. The pink liquor pretty much makes you feel all loved up and aroused. River’s friends were practically feeding me that shit. He made sure to watch out for me though,” I whisper, trying not to alert the professor of our conversation.

“Ahhh. That explains a lot,” Nala says, and her eyes roll to the side of the room where Charlie is sitting and back to me. “Me and Charlie tried every bowl, and the pink one was the nicest, so we filled up on that.” She laughs. “I’m just glad you got home alright.”

“Yeah, same,” I say. “I’m sure I have River to thank for that. I’m going to try to find him after class.”

Nala nods in my direction.

“Miss Calloway and Miss Reed, care to share with the class what you’re talking about? It must be a lot more important than what I’m teaching,” the professor interrupts, his voice laced with sarcasm. He takes his glasses off and looks in our direction.

“Erm… No, sorry, sir,” I say insecurely as the whole class turns to face us.

“That’s what I thought,” he states, then clears his throat. “I’ll repeat the question: does anyone know what happens when you mix a frox wood leaf with a cazowe berry?” He motions to each object on the desk in front of him and looks around, waiting for a hand to fly up. Ciara’s hand shoots up in front of me.

“Does it create a chain reaction that kick starts the healing process?” she questions. Always healing with her.

“Not quite. You are right though, the cazowe berry on its own mixed with water from the valleys can quicken the healing in some bruises and small cuts. Anyone else?” His eyes land on me. “Miss Calloway, want to give it a go? You were so talkative earlier.”

My cheeks redden with embarrassment as the whole class waits for me to speak.

“Umm, a frox wood leaf and a cazowe berry, when mixed at a forty-degree temperature, can create a truth serum. The RHE use this mixture to question the enemies caught during battle.”

The class falls silent and turns to look from me to a very surprised professor.

“That is correct. Well done, Miss Calloway. You clearly have a good knowledge of potions, but don’t let me catch you disrespecting me again. I think this class may suit you well.” He smiles quickly and then becomes stern again.

Nala looks over at me.

“Wow, you’re literally a nerd,” she jokes.

“Shut up,” I mouth to her, and a giggle escapes her lips.

I still feel so rough. My eyes dart to the paper in front of me. I know a lot about potions due to my insomnia reading. I look at the diagrams of berries and natural remedies: ‘The blue shell berry can enhance your hearing.’ I read about this; it is only found on the north side of Palidonia. ‘The little brick leaf only grows on one thousand-year-old tortoise shells; if ingested it can immobilise and paralyse. The seismic bulb when cracked open and inhaled is always fatal.’ Why are most of them deadly?

If I could get my hands on a froxwood leaf and a cazowe berry, I might be able to get the answers I need about my mother. But who would know the truth? I need to get back down into those archives. Someone at Moon ought to know about Luca Thorncroft, and I know just the person to start with.

Nala and I head down the corridor overlooking the second courtyard after potion class finished. I’m not sure whether I am going to take the class or not yet. The professor seems a bit dark to me, and let’s face it, I didn’t make the best first impression. My head is still pounding, and by the look on Nala’s face, so is hers. The chatter of the school around us doesn’t have the same charm as it did when we first arrived. A few more students got their Gifts last night. Alex is one of them. He has been nonstop showing off at every chance he gets. Looks like he is a light worker. In potion class, he was juggling balls of light off his fingertips. They were only small, though. It’s going to take a lot of practice before he can control them properly. He hasn’t spoken to me since the whole combat situation, but he’s been throwing daggers with his eyes any time he sees me. It does not surprise me. If it weren’t for the healing quarters, he’d probably be on crutches or even in a wheelchair. Nala points out the window to the second courtyard.

“Look, there’s River,” she says, tucking her black hair behind her ear.

River is sitting on a viewing bench with Ty and Jaxon from last night. They are laughing and joking about something between them. They definitely look better than I feel.

“I’m going to go have a word with him,” I say, my eyes not moving from the window.

“No worries. I’m gonna catch up to Charlie. Meet me at second meals?”

I turn to face her and nod in agreement. She runs off ahead, and I turn the opposite way to take the spiral stairs through the library and down to the courtyard.

“Going somewhere?” A voice vibrates off the metallic stairs from behind me. I grip my hands tighter on the iron bannister. I know exactly who it is. This can’t be good.

“What do you want, Alex? Another broken bone?” I throw him a deadly look.

“Haha, you think you’re funny.” His face is serious as he takes a step down towards me. “You know what I find funny?” he sneers.

“Not really,” I scoff, not really wanting to hear his response.

“Me getting my Gifts before you.” He edges towards me, taking another step down the staircase. He lights up an orb in his right hand and plays with it on his fingertips.

“Good for you,” I reply bluntly, turning away to continue down the stairs.

“Yeah, it is good for me. Good to get my own back on people who’ve pissed me off.”

This doesn’t sound good. I’m guessing he means me.

“Get a life, Alex,” I add, rolling my eyes. I go to walk down another step when I suddenly feel a sharp pain searing through my palm. I wince and yank it away from the bannister. Alex’s laugh infects my eardrums.

“My bad. Is that a little hot?” Alex has his hand around the bannister, channelling his Gift through the metal. The blackened iron glowing red from the heat.

“Asshole,” I retort at him.

“You might want to get going, freak, in case it heats up again,” he says through gritted teeth.

I stare into his eyes, and his face turns cold. He was menacing before, but now he seems different, frightened almost. I feel a tingling in my palm.

“W-w-what, what are you doing?” Alex is trembling now. I look down to where his eyes are drawn. My hand is glowing a dark red, like the iron rail.

“I don’t-” I stare at the glowing digits in confusion as my hand begins to throb and shake. What the fuck is going on? I grab hold with my other hand to try to control the shaking, but I am thrown back by an unknown force.

I hit the bottom of the stairs with a thud, and the deafening sound of high-pitched ringing suffocates any other noises around me. I must’ve hit my head in the fall. My vision swaying and blurred, I rub my eyes to still the picture. It’s hard to focus, but I can see a bright light in front of me. I shake my head and gain clarity. It’s Alex…. He’s on fire?!

He tumbles down the stairs, wailing like a baby, his arms flailing around in the air so fast I can barely see them in the light. The ringing is still haunting my eardrums, but I know he must be screaming loudly because people are starting to gather. I watch as they clamber around him, trying to put him out. Mr Evelyn dashes out the door and returns with a fire extinguisher. The foam from the extinguisher swaddles Alex until the raging fire is put out. His clothes are burnt to a crisp, and his skin is now black and ashy. I watch as teachers run to his aid and hoist him up off the ground. His arms are cradled over the necks of Miss Aloe and Mr Evelyn as they struggle to help him up and towards the healing quarter.

“It was you… You did this to me!” Alex declares, whilst pointing a charred finger at me.

I feel the eyes of the audience burn through me like the fire show they had just watched.

Jemima ushers beside me and lends me her hand to help me up off the floor.

“Don’t worry about him; the smoke can make you hallucinate. He really needs to learn to control his powers.” She smiles at me with kind eyes. “Are you okay?”

“I think so…” I wince as my fingers soothe the back of my head. “I don’t really know what happened,” I remark, truly confused.

Jemima takes my hand.

“Looks like he might have caught you in the fire,” she says, directing her attention to the burn mark on my hand. “You should go to the healing quarters and get some grium jelly on that.”

I take my hand back from her grip and nod my head.

“Thanks, Jemima.”

“Do you believe in karma?” A small smile forms on her lips as she struts away.

Maybe it was karma. Alex has been a dick to everyone at this school. It doesn’t make sense, though. Why would he say that it was me? I haven’t even got my Gifts yet, but my hand was glowing. I’m sure of it.

“Hey, are you alright?” a husky voice calls from behind me. “I saw the crowd. How did I know you would be involved somehow?” His lips curl upwards, and River places his hands on my cheeks as if assessing for damages.

“I’m fine, really, just a little shocked,” I say, still confused by what just took place.

“What happened?” Concern rewrites his features.

“I’m not too sure… Alex was giving me grief about combat yesterday and then he just went up in flames.” My eyebrows furrow with confusion. Nothing about it makes sense.

“Alex ought to stay away from you. You might just be his bad luck charm,” he jokes.

“It seems that way,” I laugh, but my head pounds. That fall did not do my hangover any good. I grip my forehead, and River guides me to sit in the courtyard with him.

“I’m kidding. It happens to a light worker here almost every year. They get their powers, and they just can’t control them.”

Could that really be why? It’s got to be. There’s no other explanation. ‘You’re different’. I push Ryder’s voice to the back of my mind for the third time today, deeper into the abyss and out of my thoughts. “Where were you on your way to anyway? Want me to walk you there?” River asks, displacing me from my thoughts.

“Funnily enough, I was coming to see you.”

His eyebrows lift, and he runs his fingers through his hair.

“Oh well, to what do I owe this pleasure?” He does a weird posh accent, which makes me laugh, ignoring the throbbing pain in my head.

“I wanted to thank you for getting me home safe last night. I don’t really remember much.”

“That’s okay; you were pretty out of it. I found you in the courtyard and walked you back to your dorm.”

“So, we didn’t go back to the party?” I question thinking about the newspaper I assumed was from the archives.

“No, you said you felt sick and wanted your bed.”

I nod. Where did I get the article, then?

“Did I say anything strange at all?”

“You mean besides talking my ears off about Enchantra?” he smiles. “Why do you ask?”

“Just wanted to make sure I didn’t embarrass myself too much.” I laugh, disguising my real worry. Talking about Ryder.

“Definitely did not embarrass yourself.” He smiles at me and looks into my eyes, then down to my lips. He’s so sweet. I’m annoyed that I feel nothing for him. Why couldn’t I fall for a nice guy like him?

I distract him from pulling me into a kiss by reaching for my forehead again.

“I don’t feel too good,” I confess, not entirely lying.

“You must have hit your head when you fell. Come on, I’ll walk you to your room, and we’ll stop and see Miss Aloe on the way. Some grium jelly wouldn’t go amiss on that hand of yours.”

He stretches his arm around my shoulder and presses me close to him like he is trying to protect me from the outside world. He leads me slowly, making small talk about his friends and life at Sun Sovereign, I feign engagement and nod my head every few minutes, tossing in a few ‘hmmms’ and ‘ahhhhs’. I know I should be listening, but between the splitting headache and the unanswered questions running through my mind, there really isn’t enough room to squeeze in another thought.

We finally reach the healing quarters, and River’s arm is still cocooned around me. I gently shuffle out of his grasp and give him a small smile.

“Thanks for walking me here, second bell has just rung, and I know you’re probably hungry. I’ll be fine from here,” I send him a reassuring nod.

“Are you sure?” River still looks concerned.

“Positive.” I squeeze his shoulder. “I’ll come find you later on.”

He bends down and plants a careful kiss on my cheek before retreating to the dining hall.

Miss Aloe treats my hand for me with the grium jelly. It smells like wax and grass and is clear and sticky. She slathers it with care onto the palm of my hand, and it soothes me instantly; the throbbing is shunted to a halt. She hands me some kind of thick green liquid on a spoon. My eyes dissect it as if they are judging its form. Miss Aloe recognises my reluctance “for the headache,” a gentle smile prods on her thin lips. Healers have this magical way of knowing where the pain or discomfort is on their patient just by looking at them. They can even predict the start of a disease years before it manifests, allowing them to diagnose and treat early. Their empathic nature means that they can choose to feel others’ pain to pinpoint the exact place that damage has occurred and the best plan to correct it. I force the remedy down my throat and stifle the gag that wants to erupt and show itself. Miss Aloe tells me to sit down on one of the beds for ten minutes so that she knows I won’t lose my footing on the way back to my dorm. I think the green liquid may have some unwanted after-effects for some people.

I perch my bottom on the edge of one of the beds. Opposite me and a few beds down, the curtains are drawn. Only one bed in this whole ward. That must be Alex. I’ll just have to be quiet and hope that he doesn’t notice me. A head peeks round the doorway.

“Asha, I heard what happened! Are you okay?” Nala rushes towards me.

The whole school has definitely heard about what happened by now. I hear a curtain being drawn open. Alex definitely knows I’m here now. I avert my eyes from him. Just pretend he’s not there.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Miss Aloe has sorted me right out,” I say, gesturing towards her at the far end of the room.

Nala nods her head and assesses me, kind of like River did.

“I just saw River on my way here.” A small smile spreads across her face. She knows I don’t like him like that, but she still gets giddy.

“Yeah, he was nice enough to walk me over here.”

“Bless him… How the fuck did Alex go up in flames like that?” She laughs. I know everyone has secretly been waiting for him to get his comeuppance.

“It was the strangest thing. He was trying to scare me. Burned my hand on purpose. Then… Poof! He just ignited.” I leave out the part about my hand glowing too. It wasn’t me; I couldn’t have done this. I rotate my hand, showing off my burn. Her eyes widen.

“Thank the Gods you didn’t go up in flames too.” She pulls me into a hug. “I couldn’t do this without you.”

“You’re a badass. Of course you could,” I say, my reply is muffled in her shoulder.

“Well, I don’t want to!” she says and pulls me in tighter.

“I wouldn’t get too close to her!” Alex shouts from across the room.

“Shut up, Alex. Don’t wanna set yourself on fire again,” Nala taunts.

He scoffs and sends daggers our way before closing his curtain.

Miss Aloe walks towards us. “You can start making your way back to your room now, Asha. I will excuse you from further lessons today and advise that you get some rest.”

She gently wraps my hand in a bandage and sends me on my way. Nala heads back to the hall, and I make my way to my room.

I fall into my bed, and it practically swallows me up. My headache is still present, but it is a lot fainter now. My eyes feel heavy, and I surrender to their weight as a deep slumber takes hold of me.

“Asha…”

“Asha, what are you doing here?”

“Asha…”

The voice spits me out of my slumber.

Where am I?
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Chapter Twelve
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My eyes blink open, confused at the image in front of me. I furrow my eyebrows and stare in disbelief. I see a person staring back at me, equally startled. His black hair is slightly ruffled from being slept on. His hands rub his dark eyes hard as if the imposer will suddenly disappear from his view. He is caressed up to his waist in black bed sheets; his torso is bare. I watch as his muscles flex and his jaw tightens.

“Asha, how did you even get in here?” his raspy voice questions as he pushes himself up towards his headboard and further away from me. His ink-veined arm lifts up, and he runs his hand through his hair, pulling at it slightly. I feel like I am in a trance and struggle to find the words to say…

“Ryder?”

My vision adjusts to the view, and I can feel myself start to panic. My eyes shoot around the room, taking in the surroundings. My knuckles tense and wrap around the black satin sheets. I am sitting on his bed? His walls are a dark charcoal grey, and his wooden floors creak under my toes. He has a large sword above his headboard on display, and his room is neat and pristine; there is not a speck of dust around, and no personal items on display. It feels cold and dark. He looks up at me with frustration.

“What are you doing here?” His brow line is deeply furrowed.

“Ummmm…” I pause for a moment. “Where exactly is here?”

“You’re in my dorm room, Asha, I know I called you a stalker, but this is taking the piss.” He grabs the white shirt draped over his bedside table and covers himself up.

“What?! How did I get here?” A cold shiver runs down my spine as I realise I am in Moon Castle. I stand up and begin to pace around the room trying to make sense of this, the floorboards groaning with each step I take.

“Funny, I was thinking the same thing.” He walks towards me. “If you wanted to see me again, you should’ve just said so.” A small smirk tugs at his lips.

“I shouldn’t be here,” my voice shakes as panic starts to set in. “If they find me here, they’ll kill me.”

“Or they’ll just do me for attempted kidnapping.” He shrugs nonchalantly. My body tenses, and my feet stop pacing.

“You?!” I point at him. The dots slowly adding up in my mind. “You put the newspaper article in my bra.”

“Watch where you’re pointing your finger.” His words sting as he attempts to swipe my finger out of his face, but somehow failing to make contact. I see his hand meet mine, but I don’t feel anything. His hand just sinks through my skin as if I am made up of air.

“What the?!” His eyes screw onto mine and his eyebrows furrow again.

I look up at him for answers, but he seems just as puzzled as I am. I reach out to touch him, and the same thing happens again; my hand goes straight through him like flour through a sieve.

“A- A- Am I dead?” Water wells in my eyes, but I plug the tears and stare down at my hands. They look real. I wiggle my toes. I can feel the floor beneath my feet. He looks at me, reading the situation to a tee.

“No. Not dead.” He bites his lip.

“How can you be so sure?! Your hand just went straight through mine,” I whine, panic still racing up and down my body.

“Relax…” He rubs his chin in thought. “I think this is one of your crazy dreams again.” He looks in awe at me as if he is looking at a rare diamond.

“Relax? How do you expect me to relax? I’m in Moon territory AGAIN?!” I raise my voice and drop my head into my hands.

“Your mind is in Moon territory. If I’m right, your body is still in your dorm room.”

I stare at him in shock. Surely, he’s not right. I can’t be here and there at the same time.

“At least you’re not dead,” he jokes and retreats back to his bed, patting the space beside him, beckoning me to come sit. I accept his invitation and sit down next to him.

“I just don’t understand any of this.” My sentence sounds more like a cry for help. I fiddle with my fingers in my lap and silence enfolds us for a moment. He turns to look at me, his bed creaking with the motion.

“Was that your mum in the photo?” his voice softens as he looks at me for answers.

“Yes. I never met her; she died having me.” My head drops as I stare into my hands. “I never knew about the kidnapping… It just doesn’t add up. Why would my father not tell me this?”

I lift my head, and my eyes meet his.

“She looked just like you.” A sincere smile forms on his face. I lock eyes with his briefly, then drop my head back down to my fingers in my lap. Another pause. Silence surrounds us, but not in an uncomfortable way. I never thought a Moon could make me feel so safe. So many thoughts race around my head.

“Why did you give me that article?” I question, studying his face, waiting for his reply.

“I told you I did some digging. I knew I’d seen your face before.” His jaw flexes. “All Moons know about Luca Thorncroft. They made an example out of him, killed him for his crimes… They said that he murdered her.” His eyes narrow. “But she must’ve survived because she had you.” He looks at me for answers, but I am a blank canvas. This doesn’t make any sense.

He continues, “My father was Luca’s best friend. He never believed that he was capable of doing something like that.” I watch his body tense as he speaks about his father.

“Your father knew him?” My eyes widen. “I need to talk to him.”

I turn to him, grabbing his t-shirt. How come I can touch him now?

“Woooahhh. Slow down there, Calloway. My dad doesn’t even talk to me, so why do you think he’s going to talk to a strange Sun girl he doesn’t know?” He grips my hands and pushes me back off him.

‘Strange’. Of course, he wouldn’t want to talk to me. Look at me - I’m a mess. My eyes drop from his gaze, and I stare down at my hands again. He touched me. How?

“You touched me. Your hand went straight through me before, but now you can feel me?”

He stares at me thoughtfully. I get the feeling he knows something.

“My guess is it’s your emotions. You need to learn to control them. Once you do that, you’ll be dream walking at will.”

I find it hard to accept this information.

“Dream walking?” I stand up to try to process what he is saying. I pace his room again. What does he mean by dream walking?

“Yes, Asha, dream walking. It’s what you’re doing now. Only you have no control.”

No control? How can I control something I didn’t even know I could do? There’s no such thing as dream walking. I’ve read almost every book on the Gods and their Gifts, but not one contains information on dream walking. I’ve heard of veil shifting but not dream walking.

“I’ve never heard of it. That doesn’t exist,” I say to him as if he’s the crazy person. He gets up and walks towards me, placing his hands on my shoulders and looks down into my eyes.

“You wouldn’t have. When your kind wants to bury something, they do it well,” he speaks through gritted teeth.

“Bury? What do you mean?” I question. “Where did you learn this?”

He kisses his teeth and looks away, as if trying to assess his surroundings. He turns back towards me and leans in close, his eyes more serious than before.

“The Sun people aren’t as they seem. The less you know, the better.” His voice is stern as his eyes search mine.

What does he mean? The Sun people don’t lie… The Gods wouldn’t allow it.

“You have to tell me what you know,” I plead with my eyes.

“Do I?” He looks at me coldly.

He obviously doesn’t do well with being told what to do. I stare back at him. He really isn’t going to tell me anything.

“Don’t speak a word of this to anyone. Dream walking. Your mother. Any of it,” he snaps, and I suddenly have more questions than before. Why won’t he tell me? This isn’t even about him. Anger starts to boil in my bones. I shake his arms off mine and grip his shirt again.

“What?! No! Tell me what you know!”

He pulls my hands off him with great ease and pushes me into the door; his right arm holding both my wrists above my head. I try to shake my hands out of his grip, but his hold is too strong. His breath is hot on my face.

How does he always get me like this?

“Don’t make me tell you again, Asha.” He tightens his grip on my wrists and my breath hitches. “You just have to trust me,” he whispers as I try to squirm out of his trap.

“How can I trust you? I barely know you.”

He loosens his grip, and I move my arms back down beside my waist.

“And yet you’re here with me again. Whatever it is, that pull from inside you. That feeling. All of it has subconsciously brought you back… to me.”

His eyes dart from left to right as if he is memorising every inch of my face. He’s right. I can’t think why I would be here. Something keeps bringing me here to him. Ever since I started at this school, Ryder has been in my thoughts.

Silence deafens us again. I feel drawn to him. Our eyes meet, and his hand reaches out to me and strokes the side of my face. I place my hand on his, my palm rough from the bandage over my burn. He takes my hand in his and strokes his thumb over the bandage.

“Another injury. Sun Sovereign is testing you.”

His blackened veins dance up his arm, and I wonder why they are like that.

“Not Sun Sovereign, just Alex,” I mutter, surrendering to his soft grip.

“I hope you gave him a run for his money.” His eyes sparkle in the dim light.

“Yeah, something like that.” I look down at my bandaged hand again and then back up to his face. “You said I should trust you, right?” I read his features for a moment, wondering if I should continue.

“What is it?”

I pause again, contemplating whether to tell him. His stare doesn’t drop from my eyes.

“Don’t leave me waiting, Calloway.”

I let out a sigh.

“It’s nothing…” I look down. I don’t know whether I can trust him. He pulls my chin up, so I’m looking at him again.

“It’s not nothing; what is it?” he asks, his face softening again.

Oh, what the hell. I have to tell someone what’s going on with me. He already knows more than anyone else. And he’s a Moon, what’s the worst he can do?

It’s not like he can tell anyone he’s been talking to a Sun.

“Something happened earlier with Alex.” I pause again, trying to choose my words. “He used his Gifts on me. I guess he was mad about when I hurt him in combat.”

I gesture to my hand. “My hand started glowing, and then I was pushed back by something. A force… Then he went up in flames.”

Ryder looks confused, like he can’t process what I’m saying.

“I think I did it to him. I think I set him on fire.”

I look up at him and can clearly see him fighting back the urge to laugh. I send him a serious glare, and he regains composure. “It’s not funny; I’m serious,” I add, trying to get him to grasp the intensity of the situation.

He acknowledges my worry and rests his hand on my shoulder.

“But you haven’t got your Gifts yet,” he replies matter-of-factly, but there’s intrigue in his eyes.

“I know. I can’t explain it. But the way he looked at me… he was terrified.” I can tell he knows I am telling the truth now because he has that faraway look in his eyes.

“So, you can dream walk and set people on fire. Anything else I should know about?” His mouth turns into a smirk. He’s always trying to make jokes at the worst times.

“I’m serious. What do I do?” I ask, frustrated at his response.

“Do nothing.” He pauses, then catches eyes with mine. “How long until you get your Gifts?”

“Three days,” I state.

He expects me to do nothing? I don’t think I can take this much longer.

“I can’t just sit around and do nothing. What if someone else gets hurt? Someone I care about?” My mind immediately thinks about Nala. I can’t have her mixed up in this.

“Don’t worry about that. Alex was hurting you, right?” he snaps me out of my thoughts. I nod my head in agreement.

“Yes, but-”

“It seems to me that it was a fight-or-flight response,” he says, cutting me off. “As long as you keep your head down and don’t piss anyone off, no one should get hurt.”

That may be harder than it sounds.

“But how do you know for sure?”

A noise reaches us from down the hallway; our heads snap in its direction.

“You said you wanted to trust me,” his voice is a whisper. “You have to get out of here.”

He takes my hand and leads me back to his bed. He sits down and pulls me with him.

“I don’t know how I got here, let alone how to get out of here.”

I watch as he thinks for a minute.

“When you were pulled out last time, how did you do it?” he asks, facing me.

“I suppose I was startled. You looked back at me when I wasn’t expecting it,” I reply, hoping that my answer will help me get back.

“Great. Harness that feeling,” he says with hope in his eyes. “You can do it.”

I nod at him and shut my eyes. I think back to the dream from before. Seeing Ryder’s face and reaching out to touch it, his head snapping in my direction. I feel the pull. Like gravity. And suddenly, I am in my bed again.
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Chapter Thirteen

[image: ]

I look around me. It’s dark now. Nala is not in her bed yet; she must be out with Charlie. I glance at the clock on the wall. It’s eight p.m. I’ve been asleep all afternoon. I trace my finger over the back of my head to see if the bump has gone down yet. I wince at the touch. It’s much smaller now but still painfully present. I must have hit it pretty hard. I turn my focus to my hand and unwrap each layer of bandage to inspect the damage Alex caused. The last of the bandage peels off. The grium jelly has worked. My hand now looks good as new. There’s not a mark on it. I clench my fist and open it again as if testing out the new layer of skin. Thank the Gods for healers.

I sit back on my bed and cross my legs. Did I really just dream walk? I furrow my brows and slide my curtain open, giving me a perfect view of Moon Castle. I reach for my telescope and place it over my eye, turning the dial for clarity. They should be up any minute now. The door creaks open, and I fumble the telescope away, pushing it under my pillowcase.

“You’re awake! How you feeling?” Nala strides towards me, tucking her midnight black hair behind her ear, wrinkles of concern forming on her face.

“Oh. I’m fine, really.” I force a smile and show her my hand. “See, not a mark on it.” Her eyes fix on it.

“Thank the Gods for Healers.” She examines my hand in awe whilst plonking down a brown paper bag next to me.

“Thought you might be hungry.” She looks up at me with a smile. “I snuck you some bread and some sausages. I tried to get more, but Miss Worthington was watching like a hawk.” She pushes the bag towards me, urging me to take it.

“I’m actually starving, thank you.” A genuine smile forms on my face as I dip my hand in the bag and rummage for a sausage and a small bread roll. “How long was I out?” I ask her whilst tearing the roll in half and pushing the sausage inside it.

“At least eight hours.” She watches me as I take a big bite out of the sausage butty. “I came and checked on you a couple of times, but you were out like a light.”

I force the dry roll down my throat and swallow it, making a loud gulp sound.

“You came and checked on me?” I question thinking about my vacant body on the bed and my mind in Ryder’s dorm room. “Did you notice anything strange when you checked on me?” My voice trembles a little as I ask this. I pull another sausage out of the bag and bite it to disguise my worry.

“Strange? No, nothing strange. Why do you ask?” Her eyebrows rise, intrigued by my question.

“Just making sure Alex isn’t plotting his revenge on me,” I say, forcing a chuckle out of my lips and tearing at the sausage in my hand.

“He’s been in the healing quarters all day.” She laughs a little. “Hopefully, he burned some sense into himself.”

I fake a small smile and nod, finishing the last bite of the sausage. Her smile grows, and she looks intensely at me, like she’s about to explode.

“Now that I know you’re okay, you can help prepare for tonight.” Her eyes dance over mine as if she expects me to know what is happening tonight.

“Tonight?” I think hard and rub my head as if it will expose some clarity.

“My visit,” she beams, and a high-pitched squeal rings from her mouth.

Of course, it’s the night before her eighteenth birthday. Tonight is the night she will get her Gifts.

“Oh, my Gods, yes. How could I forget?” I can’t hide my excitement and gently squeeze her hands in mine. “You must be so excited. How can I help you prepare?”

“I just need you to ease my mind. I’m so fucking nervous I think I might shit my pants.”

I giggle at this, but her face is serious.

“Everybody gets nervous on the day; it’s fine. You’ll be fine. You’re Nala fucking Reed!” I announce, my voice strong and bold. “And you’ll be an enchanter tomorrow.”

A huge grin appears on her face.

“Thanks, Asha. I knew you would make me feel better.” She presses her cheek against my shoulder.

“What Gift do you think you’ll get?” I pry, taking another bite out of the bread roll and lightly dusting the crumbs off my bed sheets.

“My parents are Influencers so there’s a ninety-five percent chance I will be one too.” She narrows her gaze. “It’s the other five percent that terrifies me.”

I stare knowingly into her eyes. It’s very rare that she will be in that other five percent; if you have parents who both share the same Gift, there is a ninety-five percent chance that the Gods will Gift you the same. However, if your parents share two different Gifts, most likely you will take on one or the other. There is, on the other hand, a rarity that almost never occurs: an enchanter can receive a Gift that neither parent carries. The five percent.

“Whatever Gift you get will be badass, I’m sure of it,” I reassure, making Nala giggle.

“Thanks, Asha. I should probably get ready for bed now. You know, if I wanna be a badass in the morning.” Her grin is contagious and I smile back.

“Good night.”

I watch as she throws her pyjamas on and tucks herself into bed.

It’s been a few hours since Nala got into bed. It is dark and quiet, her faint snoring the only sound sharp enough to slice through the silence. I lay awake in bed envious of Nala, of how she always sleeps so deeply. She drifts off as soon as her head hits the pillow, and she needs to be physically woken in the mornings. I think if I didn’t wake her up, she would probably sleep all day and night, hibernating like a bear in the winter. I wish I could sleep like that. Thoughts race around in my brain, competing to get to the front of my mind. It is impossible to steer them away, to press my foot on their brakes and force them to a halt. They have too much fuel in their tanks.

‘The Sun people aren’t as they seem.’ What did Ryder mean when he said this? And why wouldn’t he tell me more? My heart throbs in my chest, and unrest bubbles in my veins. Why did he give me that article and warn me about the Sun people if he wasn’t going to tell me the whole story? How did my hands cut through him like a hot knife through butter? Dream walking… I’m supposed to believe I was actually dream walking? I’ve read countless books and never once came across dream walking, but somehow, he knew so much about it. I can feel myself getting antsy as I toss and turn. Like an itch that I can’t quite scratch, these questions are grating on my mind, shredding away at my sanity piece by piece. I have to find answers.

Quietly, I swing my legs off my bed onto the hardwood floor and slink my way to my wardrobe. I step carefully, in an attempt to dodge every creak and moan the grumpy floor might make. I pull out the first jumper I find and stretch it over my head. It’s hard to see in the dark, but I manage to fumble around my wardrobe softly and grab out a pair of grey sweatpants. I shimmy each leg through the openings and tighten its drawstrings at my waist. I then creep out of the door and down the stairs at the end of our hall, remembering the shortcut Charlie told us about.

The courtyard is still and silent. It is dimly lit by the silvery light from the moon. I can’t help but throw my head back and gaze up at the stars above me. There is not a cloud in the sky, and I can see everything with such clarity, each constellation more beautiful than the next. It feels as if time stops for a moment and my eyes get lost in the canvas. I breathe deeply, mesmerised by the spheres of silver light, how they twinkle and glisten and stare back at me like they are beckoning me to touch them. I force myself to look away, breaking the stars’ hypnotism, and remind myself why I am here: The archives. I tiptoe towards the third row of viewing benches and find the hatch hidden in the ground behind the stone; it has a small round iron ring that acts as a handle. I wrap my fingers around the cold metal and pull the heavy platform away from the ground. I have to use a lot of my strength to do this, and my arms almost give out due to the weight, but my grip tightens and I pull again, finally revealing the steep stairs below.

Darkness encloses the space, and the stairs look like they are absorbed into the abyss. I make my way into the darkness and drag my arm against the wall beside me to feel for the light switch. I take each step gingerly and finally make my way to the bottom. The rigid shape of the light switch jostles under my fingers. I press and hear a ‘click’. An army of lights flicker on one by one, disintegrating the darkness. It’s eerie being down here alone. Some remnants of last night’s party still lie in shame on the floor; a chalice here, a jacket there. There are books splayed randomly across the floor with their pages spread open, knocked aimlessly off their shelves and consoled by the ground below. It still smells like liquor, which makes me want to gag a little, but adrenaline keeps me focused.

I head over to the bookcase nearest the stairs and trace my fingers over its wooden edges. There seems to be no logical system in the way the books are displayed. They are not stacked in neat rows or organised by author; they are all jumbled on top of each other in unkempt piles, left to rot. A layer of dust suffocates each cover, and I run my index finger along their faces as if letting them finally take a breath. Some books are left naked, torn away from their hardback frames, exposing their pages for anyone to see.

I am not sure what I’m looking for. I pick up the first book I see and blow it lightly to expel the dust and reveal its title. ‘Sun Gods and their Gifts’. I flick through the pages and see each God and their respective Gifts, not one says anything about dream walking or potentially setting people on fire. My eyes drift to the next pile. “Damien Solice - words of an immortal”. Interesting, but not what I’m looking for. I lightly skim through each book waiting for a certain buzzword to capture my attention and jump out at me, but so far, there is nothing. Not a single book or page about any secrets of the Sunkind or about any different abilities other than the Gifts of our Gods.

‘The Enhanced Power of Twins.’ My curiosity gets the better of me as I flick through its pages. ‘Twins carry twice the amount of power as singletons because they can channel energy from one another no matter the distance. Always connected.’ I have yet to meet twins, they really are a rarity, so I don’t know why I can’t stop reading. ‘Twins have the power to keep each other alive in the instance of one’s death; when in close proximity to one another, the surviving twin acts as a conduit, creating and transferring energy.’

The books cry out to me with interesting but useless knowledge. I feel hopeless, but a glimmer of possibility pulsates in my eyes as they lock onto the door in the corner, the secret door that needs to be opened with a secret book on the shelf. If the Sun people are going to hide anything, of course it would be in there. I think back to last night with River and make my way over to the same bookshelf. I pull the book titled ‘The Evolution of Enchantra’ and, sure enough, I hear a faint click behind me.

I crack open the door and slip into the office, pulling the door closed behind me. I walk towards the great oak desk Ty had lounged on, and position myself in front of it, tracing my fingers over the drawers on each side. I can’t help feeling like an impostor. I give the first drawer on the left a little tug. It’s stiff and pulls open with a grunt, but it’s empty. Then, I try the next one. It’s empty too. All the drawers in this column are empty. A sigh escapes my mouth. This may be harder than I anticipated. The right side of the desk has two large drawers. I pull at the metal looped handle, but it doesn’t budge. I try again harder, but there is no movement whatsoever. The next drawer is just as stubborn, its wooden face taunting me as I fail to open it. They are both locked. My fingers trace the wood, inspecting the oak for any ridges or holes that might resemble a lock. Nothing. I slump onto the chair, admitting defeat, but my eyes are intrigued by some wood carvings etched into the top of the desk. A sun and moon have been scratched out on the surface; their deep and precise crevices look like they were made with the tip of a very sharp knife. In between the carvings there is another etching of a small star, however, this does not look as precise, more like it had been scratched as an afterthought; its lines are messy, as if an angry child had done it.

My fingers dance over the smooth indents of the sun and moon and caress each shape lightly. The star feels rougher and, as I run my finger over it gently, a splinter embeds itself into my skin. Instinctively, I yank my hand back towards me. My finger throbs as a drop of blood beads on its surface, and I put it in my mouth to ease the bleeding. I look back at the carvings, their wooden lips cradling my blood like a vampire. Somehow, it looks like my blood is oozing or pulsating as it ripples through each indent. I move in for a closer look. It appears to be shaking and moving, as if it is alive. It bleeds through each crevice, flooding its labyrinth. I feel movement in the desk as my thick blood soaks into the thirsty wood, leaving it bone dry. My body startles, and I jolt back in confusion. A click echoes around the room followed by the scraping of wood from beside me. The drawers are opening…by themselves. It dawns on me that this could be like the enchantment scroll, Influenced to open only with a drop of Sun blood.

I overcome my shock and kneel before the drawers, my knees cold on the hard stone floor. I glance over, its contents now exposed. A thick pile of old papers lay undisturbed, their once white sheets now yellowed with age. I rummage through the paperwork and dust dances off each page, making me cough. I wave the thick air out of my face and glance back at the pages. A lot of it is written in Enchantra, of course it is. I find it hard to translate, but I can recognise a few words. I think it is a list of names - ‘Moonkind born from Sun’. This must be a record of all the Sun people who gave birth to Moon babies. This isn’t spoken about often, as it is considered shameful. There are stories about people cutting their babies out before sunset so they don’t birth a Moon. The RHE created laws stopping all expectant mothers from interfering with the birth times of their child; ‘All births should be natural and follow the Gods’ plans, anyone that interferes will face the wrath of the Gods’. If a Sun has a Moon baby, it is taken from them and housed in a Moon orphanage, where it will be adopted by a Moon and vice versa.

My knees weaken as I skim through the names, and the pain of a thousand mothers in distress hurtles over me, their own flesh and blood taken from them, leaving a child-shaped hole that can never be filled. We had neighbours that birthed a Moon in my village; we could hear her screams haunting the streets that night. She was never the same after that. I shake my head and snap myself out of those memories, filtering through the pages until one stands out. It looks like a newspaper article. A man and woman share the front page, looking expressionless in their mugshots. The page reads:

‘Moon Child fed to Sky Serpents by Sun Parents!’

I gasp as I read. How could someone do this to a baby?

‘Raye and Phoenix Stormwood of North Palidonia were caught throwing their child into Sky Serpent territory.’

Wait. I know that name.

‘When questioned the mother had no remorse and claimed the child was ‘no child of hers.’

That child was Ryder.

‘The child, bitten by a serpent, is thought to have enough venom to kill two grown men running through his veins. Healers are working on him as we write this, though it is unlikely he will make a full recovery.’

My body goes cold while reading this. I scan the rest of the page, then flick through the rest of the pages. There are more; more names and more convicted parents brutally murdering their children. I didn’t think Sunkind were capable of such evil. I put the pages down and shut them in the drawer, encasing the sickness inside. Do I even want to know what’s in the other one?

My curiosity gets the better of me. I slide open the stiff drawer slowly, not wanting to peek over its edge. I hastily glance over its wooden wall and stare inside, bracing for the contents to scar my mind, but it isn’t what I was expecting. A dark wooden box is the only thing in this drawer. It has metal straps draped over the top of it, almost in a medieval-type design. I pick up the box and blow the dust off it. It’s heavier than it looks. Studying the box, I see more carvings littered on its outside around the rim of the bottom half of it. I look back at the desk and mentally align the carvings; they’re the same. An enlarged sun, moon and stars surround the box, repeating themselves the whole way round. It looks like aged oak, the same that is used all around the castle. This could be hundreds of years old. There is a clasp on the front of the box. It’s not locked, but the mechanism does have to be twisted in order for the clasp to be released. It is star-shaped, and I pinch my fingers around its points and twist it in a clockwise direction until the star’s points line up with the gaps in the metal. I lift the clasp over the mechanism and lift the lid. A thick black hardback book resides inside. How mysterious. Why does a book need such armour? I delicately pick it up, its cover is almost velvety; I trace my fingers over its title: ‘The Soldark’. Why does that name feel familiar to me?

“Slow down, Ty, the archives aren’t going anywhere,” I hear a voice chuckle in the distance. Shit, that’s River. I can’t explain myself being down here alone.

“You know me and my char root,” Ty explains, a symphony of laughter echoing around the archives.

I hear the click of the door and know they are coming this way. Startled, my instincts take over, and I slam the drawer and run to the only place I know they wouldn’t dare to go: The door that leads to the Moon Castle.

I crouch down behind the door and let out a quiet exhale as they enter the office. That was a close one. I turn my head towards the muffled voices. There is a small crack in the door, and I can just about see River and Ty lounging on the burgundy sofa. Ty has the rolled up char root pursed between his lips, he struggles with his lighter, flicking it a few times before it sparks and a bright flame burns at the end of the rolling paper; he breathes in deep and sinks his back into the sofa, taking a few pulls before passing it to River. The faint smell of burning char root wafts into my nostrils. How long are they gonna be here? I lean my back against the cold wall of this lengthy corridor and a chill runs down my spine. It feels as though it is made up entirely of darkness; the only thing breaking up the shadows are the needles of light sneaking through the cracks in the door. I sit for a moment, trying not to breathe too loudly and turn my head away from the door, staring into the darkness. I think about the distance from Campus A to Campus B; where the sweet cherry trees meet the thick and twisted pine woods, and the combat platform where I first saw Ryder, and then their courtyard. It must be at least a fifteen-minute walk through this tunnel of darkness to get to Moon Castle. I gulp at the thought of this. In the distance, I can hear the faint tapping of water dripping from the ceiling and onto the hard brick floors. The air feels damp and cold, each brick like an ice cube that refuses to melt.

I begin to shiver as the cold vibrates through me and my teeth start to chatter. I can’t stay here, the sound of my teeth clanking will surely expose me, and my brain is tormenting me with thoughts about sneezing or coughing and alerting them to my presence. I’ve got to keep moving. I stand up and tread carefully into the unknown, the darkness swallowing me up. I can no longer see the needles of light creeping through the door or even my own hand in front of my face. The deathly silence is interrupted only by the shuffle of my footsteps leading me further into the shadows. What am I doing walking into the abyss? It is still dark outside, so the Moons will definitely be awake. I need to go back. My brain tries to reason with my legs, but they ignore her, my feet dragging us closer and closer to Moon Castle. Time is disoriented here. I can’t work out whether I have been walking for ten minutes or ten hours. I can feel the walls of the corridor on either side of me now. It wasn’t this narrow at the start of my journey. I could spread my arms out level with my shoulders and only just about reach both sides before, now I can only lift my arms out a few inches before they are met by the cold brick. The narrow walls squeeze me in, and the brick path continues. If a group came down here, they would most definitely have to walk in single file. I carry on ahead. Until I can see the glow of a thin rectangle shape outlined in the shadows ahead.
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I pause in my tracks and debate turning back, looking over my shoulder into the black abyss as a breeze whispers at my neck. No, I can’t turn back. I’ve come this far already. I slowly edge towards the door, dragging each reluctant foot in front of the other until I can smell the oak radiating off the wooden door. Muffled voices vibrate through it, making me rethink my earlier decision to wander this far. Despite my hesitation, I place my ear against the rough wood to try to decipher the voices.

I know that voice. Just the tone of it triggers butterflies to run riot in my stomach. I hold them back, metaphorically clipping their wings. The voices are clearer now. I hold my breath as if breathing would smudge the clarity of the words.

Ryder’s voice projects loudly. “Three more Moons have gone missing this month.”

A series of gasps fill his pause. “Same as the last, here one moment, gone the next.”

Quiet chatter hums around the room. I can’t see how many people there are, but judging by the ambient noise, I imagine around twelve.

“How many more of us is it going to take before they actually do something about it?” a male voice counters.

“I know it’s frustrating, which is why we have to be vigilant.”

The chatter around the room quietens as Ryder’s voice cuts in, louder. “The school isn’t taking this seriously. They expect us to believe that students are just dropping out… but Tommy is like a brother to me, and I know he wouldn’t have just left.” I can hear the concern in his tone.

Moons are going missing? This is the first time I have heard of this.

“Why are no Suns going missing? They obviously have something to do with this!” an angry man shouts out into the crowd, and unrest erupts around the room.

“It’s statements like that that will get you killed,” Ryder raises his voice and silence envelopes the room. “We will find out what’s going on, but until then, keep thoughts like that to yourself.”

“He’s right. We need to keep a low profile. We don’t want to give ourselves a reason to go missing like the others,” another says, backing Ryder up.

“What can we do then?” a strong female voice questions.

“We can train like we’ve never trained before, and I will be leading search parties throughout the week to look for Tommy and the others.”

I press my ear against the wooden door to hone in on their conversation.

“It’s not just here. Moon students have been disappearing all over Palidonia. One went missing from Briverna last week,” a female voice adds to the chatter.

Briverna… that’s only a stone’s throw away from my village. I think about my dad and begin to worry. I hope he doesn’t get tangled up in this.

“As many of you know, my father leads the Xoro Army; they have been investigating this. His view is that whoever is doing this could have help from someone on the inside, so be careful who you trust.”

A series of gasps echo around the room, and I can imagine them all analysing each other’s intentions.

“Does your father have any leads?” The room falls silent, hanging on Ryder’s reply.

“My father and I have a complicated relationship. We don’t talk much, but he tells me what’s important. I’m sure he’ll tell me when he does.”

The room seems to be satisfied with his response, and a quiet murmur of chatter breaks through the silence again. I imagine them all nodding their heads in Ryder’s direction.

“Go back to classes and act normally. Try to find out as much information as you can without ringing any alarm bells. Foreshadowers, cast your hawks into the darkness. We need eyes everywhere. Mourna’s ask around on the other side, see if there has been any chatter.”

I hear their voices rise again, joined by the faint patter of footsteps retreating out of the room. I exhale a shaky breath.

Moon people are missing? Could the Sun people really have something to do with this? I can’t think about this right now; I have to get back to Sun Castle. I turn to leave, thoughts racing through my mind, but they are broken by a ‘thump’ beside me.

What was that? I step back away from the noise and squint my eyes, trying to make out what is lurking in the darkness. Is that a beak? Before I can figure it out, the door swings open, and I am pulled into the light.

“What are you doing here?” Ryder’s grip tightens on my wrist, his voice in a whisper shout.

“Ermmmm I-I-” The truth is, I have no idea why I am here.

“Seriously, Asha. You are going to get yourself killed. My hawks had eyes on you the moment you entered the tunnel. Imagine what could’ve happened if another Moon had detected you!”

His eyes eat into my soul, and his stare consumes me. I feel my heart skip a beat as it thumps frantically out of my chest.

“Is that really true? The Moon people are going missing?” My eyes trail down to his calloused hand still cradling my wrist. He notices me looking and loosens his grip.

“You shouldn’t concern yourself with that.” His hand runs through his hair, and the muscles in his jaw tighten. “You should be more worried about trespassing where you don’t belong.”

“Briverna is close to my village… My father-”

“Will be fine,” he cuts me off. “I imagine he is a Sun, so he will be safe.”

He moves closer to me.

“But you-”

“Said it’s nothing for you to worry about.”

He studies my face for a moment like he doesn’t know what to say next.

“Why the hell are you here, Asha?” His words sting a little as he paces back a few steps.

“I’m trying to find answers. I don’t know what’s happening to me, and you refuse to tell me,” I say, making an effort to emphasise my annoyance at him and throw him a frustrated look. He ignores my frustration.

“Well… did you find anything?” His eyes trace my face, waiting for my reply.

“Not really what I was looking for.”

Disappointment swallows me as I lower my gaze, studying the stone flooring. He doesn’t share the same emotions as I do. For a moment, I swear he looked relieved. “But I did read an interesting article…about you.” I look up as I say this. He clenches his jaw and looks at me.

“Don’t believe everything you read, stalker.”

I watch as the corners of his mouth curl upwards and he sits back on a table next to the tunnel’s door. I look at the jet-black veins travelling up and down the length of his muscly arm.

“How did you get this?” I take hold of his wrist, feeling the slow beating of his heart through his veins, and point to them. He tenses. “The sky serpents did this to you, didn’t they?”

He yanks his arm out of my grip and backs away from me.

“No! My parents did this to me.” His face turns harsh, and his voice is flat, but I can detect the hurt in his tone. As much of a pain Ryder is, he didn’t deserve to be treated that way. My blood boils at the thought of him being discarded like rubbish. I want to hurt them. It feels like death was an unfair punishment. He calmly makes up the distance between us.

“I’m sorry… I didn’t know the Sunkind could be so evil,” I say.

The lights are dimly lit, but I can see his eyes sparkle under them. Maybe they are responsible for taking the Moon people. But what would they need them for?

He swiftly changes the conversation.

“Why can’t you just keep yourself out of trouble?” he says, his jaw working as he looks me up and down.

“I just wanna know what you know.” I shrug my shoulders and close the gap between us.

“Have you ever stopped to think about why I haven’t told you?” He grits his teeth, but I can still feel his breath hot on mine. “If you sip the truth, blindly thinking it’s a remedy, it may turn out to be poison.” His riddle makes me question myself.

“W-what if I’m the poison?” I stammer, the words falling out of me before I can even register their meaning.

“You’re not poison. Trust me. I’ve seen poison, and you’re not it.” His face turns harsher as his eyes drift off into another place for a moment before snapping back into the present, though a glint of his tragic past remains in the depths of his dark eyes.

“How did you know I was dream walking?” I feel his hand over my mouth, stifling my words.

“Shhh!” He pushes me back into the tunnel. “You are playing a dangerous game.”

His body is pressed up against mine in the narrow corridor.

“I need to know how to control it. I’m scared to fall asleep,” I say. He studies me, embers of concern sparking on his face.

“Take this.” His hand fumbles in his pocket and transfers something into my palm. “Humblebee vine. Sleep with it under your pillow.”

I close my fingers around the vine and shove it into my pocket.

“How do you know this?” I whisper.

“I just know, okay. Now, can you stop with the questions.” He matches my whisper, but somehow, he sounds sterner.

“Just one more-”

His hand presses against my mouth again.

“That wasn’t a question, Asha. I can’t tell you anything more.”

He takes his hand away from my mouth and drags his thumb slowly down my bottom lip; my eyes get lost in his. I feel my hands make their way up his firm chest and the heavy beats of his heart thump against my palm.

“You can’t do this to me,” he says, taking a step back. “You have to go, Asha.”

“Do what to you?” I step towards him and feign innocence. He rests his hands on my shoulders to keep me at arm’s length.

“You know exactly what you’re doing,” He whispers, leaning closer to me, his breath soft like silk on my neck. My body aches for him. I tilt my neck to embrace his hot breath and run my fingers through his hair. It’s satin-soft and tickles the skin between my fingers.

“Then why don’t you push me away?” My voice trembles, barely a whisper as his hands cascade down my body, sliding over my breasts. I submit to the sensation and let out a small moan, making him smirk.

“Because I know you will just keep coming back.” He bites his lip and whispers softly into my eardrum. “Stalker.”

He leans close to me and caresses my face, his lips inches from mine. Our eyes interlock, and he licks his lips, his thumb cradling my chin. The sound of footsteps returning to the archives causes Ryder to step away from me.

“You need to go, Asha.” His words are soft but have purpose. A wave of confusion floods my senses as he disappears back through the door. His footsteps retreat, and I am left in the darkness alone with my thoughts.
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It’s been a few days since my encounter with Ryder. I still get butterflies when I think about him. It’s been hard staying away. The humblebee vine works, so no more seeing Ryder in my dreams. I should be happy, right? I have been trying to make sense of the missing Moon people. No one at Sun has mentioned it yet. I wonder if they even know. The sudden sound of books smashing against the wall pulls me out of my thoughts.

“Sorry about that.” Nala looks embarrassed at the dent caved in the wall next to me.

“Still struggling to control your Gifts I see.” I chuckle, helping her pick up the books she was levitating.

“It’s a real ball ache; you get these Gifts and feel all shiny and new until you accidentally stab yourself in the leg with a pen.” She sits down next to me on the viewing benches in the second courtyard, her hand emphasising the plaster stuck midway up her thigh.

“No one expects you to be a master overnight. That’s why we go to this school, so they can teach us how to use them,” I reply, shuffling back in my seat.

“I know, but it sucks that I have all this power and can’t use it properly. You’ll know exactly how I feel tomorrow,” She adds, her eyes widening and a grin forming on her face.

“Don’t remind me.” My body tenses just thinking about it. I’ll finally be given my Gift after eighteen years of waiting.

“I know you’re scared, but honestly, it’s fine. I thought meeting my God would be awkward and terrifying, but it was amazing…just amazing.” Her smile softens, and her eyes travel to mine. I can tell her heart is warmed by the encounter.

“Hey, don’t get all mushy on me,” I joke and prod at her arm. “Come on, we’ve got to get to History.”

She follows me off the bench, her arms wrapping tightly around her books.

***

“The divide between Moon and Sun is centuries old,” Mr Vivian reads the words on the chalkboard. His bald head is shining under the warm lights of the room. “But it wasn’t always like this.” His long ginger beard jiggles as he talks. “Who can tell me what event caused the divide to manifest?” He uses a red handkerchief to dab at the sweat droplets on his forehead. The class is silent. “Right, well, I guess I’ll pick someone then.” His eyes scan around the room and fall on William. “You, Mr… with the yellow scarf, want to take a crack at it?”

“Ermmm, was it something to do with the Great Blackout?” William’s voice is shaky and unsure.

“DING DING DING!” Mr Vivian chimes loudly, causing us all to jump a little. “Correct Mr…?”

“Watson, sir… William Watson.” The attention causes his cheeks to redden, but he smiles at the small triumph.

“Excellent. That’s today’s topic. The Great Blackout.” He emphasises each syllable, creating a sort of rhythm with his sentences. “What caused the Great Blackout?” His eyes scan the room again. “You with the eyes.” His chubby finger points at me, and the heads of all the students pivot to look at me.

“Asha… My name’s Asha,” I reply matter-of-factly. “Moonkind’s strongest shadow wielders conjured shadow hawks to fly around the sun, creating darkness for thirty days. This was in retaliation to the new law Sunkind had created after a member of the RHE was killed by a sky serpent; it allowed the slaughter of any sky serpents that came within ten feet of Palidonia’s villages. The Sunkind were weak and could not draw their power for thirty days, so they eventually had to dismiss the law. The relationship between Moon and Sun was never the same,” I parrot the section from ‘The History of Palidonia’ book I’ve read a hundred times.

“Very good, Asha….” His voice bellows as he seeks out his next victim. “Why are ‘interdaecial’ relationships forbidden?” His chubby finger wafts at Alex, who is slumped in his chair.

“Cos the Moonkind are all ugly freaks,” he retorts sarcastically, making the class chuckle.

He grins at the ones chuckling and revels in their amusement. He couldn’t be further from the truth.

“What is your name?” Mr Vivian’s voice is strong and bold. Alex’s smirk is quickly wiped off his smug face.

“Alex, sir… Alex Rotherman,” he says shakily.

“Well, Mr Rotherman, you seem to have strong opinions on the Moonkind.” Mr Vivian’s face hardens as he walks towards Alex. “I guess you won’t mind skipping second meals to write me a thousand-word essay on the formalities of ‘interdaecial’ relationships,” he states, leaning over Alex’s desk and sending him an unapologetic smile.

Alex goes quiet and sinks back into his chair.

“It is forbidden for a Sun and Moon to engage in a physical or sexual relationship because the Gods do not allow it. The very nature of the bloodlines is said to repel each other like two positively charged magnets; therefore, procreation is not possible.”

I can’t help but let out a slight chuckle at this. My blood is drawn to Ryder’s like a moth to a flame. My whole body yearns for him, and yet my genetic makeup is supposed to cringe at the thought.

“The Gods made the hypothesis that the coming together of Moon and Sun, as opposites, would cause catastrophic damage to our world and therefore, anyone who defies this will be stripped of their Gifts and exiled.”

I think again of Ryder. The punishment is harsh. I couldn’t bear to see him stripped of his Gifts and exiled. He’s right. I am playing a dangerous game. I need to keep my feelings out of this. Maybe it’s a good thing I haven’t seen him since the archives.

“During The Great Blackout, does anyone know how the Gods portrayed their unrest?” Mr Vivian asks, and hands rise in the air. Guess they know that if they don’t, they will get picked on, anyway. Nala has her hand up. Go on girl!

“Yes, you, black hair at the back!”

“It’s Nala,” she says, and he nods in acknowledgement. “The Gods caused natural disasters to take place. There were countless earthquakes and floods. I heard that thunder and lightning struck Palidonia almost every day.”

“Indeed, it did… That shows you the great power our Gods possess.”

He raises his rectangular glasses to the bridge of his nose and looks around at the class. “Today’s homework will be to research the effects that The Great Blackout had on Palidonia i.e. Moon and Sun relationships, the economy, the RHE and any other environmental effects. Please make notes, as you will be asked about your findings in class next week.” He clears his throat. “We will be covering The Battle of Verdona. You are not required to research this, but those of you who do will be receiving extra credit. Class dismissed.”

I look over at Nala and smile as we stand and shove our books into our bags.

“You know how I love extra credit,” I wink at her, causing a smile to elongate across her face.

“You really are a nerd,” she laughs. “Can you believe two classes, and he still doesn’t know our names. He doesn’t deserve your extra credit.” She gestures to Mr Vivian, who is now wiping his chalkboard with a stained cloth.

“It’s true. I’ll probably be known as ‘the girl with the eyes’ for the rest of the year!” Laughter breaks out between us as we wade through the tables and chairs scattered around the room.

The castle’s bell rings loudly.

“Come on, let’s go get some food! Got to have a full belly for taming class.”

This will be our first taming class since we almost became dinner. Nala seems so unfazed. She was born to be a tamer, but not me. I’m only here because of the incident last time. Nala convinced me to take the class after seeing the way that elion reacted to me. If it knows my mother, then I suppose it’s one way to feel closer to her. Maybe it can tell me about her. He clicked at me before, but I couldn’t decipher what he said. Maybe I can ask Veronica or find a book on their language.

“How could I forget…” I trail behind Nala, who is skipping down the hall. She really is crazy. I feel a presence behind me and turn to confront it. I suspect who it may be.

“Are you following me?” I torment River, and he raises his hands in a surrendering motion.

“You caught me.” He grins, his blonde hair swaying with his words. “But seriously, I’m glad I found you. There’s a games night tonight in the archives, shall I put your name down for strip poker?” he jokes and bites his lip. I fight the urge to smile.

“As much as I love seeing you and the guys arguing over childish games, I’m gonna have to pass,” I say, turning on my heels and continuing my way to the dining hall.

“Oh, really…” He catches up with me again.

“I’m getting my Gifts tonight. Got to be in bed early for when my God visits.”

River steps in front of me, his eyes bright as he begins walking backwards.

“Oh, that’s tonight? Well, we’ll have to do something tomorrow to celebrate.”

Oh, I get it now. He wants to take me on a date. This may be a good distraction from Ryder. I mean, River is lovely and gorgeous, and he likes me a lot. I think back to Professor Vivian’s words; there’s no way I am going to risk me or Ryder becoming exiled.

“Yeah, that sounds nice.” I send him a warm smile, and his eyes smile back at me.

“Brilliant!! I mean, okay, yeah, cool.” He tries to suppress his happiness, and I let out a small giggle.

“Okay then, cool guy.” I raise my brow and let out a chuckle; his hazel eyes sparkle under the warm lights in the dining hall. He throws his hand up to his head and tugs at his sandy curls, his cheeks warming slightly.

“See you then, princess.” He blows me a sarcastic kiss and smirks as he heads over to the far table where Ty and Jaxon are sitting. I can feel Nala’s eyes watching me, I walk towards the table of first years and perch myself next to her.

“You are that boy’s Achilles heel.” Her grin is wide as she playfully nudges my arm. “I’ve never seen him so giddy.”

I look back at him laughing and joking with Ty and Jaxon, and a smile plays on my lips.

“He wants to take me on a date tomorrow to celebrate getting my Gifts.” I pull myself in closer to the table and pluck a cheese and ham baguette off one of the many trays of food laid on its oak. I place it on my plate and pick up the jug of orange juice, filling up my glass and taking a swig.

“A date in Sun Sovereign? Where’s he gonna take you? The library?” she jokes, picking up her chicken and bacon roll. She plunges it into a glob of mayonnaise and takes a large bite.

“I don’t know. Knowing River, it will probably be down the archives again,” I chuckle and take another mouthful of my orange juice.

“As long as none of that pink liquor is involved.” She raises her eyebrows, and my laughter catches me off guard, spraying my orange juice out of my mouth.

“I will not be touching that stuff again.”

I think about my interaction with Ryder that night, how his touch made me quiver and his smirk weakened my knees. I take another large bite out of my baguette to distract myself from the sensation.

“Really? I was considering taking potions just so I could make my own batch,” Nala jokes, which brings me back down to earth. I laugh hard and squeeze her arm.

“Does Charlie know about this?” I retort and laugh harder.

“What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” She pauses. “But it might make him super horny for me.” She gives me a playful wink, and I can’t control my laughter. We’re both giggling till we are red in the face and have to remind each other to take a breath. I finish my baguette and pinch the remaining crumbs from my plate into my mouth.

I look at Nala concentrating hard. Her face is shaking slightly, and her eyebrows are furrowed. I watch as the jug of orange juice vibrates clumsily, and Nala’s eyes narrow in on it. Sweat drips from her brow as her focus increases, and the jug begins to levitate a centimetre or so above the table.

“Come on, just a little higher,” Nala whispers to herself. The jug floats a little higher. She tilts her hand over to the left, and the jug tilts on its axis, pouring its contents into her glass. Nala is ecstatic and raises her hand in triumph, her smile reaches her ears, but it is quickly interrupted by the crash of the jug and her glass onto the table. Looks like she broke her concentration for a moment too long.

“For fuck’s sake,” Nala whines, bowing her head in disappointment.

“You almost had it, Nala. A bit more practice and you’ll be able to pour ten of those without breaking a sweat,” I encourage, dabbing at the spillage with a napkin.

“You really think so?” she hangs on my reply.

“I know so.” I grab her hand and give it a consoling squeeze; she rests her head on my shoulder and sighs.

“Thanks, Asha.”

We sit like this for a moment until the bell chimes. Nala perks up instantly.

“Time for taming!” There is joy in her voice as her frown is replaced by a huge smile.

Yep. Definitely crazy.
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Nala, Charlie and I are crammed into a cable cart with the rest of the students in our taming class. There aren’t many of us. I mentally count all the people in the cart and land on eleven, including myself. Trina and Elijah from combat are here, and the rest are students I have seen around but don’t know personally. Trina gives me a nod as I make eye contact. I shoot her a quick smile and then look back at Nala and Charlie, who are looking out of the window and giggling at something. My stomach turns as the cable cart gains on the taming quadrant. I feel a warm hand grip mine, distracting me from my thoughts. My eyes focus on Nala, who tightens her grip and gives it a squeeze. She must know I am nervous.

“It’ll be okay,” she reassures. I give her a smile to ease her worries. It’s now or never. The cable cart steadies, and the class hurries off. Our teacher is standing by the first set of doors, welcoming us in. He has short brown hair and tanned skin. He looks young for a teacher. He is wearing a black tank top and black cargo trousers. His arms are folded as he stands guard before the door to the taming quadrant. He is covered from head to toe in tattoos. Nala looks over at me.

“Wow, is that our teacher?”

I give her a nudge. “Your boyfriend is over there,” I say, gesturing to Charlie.

“I know, but that doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate a handsome man when I see one.” She laughs, making me giggle as well. He is rather gorgeous.

“Hello everyone, my name is Mr Knight. Congratulations, you are all the bravest in your year!” He unfolds his arms. “Here you will learn how to be the best of the best… but it won’t come without its challenges. Look around at your classmates.”

I turn to look at Nala and Elijah on either side of me.

“They may mean something to you out there,” he gestures to Sun Sovereign in the distance, “but up here, they are nothing but your competition. The end-of-year assault course will test you all.” He looks at us all, one by one. “Providing you make it that far.”

The class falls silent. Wow. He’s brutal.

He Influences the doors to open and marches into the written room expecting us to follow. We each take a seat on the crescent-shaped benches and align our views towards Mr Knight. He is not overly muscular, but his presence is strong, like he could lead an army just with his voice. In the corner of the room, Veronica is staring intensely at me. I break eye contact. I feel her eyes burning holes through me. I remember her talking to Miss Worthington about me, which makes me shuffle in my seat.

“What is the first rule of taming?” Mr Knight bellows as he glances around the room, his arms folded again. “Anyone?”

Nala’s hand shoots up beside me. She is definitely going to be the star pupil here. He gives her a nod, and she stands up, holding her books to her chest with one arm.

“Masking, Sir,” she states and then sits back down.

“Very good. Does anyone know how it’s done?” he questions.

No one raises their hands this time. Nala knows, but maybe she wants to give someone else a chance.

“That’s okay; that’s why you are here… To learn.” He lifts an eyebrow and raises the corners of his mouth in a smirk. “Masking is the ability to block one’s emotions. In this case, blocking out fear. An Elion associates fear with danger, so we must be fearless. The incident that occurred last week, Tobias… Gods rest his soul, occurred because he lost control of his mask.”

He pauses for a moment as if to let that sink in. “Some of you may think that masking is easy, but it is the maintaining that is most difficult. Remaining neutral even in the most terrifying situations. This could be the difference between life and death.”

He paces at the front of the class. “The truth is, there is no correct way to mask, it is, in fact, unique to each individual.” His hand strokes his chin in a downward motion. “You just have to find what works for you.”

His head pivots around the room, pausing on each of us briefly. His pearly white teeth show as he smiles.

“Right.” Conviction carries his voice, making us all jump a little. “Everybody, stand up.”

I hear the fumbling of people quickly getting to their feet.

“Now, I want you all to look down at the ground.”

I look down at my black boots that are not quite worn in yet, pinching my toes slightly. There is no uniform for taming, but they recommend you wear black leather or sweats; nothing that can restrict your movement in any way. Elions are confused by bright colours and sometimes see them as targets, so we are all in black.

“Now take your shoes off.”

The class looks around at each other as if assessing whether to take this demand seriously. Nala slips her boots off first, and the rest of us follow.

“Great. Now, I want you all to wiggle your toes.”

We do as we’re told, and Nala looks at me and giggles.

“Focus on the sensation of the floor, your toes scraping the surface.”

The wood scratches against the bottoms of my feet.

“Now I want you to imagine your feet are stuck to the ground with superglue. They cannot be lifted; they are one with the wood.”

He walks around the room, observing each of us as if he were taking notes on our forms. “Feel as your weight shifts to the soles of your feet.”

He nods at me as if I have his approval. I must be doing something right.

“This is called grounding. It is the first step in masking. Hold on to that feeling. Now, think of a memory. It has to be a strong memory, one strong enough to overcome fear but also weak enough to still your mind. Maybe it’s the moment you got your first pet or fell in love for the first time. I don’t care what it may be.” He pauses for a moment as if he’s letting us figure out our chosen memory.

I struggle to think of a memory prominent enough to black out fear. I think about my father and all our special moments, like when he took me to the beach for the first time or when he taught me how to play poker, but these memories now feel tainted with lies and deceit. What used to be happy memories now fill my mind with chaos and too many unanswered questions. I need to find my calm. My eyes drift slowly around the room looking for hints that other people are finding this as hard as I am. The students are quiet, most deep in concentration with their eyes closed. However, some people are fidgeting a little and scanning the room like I am, which eases my mind a little. I close my eyes again and mentally flick through more memories, hoping to find one secure enough to hold on to and keep me afloat, but in each one, I find a new hole that fear could seep through.

“CLAP”

Mr Knight smashes his palms together, making a loud clapping sound, causing all the students to jump and open their eyes.

“An elion would smell your fear in that moment; you should be unfazed by what is going on around you. Try again.” His voice snaps through us like a rubber band as we try to regain composure and step away from the edge he has us on.

My old memories are not working. I can’t even think of my father without thinking about the secrets he kept from me, and all I feel is worry when I think about the village I grew up in, how close my dad is to the Moon people going missing in Briverna. And thinking about my mother usually only floods my mind with guilt about how I killed her just by existing, but now it is also mixed with how confused and angry I feel about the supposed kidnapping and Luca Thorncroft.

“AGGGGHHHHH.”

Mr Knight shouts loudly, catching me off guard again. I open my eyes in frustration. Masking is harder than I thought. Nala didn’t even budge at Mr Knight’s distraction; she really is a natural. She looks so peaceful, like she is sleeping standing up. I wonder what she is thinking about. I think Mr Knight can tell I am struggling because he makes his way over to me.

“Asha…The girl who faced an elion and didn’t back down,” a proud whisper eludes from his lips. “I have high hopes for you.”

He smiles gently and acknowledges my frustration with this task. He looks at me but projects his voice loudly as if this is also a teaching moment. “If the memories you are choosing are not working, search for a feeling instead, one that overpowers everything else. A feeling so intense it dissipates everything else around you.”

I nod at him and concentrate again. I shift my weight to my feet and close my eyes, searching for an intense feeling. I think about the force that keeps bringing me back to Ryder; it has to be stronger than anything I’ve ever felt before, strong enough to rip me from my subconscious and into his presence. I imagine the whoosh of butterflies in my stomach when he is near me. How my hair stands up, one by one, when his hot breath tickles over my skin. I fight the urge to bite my lip as I remember the feeling of his mouth, warm on my neck. The contrast of his harsh stubble caressing my soft skin. His body pressed up against mine. His whispers feel like silk as I shiver and arch towards his touch. I imagine his strong arms wrapped around me, my head resting against his chest, the hard ridges of his body pressed up against mine. I feel safe. My body begins to rock slightly and I realise I am being shaken. I open my eyes and see Mr Knight standing in front of me. The rest of the class has returned to the crescent benches. “Excellent work, Asha. Whatever you were thinking about clearly worked. You remained still despite my efforts to startle you.”

I look back at him, puzzled. I can’t believe that really worked. I look over at Nala who is smiling widely at me. I didn’t even notice when everyone around me stopped the exercise.

“Must’ve been some feeling,” Mr Knight grins and nudges my arm before heading back to the front of the room.

“You don’t know the half of it,” I whisper to myself as I take my seat next to Nala.

“Asha, your masking is incredible.” She looks at me in disbelief. “Mr Knight used an airhorn as his last fear technique. It shook the whole class and startled us all. You were the only one who didn’t move. You kept your focus the whole time… You were amazing.” That can’t be right. An airhorn? I didn’t hear an airhorn?

“Mr Knight is just a really good teacher,” I reply, still shocked at this information.

“Yes, he really is,” she says emphatically, and focuses her attention back on Mr Knight, who is, in fact, carrying a red airhorn.

We stand in silence, listening to Mr Knight. We are about to meet the elions.

“You all now have the ability to Mask, some better than others.”

He looks over at me and then carries on his speech to the rest of the class. “When you are in the taming enclosure, please do your best at using this ability. Faro and Kadaer are out with their riders, but Harlo, Kareem, Nakka, Daksal, Ridette, Pytha and Craize are present for you all to meet.”

He pauses. “They will not be sociable on the first meet; they may be curious and come to get a closer look. If anyone is unsure of their masking abilities, feel free to wait in the written room. Everyone else… follow me.”

He leads the way to the big double doors and places his hand on the locking mechanism. I hear the click, and the wheel begins to turn. He Influences the door to move and beckons us all through the doors. My heart starts beating a little louder. What if the Elion didn’t know my mum and was just checking me out before it slaughters me? Nala looks over at me and takes my hand before giving it another squeeze.

“Craize is the leader of the pack, so please, everyone, be wary of him.”

He lines himself on the edge of the viewing platform and glances at the valleys before him. He points out Craize in the distance, whose head is turned towards us all.

“Right, no time like the present.”

He stands on the long metal bannister that wraps around the viewing platform and places his fingers between his lips. He blows, and a loud whistle is heard. The class watches in awe as he calls out to his beast. A moment passes, and nothing. The class look around at each other. Maybe it didn’t work. I look up at Mr Knight, who is in no way complacent and stands proud on the beam. A small smile spreads across his face, and I look into the valley to follow his eyeline. A fluorescent speck is seen in the distance. It is enlarging as it moves closer to us. I can just about make it out now. An Elion. Wow!

It heard Mr Knights call from hundreds of metres away. It is flying towards us, its white fur glowing under the sun’s rays. Mr Knight lunges off the bannister, and the whole class gasps. I run to the edge of the bannister. This man is crazy. The Elion dives down, and I watch as the magnificent beast catches Mr Knight. He sits on its back, holding on to its white locks. He clicks an instruction, and the Elion rises to become level with the class whilst Mr Knight sits very comfy on its back.

“Everyone, this is Nakka. Our bond is extremely strong. I would trust her with my life.”

He strokes her head, his hand getting lost in her thick white coat, and she purrs back at him, her eyes partially shut as she relaxes into his touch.

“Right, everyone, meet me down in the valleys and you can meet the rest of the pack.”

He clicks to Nakka, and she proceeds to glide down to the heart of the valley and lands. Mr Knight gets off and beckons the class over by waving his hand. Nala beams at me and runs towards the stairs that lead down to the valley. Mr Knight definitely has a far more efficient way of travelling.

The stairs are steep and unevenly spaced in a spiral design. Each step is floating and bounces slightly with every step I take. There is a rope that winds itself around the spiralled stairs for students to hold on to. This is also floating, and makes my stomach knot a little. I reach the mossy ground and speed up a little to be closer to Nala. She is talking to Charlie at the front of the group. I look around and can’t see any elions apart from Nakka with Mr Knight. Somehow, this frightens me more because I know they are around here somewhere. The group gains on Mr Knight, who is sitting on the ground, resting his head up against Nakka’s back as she lounges on the grassy floor. He makes her look adorable; for a moment, I forget she could kill me with one swipe. She yawns, and a small roar escapes her mouth before she closes her jaw and lounges again. Those teeth remind me that she is more of a weapon than a pet.

“Class, gather round.” Mr Knight ushers the class around him and encourages us all to take a seat. The grass tickles my ankles as I sit down, running my fingers through its blades.

“This is probably the closest all of you have been to an Elion. The rules still stand: no sudden movements or loud noises. Although she may look docile, I have seen her rip students apart in the past.”

The class tenses at this but quickly remembers to mask.

“Nakka and I have been bonded for seventeen years.” He pets her back and looks around at the class again. “Anyone have any questions?” he asks, and Nala’s hand shoots up.

“How long did it take you to bond, sir?” Nala’s voice echoes slightly around the valleys.

“Great question, Nala. It took me six months for Nakka to even acknowledge me. Faro, on the other hand, started warming up to me within the first month. It just depends on the elion and the tamer.”

“How long until you were able to ride her?” Charlie asks from beside me.

“Around two months after the bond was formed. I thought I was getting nowhere with her until one day she started clicking at me to get on her back.”

I look around at the class, they are all nodding at Mr Knight, some ‘umms’ and ‘ahhs’ escaping their mouths.

“You will learn this. Don’t give up; the elions will bond when it is right for them.”

“How many elions do you have a bond with, sir?” a small, tanned boy from the back of the group questions.

“I have bonds with all the elions here at Sun Sovereign apart from Craize. He is the hardest to gain trust from because he is the leader and they don’t bond easily; they have a pack to protect.”

Mr Knight stands up and Nakka nuzzles her head into his hands.

“I know some of you met Craize the other day. He is the biggest and definitely the most ferocious.” Nala gives me a look. Craize is the one who almost had us for supper.

“Right, questions over. Now it’s time for the initiation. Everyone, activate your masking… It’s time to meet the others.”

Mr Knight beckons us to our feet and gives us a moment to sort out our masks. I think of Ryder and feel the world disintegrate around me. If the Sun people knew he was my anchor, they would for sure banish me. I open my eyes and become one with my surroundings, shifting my weight to my feet to ground myself. I’ve heard about initiations before; they can go very wrong if not done properly. Mr Knight turns to look at Nakka and gives her a few clicking instructions. She launches into the air and shrieks into the distance. The wind picks up around us. I hear the shriek echoing around the valley. This is it. I look over at Nala, who is bravely standing her ground. Nakka lands back down by Mr Knight and stands behind him.

“Rules of the initiation… Space yourselves out. Try not to move and keep your mask up.”

The sound of wings pummelling the air gets louder. “The elions need to acclimatise to your presence. They might give you a sniff to check you out, or they may keep their distance. Each one is very different, as you will see.”

Nakka and Mr Knight click’ and ‘hmmm’ a few times to each other before Nakka bows slightly. Mr Knight grabs a tuft of her white fur and hoists himself up onto her broad shoulders. “Nakka and I will keep watch over you. Remember to keep your Masks up.” His voice gets quieter as Nakka flies towards the sky. I look up and watch as she circles us so effortlessly; she barely has to flap her wings to gain power. The rest of the class joins me in adoration. Nakka is really incredible.

The earth shakes around me, and I find myself reaching out for something to hold on to. I steady myself and watch as each elion lands with a thump, causing the ground to quake. The sun is behind them, casting an eerie shadow over us all. Their sheer size is making me anxious, but if Ryder is the dam in my mind that will stop the fear gushing out, I need to think about him. His lips come to my mind first and my body starts to tingle. I focus on that feeling and sink into it. I let out an exhale as I watch the last of the pack land. Nakka must be the smallest of the pack because some are twice her size. I mentally size up each of these beasts, which makes me gulp. I feel vulnerable as their shadows tower over me. I can spot Craize— the biggest and fiercest. I didn’t notice when he was staring me down last time that the tip of one of his ears is sliced off and he has a scar that runs down the left side of his cheek. He hangs back, and the rest of the pack investigates us.
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The elions check us out with trepidation. They skulk the land with their shoulders low as if they are hunting prey. Some dart forward before cowering back as if to test us. I still feel the tingles under my skin; my mask is intact. Craize’s eyes scour me from a distance and I stare back at him, questioning his intentions. Nala is about a meter to the left of me. She is being examined by an elion with brown colouring on its feet, contrasting against its white fur, so it looks like it is wearing brown socks. It sniffs Nala’s shoulder and looks at her for a minute before withdrawing.

Another elion strides towards me. This one has a grey patch on his forehead, and he towers over me, looking down into my soul. He breathes heavily, and saliva drips down from his mouth and onto my shoes. I keep my composure and look up to face him; his eyes bore through me. He takes a step back and then roars into my face, blowing my hair back and covering me in drool. The class turns to look at me, and my heart races a little. Just stay calm. Keep your mask up. Its lips spread apart in a snarl as it shows me its teeth. I gulp. Craize snarls back at it, and it scatters backwards away from me. I watch as he dips his head in a bow of submission and retreats slowly. I stare at Craize, trying to figure him out. Was he protecting me?

He begins to approach me, tilting his head slightly, and the rest of the elions back away as he comes forward. My heart races a little more. His claws dig at the soil beneath the moss. His wide strides make the distance between us in a few steps, and I am face-to-face with the giant again. His hot breath almost singes my eyebrows, and the rumble of his chest vibrates through me as I adjust to the rhythm of his inhales and exhales. He has to drop his head low to meet my eyes. I am probably about the same height as one of his legs; his nose comes low and ruffles my hair. I feel the pressure suck my auburn locks as he inhales my pheromones. ‘elions can smell fear.’

My heart skips a beat, and sweat forms on my brow. I can feel my mask dropping. Craize huffs deeply, making me jump a little. I put effort into thinking about Ryder again and focus on the tingles beneath my skin. I feel the butterflies begin to flutter and exhale a sigh of relief. My mask is still there. He nudges the top of his head into my hand and forces my palm to rest on his forehead. My hand pulsates as I feel his trill oscillate through me. His bright blue eyes motion to mine again as my hand sinks deeper into his fur; his rough white fur is as ferocious as he is, swallowing my hand up in one gulp. I feel his warm energy run through my body like a conduit; my temperature rises in response, and goosebumps erupt over my body. I don’t know why, but I feel weirdly connected to him. His eyes drown mine in a sea of blue.

‘Clickkkkkk……Clickkkkkkkkkk.’

I feel the eyes of ten students drill a hole into me. He is speaking to me again. I don’t understand him. I tilt my head in confusion and raise my arms slightly in an ‘I don’t know what you’re saying’ kind of way. He looks at me again and does the same thing.

‘Clickkkkk….Clickkkkkkkkkk.’

“What are you trying to tell me, Craize?” I whisper to him. “Did you know my mum?”

He blinks at me slowly and then nods his head briefly. Just once. If you didn’t know, you would have missed it. Did he just answer me?

He turns and begins striding away from me and the class. He clicks at his pack, beckoning them to follow him. A cold gust of wind blows my hair around my face, as the elions take to the air and slowly become lost in the clouds.

That’s it. Initiation is over. I let out a shaky breath and look over at Nala, who is gawping next to me. I can still feel the class’s eyes on me. She grasps my hand and looks at me.

“That was incredible.”

“I’m not quite sure what happened,” I say, confused as I run my fingers through my hair, sorting out the misplaced curls.

“Craize clicked at you again; it wasn’t a fluke!” she whispers to me.

“Yeah, I guess he did.” A smile cradles my face at the realisation of this. “He was trying to tell me something.”

Nala opens her mouth to reply but is cut off by the sound of wings flapping, and Mr Knight appears through the clouds on Nakka, making his descent. Nakka lands gracefully, her claws sinking into the mossy ground.

“Well done class, that is the end of the initiation. No one got attacked, which means they have accepted you for this year’s taming program.”

He jumps off Nakka and claps his hands in applause at us. She leaps into the air and joins the rest of her pack.

“Come on, let’s make our way back to the written room and I can discuss the maintenance jobs with you.”

He leads the way, and the class follows. Nala, Charlie and I are at the back of the group, trailing slightly behind.

“What do you think Craize was trying to say?” Charlie asks me in a low whisper.

“I have no idea, but I’ve got to find out,” I say, my feet getting submerged in the long grass as we walk towards the staircase.

“They’ll definitely have books on the elion language in the library,” Nala remarks.

“Great, after third meals, do you want to nerd it up with me?” I ask them, and they let out a giggle.

“We’ll be there,” Nala chimes, and Charlie throws me a smile.

Back in the written room, Mr Knight is going over the maintenance for the elions. The class gathers around him, sitting on the crescent-shaped benches. He points out a large board that is plastered onto the main wall.

“This board splits the jobs equally between first, second, and third years. When you have taming duty, you are required to either be in charge of feeding time, which I know you all got to see on your first day, the cleaning and restocking of bedding areas, and lastly, tending to the farm animals.”

He points out the quill pen stationed on top of the board. “This is an enchanted pen; you all used one on your first day. Prick your finger, and the pen will sort out the jobs between you fairly. You should get around two jobs a week.”

The class nods and forms an orderly line leading up to the board. We each prick our fingers and sit back down. I watch as the pen writes, rearranging the names on the board, then plants itself back in its holder above the board.

“Perfect, everyone have a look at your duties,” Mr Knight says. He retreats to the corner of the room and begins talking to Veronica. I trace my finger along the board looking for my name.

‘Asha Calloway, Elijah Malroy, Jaxon Zedman - Bedding’

Jaxon? I wonder if that’s River’s Jaxon. Looks like I’m on bedding duty twice this week and feeding a couple of times next week.

“Right, you can now pack up and head to third meals, the bell is due to go in a few minutes. I will see you all next week,” Mr Knight announces and smiles at the class. “Asha, can you hang back for a moment?”

Nala flashes me a look.

“It’s fine. I’ll meet you down there,” I mouth to her, and she gives me a nod and walks out of the room with Charlie in arm.

“Yes, Mr Knight?” I say, walking towards him.

“Nakka tells me that Craize has taken a liking to you,” he says, throwing me a smile. “That’s rare for him.” His eyes examine my face with intrigue.

“He clicked to me. I couldn’t understand him, but I think he was trying to tell me something.”

My eyes dart over to Veronica in the corner of the room, who has not stopped staring through me since I got here. I look back at Mr Knight.

“Well, Asha, that’s why you’re here. In the next class, we will be delving into the taming languages and how to interpret their clicks and noises. Hopefully, we can help you figure it out,” he says, and my face lights up. “Don’t expect to pick it up straight away, but at least you’ll have some understanding of it.”

I nod my head in acceptance.

“Go on, get to third meals. I’ll see you next week.” His bright white teeth flash at me as he rests both of his hands in his deep pockets.

“Thanks, Mr Knight,” I say, gifting him a small smile before exiting the room.

After that experience, I am sure that Craize knew my mother somehow. I need to find out what he was saying.

Nala is sitting next to me on one of the red sofas in the library. We have been going through taming books for at least an hour, and my brain is starting to give up. Charlie gave up long ago. I guess reading is really not his thing, and I don’t blame him. There is so much information on the elion language, it is unreal. Nala is in her element. She is studying each book so closely that I fear she will be able to recite them all by heart soon.

An elion’s language is complex. The length of a click is just as important as its tone, and how many clicks it produces without a pause also plays a fundamental role in what the elion is trying to say. It’s all very complicated. Each book has its own way of summarising that once your bond gets past a certain threshold with an elion, the clicks will sound as clear as words, acting like a sort of telepathic communication. Nala looks at me with an open book, her fingers pinching the spine to keep it propped up on a certain page.

“Look here,” she points to a section of the book.

I lean closer to her and peer over the book’s edge.

She reads aloud, “Two clicks followed by a hum can mean ‘brave soul’ and is often what an elion will say when it senses courage in a tamer - I swear that’s what Craize said to you the first time.” She is right. I do remember the two clicks followed by a hum that escaped Craize’s mouth last week on the platform, but then again, there was so much adrenaline pumping through my veins, I may have misheard.

“Hmm, brave soul? Maybe that’s because I stepped in front of you,” I question, shrugging my shoulders.

“Evening, ladies.” River emerges from behind an aisle and plonks down next to me. “What are we reading?” he questions and takes the book from Nala’s hand. I snatch the book back playfully and hand it back to Nala.

“We are reading a book on the elion languages,” I smirk at him, gesturing to Nala and I, and he acts offended.

“Okay, I know where I’m not welcome,” he jokes, but puts his arm around me. “Jaxon is a third-year tamer. I’m sure I could persuade him to help you.”

A smug look draws on his face. “But it’s gonna cost you.” He smiles big and his dimples deepen. He taps his finger lightly on his cheek. “One kiss from the girl with the eyes.”

I roll my eyes at him in response, but can’t help letting out a girly giggle.

“Hmmm, as far as I checked, I think all of us girls have eyes.” I playfully push him away, and he laughs.

“But none quite as mesmerising as yours, Asha.”

He budges up closer to me, and my cheeks redden. I sink into his arm and smile up at him, planting a kiss on his cheek.

“If Jaxon can really help me make sense of this, I’ll give you a real one,” I prop my head up and whisper into his ear. I feel him shiver a little at my touch, and he bites his lip.

“I suppose I’ll have to go talk to Jaxon then,” he smirks and runs his fingers through his hair. “Are we still on for tomorrow?” He tries to play it cool, but I sense the desperation in his tone.

“Tomorrow?” I question jokingly. “What’s happening tomorrow?”

He scratches the back of his head and blushes, looking awkwardly back at me.

“I’m kidding…of course I’m on for tomorrow.”

He doesn’t hide his relief and smiles big.

“You’ll pay for that one, princess,” he speaks through his smile and bites his lip again. His hand gently strokes my cheek and my face tilts into his touch. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

He gets up and signals goodbye to Nala before exiting the library.

“You know how to play with that boy’s heart, don’t you?” She raises an eyebrow and giggles at me.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I smirk and slide deeper into the sofa’s cushion, blushing at the thought of River. Maybe I do feel something more for him.

The night draws close, so Nala and I head up to our room. Nala is sitting cross-legged at the bottom of my bed, and I am braiding her hair for her. Her silky hair is a little damp from the shower she just had, and it smells of lavender. She wants it to be curly in the morning.

“Honestly, I’m so fucking nervous to get my Gift, I don’t know how I’m gonna get to sleep!” I exclaim, continuing the French plait down the back of her head. She tilts her head back slightly and looks up at me.

“You will be. I was so nervous I could have thrown up,” she says, not making me feel any better.

“Thanks for the reassurance,” I say sarcastically, and a giggle escapes her mouth.

“I was nervous, but now I can honestly say it was the best thing that ever happened to me. I got to meet Leia. She is amazing. You will feel the same way when you meet your God. It’s like something was missing from your life and you feel whole again.”

I can feel the passion ebb from her voice and can’t help but smile.

“I hope you’re right.” I finish the plait and pinch the bottom of it so it doesn’t come loose, pulling the black elasticated band from around my wrist and wrapping it three times around her shiny locks. “All done.” I gently pat her on the back, and she turns to face me.

“You’ll be a badass in the morning.” She uses my own words of advice against me and smiles, pulling me into an embrace. I exhale a deep breath and feel a small weight lift off my shoulders.

“Thanks, Nala. You always know just what to say.” I hug her back and then tuck myself under my bedsheets.

I stare up at the ceiling, envisioning what it will be like waking up tomorrow with Gifts. Turning over, I check under my pillow quickly to see if the humblebee vine is still there. I feel the vine entangling around my fingers, which mentally puts my mind at ease. I turn back over and stare up at the ceiling again. This is it. I close my eyes and wait for sleep to overcome me. I’m not tired, but my eyes feel heavy. I can feel a pull in the middle of my back. My God is calling me. I submit to the pressure and sink deeper and deeper into my mattress.
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All I see is darkness; not even a splinter of light cowers in the shadows. A shade of black I have never seen before, darker than night. An unknown feeling draws me into the darkness, and I walk blindly ahead into its midst. The more I walk, the lighter I feel, almost as if I could start levitating if I go any further. The darkness is now broken by small beams of light dotted around. They kind of look like stars. I continue my walk and, sure enough, I am floating. I stare down at my feet. There is nothing below them, no ground to catch my fall. I look back up, and a shaky breath leaves my mouth. Don’t look down. It’s just a dream. It’s just a dream. Maybe if I keep telling myself that, I will feel better.

The higher I levitate, the more silver lights blink and shimmer around me. In the distance, I can see a gleam of light that is bigger than all the rest. I feel a connection to it. I think it’s coming towards me.

“Asha Calloway… Oh, I have been excited to meet you,” a voice echoes around me. I turn around, trying to locate its source.

“Hello?” I shout out into the darkness.

I turn back around and focus on the light that is quickly increasing. I can see it a bit clearer now. It looks like a body wielding a bright light and travelling through the air at high speed. “Are you Heira?” My eyes are squinting from the brightness of their light.

“I am not the God of Light. Come closer, child.” The voice beckons me closer towards the flame of light. Its shape is becoming clearer, an outline through the iridescent beam. I scrunch my eyes a little, hoping to see something that will give me a clue as to which God I am speaking to. I can just about see her face. Her soft lilac eyes twinkle in my direction as she paints a warm smile across her face. The strands of her long platinum hair drift in the air as if they have a mind of their own. She has no podium, no staff of Influence like Leia. Her head does not cradle a halo of light like Heira’s. She does not wear white robes like Shirin and has no white dove to keep her company. Rose vines do not wrap around her head like Poten. Instead, lilac material drapes across her dainty frame and sparkles under the light, hanging down to her bare feet. Her open palm supports a set of silver weighing scales. They hang in perfect balance. Carved into each little silver bowl are the outlines of a sun and a moon. How is this possible? She is like no God I have seen before. Her image is not carved on the walls of Sun or Moon Castle, nor is it plastered in any history books. My eyes examine her, taking in each detail. She should not exist.

“Who are you?” I question as her eyes meet mine again.

“My name is Oriah… God of the Stars.” She flicks her fingers and conjures up a silver throne of light behind her. She shimmies herself back into it and sits proudly. “You have awakened me after years in the shadows.” She smiles again.

“G-God of the Stars?” I stammer. “There is no God of the Stars.”

My mind must be playing tricks on me. Maybe this is just a dream, and my God will pull me out of it soon.

“I am here, aren’t I?” Oriah’s voice is calming and gentle.

“I don’t understand… Why are you here for me?” I ask, trying to make sense of who I see before me.

“You, my child, are the last and the first of our kind. You are a Star child.” She leans back in her seat and watches me closely.

“What do you mean? I’m a Sun… My dad is Sun and so was my mum,” I spit facts at her, hoping she will realise that she has this very wrong. There is a moment of silence as if she is contemplating what to say next.

“Your dad is not who you think he is… You are a product of light and dark.”

Oriah’s words scar deep into my soul. This can’t be true.

“You’re lying,” I defend, hoping to break her out of her fable. I take a step back.

“If you don’t believe me, I can show you.”

She leans towards me and places the scales on my hand.

“The Scales will show you your truth,” she states, giving me a consoling look as she lets go of the scales. “Look here,” she says and points at the chalices.

I watch as their contents swirl, forming images. I see my mum running, tears streaming down her face. I can feel her pain, her heartache. She runs to a door and knocks on it. My father opens it.

‘Laura… I thought you were dead. I thought he killed you.’ There is relief in his voice as he pulls her through the door.

‘It’s all lies, forget what you have read in the paper…’ My mother’s voice changes, and shame washes over her. ‘Luca… he didn’t kidnap me. We ran away together.’

I watch as a single tear runs down her face.

‘What?! You ran away with a Moon? What were you thinking?’ my father replies in disbelief.

‘I love him… and now he’s dead, and it’s all my fault.’ My mother is crying uncontrollably, and my father wraps his arms around her and comforts her.

‘I am here for you, whatever you need. You will always be my best friend, Laura.’

Her cries soften into his shoulder.

‘I am pregnant with his baby.’ She takes a breath. ‘That’s why we ran away. The Gods would show no mercy if they found out. We had to get away, but our people never stopped searching for us and eventually they found Luca.’ Her voice cracks as tears begin to stream again. ‘He wanted to protect me and the baby; he told them I was dead so they would stop looking…They killed him.’

She breaks down again. ‘If anyone finds out that I am carrying his baby, they will kill us both.’ Her hands cradle her belly as if she is protecting the foetus inside.

‘Shhhhh…. No one is going to find out. We’ll raise the baby together, and no one will ever know.’ The man I thought was my father gently places his hands on my mother’s belly too.

‘I have to hide; they can’t know I’m alive,’ my mother pleads.

‘Don’t worry, you’ll be safe here.’

The image fades away, and I can feel a lump form in the back of my throat. A tear rolls down my cheek.

“See, child. You are a Star.” She points to where my heart beats in my chest and leans back on her throne again.

“That’s not possible. The bloodlines don’t mix,” I say in disbelief.

“That is what you were made to believe. You are rare, Asha. Fertilisation only occurs during an eclipse.” She takes a stand and gazes off into the distance. “There was a time when the Starkind lived peacefully amongst Sun and Moon.” Her hands shift downwards, and the stars around us fall. She claps her hands and they reconvene, creating an image. It’s amazing - like being in a cinema. I look up at the story being told before me. There are Sun, Moon, and Star people living in harmony. Laughing and joking. Our people were not separated; the Sun were out at night and vice versa. This world looks perfect.

“What happened?” I ask, my jaw still dropping in wonder.

She looks back at me with a somber look in her eyes, and the image begins to change.

“The Sunkind feared us… Our power. Starkind have the rare ability of both Sun and Moon powers. The Sunkind felt threatened and convinced the Moonkind we were dangerous and were planning the extinction of both Sun and Moon. They came together and waged a war against our people. The battle was unfair. For every Star, there were thirty Moon and Sun people slaughtering our kind. We didn’t stand a chance. All we wanted was to live in peace.”

I can hear the pain in her voice. Now the stars show scenes of war and violence. Starkind are running from the Sun and Moon army. They ride elions and sky serpents. They are brutally murdering them. There is fire and destruction, and I can’t look anymore. I turn my head away from the horror. A stray tear runs down my face.

“How could the Gods let this happen?!” My tears float into the ether around me, and I stare in shock.

“The Gods have rules. We cannot interfere with the physical realm.”

She leans closer to me. “Asha, you are rare. You must tread carefully. When the Sun people realise you exist, they will stop at nothing to end you. There has already been talk amongst the Gods of my awakening. You can’t let them know you exist… At least, not yet.”

I study her face as a silver light pulsates around her. She really is beautiful; her eyes are like diamonds shimmering with the light.

“I-I can’t do this.” I turn to walk away, but Oriah appears in front of me.

“Don’t be scared, child. You were made for this.” She touches my face and then tucks my hair behind my ear. “Find The Soldark. You know the way of the Sun, now you must learn the way of the Moon.” Her voice echoes slightly in our surroundings.

I can’t help but look around and wonder if we really are in space.

I look back at her like she is crazy. “How am I supposed to learn the way of the Moon without drawing attention to myself?”

My feet start to tingle a little, still elevated above the ground.

“You’re a smart girl; you’ll figure it out.” She smiles at me with her eyes, and they flash with hope for me. Hope that I am the last of her kind. I am what she has been waiting for. I gulp and feel my heart race, trying to brace her high expectations to keep the pressure from crumbling on top of me. I have so many questions, but I can’t seem to find the words. I stick with something a little easier.

“What about my Gifts…What are they?”

Oriah had said that Stars possess the power of Sun and Moonkind. Surely, this is not possible.

“Ahh of course.”

She takes a step towards me as her fingers spark with a lilac electricity. She places her thumb on my forehead, and a surge of energy flows through me. A current jolts under my skin, and my eyes are forced to the back of my head. My body shakes with potential as the power brews in each of my cells. Energy coerces each of the tiny hairs on my body to point upwards, sending a warm tickle down my spine. I compel myself to open my eyes. Oriah is now standing behind me. My reflection is staring back at me through a kind of silver mirror. Its pane is fluid-like. I reach out to touch it, and it ripples around my finger. My eyes meet mine in the reflection and light up with a glow, both shining their respective colours; the right one brown and the left one blue. I blink a couple of times, and the glows extinguish before lighting up again. My left hand is now cupping a white light, like the light workers hold. It is fierce and pulsates softly. My right hand is supporting a black sphere, its energy dark and haunting. My head tilts as I stare deeper into my reflection. How is this possible? To have both Sun and Moon powers? I feel like an abomination.

“You are not an abomination. You are the only one who can save our kind.”

She removes her thumb from my head, which breaks the rippling mirror before me. I can’t hide the confusion on my face. How did she hear my thoughts?

“Find The Soldark.” She conjures a glow and begins levitating again. “You’re not alone. I can channel your thoughts. I will be with you on this journey, even though you will not be able to see me,” she says as she begins to drift away from me.

“Wait! I have so many more questions!” I call out, and she drifts back towards me, a sympathetic smile caressing her cheeks.

“I must go. Any longer, and the other Gods will know where I am. You’ve got this. I believe in you, Asha.” Her last words echo around the atmosphere. Her glow brightens, and at lightning speed, she disappears into the distance.

A door appears in front of me. Its outer edges glow with a lilac hue. It calls out to me. This must be the way out. I hesitantly take a step towards it and place my hand on its circular handle, twisting it and opening it ajar. The lilac glow consumes me, and I wake up in my bed dripping with sweat.

‘You are special, Asha. When they ask who you were visited by, say it was Heira. Only use your light powers in front of the Sunkind, they can’t be trusted.’

Oriah’s voice speaks to me through my mind; it echoes around my head, which startles me.

‘I told you; I will be with you on this journey, watching over you. If you ever wish to speak with me, just call out to me in your mind and I will be able to communicate with you.’

I nod my head in response to this, not really feeling like I have a choice in the matter. This is insane. The photograph finally makes sense. Luca and my mother were together; that’s why he had her suitcase in the picture and why she had a photograph of her kissing him on the cheek in her locket. Luca is my father. My head spins for a moment, and I hold on to the windowsill for stability. I take some deep breaths to try to calm my mind, and the swirling stops. I look over at Nala, who is still sound asleep.

What time is it? I glance at the clock after my eyes adjust to the dark. Three a.m. I pull my curtain to one side and peep out at Moon Campus. ‘Now you must learn the ways of the moon.’ That is going to be way harder than it sounds. I slump back into bed and stare up at the ceiling in thought. What the hell am I going to do?
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Chapter Nineteen
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First bell rings and disrupts me from my sleep. I sit up in my bed and brush my hair off my face. Flashbacks of Oriah swarm my mind, and reality hits me. I look down at my hands and concentrate on the power within me. I feel the energy coursing through my veins. The tips of my fingers tingle. An orange orb sparks on my left hand. I bring it closer to my face to examine it. It looks just like the light workers. Maybe it is, and Heira is playing tricks on me. No. Gods don’t lie.

The orb flickers and dims, like a lightbulb losing its power. I turn my attention to my other hand. The tingling grows, and I am reminded of that day with Alex in the stairwell. It’s a similar feeling, but how did I have my power before I received my Gifts? My eyes narrow in, but nothing happens.

“Come on,” I whisper to myself, giving in to the power.

I squeeze my eyes shut and think about last night and that image of myself in the mirror with the haunting darkness in my grasp. I feel a sort of release within me, but the need to open my eyes is replaced with hesitation. I carefully open one up and see the black abyss before me. It’s true. I couldn’t believe it before, not entirely, but now it’s hard not to. The ball of darkness is floating in my right hand. I stare into its vortex, and I feel a current racing through it, drawing me in almost like a black hole. I hear a noise next to me and quickly close my palm and hide my hands underneath my duvet.

“So… how was it?” Nala is rubbing the sleep out of her eyes and looking over at me. Remember what Oriah said… ‘Pretend Heira visited you. ’

“It was eye-opening,” I say with an exhale.

I look over at her, and her face contorts with confusion.

“I mean eye-opening in a brilliant kind of way!” I say more excitedly, trying to distract her from my previous response.

“Sooooo, who did you meet?” Nala sits up in her bed and beams at me in excitement.

I feel bad having to lie to her, but the last thing I want is for her to be mixed up in all of this.

“I met Heira,” I say whilst uncovering my left hand from under the sheets and igniting a small flame for her to wonder at. The flame doesn’t sit on my hand for long and extinguishes after a few seconds. I watch as her jaw drops, and she leaps out of her bed and races over to me.

“That’s amazing. Told you it would be something badass!” She grabs my wrist and watches the orb reappear.

“Careful, don’t want to blind you on my first day with my Gifts,” I say, pulling my hand away from her, and a laugh escapes our mouths. She flashes me a smile and gets up, gathering her things for a shower.

“You’re up early, aren’t you?” I tease.

“I know. I guess I was just excited to find out about your Gifts.”

She picks up her towel and glances over at me. “You know what else is exciting?” she asks, and confusion is now smothering my face. “Your date with River!” she exclaims, twirling the towel around on her finger.

“Oh, don’t remind me.” I roll my eyes, and a giggle escapes her lips. “The boy who doesn’t give up,” I laugh.

“Asha and River sitting in a tree K-I-S-S-I-N-” Nala sings, but before she can finish, I launch a pillow in her direction. She closes the bathroom door in response just before the pillow reaches her and lets out a muffled laugh as it collides with the door. I feel a tingling in my palm again as the black orb returns unprovoked. I close my hand again to compress its dark glow. Keeping this a secret may be harder than it sounds.

I think back to last night - ‘Find The Soldark’. That book from the Archives, I need to get it. I knew it seemed important, but I can’t go yet. Someone is sure to see me this early in the morning. I will have to sneak in again later tonight. Hopefully, my date with River won’t go on too long. Maybe I should just call it off, but then he’ll definitely think something’s up. The last thing I need is for people to ask questions.

That settles it. Go on the date and then find The Soldark.

I find it hard to concentrate at first meals. All I can think about is getting my hands on that book. Nala is talking to Charlie opposite me at the large oak table in the dining room. I break up a large slice of sourdough bread and spread a generous dose of butter on the end of it before plopping it in my mouth. I feel eyes burning into the side of my head and turn to look. It’s Alex. Seriously, why can’t he just leave me alone? He approaches our table, and I roll my eyes in his direction.

“I hear you’re a light worker, Calloway?” he says before taking a piece of bread off my plate and waving it in my direction.

“I’m surprised news travels that fast in the healing quarters,” I retort with an unbothered tone, snatching the bread from his clammy hands and placing it back on my plate.

Nala and Charlie let out a light chuckle, which annoys Alex. He places one hand on the table in front of me and stares into my eyes as if trying to intimidate me. Nala makes eyes at me from across the table.

“Why don’t you just fuck off, Alex!” she taunts, and he throws her daggers.

He leans in closer.

“You know, you may have fooled every other fucker in this school, but not me. Something’s not right with you, and I’m going to get to the bottom of it.”

I feel heat spread to my cheeks. I can tell Alex is going to be an issue. His eyes search mine for a moment before he is cut off unexpectedly. River stands behind him with his hand gripping Alex’s right shoulder.

“Is there a problem here?” River says as he towers over Alex and looks back and forth between me and him. River yanks Alex back so he is now standing facing him. “They told you to fuck off, mate.” River says in a serious tone.

Alex takes a step back and brushes River’s hand off his shoulder. I can see on Alex’s face that he knows he is no match for a third year, but he tries to play it off.

He laughs before saying, “No problem. I was just telling Asha here how pleased I am that she is going to be in Mr Herringford’s class with me.”

He raises his eyebrow in my direction, and I watch him in silence. I hadn’t thought about that. Now that I’m a ‘light worker’, I’m going to be in a class with Alex.

“Good mate, because I know it didn’t work out so well the last time you caused trouble with Asha,” River says, smirking at him, and Nala and Charlie break out in giggles.

Alex huffs and walks past River, bumping his shoulder as he exits.

“She’s fooled you the most, ‘mate’,” he says as their shoulders touch briefly.

River stands his ground and waits for Alex to disappear.

Nala places her hand on top of mine in a comforting way and looks at me sympathetically.

“Don’t listen to him. He’s just trying to heal the ego you bruised.”

I place my hand on top of hers and smile.

River walks around the table end and plonks himself down next to me. I remove my hand from Nala’s and turn to face River.

“Thanks,” I smile at him and place my hand on his thigh.

“He bothers you again, you let me know.”

I nod my head in response to him.

“Not that you need my help, really. You put him in the healing quarters twice already this term,” he laughs.

“I know. I don’t know why he hasn’t learnt his lesson,” I agree, matching his energy.

“Seriously though, he’s obviously got it in for you. He’s had his Gifts longer than you; I don’t want him catching you on an off day and hurting you.”

He looks rather sweet when he’s concerned. I move myself closer to him and place a hand on his cheek briefly.

“I’ll be alright. I can handle myself.” My gaze meets his, and I shrug off his concern.

A small smirk forms on his lips, and his hand traces over mine. He reaches out and takes a swig from my glass of water on the table in front of me.

“I hope you don’t mind,” he says, gesturing at the water.

I nod my head, telling him that it’s okay. I mean, we have already kissed, which means we’ve gone way past exchanging DNA. Sharing a glass of water seems insignificant. I blush at the thought of our kiss, and he continues, “I know you can, but I have someone who can help you practice your powers. Remember Haley from the party?”

I remember her, and it’s such a nice gesture, but I can’t be drawing attention to myself like that. What if she realises my light power is not the same as hers?

“Yeah, of course, super pretty blonde,” I say, not wanting to shut him down straight away.

“She’s one of the best light workers in our year. I’m sure she’ll be happy to help you harness your Gifts.”

He smiles. Why must he be so damn helpful?

“She keeps asking when we can all hang out again.” His eyes look over mine and bounce from left to right, waiting for my reply.

I don’t want him to think I’m ungrateful, so I create the best lie that I can. “That’s so nice of you, but it’s really not necessary. I don’t want to be a burden.” I pause for a second. “But tell her we can definitely hang out soon!”

He studies my face hard and furrows his dark brows. I feel his hand cradle mine.

“Don’t be silly, Asha. I’m sure she won’t mind.” His voice drops a register, and he speaks with understanding. “How about I just drop it into conversation? She never does anything she doesn’t want to. If she wants to help, I’m sure she’ll let you know.”

He takes another swig from my glass, and I watch as his Adam’s apple slugs up and down his throat. Oh, River. Damn you and your hero complex. I force a small smile back at him and playfully snatch the glass out of his grip, submitting to the fact that he will probably never stop trying to help me.

“Thank you,” I say, taking a swig of my drink.

He smirks again, evidently happy that I am accepting his help. I’ll just have to create another excuse if Haley wants to tutor me. The thought of lying to everyone around me makes me uneasy, and I take another sip of my water.

‘It is necessary to conceal the truth when the truth can be deadly.’ A familiar voice startles me, and I choke a little on the water. I cough and splutter, and River looks at me with concern.

“You okay there?” He pats me gently on the back.

My cheeks redden, embarrassed by my reaction. “Yeah, I’m fine, just went down the wrong hole.” I brush it off and wipe the residue from my lips with the back of my hand. ‘So, you can just butt in whenever you like?’ I direct my thoughts back to Oriah, hoping she gets my message.

‘Now you’re beginning to understand.’ There is a slight warmth to her voice. ‘But don’t worry, I’m not here to invade your privacy. I’m just here to guide you.’ I nod in response, and River’s gaze intensifies.

“You sure you’re alright?” he questions again, causing me to break myself out of my stare.

“Yeah, I’m fine. I promise.”

I’ve got to get the hang of this telepathic communication thing. I take another bite of my bread and swallow, shooting River a friendly smile. I look toward the other end of our table and see Alex sitting with a few of his friends. I think about what he said about me. That I was different. He was right. I can’t help but wonder if Oriah was watching over me then. ‘

‘Wait… what happened to Alex on the stairs — was that you?’ I think about his spontaneous combustion; it never made sense until now.

‘The boy deserved it, fighting you before you had your Gifts.’ There is a tinge of annoyance in her voice, like she dislikes Alex as much as I do. ‘You have to understand, Asha, I wasn’t going to let anything come between you meeting me.’

I understand her desperation. I am the last of her kind, and if my light was singed out by an asshole like Alex, I’m sure it would’ve brought nothing but pain to her.

‘I thought you couldn’t interfere?’ I think back to her words last night.

‘Technically, I didn’t. I just gave you a taste of your Gifts before you got them,’ she says with a mischievous tone. This is definitely not her first time finding ways around the Gods and their rules.

‘I guess I owe you a thank you,’ I think in reply to her. ‘Just give me some warning next time.’

I take her silence as a response to her stubborn nature. As the last of the Starkind, she will probably never stop trying to protect me. I need to make an effort not to provoke anyone, as they will surely end up in the healing quarters just like Alex did.

The second bell rings, signalling that first meals is over.

Nala looks at me as she begins to stand up. “Good luck with your first class with Mr Herringford.”

She picks up her plate and walks with me to the counter, where all students are expected to put their used crockery and plates.

“Thanks, Nala. Have fun in Miss Redfield’s class.”

I stack my plate onto the pile of dirty dishes and shoot her a smile. “See you at lunch.” She heads off out the door. I turn my attention back to River, who is placing his plate on top of mine.

“And I will see you tonight, milady.” He bows playfully and reaches for my hand. I stretch it out for him, and he places a gentle kiss on the back of it.

“Of course, my prince,” I play back and curtsy, making him smile. I watch as he walks away with a pep in his step.

Now that I have my Gifts, my class with Mr Herringford will become my speciality, which means for two hours a day, I will be taught how to harness my light work abilities. I feel panic prickling beneath my skin. This also means that for two hours a day, I will also have to try to conceal my Moon powers. I gulp at the thought of this. I can’t afford to slip up. My life depends on it.
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Chapter Twenty
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Mr Herringford sits patiently at the front of his classroom waiting for the chatter amongst students to diminish. Only half of the desks are filled. I guess some people are yet to get their Gifts. I scurry in and pick a desk. The one furthest away from Alex is the one that is calling me. I pull out the wooden chair on the far right side of the room and sit quickly, tucking myself into the desk. Even though Alex is at the other end of the classroom, I can still feel his eyes burning into my head. It wouldn’t surprise me if I spontaneously combusted in a minute or two.

Mr Herringford clears his throat, and his black sunglasses wobble on the bridge of his nose. He pulls a pen out of the pocket of the tight brown trousers hugging his tall, thin legs. He positions himself next to the whiteboard behind him and begins to write. He stops for a minute and adjusts the collar of his shirt. He is dressed rather smartly; however, his shirt is riddled with creases and is only half tucked into his trousers. The beige and white V-neck fleece does a good job of hiding the creases, but I can still see the tiny ridges on his sleeves and the edges that hang untucked below his belt. He continues writing, this time speaking the words out loud. I reach for the pen and paper placed in front of me. I suppose this is for taking notes.

“For those of you who are new to my class, I am Mr Herringford.” He writes his name and underlines it. “First of all, congratulations on getting your Gifts. I’m sure you are all pleased to have finally reached such a milestone.” He scans around the room and runs a hand through his coarse brown hair. He has the type of hair that will not hold any shape; it flops back down to rest flat on his forehead as soon as he moves his hand away. “As you have all got your Gifts at different times, I can assume you will all be at various levels of control.”

He opens his left hand to reveal a bright white orb dancing on his palm. “Some of you will naturally be more advanced at yielding the light than others.”

He shoots his hands up and spreads them out wide. The orb follows his motion and shoots up to the ceiling before spreading out into lots of smaller orbs hovering inches away from the ceiling. I gawk in amazement as the spheres of light twinkle and glimmer. He slowly closes his palm, and the spores of light diminish at once. “To start, I want to see how well each of you can yield. Try to focus. Create a ball of white light in your palm just as I did.”

I look at Alex, who is already juggling three balls of light in the air like a total dick. Why am I not surprised. It’s just like Alex to show off. I can’t help being slightly impressed at how quickly he has gained control, though. I stare at my left hand and try to conjure an orb. I feel a rush of heat in my hand and watch as a light emits from my palm just as Mr Herringford’s did, but it goes out almost as quickly as it appeared. I feel the muscles in my hand tense as I try again. Sparks prick from the tips of my fingers, and the ball of light appears again. I try to hold it as long as I can, but it begins to blink and slowly flickers out.

This is harder than I thought. I try again, and I feel a drop of sweat trickle down my brow. I pat my forehead dry with my sleeve. I’m burning up.

“I can see some of you are better than others, but that is to be expected.” He locks eyes with me like he can see the heat radiating off my body.

“Asha… your body temperature will continue to rise if you channel from within. This power does not come from within you; it comes from above you. The sun itself.” He walks closer towards me and tilts his head as if he is examining my understanding. “Light is everywhere. Try to draw the power from around you rather than from inside you.” He stares harder at my red face. “And stop trying so hard. You shouldn’t have to force the power out; it’s already there. You just have to access it.”

I nod my head in assurance and feel my muscles relax. I take a deep breath and look around me. He’s right; there is light all around me. In every inch of this place. Floor-to-ceiling windows dominate most of the walls in this room, and only an inch of brick lies between each large panel. There are two large skylight windows above us in the ceiling, and I can see the sun hanging high in the window above me. The light is soaring through in every direction; I just need to channel it. I focus on the warmth of the sun against my skin and close my eyes.

“It’s all around me, not in me,” I say to myself in a whisper. I let out a breath and try again… This time I don’t tense my muscles or hold my breath. “Just ease into it,” I tell myself. I feel my palm tingle and it begins to spark again. I look up at the sun and bask in its glory, then watch as the orb begins to grow in my hand. And I don’t feel strain or pressure or so hot that my head is going to explode.

“Well done, Asha… Much better,” Mr Herringford nods at me, and I can’t help but smile at my achievement. I know it’s not juggling like Alex, but it’s an orb, and it’s my orb.

‘You are learning the ways of the Sun like a natural.’ Oriah’s voice breaks through my concentration, causing my orb to burn out. I let out a controlled breath to regain my composure.

‘It’s going to take a while to get used to this,’ I reply with a little sarcasm in my thoughts. I need to come to terms with the fact that my thoughts are no longer my own and Oriah can spring a conversation on me whenever she feels like it.

I look at the students around me, each tucked into their own wooden desks. Spheres of light beam proudly in the palms of their hands, some brighter than others. I watch as their lights pulsate and flicker. Some of the newcomers struggle to hold their lights just as I did. I watch as they grow smaller and eventually hiss out. Trina is also in my class. She must’ve got her Gifts recently because she is one of the few who cannot hold their light longer than ten seconds. She does not hide her frustration and huffs and puffs every few minutes. I watch as she tugs at her long brown hair in annoyance. Every time her light burns out, she scrunches her knuckles into a fist and bangs her table in anger. I wonder if her God speaks to her like Oriah does to me.

‘I am the only God that can communicate telepathically with my people. The Starkind have natural dream walking abilities and can access their subconscious mind in ways others cannot. This openness acts as a channel, allowing me to communicate directly through it.’ Oriah’s voice echoes through me again, this time with a hint of pride. I can tell she regards herself and her abilities to a high standard.

‘Of course you are,’ I reply, letting out a small exhale. I still haven’t peeled my eyes away from the ball of stress that is Trina. I swear, if her light flickers out one more time, she is going to snap the table in half. I tense at the thought of this and watch as her orb ebbs and flows in her hand. I mentally count in my head to ten, expecting it to go out around the nine mark. I hold my breath when I get past nine and move to ten. It’s still going. The table and I stare back in relief; she’s finally done it. She’s created her orb and held it there. I can see a smile form on her face as she revels in her glory. Her freckled skin radiates with the joy of her triumph, and I watch as her rosy cheeks blush with a healthy glow. Her happiness is contagious, and I can’t help but smile too. I focus back on conjuring my own orb and watch as it shines bright. I feel the sun’s warm rays channel through me, and my fingertips tingle with potential. I concentrate on making it grow bigger, and to my surprise, it begins expanding. I then think about it shrinking and watch as it grows smaller in synchrony with my demands. This really is incredible. I find myself staring at my light, getting lost in all its intricacies. The glow is gently expanding and shrinking and has me in a sort of trance. I am mesmerised.

I feel a hand grip my shoulder and lightly shake me. “Asha… best you don’t look at the light for too long,” Mr Herringford says, looking at me with concern.

I blink harshly and shake myself out of the trance.

“Do you know why I wear these, Asha?” he asks me, pointing to the black sunglasses resting on his nose.

“Ummmm…to protect your eyes from the light?” I guess, looking at the dark lenses covering his eyes. They are so dark I cannot see through them and have to guess that he is making eye contact back at me.

He smiles and reaches his fingers up to pinch the arm of his glasses. He tilts them up away from his nose and pulls them back over his hairline, where he leaves them resting on the top of his head. Oh Gods. His skin is shiny and dry in red and pink patches around his right eye. The skin appears to be stretched tightly and scarred above his cheekbone and under his eyebrow, like it has been burned before. His right eye socket is empty; the deep pocket that usually cradles an eyeball is just a gaping hole. I cringe at the sight but refrain from making any remarks.

He raises his voice a register to gain the attention of the rest of the class. “Burned right out of its socket,” he explains matter-of-factly, whilst pointing at where his right eye should be.

The class stare back with intrigue and disgust.

“The light we yield is very powerful. The healers could not rebuild my eye, so I have to live with the consequence.”

He flicks the glasses back down so they are covering his eyes again. “I cannot reinforce this enough…do not look directly at your lights for too long. The light of the sun is amazing, but its fire is fierce and deadly… I learnt the hard way so you don’t have to.”

Noted. I definitely won’t be staring too deeply at my light again. I know my eyes are already weird and different, but I’d much rather them be mismatched than gone altogether.

“Oh shit!”

We all swing in unison towards a frantic Trina, who is swearing uncontrollably whilst trying to pat out the blaze that has ignited her hair. The flames dance over each lock and crackle as they burn. Trina is still flapping but struggles to put the fire out.

“PUT IT OUT… PUT IT OUT!” Trina cries in desperation as the flames climb further up the length of her long brown hair.

Mr Herringford sincerely apologises before tipping his glass of water over her head. Her hair hisses and crackles as the water extinguishes the inferno. Trina is fuming. I think she would’ve taken out Mr Herringford’s other eye if he hadn’t just saved her from being eaten by the hungry flames. The classroom now smells strongly of singed hair and smoke, and Trina slumps in her chair. Her hair is damp and dishevelled, with each singed strand a different length. It’s going to take more than one visit to the hairdresser to fix that. She catches me gawking, and I quickly look away.

Alex has been surprisingly quiet through this whole ordeal and just sits quietly in his chair. I guess he can’t really pass judgement when everyone watched him flail in a fiery inferno last week. They all think he lost control of his power and set himself ablaze. But now I know better.

“Trina has just demonstrated very well what can happen when you break your concentration. As you all saw, hair is a great conduit for the flames; all it takes is one strand to come into contact with an orb and ‘poof’,” Mr Herringford says, motioning an eruption with his hands. “My advice is to tie all long hair back and refrain from wearing any loose clothing whilst you are getting the hang of your Gifts.”

He shoots Trina a warm smile and she sinks deeper into her chair, clearly embarrassed by the whole event.

I look down at the hairband around my left wrist. I always keep one on me just in case I need to swoop my hair out of my face, which is often with curls as crazy as mine. I pull it off my wrist. I hold it in my right hand and cradle it between my fingers, stretching it out as I normally do, beginning to gather my hair into a low ponytail. I try to wrap the band around it, but my hand spasms a little, making the hair band ping out of my grasp. I lean down under the table to pick it back up in pursuit of making my head less flammable. My right hand tingles again, but I ignore it and scoop the elasticated band from the wooden floor. I sit up to begin the process again. I open my hand, but the hairband I just picked up is gone. Confused, I look down at the floor again, where the band lay just a second ago… but there is nothing there. My right hand jolts again, and a black glow swirls on my palm. I panic and swiftly close my hand into a fist before anyone sees it, concealing it under my desk.

“Not now,” I mutter to myself in frustration. I gulp and fidget in my seat. My heart is beating so loudly in my chest, I am conscious of the others hearing it.

The tingling sensation floods back to my hand, and I feel a deep pressure in my palm. The table begins to vibrate, and I have to press it hard into the floor with my left hand to stifle its tremors. No one has noticed its subtle shaking yet, but the quakes are becoming more frantic, and I can feel more power brewing. I need to do something fast. I keep my fist closed tight, hoping not to draw any unwanted attention to myself, but the table is still shaking, and I don’t think I can hold it down any longer.

‘Breathe, Asha.’ Oriah’s voice soothes me and calms me down instantly. I do as she says and take three controlled deep breaths. The pressure slowly begins to dissipate, and the table stops shaking. I take a peek at my hand under the table and reluctantly pry each finger open one by one, making sure the darkness has retired. I am relieved to see the familiar skin of my empty palm. I place my hand back on the table and decide to bide my time and wait for the bell to ring. I think I have practised enough for one day. I reach out for the pen that was sitting on my desk at the start of the class. That’s strange. It’s gone too. Could this day get any weirder?
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Chapter Twenty-One
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“You ready, princess?” River stretches his hand out to me from the doorway of my dorm room. He looks very smart in his blue shirt and jeans. He is obviously trying hard to impress me. A charming look is plastered on his face, which makes me blush. I take his hand tenderly and follow his lead.

“Where are you taking me? Back to the archives?” I question, the last comment a joke, as Nala’s voice plays in my mind. She is right though; surely there are not many places suitable for a date around here.

He drops my hand and walks slightly ahead of me, grinning from ear to ear.

“Why? Are you not a fan of surprises?” He fakes concern and smirks a little, knowing he has me right where he wants me.

“How can you tell?” I raise my eyebrows and lace my words with sarcasm, making him laugh a little. He turns his head to face me whilst we walk along Solaris corridor.

“Apart from your obvious sarcasm?” he laughs and turns his head back in the direction we are going. His gelled hair stays slick and smart as he moves. He definitely put in the effort for me, which makes me smile. I like his hair parted this way, a little to the side with some strands hanging loose down his forehead. I hit him playfully on the shoulder and furrow my brows.

“Well, I can’t help it. How many places at Sun Sovereign are fit for a date? Not many, I’m sure.”

“Oh, Asha, you have little faith.” He takes my hand and speeds up. “Follow me.”

I huff and roll my eyes, but excitement bubbles in my body. I try to conceal it as best as I can because I don’t know what triggers my Gifts yet, and the last thing I need is to get overexcited.

He leads me into the courtyard towards The Greenhouse. Every time I look at him, he grins and speeds up. We have been having a light conversation about how our days have been so far, but I can tell River is more focused on the date he has planned. We reach the dome-like structure, and he turns to face me, still grinning.

“What are we doing here? We can’t get in; neither of us has the Gift of Poten,” I say, staring up at the large structure.

“That’s what you think,” he winks and takes my hand. He leads me around to the back of the structure.

There are three stone benches and some almost bare trees dotted around, and in the middle is a square drain. River uses his Gifts to Influence the lid of the drain up and a set of stairs becomes visible, just like the door to the archives. He ushers me down the stairs.

“Ladies first.” His eyebrows rise again, and I giggle before leading the way.

“You better not be walking me to my death,” I joke, staring menacingly at the cobwebs and cracks on the walls.

“You must not think very highly of me then.” He laughs.

As I continue walking, the stone stairs slightly cracking under my feet, a walkway becomes present. Almost like a tunnel, but not very long. I can see another set of stairs at the end of it; these are ascending. He takes my hand through the walkway and stops when we reach the stairs. He climbs them confidently and raises the hatch with one hand before looking down at me.

“You coming?”

I smile and walk up the stairs, squeezing myself between him and the edge of the hatch. He is still holding the lid up for me to pass through.

I am first greeted by bright shades of luscious green. Various floral scents floods my nostrils like a strong perfume. I take a deep breath and feel my doubts about this date slip away. A sea of petals in every colour bloom from their flower stems and sway gently in the wind. There are no open windows, but somehow this place has its own ecosystem; a slight cool breeze and even running water. The crystal-clear stream flows a few metres away from us and travels the length of the greenhouse. I can see in the distance, at the far end, there is a vertical waterfall somehow flowing through the glass in a continuous shower.

This is amazing. I lift my head to revel in the beauty as sunlight radiates off my face and around the room, creating little rainbows that sparkle. Colourful birds swoop across the sky and land on branches from the various types of plants and bushes, tweeting in their own language. A smile spreads across my face, and a butterfly flutters playfully around me. It is bright blue but has pink and green specks along its wings. I hold out my finger to encourage it to land. The delicate creature dances around my finger before briefly landing on my fingernail. I bring my face closer towards it, being careful not to spook it. It really is beautiful. I raise my finger higher, and it flies away. Light footsteps increase behind me as River approaches, which brings me back to earth.

“It’s pretty amazing, isn’t it?” he says, not taking his eyes away from the view in front of us.

“It’s beautiful,” I say, spinning three hundred and sixty degrees to take it all in. “How did you swing this?” I look back at River, who is smiling proudly at his choice of location.

“My foster brother Jace — he’s a restorer. He used to go to this school. He graduated last year but showed me a way to get in.”

He takes my hand and leads me further into the green depths. I make a note to be careful where I step, not wanting to trample on any flowers. A stray tree branch tugs at my denim shorts as I brush past its leaves. He leads me onto a sand path where we continue walking.

“Now, I just come here when I need time to think,” he says with a small smile. “You know… to get away from all the madness out there.” He lets out a dry laugh and points toward Sun Sovereign.

I understand what he means. This place… in here… It’s like a whole other world.

“I get it. Who needs therapy when you have this?” I say, not entirely joking.

I take my cream cardigan off and wrap it around my waist, exposing my white vest top. It sure is hot here.

“Exactly… It gets better.”

He smiles, his dimples appearing, and takes my hand, leading me over to the left side of the dome. We turn a corner, and I see a blanket lying across a grassy bed. The waterfall is crashing down behind it and into a glistening pool, which thins and feeds into streams around the dome. He ushers me to sit down on the blanket next to him and pulls out a straw basket from a bush beside it.

I sit down with my legs off to the side, resting my weight onto my right arm.

I watch as River pulls out two wrapped sandwiches from the basket and hands one to me.

“A BLT without the T, just how you like it.” He smiles at my shocked reaction.

“Okay, now I’m surprised.” He definitely did his homework.

“See, I pay attention.” He winks at me and dives deeper into the basket. “And I also have these.” He shows me a pot of bright red strawberries, which I am assuming we will share, and a vanilla cupcake with a buttercream swirl. A single candle stands tall, cradled by its frosting. “Couldn’t have your birthday without a cake.”

“Thank you… This is perfect.”

The light radiates off his blonde hair, making him look angelic.

“But you know we don’t really celebrate birthdays here.”

“Doesn’t mean we shouldn’t.” He smirks and places the items down on the blanket in front of us. “One last thing,” he says, his voice trailing off as he places his hand back in the basket.

“Seriously…there’s more?” I cut him off, astounded at the number of surprises he has already made for me.

“This one’s more of a joke item.” He chuckles and I am lost for a moment, until he pulls out a clear glass flask with a cork in the top, filled with an orange liquid. “I promise it is just regular liquor this time.”

He laughs again and pops the cork, taking a swig before gesturing it towards me. I take the flask and swig it quickly. The orange liquid runs down my throat; it is sweet and less harsh than last time, but the kick is still present. I clear my throat.

“Now I regret not taking potion class,” I say, which makes River smile.

“Just make friends that take it; that’s what I do.” Of course, he would say that. He has lots of friends. I don’t think I’ve met one person who doesn’t love him. Apart from Ryder.

“Easier said than done,” I say sarcastically, taking another swig of the orange liquor.

“Oh yeah. I forgot I was talking to the troublemaker,” he jokes, which makes me laugh. I playfully hit him on the arm.

“Hey, I don’t make the trouble. It just seems to follow me.”

I wasn’t lying. It’s true. Ever since I was little, trouble followed me around.

My thoughts then digress to this newfound power that runs through my veins. Of course it happened to me. Over two thousand people at this school, and I’m one of the Starkind.

“I know I’m only playing.” He picks up a strawberry and plucks the stem off. “They’re just jealous of you, you know.” He pops the whole thing into his mouth.

“I don’t think they’re jealous of me.” I force a small smile and pick up my sandwich, unwrapping the film around it.

“You’re right. Maybe they’ve seen Alex in the healing quarters way too many times and are just scared to death.” He chuckles, and I nudge him amusingly. “I’m kidding. How could they not be jealous? You’re smart and extremely beautiful.”

My cheeks turn crimson, and he leans in closer to me, smirking. “Plus, you’re dangerous with a knife.”

I take a bite of my sandwich and rest my head on his shoulder, watching nature thrive in front of us. I look up at him, and our eyes connect briefly in the silence between us before I look away.

“So, your brother’s a restorer?” An orange and red butterfly soars past us, its wings coloured like a sunset. I can’t help but stare. I look back at River.

“Yeah, Jace.” He smiles as if he is reminiscing about fond memories. “I always wanted a brother. His family took me in when I was six… I was so happy when I met him.”

He picks another strawberry out of the basket and offers it to me. I gladly pluck it out of his grasp and take a bite, slurping its juices as I swallow.

“I will forever be in debt to him and his family…my family. I—I always felt like there was something I was missing. I bounced around between foster homes, and I never met my birth parents. But when they took me in, I finally felt like I was part of something.”

He stands up and skips a rock in the pool ahead of us. I stand too and rub his back gently.

“I never knew my mother either; she died during childbirth… I know what it’s like to feel like something is missing.” I feel a catch in my throat as I speak. “It’s always been just me and my dad and the stories he told me about her.”

River offers me a reassuring smile and passes me a smooth, round pebble. I throw it and watch it skim across the stream three times before sinking into its depths.

“I wish I knew her. Not just the stories but actually her.” I feel the familiar sensation of tears welling in my eyes and brush them away before they manifest. I transfer the spotlight back onto him. “What about you? You ever wish you knew your parents?”

“I used to, but after reading my file, I think I am better off without them. I don’t know much, but I know that they were sentenced to death for a crime they committed.”

He skims another pebble, and I nod my head in response to him. That must have been a pretty bad crime to be sentenced to death for.

“I think we need some more of this,” I say, breaking up the silence and gesturing towards the flask. I pick it up, take a swig and offer it to him, wiping my mouth afterwards. His eyes glisten as he smiles and takes a sip.

“I’ve never told anyone that before,” he confesses, turning to face me. I can still hear the splashing of the water next to me as I lock eyes with him. I give him a comforting smile.

“And I don’t talk about my parents a whole lot either,” I reply genuinely.

“We might just be as screwed up as each other,” River laughs as he pulls me in for an embrace.

He really is a romantic. The sun is hanging lower in the sky above. He has timed it so that we will be able to watch the sunset soon. His arms wrap around me, and his rock-hard pecs tense against my cheek. He smells like a warm summer day. My right hand traces the ridges of his abdominal muscles. I feel connected to him. I can finally see through his charming exterior, and I like it.

He pulls me in, and my whole body tingles. I see his face moving in, his lips inches away from mine. My hand cradles his cheek, and his rough stubble pricks at my fingers. He leans in, and I tilt my head back to embrace his soft lips. The tingles continue up my body as his tongue pleads for entry. I feel his hands run up my back and press me closer to him. I open my mouth, letting his tongue touch mine. My eyes close fully as I get lost in the rhythm of our kiss, feeling tingles zap through my body and bubble underneath my skin. I feel him run his hands through my hair and grip onto me tighter, like he is afraid to let me go. Another zap runs like electricity through my veins as the kiss gets more intense. I gasp as I feel the waves ripple to the ends of my fingertips, sending shocks down my spine. I hear a sudden crash in front of me, which forces my eyes to open. The glass from the flask is smashed into a thousand pieces on the floor beneath us. River is nowhere to be seen, and my hand is pulsating with a large black glow.

I screw my eyes shut and open them again. This can’t be real. I pinch myself but remain intact.

H-he’s gone?

The glow is fiercer than usual and looks bigger. I feel the air warp around it as the pressure builds. The butterfly from before flutters around me, just as intrigued as I am. Its wings get caught in the warp, and I watch as it is sucked into the darkness. I gasp. Shit. No, this can’t be happening… River has been sucked into the vortex.
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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“F-fuck. Fuck. Fuck. F-fuck. Fuck.”

I try to breathe, but the air disappears from my lungs.

“He’s gone! What have I done!?!” My mind races, trying to make sense of what’s happening. He brought me here and poured his fucking heart out to me and I-I-I…

“WHAT HAVE I DONE?!”

A tennis ball-sized lump forms in the back of my throat, and this time I cannot stifle the feeling. I cannot hold back the tears that flow down my cheek like the steady streams around me. Helplessly, I drop to my knees and sob uncontrollably. I fix my gaze on the vortex in my hand and feel anger bubble like lava in my veins.

“FUCK YOU!” I scream at the black hole dominating my palm. This power has caused me nothing but problems.

‘Don’t cry, my child. He is not gone, just simply lost.’

I sense light peeping through the shadow of darkness as Oriah consoles me.

‘How do I get him back?’ I plead in my head, drying my tears with the sleeves of my cardigan.

‘You must learn the ways of the moon to gain control,’ she repeats the same line she told me before.

‘How the fuck do I do that!?’ I snap back, feeling hopeless as I look around at the perfect scene River created for us, this place, the picnic. He tried so hard to make this date amazing, and I ruined it.

‘The moon boy… You can trust him with your secrets.’ I feel her voice quieten as if she is retreating in the distance.

‘I need your help, Oriah. Please, just tell me how to get him back. PLEASE!’ I scream into the void of my mind, but I get no reply.

So this is it? She can butt into my conversations whenever she pleases, but when I actually need her, I’m on my own? Typical.

I race back to the secret hatch and rush down the stairs. I place both hands on the tunnel wall and dip my head low between them, taking three deep breaths and exhaling shakily. A musky smell greets my nostrils with every inhale. Come on, Asha, pull it together. River needs your help. I peel myself off the crumbly wallpaper and run to the stairs at the end of the tunnel. I catch my breath and barrel up them. As I open the hatch, a cool breeze entangles in my hair, reminding me to breathe. I squint my eyes to adjust to the brightness; the sun is almost set.

‘Find the moon boy. ’ I hear Oriah’s words repeating in my mind. I run faster than the wind can carry me. I don’t know where I am going, but I feel a pull in the earth’s atmosphere encouraging me along.

My feet drive me forward and patter on the hard concrete of the courtyard floor. I am running so fast I cannot catch my breath. The wind is swaying my hair behind me as the adrenaline floods my system. The world feels still as I race forward. A loose stone stops me in my path and has me tumbling down onto the hard ground, but before my body can hit the floor, I am transported to a different location. I am now kneeling on a dirt floor, my hands embedded in its soil.

What just happened? I pluck my hands out of its grip and look around. The woods? It is dark now; the sun has set and left complete darkness in its wake.

“I was wondering when you’d fall back into my life,” a familiar voice breaks through my thoughts.

I stand up and dust myself off. Ryder emerges from behind a twisted tree trunk, his face glowing slightly under the moonlight. It’s as if I were drawn to his exact location. I walk towards him to see him more clearly under the blanket of the night sky, my shoes crunching on the stray twigs littered across the forest floor.

“Ryder, I need your help,” I plead with him as his face becomes clearer, wiping my eyes from the sobbing that took place moments ago under the dome. “River’s gone. I sucked him into my vortex, and I don’t know how to get him out, and Oriah said I could trust you. I mean, she said ‘moon boy’, so I think it could be you. I mean, I am hoping it’s you. I’ve just been under so much stress lately and-”.

“Whoa! Slow down,” Ryder cuts me off and approaches me slowly. “One thing at a time. I might be able to help you, but we need to go someplace else first. Take a breath.” He gently holds my face and begins taking a deep breath, encouraging me to breathe with him. I had been too panicked to notice that other moons might be near us. I see a few shadows moving in the distance, and a twig snaps a few yards away from us. My face must’ve visibly changed to look more tense because Ryder grabs my hand and pulls me into a small alcove behind a tree. We duck low and sit for a minute, waiting for the figure to pass.

“I’m leading a search party tonight… for Tommy.”

I notice a crack in his voice as he says this; he looks vulnerable. He has his own problems. He shouldn’t have to deal with mine too.

“Oh…okay, well, I can come back later?” I don’t really want to come back later. River could be suffering, and I need Ryder’s help now, but I don’t want to pressure him. He furrows his brow deeply.

“What? No, you need my help… This is the third one, and we haven’t found anything yet.” His eyes sadden. “No doubt tonight will be the same; the bastards that have taken them sure are good at covering their tracks.”

He kisses his teeth in annoyance, and I feel his pain.

“I’m so sorry.” Before I can think, my hand cups his face in an attempt to console him, but I flinch and pull it away just as quickly as I placed it there, remembering that this is exactly what got River trapped.

“What the fuck was that about?” He looks a little startled at my reaction, and a little hurt.

“Ummm… I-I need to tell you something.” I look down, embarrassed as I say this. “Can I trust you?” I look up into his chocolate brown eyes, which harden upon my question.

“We’ve been through this before, Asha. I’ve kept your little visits a secret so far, haven’t I?”

A smirk curves on his lips as he licks them, and his face shifts from hurt to flirty again. This boy can really turn it on at any time.

“This is different this time. I-I need your word.” I want him to understand the severity of this situation. He turns his head away and huffs in frustration.

“I’m serious Ryder,” I say, cupping his cheek with my left hand to force his head to face mine again. His eyes lock with mine and my heart skips a beat or two.

“You can trust me, Asha.” His voice softens, and concern smothers his face. “Come this way, we’ve already scanned this section of the woods so no one should bother us for a while.”

I nod as he takes my hand and walks me in the other direction. There is a small wooden bench, under a tree lit dimly with lanterns.

He urges me to sit down next to him and envelops us in shadows, like our very own shield, the shadows protect us from prying eyes. “Now talk me through it slowly.”

I nod slowly and pause, trying to articulate the best place to start.

“How did you know about the humblebee vine?” This question has been weighing on my mind ever since that night in the tunnels.

“I didn’t.” He sighs and stares at my face, which must be looking very perplexed right about now.

“Huh?” I tilt my head in confusion.

“Look. I used to get nightmares when I was young. My mum would put it under my pillow and it worked for me, so I thought it might work for you too.” He shrugs and paces in front of me. “There’s no science behind it. I think it’s more of a placebo effect type thing.”

I stare in disbelief.

“And the dream walking?” I ask, expecting another stupid answer.

His eyebrow rises, and he looks at me more seriously.

“My nightmares were bad. I would see things, bad things. My father took me to a shrink. They think it’s to do with the serpent venom that runs through my veins. Anyway, they gave me a book on the subconscious mind and dream walking was mentioned. Only five percent of Moons have this Gift… Luca was one of them.”

He scratches the back of his neck and looks down at the ground. “That’s why I thought you were different.”

Wait? Luca! My father could dream walk. I take a moment to take this all in and reply when I feel satisfied with his answers. I take a deep breath.

“You’re right, I am different. You were right all along… I’m not a Sun.” I lift my head slowly to gauge his reaction to this statement. His face doesn’t change much, but I can tell from his eyes he is thinking.

“Are you one of us?” he asks, and I swear I see a glint of hope in his eyes. I shake my head and lean back on the bench.

Ryder joins and sits beside me. “What are you then?” he questions curiously.

“Have you heard of the Starkind?” I ask, pulling the leaves off a twig I picked up from the bench.

His eyes narrow, and he looks at me puzzled.

“I- I -I’m both. You know that article you found about my mum and Luca.” I look at Ryder to make sure he’s still following my story; he nods at me in response. “Well, it turns out, he’s my father… My real father.”

Ryder’s face shifts from confusion to shock.

“That’s impossible.” He shoots up and begins pacing the ground again, his black hair shining silver under the moonlight.

“Apparently not… Something to do with eclipses, but I’m not too sure. All I know is it happened, and I exist,” I say, trying to hide the disbelief in my words. I stand and still him from pacing by gripping his forearm. His eyes burn into my soul for a short moment as I wait for him to say something.

“So you’re half Sun and half Moon.” His words come out more like a statement than a question, almost as if he is trying to convince himself. He moves closer to me and looks me up and down, studying me.

“I didn’t believe it either,” I explain, trying to read the emotion on his face. I watch as his pursed lips morph into a slight smile.

“I knew you were different.” He tugs slightly at his hair and lets out an exhale. “So, what are your Gifts?” He no longer looks shocked or confused, just curious. He analyses me with his eyes like I am a brand-new species.

I am amazed at his reaction. He doesn’t seem to care. I thought he would surely be shocked or afraid at this earth-shattering news, in disbelief that everything we have been told about the nature of the Sun and Moons and their ability to procreate has all been a lie … but this boy is unfazed.

I let out a small sigh of relief, knowing I can lower the walls I have built up around myself and finally share the weight of this secret I have been struggling to carry.

I open my left palm and conjure a white orb of light. “The school thinks I’m a light worker because I can do this.”

I pause for a moment, bracing myself for the reveal of my darker Gift.

“But I can also do this.” I reluctantly open my right hand and concentrate on its power jolting through my veins until the black void appears once again. I hold my light close to it so that Ryder can see more clearly. I watch his eyes widen in fascination.

“Let me see that.” His curiosity gets the better of him, and he pulls my hand in to examine it closer.

“Stop… It’s dangerous!” I pull my hand away and close it into a fist, concealing it under my left hand. “River… he’s inside… I think…. No, I know.”

I feel his eyes judging me like I’m fifty shades of crazy.

“What do you mean he’s inside?” He steps in closer and smudges away the mascara from under my eyes with his thumb. Now he looks shocked.

“He took me on a date. It was lovely. I mean, it really was-”

He pulls his hand away and kisses his teeth. Is he jealous?

“I don’t care about your date. Tell me why you think he’s in there,” he says, pointing to my hand.

“I mean…We kissed. He was there one moment and then he was gone… And there was a butterfly. I watched a butterfly get sucked in, too.” I realise how crazy I sound and begin to feel embarrassed. “He’s in there, I know it.” Tears well in my eyes again. “Oriah said he’s lost; It’s like some kind of vortex.”

“Oriah?” he questions, his brows furrowed again.

“The Star God. She’s in my head,” I say, gesturing to my head. “I know I sound crazy, but she told me to come to you.”

“You really kissed that clown?” He smirks at me. Seriously. River is in danger, and this is how he responds?

“Seriously, that’s all you take from that?!” I raise my voice, which makes Ryder jump a little. He raises his hands in annoyance and begins pacing again, his heavy black boots crunching on the ground.

“Hmmm… Okay, just let me think.”

I silence myself as I watch his cogs turn. “You watched the butterfly get sucked in, right?” He looks at me briefly between paces.

“Yeah.” I instantly sadden again, remembering how the innocent creature succumbed to the unknown.

“Well, that’s good. That means that the vortex must lead somewhere, like a portal.”

Ryder gets excited, like it is all beginning to make sense for him. I’ve never seen him like this before. “Your power, it’s different, but it can’t be much different from any other Moon Gift. When we were little, we were told bedtime stories about shadow wielders who were consumed by their own Gifts.” He stops pacing and turns towards me again.

“Wow, that’s some bedtime story,” I exhale. These Moons really are savage.

“In order for the wielders to gain control again, they had to enter their shadows and tame the beast from within,” he continues.

I stop him there, knowing exactly where this story is going.

“Are you crazy! I’m not going inside there.” Thinking about entering that black hole by choice makes the hair on the back of my neck stand on end.

“Do you want to help River or not?” he snaps, startling me.

He’s right; we don’t really have anything else to go on.

“I can send one of my hawks in first and see if I can get eyes on River.”

I don’t know how I feel about this.

‘Oriah, are you hearing this?’

Still radio silence. I look at Ryder, then at my hand, then back at Ryder again. If River is in there, he needs my help. I nod hesitantly to Ryder that it’s game on.

“I suppose it’s our only option.”

I sigh and hold out my hand, ready to ignite the blackened ember.
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“Relax, I’m not going to let anything happen to you,” he says sincerely, and for a moment, I believe him.

He moves his hand to caress my cheeks and, as our eyes meet, the butterflies in my stomach flutter once again. I take a shaky breath and try to calm myself.

“Ready when you are.”

He summons his hawk, and the black outline of a large bird with a long, pointy beak manifests out of thin air. It shakes its feathers and outstretches its wings, as if it’s been cramped up in a small box and can finally come out and stretch. It perches on Ryder’s shoulder and squawks.

Ryder gives it a little stroke under the chin and smiles. “This is Kyro.”

The hawk launches from Ryder’s shoulder and flies close to me. I hear a ‘whoosh’ as it glides around my neck, causing me to shiver from the light tickle of air its motion produces. It’s fascinating how the hawks are made of shadows but can still be touched. They can manipulate their shadow density so that they can manifest and dissipate at their whim.

Kyro soars high before returning to Ryder’s shoulder. He’s standing with his arms crossed, waiting for me to conjure the unpredictable vortex.

I hold out my right hand and allow the tingles to take over my mind and body, and soon the orb has returned in all its darkened glory. I send Ryder a cautioning look, and he takes a step back.

“How long do you think you can hold it for?” he asks with trepidation in his voice.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” I state.

I’ve had my Gifts for less than twenty-four hours, so I have no idea how to control or use them.

“In that case, we’d best be quick.”

He turns to Kyro, who is still resting on his shoulder, and gives him an order. He caws in response and leaps straight into the void without hesitation. Ryder’s eyes widen as the wings are sucked in like a vacuum. I feel the same pressure build, like the one that pulled River in.

“For this to work, I need to concentrate on Kyro, on what he’s seeing and feeling in there,” he instructs me. “I might look strange for a second, but don’t panic.”

He sounds so serious, it makes me want to panic, but I remain calm. I watch him closely; his eyes are changing. A soulless black film stretches over them as he stares into the distance. The whites of his eyes are blackened, and I can no longer see his pupils. He blinks hard. He appears to be in some sort of trance. My hand begins pulsating quicker, and the blackened flame ebbs in and out. Focus, Asha. I pour my strength into it, and it begins to steady in my palm.

“Is it working?” I ask, aware of the uncontrollable void I cradle in my hand. “I can feel my strength weakening.”

“Yeah, just hold on a little longer,” he says with his eyes still glazed over.

“What is this place?” he questions, but it comes out more like a statement. His head moves around as if he is focusing on his surroundings. I can’t help but stare at his face deep in concentration, his eyes still dark like the night. I hope Kyro is doing okay in there.

“What do you see?” I ask, longing for an answer.

“I see… nothing… Just darkness. If River’s in here, then he may be lost forever.”

His voice is steady and calm, which unnerves me. An uncontrollable wave of guilt rushes over me, and I fight the desire to fall to my knees and weep.

“No, he’s in there somewhere… You have to find him. Keep looking!” I beg Ryder. I concentrate harder on the orb pulsing in my palm. Its darkness is still present and thumping like a heartbeat.

“Wait… I see something.”

I hold my breath, hanging on his revelation.

I can’t hide the desperation in my voice. “What do you see?”

“A pen?” He furrows his brows in confusion. “…And a hair tie. They are just floating. I think this place has zero gravity like-”

“Like space.” I connect the dots, just like on the night of my visit. My hair band and pen went missing this morning, and now I know what happened to them. I knew I wasn’t losing my mind.

“There’s something else…” My body tenses at the hope he might see River. “A light in the distance. I am going towards it.” Ryder’s eyes are still glazed in black, but I can’t help thinking how attractive he looks, even with eyes as dark as night. His frown lines on his forehead are prominent when he focuses like this. I can’t believe he is helping me.

My hand becomes heavier, as if I am holding a dead weight. I must concentrate hard to keep control, but this power is too strong.

“Ryder… I don’t think I can hold it much longer.” My voice strains as the pressure builds. I feel my veins vibrating. “I feel like I’m going to explode.” The void is thumping heavier and heavier.

“Just take a minute, Asha… breathe,” Ryder’s calm and steady voice reaches through to me, and I try to concentrate on my breathing.

“I don’t think I can do this.” The pressure is building up higher in my palm, and I grip my wrist with my other hand to steady its shaking. The muscles in my arm contract, causing it to ache. I let out a groan.

“Listen to me, Asha. This power doesn’t control you… You control it.”

Ryder’s eyes are still a deep shade of black, and I know he is not looking at me, but I feel so connected to him. “You need to believe it, Asha. Believe in your abilities. You were chosen for a reason. You’re stronger than you think.” His voice is compelling, a beacon of light in the darkness. His face is etched with a sense of righteousness; he really believes this. I submit to the sizzling in my veins and let his words sink in.

“I am stronger than I think!” I repeat back to myself. “I am stronger than I think!” I believe it. I take a deep breath again, squeezing my eyes shut. I focus on the tingles again, the jolts like electric currents under my skin. I imagine it like a pot full of bubbling liquid on the stove. The flames are on a high heat, cradling the pot’s metal. The lid is pressed on tight, making the pot visibly shake as it craves its pressure to be released. I mentally reach out to the pot and lift the lid. The steam screams in relief as it shoots out of the gap, finally reunited with the cool air around it. I let out a deep exhale and feel the pressure in my hand dissipate, just like the pot. The black orb is still present, but the aching and shaking are gone. I am no longer tense. I am in control.

“I see him!” Ryder shouts, and a glimmer of hope twinkles in my eyes.

“Where is he? Can you get to him?” I question trying to eliminate all doubt and worry from my mind.

“Yes, he’s in some sort of trance, floating around like those other objects… The butterfly you saw?” he questions.

“Yeah?” I answer in response as the wind blows my curls from my face.

“Did it have green and pink specks on it?” He shifts in his place, eyes still darker than the surrounding sky.

“Yes. Can you see it?” Another hopeful glint embodies me. I hope it is okay.

“It’s here. Sad to say, it did not survive the vortex.” A pit forms in the bottom of my stomach, and a stray tear rolls down my cheek. Poor thing. I killed it. I don’t have time to wallow in my sadness because River is in there, and who’s to say that he isn’t dead as well?

“River, he’s… Are you sure it’s a trance? Are you sure he’s not dead too?” I ask. I don’t want to think he could be dead.

“I’m not sure. The only way to tell would be to go in ourselves and find his pulse.” He pauses, and a slight chuckle escapes his lips. “My hawks are good, but not that good.”

I hold my breath. For some reason, I thought the hawk would have all the answers. My breath hitches, and he clears his throat.

“I’m going to summon Kyro back here, okay?”

“B-but how do you know we won’t die in there as well?” My chest tightens as I try to get a hold of the panic that is now thriving in my veins. The grip on my control loosens, and I mentally try to calm myself down.

“Asha, don’t ask questions you don’t want to know the answer to.” Ryder sends a stare over in my direction, though I know he can’t see me.

“What’s happening?” he calls out, but I can barely hear him over my shaky breaths.

“Asha, whatever you’re doing, you need to stop. The room… it’s changing.”

The more I try to focus, the more I lose hope. My breathing is now almost uncontrollable, and I am losing sight of the world around.

“Asha, focus. You can do this.”

He’s right. Snap out of it, Asha. River’s in there. Alone. And possibly dead. I visualise the pot again, which is boiling over, and turn down the heat. The world starts coming back to me again, but I know I cannot hold the orb for much longer.

I fall to my knees… The vortex is going to shut. Ryder snaps out of his trance and rushes over to me.

“Just a little longer. He’s almost out, I can feel him.”

I feel his arm stretch around me as his hand moves in circular motions on my back.

“I’m trying.” I battle with myself, and just as I feel I’m about to lose, I hear the squawk of Kyro and see a shadowed wing appear from the black hole.

I cry a sigh of relief. The dark orb blinks out just as his final wing pinches through, slicing the tip clean off. I drop my head in my hands and catch my breath. Kyro does not seem bothered that his wing did not come back in one piece. Instead, he shakes his wing and miraculously manifests another row of feathers. Wow, I didn’t know shadow hawks could regrow their limbs.

“Impressive, right?” Ryder smirks as Kyro takes his place back on his shoulder again. “Well done for not pecking River’s eyes out.” He chuckles and reaches deep into his pocket, pulling out a piece of kibble. Kyro brushes his head into Ryder’s hands and gobbles it up before dissipating back into thin air. Another exhale leaves my lips. He’s so insensitive. I stand up and dust myself off, feeling annoyance bubble in my veins.

“You can’t be serious for one second, can you?” I shout at him, pushing him away from me.

“Woah, don’t take it all out on me.” He raises his hands as if to defend himself. “I’m trying to help you.” He raises his voice too, but I’m not scared.

“River is still in there, and you’re making jokes about your hawk pecking his eyes out.” My voice lowers an octave. “He could be dead.” I look at him helplessly through my watery eyes.

“Yeah, and whose fault is that?” he snaps, making the wave of guilt rush back over me. I stare back in disbelief.

“You think I wanted this?” I shout, gesturing around me. “I didn’t ask for any of this.” I am angry at the world; I’m angry at Oriah for choosing me. I am angry at my parents for putting me in this position and at my dad for lying to me my whole life.

“Yeah, but you got it. So, are you gonna cry about it like a baby or are you gonna own it and deal with it?” His voice is sharp like a knife, which triggers my pain, and I feel like screaming. The pot is bubbling again, and I can’t see through the steam to turn the heat down.

“What? Are you gonna suck me in there too?” He gestures towards the angry vortex pulsating in my hand again.

I look down in shock, horrified by the involuntary eruption of my powers. My fiery orb roars fiercely in my left hand, and the black vortex overwhelms my right hand. I gasp in horror and retreat away from Ryder.

I am dangerous. First, I hurt River, and I could’ve hurt Ryder too. I quickly extinguish the flames, embarrassed by my outburst.

“J-just shut up,” I plead, wanting the world around me to quieten.

I make a sharp turn to walk away, seeping through the shadow wall. I am not thinking straight, but I know I need to get away from him before I accidentally hurt him. He is probably afraid of me, and I don’t blame him.

I feel his hand grab my arm, making me look back in his direction, and before I can react, he pulls himself into me and leans me against the bark of a nearby tree. He presses his lips into mine, and suddenly I am not angry anymore; suddenly I do not hate the world. Our kiss sparks like hot metal, and tingles take over my whole body. I kiss him back and relax into his touch. His gentle tongue traces my lips and collides with mine. The butterflies in my stomach dance in appreciation. His hand wraps around my curls as he pushes me deeper into his kiss, whilst his other hand strokes the outside of my thigh, making me gasp in pleasure. I open my eyes just for a moment and see his muscles flex under the light of the lanterns, my fingers caress over the hard ridges. I let out another slight moan, and I can’t help but dig my nails into his flesh. Gods, I am so turned on right now I almost forgot what our fight was about.

“Ryder? Oh, I thought that was you. Sorry to interrupt, erm, whatever this is. We are moving on to the next half of the search now.” A voice I recognise from the archives calls out to Ryder from just beyond the tree. I gasp, and Ryder places his hand over my mouth. If he figures out I’m not a Moon, I don’t know what he will do.

“Can’t you see I am a little busy here? I will join you in a bit.” Ryder turns his head to face the guy with his hand resting on the bark beside my head, blocking my features from the man’s view.

“Don’t have to ask me twice. I’ll leave ya’ll love birds to it. Tell Mikayla I said hi.” He laughs at the last line, and I hear his footsteps diminish as he walks off into the distance.

Ryder takes his hand off my mouth and steps back from the tree.

Now, for some reason, all I can think about is who the fuck is Mikayla?

I catch my breath and run my fingers through my hair, sorting out the stray curls Ryder’s manly grip dishevelled. I look down at the lace exposed on my bra and shimmy up my vest top, which became slanted in the ordeal.

Ryder wipes his lips and smirks at me. “Thanks for warning me, Kyro.” He nods his head at his hawk, who is standing watch in the distance.

Is he serious? That kiss was all a ploy to distract the Moon from seeing that I was here? I sigh in annoyance.

“I’ll take that as an apology,” he says, looking at me with hunger still in his eyes.

“What the fuck is wrong with you!” I say, shoving him.

He pushes me back again, and my back hits the bark with a thump.

“Can you not see that I just saved your life?” he says, his grip tightening on my forearms. He saved my life, but at what cost? He didn’t have to kiss me. Now, he’s given my feelings more fuel when I worked so hard to extinguish their flames.

“Who said I wanted saving?” I try to push his hard chest off me, but he is immovable and just holds me tighter.

“Will you just let me help you?” he pleads, staring intensely into my eyes, and I struggle to make eye contact.

He’s right. I need his help. River is stuck in a void and possibly dead.

“I-I’m sorry,” I surrender to his grip and mutter a little under my breath, but I know he hears it. I feel his grip loosen, and I finally look into his chocolate brown eyes. “I’m just freaking out a little.” I drop my head low again, and he tilts my chin up with his index finger.

“Don’t worry.” He pauses for a second as if trying to find the right words to say to me. “Remember what I said. I won’t let anything happen to you.” His eye contact is strong and steadies my nerves. I nod and fiddle with my hands.

“Why are you helping me anyway?” I ask. He is risking everything just by talking to me.

“Because I have witnessed firsthand just how harsh this world can be to those who don’t fit in or conform to what is expected of them, and I can’t let that happen to you, Asha… I just can’t.”

I see his jaw tense as he says this, and pain brews in his voice. I know exactly what he’s talking about. His parents. My chest tightens at the thought of him hurting. I trace my fingertips up and down the black veins in his arms. I guess we’re both different.

“What’s the plan then?” I ask, as all trepidation in my body bleeds away.
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We take a moment to ponder an efficient plan of action. Ryder hasn’t stopped pacing. I guess he does this when he is deep in thought. I’m starting to think the furrows in his brow are a permanent fixture. But damn, he looks sexy all serious like this. I stop myself from pining over him. That kiss wasn’t real. It was just a distraction. I push down the feeling of rejection and slump back on the wooden bench. Ryder’s pacing is making me dizzy. He keeps running his fingers through his blue-black hair, and I have to remind myself to look away every time his muscles flex. I don’t know how he expects us to go safely into the void. The butterfly didn’t survive, and I struggled to hold it open for a hawk, let alone two people.

“This might be a long shot, but when the room started changing, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were shifting realities.” He pauses, and I stare back at him, dumbfounded. “The room shook, and I could see another reality trying to peep through; it may be more like a portal than we thought,” he says, using his hands to help him explain. He stares at me expectantly, as if I should be able to piece together the puzzle pieces in his mind. I stare back at him blankly, and he continues when he realises I still have no clue what he is talking about. “Asha, there’s a chance you might be able to project it onto a surface, making it easier for us to enter.”

‘The Moon boy is smart.’ Oriah’s voice rings in my ears, followed by a small chuckle, and I leap to my feet in annoyance.

“Oriah! Seriously! You said you would be here for me when I needed you, but you disappeared on me. Radio silence! And I needed you!” I shout to the voice in my head. Ryder turns and looks at me; he must think I’m crazy.

‘Apologies, child, the Gods had all my attention in a last-minute meeting.’

“The Gods? I thought they were unaware of your awakening,” I question, remembering what she had said to me the night before.

‘As did I, child, but rumours spread like wildfire, and I had to set the stories straight.’ Her voice echoes through me; I can’t help but worry. If the Gods know about her, then they must know about me.

“Is that her?” Ryder asks before taking a seat on the bench next to me. “Is that Oriah?”

I nod to confirm. “What is she saying?”

“She said you are right.” He tilts his head, puzzled. “About the portal, you’re right.” I sigh a little and sit next to Ryder. “I just wish I knew how to use it.”

‘All in good time,’ Oriah butts in.

“We don’t have time, Oriah! River could be dying or, even worse, dead!” I snap back, thinking the worst.

‘He’s not dead, child, he’s in Astra Nova.’ Her voice is calm.

“Astra Nova?” I ask and can’t help noticing a hint of familiarity in Ryder’s eyes, like he recognises the name.

‘Yes, the plane between our world and yours. At your level, the portal is only strong enough to project there, but when you learn to fully harness your power, you will be able to travel all over.’

I can’t help but be relieved. This means River is alive, and we can get him back. Thank the Gods.

“But the butterfly.” If River is alive, how come the butterfly isn’t?

‘A butterfly is too small to handle the magnetic field that Astra Nova conducts. Unfortunate, I know, but these things happen; you mustn’t blame yourself.’ Another ember of guilt adds to the flames eating away at my conscience.

“Astra Nova, why have I heard that before?” Ryder asks, breaking me from my sorrow.

‘Astra Nova is the place you visited all those years ago when sky serpent venom rendered you unconscious.’

“Huh?! She’s in my head too!”

I turn to look at Ryder, who is completely dumbfounded. How is she doing that? I thought she only had access to my brain.

‘Don’t be alarmed, the venom that runs through your veins connects you to us. I created the sky serpents as a Gift to my people. When you survived that day, our connection was born.’

I place my hand on Ryder’s shoulder. ‘Why do you think you two have been drawn to one another? Asha could sense the Star in you before she even had her Gifts.’

“The dream and that first night in the woods, now it all makes sense,” I think aloud, and Ryder turns to face me, our knees briefly touching.

“So, you were stalking me,” Ryder jokes, and I playfully whack his arm. “I knew there was something about you.” He smiles, and a comfortable silence erupts. “So, Oriah, what is the best way to enter Astra Nova?”

‘It will be easier for Asha to project the void onto a sturdy object.’ Oriah is speaking to me and Ryder at the same time. I’m still in disbelief at the depth of our connection. This is more than just an attraction. Ever since I saw him that night with the blindfold, I knew there was something about him.

“Would a tree work?” I ask, taking to my feet and walking towards the closest tree.

‘Yes, that would work.’

Ryder rises to his feet and stands next to me. “Let’s just say, for argument’s sake, it does, Asha can’t seem to hold it for longer than five minutes.”

Thanks for the vote of confidence.

‘As long as you have Asha, you are safe. She does not need to keep the portal open; she is the portal.’

I’m getting antsy now and don’t want to delay for too long; otherwise, I’m afraid I will talk myself out of entering the portal.

“Okay then. Enough waiting around, let’s do this. Let’s get River out,” I chant, instilling motivation in Ryder and myself.

‘There is one thing you need to be cautious about, child. If you allow your thoughts to stray, you may become trapped in separate realities. You hold the key to escape, but there is a possibility Ryder will become lost forever.’

Oriah’s voice plays on repeat in my mind. I can’t lose Ryder too.

“I’ll go alone.” I look over at Ryder, who is just as startled by what Oriah has said. “It’s just too much pressure.”

“No. There’s no way you’ll be able to carry him out by yourself and control the portal. He’ll be a deadweight.”

I try to walk past Ryder, ignoring his pleas, but he stands in front of me, immovable. “It’s too dangerous,” I say, gripping his cheek, his body heat radiating off my cold hand.

“It’s not up for discussion. I’m coming with you,” he snaps and gestures to my hand. “Summon the portal.”

I hesitate for a moment but realise that there is probably nothing I can do to make him stay. I visualise the pot in my head again and turn on the metaphorical heat. I feel my right arm tingle as the pot heats up. The orb becomes present, and I watch as it pulses in my palm.

‘Getting better at that, aren’t you, child? Now manifest it onto that tree. You have to feel the energy transferring over.’

I stare at the tree in front of me and mentally take in its grooves and ridges, placing my hand carefully onto its rough bark, hoping to avoid splintering my fingers on its sharp edges. I close my eyes, and I swear I can feel its heartbeat. The wood creaks at me as the cool wind brushes through my auburn curls, and the mossy smells from the forest enrich my nostrils. This is it. My hand heats up, and I feel my power transferring over. I open my eyes and see the blackened orb growing in size against the tree trunk. When it looks big enough for me and Ryder to squeeze through, I pull away, leaving the orb to stand freely by itself. I can still feel the pressure in my hand, but its energy is all focused on the tree. Ryder and I stand in awe at the unpredictable vortex. I take hold of his hand and squeeze it tightly. The strong pull of the vortex is compelling us forward.

“Astra Nova, here we come.” Ryder winks and squeezes my hand back before taking a step forward towards the portal.

I guess now is as good a time as any. I exhale and give in to the portal’s pull, and, in the blink of an eye, Ryder and I are wading into its depths.
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It’s different here; the air is much thinner. There is no cool breeze, but it’s cold, and I have goosebumps. I glance over at Ryder, who is finding his feet on the nonexistent ground. It is just like on my visit. We are walking, but there is no solid flooring. I spin on my heels, taking in my surroundings; Ryder was right; it is just a whole lot of nothing.

“Come on, this way.” Ryder leads the way into the midst of darkness, each footstep sounding like an echoed drum.

I follow closely behind him, trying not to peel my focus away to a separate reality. Seeing as we have a little time on our hands, I should try to distract myself.

“So, sky serpent venom?”

Ryder turns back to look at me and shrugs his shoulders before continuing his walk towards where River may be.

“Isn’t small talk for people that haven’t reached first base yet?” He smirks, and I feel my cheeks heat slightly.

“That was not first base.” I scoff at his remark. It wasn’t even real; it was just a scene to trick an audience, an audience I didn’t see coming. “Sorry if I wanted to take my mind off of everything and just have a simple conversation.” I continue in annoyance, and a brief silence follows.

“The healers didn’t think I was going to make it. They said it should have killed me.” He sighs. “Guess I was just lucky.” Looks like he changed his mind about the small talk.

He continues traipsing through the black ether. I notice the hair band floating ethereally and pluck it out of its orbit to place it back around my wrist.

“Do you remember much? Oriah said you’ve been to this place before,” I ask, knowing that I may be pushing my luck.

“No, not really, but when I saw it through my hawk’s eyes, it felt…familiar. I don’t really know how to describe it.” His voice trails off, and silence encompasses us, but the echoed footsteps of our boots remain.

“Can I ask you a personal question?” I ask curiously.

“Depends, am I gonna like what I am asked?” He raises an eyebrow as he looks back at me.

“What was your childhood like?” I hold my breath after asking. I am sure he will bite my head off, but he doesn’t.

“You mean after my parents left me for dead?” He laughs a little, but I know he is hurt by the thought. I see him scratch the back of his neck, indicating that this is a sensitive subject for him. “It was… messy. No one wanted to foster the kid with the weird arm, so I ran away from the orphanage and wound up in some man’s garage. Just so happens that man turned out to be my father now. He and his wife took me in.”

“What are they like?” I ask, taking advantage of his current vulnerability.

“My father is tough, very strict. I mean, the leader of the Xoro army has to be. He enforced a lot of rules, but he took me in and gave me a roof over my head, so I am thankful for that. My mother, she was beautiful.” He smiles as he says this, but I hear pain in his voice. “She passed away when I was young, which only made my dad tougher.” He grits his teeth at this; clearly, his mother’s passing made a significant impact on him.

“I’m so sorry,” I say, feeling the hurt in his story, and he gives me a small smile, but I can see the pain behind his eyes. We walk in silence for a few moments, but another question pops into my mind that I just have to ask.

“Your dad, he knew my dad… My real dad. Did he ever say anything else about him?”

“Luca, your father, was training to be a voice for the victims of war. He was one of the best veil shifters that Moon Sovereign had ever seen… My father and he fell out shortly before he died, but he always questioned the stories.” He frowns. “Not everyone can handle the Gift of Mourna, always hearing people from the other side. In the end, they just assumed that the voices drove him mad.”

Ryder walks a few steps ahead of me, still leading the way. I watch him roll his shoulder and give it a squeeze as if he is trying to ease aches from a vigorous workout. “That’s all I know. Can I ask you something now?”

“Anything,” I say, catching up to him slightly.

“What happens when we get River out? Are you gonna go back to kissing him?” Of course, he asks about River. I roll my eyes at his question.

“Why, are you jealous?” I taunt as a smirk forms on my face.

“What if I am?” He stops in his tracks and stares back at me, his eyes sparkling with promise. I definitely was not expecting that response from him.

“Well, what about you? You think I didn’t hear that Moon mention a Mikayla earlier?” I retaliate, emphasising my frustration when I say her name.

He chuckles, and the sound echoes around the void.

“Mikayla is no one,” he says without turning back at me.

“Oh sure, she’s no one, only your friend called the two of you ‘lovebirds’.”

“You want the truth? Mikayla and I have a history, but not in the way you think. We had one night together, and she caught feelings. Now she throws herself at me any chance she can get. It’s desperate really.” He grits his teeth, and I can’t help but feel sorry for the girl. Nevertheless, the sentence sparks hope in me. “She’s not like you,” he mutters quietly.

“Why? Because I don’t throw myself at you?” I laugh at his reasoning.

“Because you’re not like the others, you’re different.”

I pause after he says this. Does he mean this as a good thing? Because right about now, I feel like a freak. We’re literally walking around in a portal I created because I lost control and trapped River. I go back to the question that was asked.

“Different isn’t always good,” I whisper to myself. “Anyway, River is sweet and kind… and he’s good.”

“Pftt… He’s also a Sun. You really think he’s still going to like you when he finds out your little secret?” He inches in closer to me, and I can feel his breath on mine, so I push him away.

“Why do you have to be such an arsehole all the time?” I’m taken aback by his snide comment, but I can’t help thinking he’s right.

“I’m just being realistic,” he says, and continues walking away.

Gods, I hate how he says things that make me question everything and carries on like nothing happened. I trail behind him, thinking about his words. He stops for a moment before walking towards me with purpose.

“Can you honestly say that he makes you feel the same way I do?”

I blush, and suddenly my anger disappears.

“Difference is that liking River isn’t going to get me exiled,” I sigh and gather my thoughts. I wonder if the same rule applies to Stars dating Moons?

“So, you admit it, you like me.” He smiles proudly and continues walking.

“You’re such a child.” I shake my head, not wanting to give him the satisfaction, but he stops again in front of me, inches away.

“So, you were craving a little taste of darkness after all.” His moist tongue slides over his teeth as he says this, and butterflies flutter in my stomach. He leans in towards me and looks down at my lips. I feel the tension rise between us and hold my breath. His lips look soft and have a slight shine to them. I wonder what they would taste like at this moment. He lifts his thumb and forefinger to cradle my chin and lifts it towards him, making me bite my lip. I allow his thumb to control me and tilt my head up closer to him as his breath tickles my lips. My nose brushes against his, and one hand caresses the small of my back. He leans in, and I close my eyes, craving his kiss. His thumb releases my face, and I hear him chuckle as he toys with me.

I open my eyes; he’s got me right where he wants me.

“That’s what I thought,” he whispers into my ear before pulling away.

Gods. I cannot believe I fell for it again. I am such an idiot. I fight the urge to groan in frustration and rearrange my thoughts to catch my breath.

“You know, I’m not some kind of toy that you can pick up and play with whenever you feel like it. I have feelings,” I say, and he smirks that smirk that makes me want to drop my panties right there and then.

“Then you shouldn’t make it so easy.” He chuckles again, but his laughter is short-lived, and seriousness takes over his face. “I see him. Over there.”

He points at River, who is lying on his back, floating in the ether. I race towards him, and Ryder follows slightly behind. I stop when I reach his body and place my hands on his face to check for warmth. I sigh with relief when I know he’s alive.

“River?” I say, lightly shaking him, but he doesn’t respond. “What’s wrong with him?”

“Looks like he’s in some sort of trance,” Ryder says as he walks around his body, examining it.

‘Astra Nova renders Sun and Moonkind unconscious. The magnetic field disrupts the signals to their brain causing it to shut down,’ Oriah answers. ‘Ryder is an exception.’

We share a look at his arm, the venom spidering up the length of his forearm all the way to his collarbone.

“Because of the serpent venom,” I say, more as a statement than a question.

‘That is correct,’ Oriah’s voice echoes through my head. I look at Ryder, who is gearing up to lift River fireman style. He lifts him up like a rag doll with his ink-like arm and makes him look light as a feather.

“How did you…?” I ask, bewildered by his strength.

“The venom. I’m stronger in this arm.” He flexes and smirks as River flops over his shoulder.

All of a sudden, the atmosphere fades into a deep shade of purple. Both of us spin around trying to discover the source of the colour. As I turn back towards him, I notice that his arm is glowing. My jaw drops, and he looks at me with concern.

“Your arm…it’s glowing!” I say, pointing towards the now bright purple veins that race up and down his arm.

He places River down gently to study his arm, but the glow fades.

How strange? He reaches down to pick River up again, and the glow reappears.

“Do you think it might have something to do with River?” I ask.

“Surely not. It’s probably just something to do with this fucked-up place, like the magnetic field or something.” He shrugs his shoulders as if trying to brush off the possibility. I nod my head, but the pit in my stomach tells me something is not as it seems.

He adjusts River to a comfier position on his shoulder, his arm still glowing.

“Shouldn’t you summon the portal thingy now?” He says, shooting me a discerning look.

“Oh, right, yeah.” I shake my head as if snapping back to reality and focus on conjuring the portal.

I shut my eyes and embrace the tingles, resulting in the orb resurfacing. Only it’s no longer black; the orb is now shimmering with small speckles of an orange glow. I pool all my energy to enlarge the image, and the orange specks take form as the lanterns hanging from the trees around Moon forest. I can see the twisted trees staring back at me, back to the place we started this journey. I nod my head, gesturing for Ryder to go through first, that way he is less likely to become trapped. He walks through with ease, and I see him sit River up on a nearby tree. I follow through the void, and it shuts behind me. I crouch beside River, who is still unconscious, and stare up at Ryder. “What’s the plan now?”

“I suppose we wake him up,” Ryder says, standing over him.

I lightly shake River again and simultaneously say his name. He groans and his face twitches.

“It’s working,” Ryder says, taking a few steps back and crossing his arms.

Oh, really, now he’s going to act all bravado. I send him a look as if to tell him he’s being stupid. I mean, the boy’s been unconscious, cut him some slack. I turn my attention back to River.

“River?” I say quietly as he starts coming to. He opens his eyes, but they are still squinting slightly. “Asha?” He rubs the sleep out of his eyes and looks back at me with a confused look on his face. “What happened?” he says, his voice sounds weak and croaky.

“Ermm, you had too much to drink and hit your head,” I say kind of unconvincingly, but I don’t think he notices. His eyes snap shut again, and when he opens them, he looks like he has seen a ghost.

“N-no, that didn’t happen? The darkness.”

Oh no, he’s remembering. I’m an idiot for thinking he would just forget.

“What did you do to me?” He looks at me like I’m some sort of criminal.

“N-nothing River,” I say, but he just shakes his head in disbelief.

I lean in to comfort him, but he just shifts further back in his place, his back now tight against the tree trunk. I retreat in my stance, giving him space.

“What are you?” His face zeros in on me like he can see all my insecurities.

“I-I’m normal… Like you,” I say, trying to convince him as best as I can.

I glance back at Ryder, who I know is judging me right now, then back to River. I see his eyes adjust to Ryder, who is standing behind me, and his face grows a few shades paler.

“N-no… A-a Moon.” He points behind me.

“Don’t worry, that’s Ryder. He’s okay.” I shake my head and gesture with my arms in a surrendering-like position, trying to calm him down, but it doesn’t stick.

“You know him?” His face turns even more disgusted. “He’s a Moon, Asha, you can’t trust him.” He leaps to his feet. “I don’t know what lies you’ve been telling her, but you need to stay away from Asha, you freak!” He lunges at Ryder, and I quickly stand in the middle of them both, placing my hands on River’s chest. Ryder taunts River by pretending to go in for an attack, making River flinch back.

“Jeez, this is the guy you wanted to save?” Ryder chuckles as he takes a few steps back.

“Save? What is he talking about?” River questions, anger boiling in his blood.

He looks me in the eyes, and the sweet River I know is no longer there. He’s furious, and rightfully so.

“So, I might have accidentally, kind of, got you trapped in some sort of void,” I explain, realising there is no right way out of this.

“What do you mean, void?” he asks, and I go to open my mouth, but Ryder cuts me off.

“Asha, don’t!” Ryder demands, fearing what will happen if I spill my secret.

“Don’t tell her what she can and can’t do!” River shouts back and then sends me a deadly stare. “Asha, spill.” I look at Ryder and give him a look as if to tell him that it’s okay.

“I’m not a light worker. I know I told you I was, but I’m not,” I say and then hold my breath for his response.

Ryder paces behind me, his head in his hands. I know he thinks this is a mistake, but I can’t help but have a small belief that River will accept me for me. He looks at me confused.

“Well, what the fuck are you, Asha? Are you one of them?” He points towards Ryder with a look of pure disgust on his face.

“Watch what the fuck comes out of your mouth!” Ryder snaps, making River lunge at him again, but he is stopped by the shadow hawks Ryder has conjured to stare him down. River backs away, and I signal for Ryder to stand down, manning myself between them again.

“I’m not all Moon… I’m from the Starkind, an ancient race that was extinct until, well, me. I’m a mix of both Sun and Moon.” I stare at him, trying to piece together his thoughts in my mind.

“That’s impossible. You really expect me to believe that crap? You know, I knew you were a lot of things, Asha, but I didn’t think you were a liar,” he spits, pointing his finger in my direction.

He turns to walk away, and I grab his arm. I can’t let him walk away knowing my secret.

“Get the fuck off me!” he shouts and shakes me off, resulting in me stumbling back and landing with a thump on the ground.

This must have infuriated Ryder because the next thing I know, thick smoke emits from him at lightning speed. It takes tentacle-like forms, which feed into River’s mouth and suck the oxygen from his lungs. There is no sparkle to Ryder’s dark eyes, despite the fiery rage within him. I watch as the colour drains from River’s face and realise he is going to lose consciousness, again.

Shit! He is going to kill him. I pull myself out of the shock I am in and hoist myself up off the ground, pushing at Ryder, hoping to break him from the hold he has on River.

“That’s enough!” I shout at Ryder, and his head snaps violently in my direction.

River collapses and falls limply onto the ground below. I run over to him, instantly checking his pulse and fearing the worst. A sigh of relief escapes my mouth. He’s okay. I sit back on the floor beside him to catch my breath and blink my eyes a few times, trying to come to terms with what the fuck I just saw. I gaze up at Ryder, who is now standing above me with his arm extended.

“Are you okay?” he asks, concern written on his face.

“Am I okay? You could have fucking killed him!” I say, batting his hand away and getting myself up. I brush the excess soil off my outfit and look down at River, lying on the floor.

“Yeah, but I didn’t. Let’s not forget who asked for whose help here,” he defends and gestures to River’s prone body. “New plan.”
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River is still knocked out, but Ryder has tied him to a tree trunk as a precaution. Ryder claims that River won’t be able to use his powers of Influence while the moon still hangs high in the sky. He left to find some ingredients to create a memory loss serum and assured me he would be back before sunrise. That’s his new plan. It’s pretty genius, really.

I sit on the wooden bench in the forest, keeping a close eye on River. I can’t help but feel a sadness run through my body. Ryder was right. River is too good to like someone like me, and now he is going to forget everything important about me… about us. I tried to be normal, and look where it got me. I pick up a stone and fiddle with it in my fingers.

“I’m sorry, River,” I say to him, even though I know he can’t hear me. The pit in my stomach won’t go away. I can’t believe this is what my life has become. To think, two days ago, the only thing I was worried about was which of the Sun Gods would visit me. Now Oriah has thrown a colossal spanner in the works. I hear a grunt, and I know River is waking up. He lifts his head slowly and looks around at his surroundings, confused. His eyes meet mine. He doesn’t even try to fight the rope; instead, he just looks at me defeated, and my heart sinks. This isn’t me. This isn’t what I do. The guilt is overwhelming, but I can’t think of another way to protect my secret. Oriah’s words still haunt me: ‘If they find out about you, they will want you dead.’ This is bigger than just me.

“Asha, why?” His sad eyes torment me. I can’t face him; I have to look away.

“I had to; trust me, this is for the best,” I say, throwing the rock into the depths of the forest.

“Trust you? How can I trust you when you keep lying to me?” He has a point; I did lie, but I did it because I didn’t have a choice. I’m not lying about my race, though.

“I wasn’t lying,” I sigh and play with my fingers again.

“You were being serious?” I nod, waiting for another insult, but it doesn’t come.

“So, there is an ancient race, the Starkind. And you’re one of them?” he asks.

“Honestly, I wish it weren’t true…but it is,” I say and walk over to him. “But I never wanted to hurt you. I didn’t mean to trap you. I was so scared I had killed you.”

I go to stroke his face, but he flinches at my touch. A tear rolls down my cheek.

“This is the only way… I can’t have you getting hurt again.”

“What are you going to do?” he asks, probably fearing my response.

“Ryder has gone to make a memory loss serum. One drop and you won’t remember any of this.”

“What if I don’t want to forget?” He drops his head at this, and I can’t help but feel sorry for him. I’m taking away his memories.

“Do you really think you could carry on knowing what you know?” I ask. “You can’t even look at me.”

“Yeah, well, maybe you’re right,” he says, staring at the floor in front of him. “But it doesn’t change how I feel about you.”

“How you felt about me, you mean?” I say, remembering the disgust on his face moments earlier.

“No. Feel, Asha. I can’t just turn my feelings off for you. Believe me, I wish I could.”

I smile regretfully at him, and our conversation is interrupted by the sounds of Ryder’s footsteps coming this way.

“What did I miss?” Ryder says, sarcasm lacing his words. He holds a blue serum in his hand, which he throws over to me.

River kisses his teeth and turns his head in the opposite direction to Ryder.

“Ermm, nothing,” I say, rising to my feet and examining the blue solution Ryder threw to me. I take a long breath out. “Right, let’s get this over with.”

I bend down to his level, getting ready to administer the serum.

“W-wait!” River shouts. “B-before you start. I know I will hate myself if I don’t say this before I forget… but be careful with him.” He looks over at Ryder. “You’re doing this because you don’t want me to get hurt? Well, I don’t want you to get hurt either… He’s a Moon, Asha. They’re all the same.”

I look away, trying to brush off what he is telling me. Ryder wouldn’t hurt me, would he?

“You have to remember, I’m half Moon too,” I counter.

“But I won’t remember, will I? Just promise me you are going to be careful… Please.”

I meet his eyes and nod my head.

“Okay, give me the elixir,” he says, and I pour it carefully into his mouth, watching him gulp it down.

“The date didn’t go well; you only see Asha as a friend. She went back to her dorm, and you fancied a walk in the woods. You drank too much and passed out,” I say, knowing that my lie will register to him as truth in his hypnotic state. The friend part hurt the most, but I know it’s for the best. No more Asha and River. I watch as his eyes glaze over. He nods his head, and I know the serum has worked. Ryder unties him, and we both move behind a tree to hide from him when he comes to.

River gets to his feet, confusion plastered on his face.

“What am I doing here?” I hear him whisper. “That drink was lethal.”

He stumbles a little and briskly walks back toward Sun property.

Ryder and I share a sigh of relief. Crisis averted. So why is the pit in my stomach still there?

I get up and walk further into the forest as sadness takes over me. I hear Ryder behind me.

“Asha?” he calls out, but I ignore him.

“Asha.” He speeds up and grabs my arm, making me turn back to face him. He can see the sadness on my face, and the floodgates open. Tears stream down my cheeks, and I can’t see clearly over the wall of water in my eyes. I feel a warm embrace as Ryder pulls me in for a hug. I lose myself in his bear-like grip and sob into his chest.

“You did good… Stalker,” he says, chuckling a bit at his ‘stalker’ line.

This makes me laugh, and I playfully push at his stomach and wipe the tears out of my eyes. I stand in front of him and smile up at his face, which is empathetic.

It’s funny; this is the first time I’ve seen him show a typical human emotion. He looks kind of innocent, and for some reason, I have never found him more attractive. He catches me staring in thought and quickly changes his face back to his normal, harsh self. Gods forbid he actually lets himself be vulnerable for one minute.

“You know you can’t be the same around him as you used to,” he says, crossing his arms in a lecturer-type way.

I wipe my eyes again and nod at him, but my eyes drift off to the side.

“I’m serious. If he’s around you too long, the effects of the serum may wear off. Do you understand this?”

“Yes, I understand,” I say in a huff as I shift in my stance.

He’s right. We’ve gone through so much to keep my secret; the last thing we need is River’s veil slipping.

“I will keep my distance.”

He nods down at me, which sends a shiver down my spine. The sun is rising now, giving Ryder an orangey glow to his face, which is somehow making him even more appealing. I can’t believe we have been out all night.

“Okay, then,” he says, also shifting slightly in his space. “I guess this is goodbye.”

He looks towards the sunrise as a sign that he should be turning in now.

“Yes, I guess it is,” I say, looking up at his dark chocolate eyes. “Thank you for your help. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“Just take it as you owing me one.” He winks before turning to walk back to Moon Sovereign.

“Wait!” I call out to him as Oriah’s words repeat in my mind - ‘You know the way of the Sun now you must learn the way of the Moon.’

He turns back and walks closer to me until we are face-to-face again.

“Can’t bear to see the back of me?” He smiles again, making me want to melt right there and then. My cheeks blush. He’s not wrong, but luckily for me, that is not what I want to talk about.

“I was thinking… Oriah said I need to learn the way of the Moon.” A pause encompasses us. “Will you teach me?” I ask, waiting for him to shut me down.

“Sure,” he says almost too quickly for me to register.

“Really? You’re not going to make a joke about me just wanting to see you more, or something?” I ask, genuinely surprised by his lack of cheekiness.

“The way I see it, the sooner you learn to control your Gifts, the sooner I can stop cleaning up your messes,” he says with a shrug.

I suppose he has a point, but I can’t help feeling a little offended at this. I shouldn’t complain, though; at least it means I get to spend more time with him. I nod, trying to hide the disappointment on my face.

“And I suppose it wouldn’t be a bad thing to see more of you,” he adds, scratching the back of his neck and smirking, resulting in my cheeks turning a scarlet colour. I try to fight the smile forming on my lips, but it beats me.

I hear him laugh as he turns to walk away.

“Tomorrow, twelve a.m., use the tunnel in the archives.”

“Okay… Bye, Ryder,” I respond, watching him walk away.

“Bye, stalker,” he says, disappearing into the trees.
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I need to be more careful. The sooner I can gain control of my powers, the sooner I can start to live a normal life again. I can’t believe I hurt River like that. The moment he got sucked into the void still plays on repeat in my mind. Every time someone gets close to me, I jump back a little in fear of it happening all over again. I can’t have this happen to anyone else. The thought of Nala being forced into forgetting me makes me feel queasy. I’ll just keep my distance for a while until I can keep my Gifts in check. It’s hard being the only Star around. The other students can just ask a teacher or a third-year year for advice, but I am alone with my struggles. I wish there were some sort of handbook for what I’m going through. Dealing with this radioactive, soul-sucking portal is really taking its toll on me. My favourite pair of jeans, gone… sucked into the void this morning when I was sifting through my clothes. One trip to Astra Nova was definitely enough for me. I just mourned the pair of jeans and chucked on something different to wear. I barely got any sleep last night either. The humblebee vine is probably floating in the ether as we speak after getting scooped up in the void in the early hours of this morning. I know its abilities were fabricated, but it helped me sleep, placebo or not.

I throw my hair up into a mid-high ponytail and grab my black boots on the way out of my dorm room. My curls bounce and sway as I make my way through the long corridor. Nala stayed the night at Charlie’s, but we sat together for first meals. She asked me how the date with River went. I didn’t quite know how to respond to this, but I did tell her to cancel the Asha and River wedding, which made her laugh. I know that it isn’t a competition, but I definitely take the cake for the worst date in history. Thankfully, she has been staying at Charlie’s this weekend and hasn’t asked me too many questions. It hurts me to keep lying to her and everyone around me. Ryder is my only haven, and I don’t really know how to feel about it.

I am on taming duty this morning, bedding, which should be interesting. Keeping my head down, I push through the bustling crowds of students in the hallways as I make my way up towards the cable carts. I can’t bear to see River. I’m still in shock that so much can change in such a short time. Swallowing down the lump in my throat, I reach the cable cart and step onto its wobbly frame. Jaxon is leaning against the glass window, waiting for the cart to start its journey, which surprises me.

“Asha, I was shocked when River told me you took the taming class!” His chocolate brown hair springs in ringlets above his brow; it bounces up with every tilt of his head. The sun is bright today, and it’s reflecting off his tight black leather trousers, creating a sharp white glare. The corners of his thin lips curve into a wry smile.

“Surprised a girl could be a tamer?” I banter, trying to act normal.

As far as he is concerned, River and I went on one date and decided not to take it any further. I hide a deep inhale. Of course, I am forced to spend time in a confined cart with River’s best friend. Damn, why does everything have to be a constant reminder of the disaster I created last night? If he knew what really happened, he would probably wait for the cart to reach the highest point above the valleys and push me out of it so he could watch my body flail and finally splat onto the ground below, or he’d just feed me to the elions so no evidence remained. I gulp at my morbid imagination and fiddle with my curls. I force a smile.

“Nope.” He chuckles awkwardly and goes a little red. “I would never underestimate a woman… Plus River mentioned that you could probably fuck me up soooo.” He raises his hands in a surrender motion and smirks, his curls shining in the light of the sun’s rays.

I wish he wouldn’t talk to me about River. I don’t even know what River would say to him about me now. I shake my head to wipe the thought away and distract myself with something else.

“So which elions do you have bonds with?” I ask, steadying myself against the window as the cart sways and rocks through the air.

“My strongest bond is with Harlo. It took him eleven months to really warm to me, and after a year, he clicked with me.” He smiles and looks proud of this accomplishment, like this bond was made in record time. “Don’t be surprised if it takes you a long time to form a bond. Elions are loyal creatures, but they’re not very trusting.”

I don’t tell him that I may have already bonded with one on my first day or that the leader of the pack clicked with me after ten minutes. Instead, I just smile and nod, taking off my black bomber jacket and tying its arms around my waist.

“So, what’s bedding duty like?” I ask, readying myself to hop off the cart when it approaches the valley.

“Easy really, we just switch out the old hay for the new.”

The cart steadies, and Jaxon jumps swiftly onto the mossy earth, with me following close behind.

“I’ll show you the ropes,” he says, tilting his head reassuringly and sauntering into the written room.

We make our way towards the sorting board in the corner by the big window. Jaxon picks up the pen nestled in the board’s lower ledge and signs a tick next to his name to show he is present for bedding today. I do the same. After we have proven our attendance, I follow Jaxon down the spiral stairs and back into elion territory. My boots are swallowed up by the long grass. There are carcasses of bones scattered around the terrain, some with their flesh still hanging on in vain. I stifle the gag that brews at the back of my throat, and my mouth wells with saliva as I try not to heave. I hear the quiet buzzing of flies picking at the discarded parts the elions didn’t want. I grimace. The sorting board showed that they had been fed just over an hour ago. I mentally thank the Gods that the elions have full bellies, and I am not prey.

Jaxon recognises my disgust. “You’ll get used to that.”

I exhale a sigh of sorrow as my eyes fall victim to the thin leg of a deer, broken and lost in the long grass, isolated from its body. There is no way I am ever going to get used to that.

I feel absolutely minuscule looking up at the wooden platforms on the stilts that the elion’s sleep on. I gulp.

“How on earth are we expected to get up there?” I ask Jaxon, and he chuckles before leading me to the opposite side of the post.

“I thought the same thing on my first day of duties.”

His hand reaches out and unhooks a black pair of trainers hanging from the side of the post. The laces look alive and float as he picks them up.

“These trainers are Influenced.” His eyes meet mine with anticipation, as if he is waiting for my face to colour with shock. My eyes widen to satisfy his excitement.

He plucks another pair off the side of the post by their laces and hands them to me. “These are yours. Put them on, and you’ll be able to levitate to the top.”

I look back at him, dumbfounded. Influenced shoes? I have never worn these in my life. I will surely fall flat on my face.

“Are you serious?” I ask, holding the trainers in my hands.

“As a Moon.” Jaxon’s banter is dry as I watch him slip his heavy boots off and replace them with the light pair of trainers. I ignore his comment and arch over to do the same. My boots are heavy too, and fit tightly on my ankles. They fight me as I pull them off. I stare down at the large trainers waiting patiently for my soles to enter them.

“But how do you know they’re my size? They look awfully big,” I ask, picking them up and examining them further. Their length is bigger than my forearm.

Jaxon chuckles and gently levitates in front of me. He is only about an inch off the ground, but nevertheless, I am impressed.

“One size fits all, they will shrink to your size.”

He is now taller than the long grass, and I have to look up to meet his gaze. He’s right. I feel the strange sensation of the material morphing and hugging my feet. The laces tighten and make a loop de loop in front of my eyes, completing a perfect bow. The sensation causes me to wobble a little as the trainers lift me above the ground. My heart is racing like an idiot, but I can’t help smiling. Looking up, I notice Jaxon, who is stationary a metre or so above me, waiting for me to reach his level.

As I elevate higher and higher, I can see the grass swaying in patterns made by the wind.

“How do I control them?” I ask, wanting to know how to stop when I reach his eye line.

“They are Influenced to sync with your thoughts; all you have to do is think about which way you want to go.”

I can finally see the motion of his lips as he talks; I am level with him. I think about stopping and, like magic, I am floating, just like River was in the ether of Astra Nova. I push this thought down to suffocate the memory and wipe the sweat that has formed on my brow. I see the horror in his eyes replay in my mind, the ridges of disgust that formed on his face when I told him I wasn’t a Sun. River is tormenting me like a bad dream, and he has no idea. We both had a tough pill to swallow, but at least his stayed down. Mine keeps trying to creep up and show its ugly face every time I close my eyes. I wish I could forget. I’m surprised the shoes could even lift me with the weight of my conscience.

“Impressive, right?” Jaxon smiles widely and nods down at my feet as if to congratulate the shoes on their performance so far. His dark brown ringlets shine caramel in the light of the sun as he continues up towards the platform at the top of the stilt. I nod in response and follow close behind him.

“So what do we do with the old hay?” I have to raise my voice a little as a gust of cool wind muffles my words. The air tickles my skin as I climb higher and higher.

“We bag it up and feed it to the farm animals.”

He is parallel with me now as we levitate in synchrony. I feel nauseated thinking about the sad lives those farm animals live. Given old hay and bred purely to be devoured. This shouldn’t pain me the way it does because I’m a carnivore. I think about the bacon I had for breakfast this morning, and my mouth salivates, but I don’t hunt and kill the animals myself. I don’t cram them in cages and then release them for a savage butchering. And it’s not like it’s a short and sweet dance with death, it’s a slow and calculated hunt, a sadistic slaughter. I remember the gazelle, here one moment and gone the next, crying as its flesh was mutilated and torn clean off its bones. Elions are relentless, and they like to play with their food. Jaxon must have caught the sorrow on my face because he gives me a consoling smile.

“The hay is only a day old, so the farm animals don’t mind. The elions are very particular; they must have a fresh bed every day, otherwise they get cranky.”

I understand how he thinks that knowing this will settle the sickness squirming in my stomach. I force down the lump in my throat and curve my lips into a small smile. I try not to think about the little deer’s carcass just below me. Gods help me when I am on feeding duty.

He stops at the top and grabs the netted material, hugging the huge face of the platform. He peels it away from the first corner and then floats to the next corner to do the same thing. He stops for a moment and stares at me.

“Are you gonna keep staring or are you gonna help?”

His words force me to break my gaze.

“U-uuhhh yeah… sorry.”

My shoes carry me to the corners on the far end. I copy Jaxon’s movements and unhook each netted lip from the wooden ninety-degree angle. My brain slowly pieces together this clever process. The hay sits on a huge netted sheet. The holes are as small as ants, so it acts as a bag for the hay when we lift each corner and gather it in the middle. Jaxon twizzles the net and ties its corners into a messy knot. He throws the mass of hay over his shoulder and floats a little higher towards a thin metal rope that runs streamline all the way through the elion territory. He is not as elegant this time with the extra weight of the hay. I’m sure it weighs a ton, and the shoes are struggling to meet his demands. The long rope hangs from one end of the valley to the other. It looks like it’s welded through a large rock on the peak of the highest valley; it runs diagonally all the way down to where the farm animals bide their time and get plump on old hay for the elions’ disposal. Jaxon attaches a small hook through the loop of the bag and cradles it over the metal rope. The bag glides seamlessly down the zip line and plummets to the ground next to the farmhouse below.

“One down, nine to go,” he pants at me, still out of breath from carrying three times his body weight in hay. The sun’s rays are hot, and Jaxon’s forehead is glistening in the light.

“Where does the new hay come from?” I question using the back of my hand to wipe the beads of sweat forming on my forehead.

Jaxon rests his feet on the platform and points a finger behind me. I swivel my body in response.

“There’s a shed down there in the distance. It’s filled with hay and fresh nets. You okay doing the old hay and I’ll do the fresh?”

“Yeah. Are you sure you’ll be able to carry it all?” I question, watching the sweat thickening on his forehead from lifting one bag.

“Don’t worry. I’ve got a friend to help me.”

He licks his lips and places his fingers between them, and a high-pitched whistle escapes his mouth. A smile spreads across his face as he looks into the distance. I bet I know who he’s calling. I place my hand over my eyebrows to shield my eyes from the sun and watch as an elion soars over to us. My guess is that’s Harlo.

“Later!” he says as he floats effortlessly towards the creature and jumps onto its back. I hear him click, and they swoop down towards the bedding shed. A laugh erupts from my mouth. Wow, it never gets old.

I hear footsteps down below, trudging in the mossy grass, and see a person walking towards me. He looks so small from up here. I squint my eyes and use my hand to shield the sun. He is much clearer now.

“Yo, Asha.”

My eyes fall on a very rough-looking Elijah, who is standing below the platform and staring up at me.

“Hi, Elijah. Are you okay?” I ask, concerned at the lack of colour in his face.

“Yeah, I’ll live. Sorry I’m late.” He scratches the back of his neck. “Do you know what I’m doing?” He laughs a little, probably feeling embarrassed.

I know that look. I think someone’s a little hungover.

“Ermm. I’m not sure. Ask Jaxon, he knows,” I say, pointing over at Jaxon, who is now riding Harlo over to us with a bag full of fresh hay.

Elijah nods his head, his hazel locks bouncing with his movement, and squints his eyes at him.

“Ahh, you must be Elijah. Easy job for you,” he says, pointing back towards the shed. “Can you bag up the fresh hay in the shed, ready for me and Harlo to collect it?”

Elijah looks over at the shed and nods his head.

“Yeah, mate, of course.”

He jogs a little, but not too fast, over to the shed and begins his duties. Jaxon dresses the platform we had just undressed, with Harlo staying airborne next to him. I’d better get on with the rest of the platforms. I float over to the far end, figuring it makes more sense to start at one end and work my way over.

Doing as Jaxon showed me, I start by loosening the net from the platform’s edge. I find myself watching over my shoulder now that Jaxon is gone, knowing an elion could appear at any moment. The thought makes me shudder, a reminder to keep my mask up. I push the thought to the back of my mind because fear is ammunition here. Bunching the first bag with a groan and heaving it over my shoulder, I attempt to wade over to the zip line. Woah, Jaxon really wasn’t exaggerating. This bag weighs a ton. My Influenced shoes are gasping for air. With a struggle, I make it to the rope and clumsily sling the bag off my shoulder. With a whoosh, it slides down, shrinking into the distance. I dust my hands together, removing the excess hay stuck to my sweaty palms.

I’m on the third platform now, and this sun is relentless. My skin is slick and shiny with sweat. I have to grip the net tighter, fearing it slipping straight out of my grasp. My knuckles are white as I heave it over my shoulder. I stop for a moment. The hairs on my neck stand up, and I get a strange tingling feeling. I feel heavier now, my limbs like lead. The shoes fight me as I rise higher towards the rope. I know they will thank me when I finish. I struggle to catch my breath, but feel a huge sense of relief when the weight of the bag is distributed to the rope. It bounces as the ton of hay slides en route to become animal food. I swear I can hear the goats take a moment from chewing to celebrate in the distance.

“Ashaaaaaa.”

My head snaps towards the source of the noise.

“Who goes there?” I whisper-shout, turning in the other direction. Maybe I am just imagining it. I didn’t get much sleep last night, or maybe this heat is finally getting to me. I part my lips and swell the remaining saliva around in my mouth. This sure is thirsty work. I fight the desire to abandon my duties, hang my shoes up, and run back to the dining hall to rehydrate with a cool drink of water.

“You okay?” Jaxon calls out from behind me, still upon Harlo. I pull myself together and wipe the sheen of sweat from my brow.

“I swear these podiums are taunting me,” I reply, not entirely joking. I float down towards the fifth platform, revelling in the slight breeze cooling me on my descent.

“It’s hard work, I know. If you need to take a break, just sit down for a minute or two.” He looks at me with understanding before Harlo takes him to the neighbouring podium. He is somehow still wearing his leather jacket, which shines as he rides under the sun’s rays. I suppose it must get pretty windy with the force at which Harlo flies.

A grunt escapes my mouth, and my arms ache as I clip the last bag to the tired rope and give it a small, not quite yet defeated push, not that it needs it. The bag shoots down like a bullet, and I wait for the sound of the bag hitting the floor with a bang. I smile knowing that I am not on bedding duty again until next month, although my back and arms will probably still be sore. I massage out the crook in my neck and relish the refreshing breeze that blows my hair. The faint smell of my strawberry shampoo wafts around as Harlo and Jaxon fly past me to reload on hay. I attempt to tame the curls by running my fingers through them, but I am a dishevelled mess.

The trainers thank me as I hang them back onto the hook of the podium. My feet breathe a sigh of relief as they are welcomed by fresh air. I watch the Influenced shoes loosen and morph back into their original size. Amazing.

My ankles groan as I squeeze my feet back into my tight boots. I cannot wait to get back to my dorm room and take a long, cool shower. Jaxon and Elijah are a few meters away, making their way towards the exit of the taming quadrant. They turn their bodies to face me and beckon me to hurry up. I throw them a smile and push myself to a jog to catch up with them. The blades of grass are long and threaten to trip me up. Although I would like a chance to lie down on the soft, pillowy meadow for a minute or two, I watch my step and pick my feet up above it as I jog.

“Ashaaaaa”

I freeze as the hair on my neck stands up again. So, I wasn’t imagining it. But there is no one there. Someone must be playing a trick on me or something. The guys are somehow further into the distance now. In unison, they look back, puzzled at my sudden stop. Is this an initiation prank or something?

“Ashaaaaa”

The same voice beckons me again, making me jump for the third time. I look around. The landscape is empty and quiet; the only movement is the grass swaying elegantly. The wind shifts and the breeze fights me; someone wants my attention, and now they’ve got it. Maybe it’s a Starkind thing; maybe we can speak to animals as well? It could be the farm animals pleading with me for their escape. It makes sense, single out the one full of empathy and regret and guilt them into their release.

My attention draws back to the guys who are still staring at me, confused. I take a moment and make up an excuse I think the boys will believe. “You boys go ahead. I left my earrings on the hook of the podium.”

I don’t have to be in close quarters with them to know that they scoff at my remark.

“Are you sure?” they call out in disbelief, rightfully worried about leaving me alone in an enclosure full of beasts.

I make a silent prayer to the Gods that they are all still grazing in the northern valley. You never know when an elion can make an appearance.

“Yeah, honestly. I won’t be five minutes.”

My cheeks redden. Even I am embarrassed by my excuse. Congratulations, Asha. One small step back for womankind. I watch as they nod their heads reluctantly and continue towards the stairs.

I am a crazy person. There is a phantom voice beckoning me, and I walk towards it… What in the Gods name is wrong with me?! Although I think I passed crazy in the rearview mirror when I created a portal to a land I had never heard of. My boots scream with trepidation as I make my way slowly back towards the podium to keep up the ruse of searching for my forgotten item.

“Hello?” I whisper, looking around the valleys. The wind picks up around me, but I cannot see a single soul. This is really starting to frustrate me. If someone is messing with me, I would rather they just admit it.

“Up here.”

My head snaps up in response. I scan the sky but still see nothing except clouds. The sun seems to be retiring behind them. My gaze is blurred by the cotton candy clouds obscuring the view. I let out a slight chuckle at the irony. The sun decides to let up now after watching me for hours, sweating and aching. I squint my eyes and blink a few times, hoping to blink the clouds away and clear my vision. Nothing. I don’t see a single thing.

“Stop playing games with me; this isn’t funny!” I whisper-shout, still conscious of the boys seeing. I wait for a response, but fail to get one. Maybe this is a bad idea. Something just feels… off. I look back at the guys who are almost at the floating steps and reach the podium to pretend to pick up something off the hook, then spin back around and continue walking back towards the stairs. I’m clearly not going to get any answers, so I pick up the pace to catch up with them.

The grass squelches with every other step I take as my black boots sink into the brown mud a little as I shift my weight. It must have rained last night. Another cold chill runs down my spine, causing me to look back again. My senses are drawn to the clouds above me, and the feeling of being watched unsettles me. I trudge a little faster, and now I am close to the steps. A sigh of relief escapes my rosy lips…

But it is short-lived.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
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“Asha… WATCH OUT!”

Jaxon’s voice squeals, causing me to panic climb the unstable staircase. I get around two steps up when his face distorts into a terrified expression, making my body grow colder. A sudden tight grip squeezes around my waist, making me wince, as needle-like points dig into my skin. I try to scream, but the air is drained from my lungs. My vision blurs, and I start to feel lightheaded seeing Jaxon and Elijah watch from the viewing platform with horror on their faces.

Their faces, contorted and shocked, get smaller and smaller as I’m lifted faster than I can blink. Their figures now resemble the ant-sized holes in the nets we laid earlier as I see them rushing back into the taming quadrant, hopefully to get some help. My neck is crooked at the angle I’m being held; pressure builds as I’m carried like a rag doll. I swallow down the saliva welling in my mouth and try to analyse my surroundings, but everything is moving too fast. The ride has me violently swaying like I’m on a rollercoaster, causing my hair to whoosh uncontrollably over my eyes, blocking my view. The grip around my waist loosens a little, allowing me to breathe again, and my lungs huff in my chest as they fight for the air to replenish them.

What is happening?

With a gust of wind, my hair escapes from my view, and I can see again. My head snaps to the grip on my ribs, rough yellowish scales encircling me with dagger-like claws. I know those claws. I am in the deadly grip of an elion.

Panic strikes me, and my heart races almost as uncontrollably as my hair in the wind. Calm down, Asha. Breathe. I take a deep breath to control myself, remembering what Mr Knight had taught me. Find my anchor. I picture Ryder in my mind until I feel my skin tingle. My mask is up, my thoughts are clearer now. I grab the long, scaly claws and push at them, trying to escape the grasp. The elion retaliates and squeezes tighter, knocking the wind out of me again. I am trapped.

“Stop squirming, child.”

The husky voice interrupts my panic. I look up in disbelief. The voice, it’s… the elion. I didn’t notice through the panic and struggle that the elion gripping me tightly is Craize. I can see the underside of his large frame, his white fur shining brightly, reflecting the sun’s rays, the scar that harshens the right side of his face. I can see the pulsating of his chest as it moves up and down in synchrony with his heavy breaths, a rumble vibrates in his throat, and I am relieved to see that his teeth are still hidden in his mighty jaws. Hesitantly, I look down, and I swallow sharply when I cannot see the ground below. I am now soaring above the clouds. The sun’s rays are emitting golden shimmers on the pearly white clouds, making them look ethereal. An involuntary smile forms on my face. I have never seen a view quite like it. It showers me with courage.

“Are you going to eat me?” I ask, accepting my fate.

If I am going to be eaten, I might as well take in the scenery first. I hear a deep chuckle. Is something funny?

“I’m not going to eat you, young one,” the voice says, making me exhale a loud and shaky breath. “Try to relax.” He catapults me upwards, making me free-fall into the Earth’s atmosphere. I scream, imagining myself falling to my demise, and flail my arms around. Craize swoops under me, so I land on his back. My hands grip his fur for dear life as he plummets back towards the ground through the clouds. His feathered wings flap ferociously on either side of me. Water escapes the corners of my eyes with the force of our descent, and I can see the podiums coming into view as we head back towards the enclosure.

After what feels like a lifetime, Craize gracefully lands on the platform and tilts his wing ever so slightly, encouraging me off and onto the bed of fresh hay. I shakily shift and slide down, holding onto his fur for balance, until I reach the safety of the hay I’d just laid. Placing my hands on my knees, I bend over to catch my breath. I feel my legs vibrate with terror as they regain their stature after being jellylike. When satisfied, I stand tall, my eyes drowning in Craize’s ocean eyes.

“Some warning would have been nice… I thought I was going to die.” My voice trembles as I stare up at him.

He leans his head in and burrows himself in my hair.

“Apologies, I did not mean to scare you,” he says, but I don’t see his lips moving or hear clicks escape his fanged mouth.

“Wait? How am I talking to you right now?” I take a step back, astonished. “I-I can understand you.” He shifts into a more comfortable position and sits down in the corner of the platform, his left leg hanging off.

“You hear me because I am bonded to you… Star Child.” He gives his coat a lick, and I walk closer to him.

“What do you mean, bonded? You don’t even know me.” I shake my head in disbelief and sit down in front of him, my bottom comfortable on the soft, flouncy hay.

“I know more than you think.” He looks at me and tilts his head as if trying to get inside mine. “Didn’t Oriah tell you?”

“Oriah? You know Oriah?” I question.

“I more than know Oriah, young one. She is my master, my creator.” He purrs a little after he says this.

“Hmmm,” I think out loud, trying to connect the dots. “She made you?”

“Yes, she made all of us as a Gift to the Sun people, along with my cousins, the sky serpents, for the Moonkind when her race came to be,” he says. “Did she fail to mention this information?” I nod my head, still confused at the knowledge I am hearing.

“Gods rest their souls.” He lowers his head, and I see pain in his demeanour. I reach my hand out and stroke the fur between his eyes. “The stigma surrounding them is unjust, but you will change that.” He pauses. “You will change everything, young one.”

“M-me? I don’t understand.” I pull my hand from his head and look away from his gaze.

“You are the product of Sun and Moon. You bridge the divide of your people.” He takes to his feet again and stares down at Sun Castle.

I follow his eyeline and sit down with my legs hanging off the edge. I feel Craize’s breath on my hair as he stands behind me.

“Everyone expects so much of me, but I don’t know what I am doing… I have made a mess of everything so far,” I sigh, lowering my head defeatedly, thinking of what happened with River.

“You will learn.” He nuzzles his head in my hair again.

There is a small silence as we watch the castle from afar.

“Did you know my mother?” I ask. It is the one thing I thought I knew when he clicked at me before.

“Yes, young one, I tried to tell you before, but the bond wasn’t strong enough without your Gifts. That’s why you could not understand me.”

“What was she like?” My memory of her evokes sadness in me.

“She was brave… just like you. Brave soul.”

“Brave soul? That’s what you clicked at me the other day,” I say, thinking back to the elion book of languages with Nala.

“Yes. She was chosen because of her fearlessness,” he says proudly, but this makes me question myself.

“Chosen?” I look up at him.

“Yes. The rebirth of the Starkind was a heavy duty to carry. Oriah needed someone who was not only fearless but also kind and caring. Someone strong enough to healthily carry a Starchild in her womb to full term. Someone like your mother.”

“Wait, so my mother didn’t defy the Gods? She was chosen by one?” I ask, optimistic about getting another piece of the puzzle that is my mother.

“Yes. Oriah had been planning this for years,” he says. “It took centuries to find the perfect suitors.”

“Luca?” I question.

“She brought them together,” he says, and I feel closer to her than ever.

That pull I feel towards Ryder must be the same thing she felt towards Luca. Undeniable chemistry.

“Wow. All this time, people thought he was a criminal; it turns out he was a hero.” A tear rolls down my cheek.

“He saved your race, young one; they both did.”

I wipe the tear from my cheek and smile up at Craize. My attention is broken by the sounds of people down below me.

“Asha, are you okay?”

I peer over the edge and see Jaxon standing with Mr Knight, Elijah and Veronica.

“Tell them that we’re bonded,” Craize says, and I nod up at him again.

“Yes, Jaxon.” I smile and look down at them. “I’m fine. It appears Craize has chosen me to bond with.” I watch as Jaxon’s eyebrows raise in disbelief.

“Perch yourself between my shoulders. I will take you down to them,” he demands, and I do as he says.

His wing feels soft yet bony and strong like iron. The ridge between his shoulder blades dips, and my buttocks sink into it. I hold on to the tufts of his white fur, each strand like wire. Craize takes the long way down and swoops around the podium in spiral movements. The breeze brushes through my hair, and I feel like I can enjoy it this time. I can’t help but laugh as we descend from the platform. He lands and tilts his wing. I slide down with more ease this time, and the astounded group stares befuddled at me. I look back at Craize, who bows his head towards me. I do the same, and he leaps into the air, disappearing into the clouds.

Jaxon pulls me into a hug. “Thank the Gods. I don’t have to tell River his girlfriend died,” he says, laughing.

Has River not told him about our disastrous date? Maybe he hasn’t had the chance yet. I laugh back at him.

“Not girlfriend, but I get your point.”

He laughs again, and Elijah gives me a nod. It’s nice to see how much they care. Mr Knight approaches me and points at me jokingly.

“I knew Craize liked you. You have progressed quicker than any of my other students,” he says as we all begin walking back to the floating steps. “If you like, I can squeeze in some extra lessons just for you. Craize will definitely want you around more.”

“Yes, I would like that,” I say, smiling from ear to ear.

The more time I can spend with Craize, the more I can find out about my mother and Luca and…well, everything. The adrenaline is wearing off, and my body feels sluggish and tired. Well, that was a wild ride. Nala is not going to believe this one.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
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It’s eight p.m. now. My limbs thanked me when I showered and changed into something more comfortable. The bed welcomed me and soothed the tension in my joints. I sigh deeply and throw my head back onto my pillow. My shoulders finally relax as my mind calms. I am bonded to an elion, and not just any elion, the leader of the pack, and he knew my mother. I finally feel like, after all these years of being in the dark, Craize and Oriah are my guiding light, my sense of direction. The truth cannot cower in the shadows any longer… There is nowhere to hide. A warm smile kindles on my face. I am no longer alone.

The embers of my smile hiss out. I see his face again, the ugly pill trying to regurgitate from the depths of my despair. I try to navigate the sea of guilt again, to justify my actions, but I still feel terrible. It has been hard avoiding River today. I saw him a few times, and he tried to approach me, but I pretended I didn’t see him and walked off in the opposite direction. He looked hurt and confused, and it broke me.

I know Jaxon would have mentioned the Craize thing to him by now; the entire school already knows. I know this because of the way they stare. I mean, people stared before…with the mismatched eyes and wild curls, but only when I looked away, a quick glance to satisfy their curiosity. This is different. They stare when I am watching without shame. They whisper about me and don’t look away. Their eyes, a mixture of fear and jealousy. I can’t tell whether they think I’m really cool or just a freak, but either way, I don’t think they’ll be messing with me now. Nala thinks it’s amazing. She’s been asking me all kinds of questions about Craize with awe and pride, not jealousy. I even heard her cussing out a girl who called me weird. Speaking of Nala, she is staying at Charlie’s again tonight, which puts me in the clear to meet Ryder in the archives. Hopefully, River and his friends aren’t hanging out down there.

How has my life come to this? All this sneaking around? It’s not just grating at my conscience, it’s hacking at it with a machete. I bend myself in half over my bed to slide my mother’s red suitcase out. The zip is stiff and fights me as I tug at it, but it gives in and surrenders to me. I find the key chain and open the locket, the photo of Mum and Luca stares back at me. I smooth out the crumples from the years it’s spent folded up. My eyes dampen as I look back at them with longing. I wish it had been different. I wish there was a way to bring back the Starkind and have my parents alive. They both made such a huge sacrifice for me, and for them, I must be strong.

I ponder it for a moment and can’t help but smile. They look so happy. I wonder what my dad would think of all this. I mean the man who raised me. Should I stop calling him dad? No, he is my dad. He’s the one who nursed me when I was sick, saw my first steps, taught me how to fight and how to ride a bike. Luca might be my real father, but Leon is still my dad. Maybe I can talk to him soon, when I’ve mastered the portal. That way, I could get away without anyone noticing I’m gone. Speaking of the portal, I was thinking of testing this bad boy out. I ignite the orb in my hand and stare at it intriguingly. Now that I know what this thing does, I can appreciate it more. Like Ryder said, you have to go within to tame the beast. It does not scare me anymore.

“Oriah, are you there?” I question aloud, still staring at the photograph of my parents.

‘Yes, Child.’

“Say I wanted to go somewhere else with this. Not Astra Nova… somewhere on this plane. How would I do it?” I question, still studying the blackened ball.

‘Think about where you want to go. If you’ve been there before, it’s easier to make the connection. Envision your surroundings. You should see the orb start to change.’ Her voice rings in my ears. Sounds simple enough.

My body tenses as I put my mind to work. I squeeze my eyes shut and imagine my destination, its walls, the dry, crusted brick, the concrete floors and steep stairs, the shape of the door and its hidden contents. My eyes open one at a time. It worked. The vortex hovers over my palm, and I can just about make out the image of the dimly lit office in the archives. The energy pools like a vacuum and enlarges the picture. This is incredible. The void adjusts so I can see all angles of the room. Thank the Gods there is no one else down there. I do as Oriah said and transfer the portal onto a surface. The bathroom door seems sturdy enough. Fear aside, I stretch my arm out to test the waters and dip the tip of my finger into its whirlpool. The void feels cold and swallows my finger up. I pull it back out and examine my adventurous finger; it’s unscathed. I know it is safe, but there is still trepidation in my nature. Fuck it. I submit to the energy’s pull and ride its wave as I enter the office. The portal shuts behind me.

My heart thumps in fear that River and his friends will decide to come down here. I must move quickly. I pause for a moment to recalibrate and get my bearings. Transferring from one place to another so quickly definitely takes a while to get used to. Once I have regained composure, I head over to the drawer containing The Soldark. My hands wrap around its bronze handle, and I give it a yank. It does not budge. Oh, yeah. Silly me. I remember its thirst for my blood. My eyes follow the etchings of the stars on the wooden edges of the desk. The Starkind really love a finger prick. I run my fingers over its ridges just as I did before and brace for the pain. I wince as the sharp needle point returns and the blood begins to pool. I place my throbbing finger in my mouth. The familiar click of the drawer convinces me to pry it open. I am relieved to see the black box in all its glory. ‘The Soldark’. I hear the shift of the contents shuffling against the walls of the box as I pick it up. It is heavy. My left arm wraps around it tightly as I conjure the portal back to my room.

The vortex opens and stands proud in my hand. I take a moment to envision my dorm room — the colours, the smells, the textures. I can just about see the white sheets of my bed through the portal. Shit! There’s Nala. What the hell? She said she was staying at Charlie’s again. She is holding a duffel bag and pulling clothes out of it. I watch as she saunters across the room, taking her time unloading the clothes into her washing bag. I hold my breath as she sits on her bed for a minute and looks over at mine, deep in thought. Her expression changes; she looks confused and tilts her head to the side. I feel my heart thump in my chest. Can she see me? She begins to walk in the direction of the void, staring intensely through it, like she is looking right at me. She inches closer and closer, and every part of my body tenses. Part of me wants her to see me so I can take my finger off the trigger and tell her everything without blowing anything up into oblivion. I want to tell her that the Starkind exist, that I am one of them and that the reasons for the divide between Sun and Moon are unjustified and fabricated.

She is looking at me; I can see her eyes sparkle in my direction. Her steps slow as she continues towards me. She is only an inch away from me now. I let go of the breath I’m holding and prepare to speak, to tell her everything, but she bends down and picks up a lone sock from the floorboard below me. She looks at it with joy and mutters to herself, “found ya,” before plopping it into her wash bag. My breath releases like a hurricane. I am relieved but frustrated. I really thought I would be able to come clean. At war with my emotions, I watch as she wanders over to her wardrobe and places a few more clothing items in the duffel bag. Looks like she is just packing some more clothes for her to stay at Charlie’s another night. She looks over at my empty bed, and her face saddens a little before walking out of our room, closing the door behind her. I really need to catch up with her. It feels like ages since we’ve had a normal conversation. She probably hoped I would be there so we could talk for a minute or two. I must admit, it is hard talking to her knowing I have so much that I just can’t tell her. The sound of footsteps in the distance brings me back to earth. Time to get back to business. I enlarge the image and dive into its depths, breathing a sigh of relief when my feet stroke the familiar rattan rug. I sit on my bed, admiring the wooden box. This is what Oriah wanted me to find. The Soldark.

Now I can finally skim through its ancient pages and hopefully unmask the secrets of my people. I twist the star latch and open the box with a creak. My heart skips with anticipation. There it is. I carefully remove it from its packaging, treating it like it is precious treasure. If it contains the answers I need, it’s worth its weight in gold. A thick layer of dust smothers the hardback cover. My hot breath slowly dispels the dust, unveiling a darker shade of black. The dust dances in the orange hue of the sunset. The rays warm me as they beam through my window. I place my fingers on the cover’s edge and reveal the pages inside. That’s odd. I flick through a few more for confirmation. Yep. It’s blank. This doesn’t make sense. I skim through the pages again just to make sure my eyes aren’t playing tricks on me. Nope, no tricks. The book is empty. The yellowish pages contain not a single word. I sigh and lie back down on my bed with the book resting upon my chest. This is the book Oriah wanted me to find?

“Oriah?” I question, a little frustrated at the anticlimax.

‘Yes, my child.’

“The pages are… empty,” I say through gritted teeth, hoping she can explain why she made me get a useless book.

‘Not empty, just hidden,’ she says matter-of-factly.

Wow. A riddle. Why am I not surprised? Another sigh escapes my lips, and I roll my eyes slightly.

“What do you mean, hidden?” I give her a chance to be more specific.

‘The book will show you whatever you desire to know.’ Her voice echoes around my mind.

“Well, there’s nothing here,” I say, confused by her responses, still gazing up at the ceiling.

‘Correction, there is everything there,’ she replies, and I stare back at the blank pages, perplexed. ‘You just have to know how to find it.’

“Okay, well, could you tell me how to find it?” I say, nearly getting to the end of my tether.

‘With blood of the stars, your eyes shall see, for you can ask and will receive.’

‘Blood of the stars’ - of course, she means my blood. I have to get used to having sore fingers. I’ll be surprised if I have any blood left by the end of my time at Sun Sovereign. My eyes fall to my soldier of a finger; it’s been pricked and prodded more times these last few days than in my whole life. I look at the little red wound on my fingertip from the wooden desk. The blood has barely had a chance to congeal and form a scab. I shut my eyes and brace myself for the pain as I give it a squeeze to assist the blood to squirm back out. I grit my teeth as the glob of bright red blood returns, pools and then drips onto the open page of The Soldark. The blood stains the pages, making me cringe, and I console my finger in my mouth again, ushering the blood back in. My eyes grow wide as the red blotches sink into the page as if they were never there. I stare closer, mesmerised by its vanishing act, but the page does not stay blank for long. Red lines start to appear, the same colour as my blood, deepening their colour the more they form. The lines join and transform into words before my eyes. I tilt my head sideways to try to make sense of them as they spell themselves out.

Hello Asha

I gulp in shock and throw it onto my bed. The book shuts at my carelessness, and I jump to my feet. I look at it as if it were alien. How does it know my name? Warily, I retake my seat on the bed and shuffle a little further away from the alien, just close enough where I can open it with the tip of my finger and still make a brisk exit if anything decides to jump out of it. The pages flick open again. This time, I am not even touching it. I feel rigid as my body tenses. The markings are gone. I think back to the rest of Oriah’s rhyme - ‘For you can ask and will receive.’ ‘For you can ask and will receive.’ I repeat it a few times in my mind, hoping to decipher the riddle.

“You want me to talk to a book?” I ask Oriah as if she is crazy, hoping she is still present in my mind.

‘Ask and you shall receive,’ she says again, and her voice fades.

If I didn’t feel crazy before, I definitely do now. I sit back up in my bed and cross my legs. I gulp and take the book into my hands. So much for having an escape plan. The book is heavy, and I have to rest my arms against my thighs for support.

“Okay, here goes nothing,” I whisper, slightly startled by the sound of my voice in this quiet room. “I want to know more about my people… the Starkind.”

The book snaps itself shut and opens again. Its pages turn at such a high speed I cannot see them through the blur. It stops, and the same red markings reappear. This time, different words and pictures fill the pages. The book is now full of information.

The Starkind are the product of Sun and Moon people. They are a hybrid of both parents and share light and dark attributes.

My muscles relax as I take in the information I am reading.

The Star race has the ability to manipulate the space-time continuum and create portals to wherever they desire. Many find comfort in their home, Astra Nova.

This must be some kind of mistake. I have been to Astra Nova, and it is cold and empty. How could they find comfort in a place so devoid of life? I shiver just thinking about it. I continue reading on, my nose is so close to the pages, I fear I might inhale them.

The Starkind were considered the most powerful race because they had the Gifts of the Sun and the Moon; with this, they had the special ability to mimic Sun and Moon powers.

The ability to mimic both Sun and Moon powers… Oriah failed to mention this. I stare down at my hands in disbelief. Does this mean I could channel Luca’s power and talk to my mother? Water wells in my eyes at this thought. I could potentially converse with the dead? A shiver runs down my spine — interesting but daunting. I’m not sure I’m ready for that. I take a breath and think about what to ask next. There is still something that seems off about all of this, if they’re so powerful, how did their race die out?

Though powerful, the Starkind were extremely rare. The conditions under which procreation occurred had to be during an eclipse at the moment when the sun and moon overlap, which only happens every four years.

I wonder if my mother knew about this when I was conceived or if it was just dumb luck that created me that day. Or maybe Oriah told them the exact time and conditions to do it… How romantic.

The paper crunches as I flick through its off-white pages, scanning them at a faster pace. From what I have gathered, the Starkind have the ability to harness any Gift, and they are not affected by the presence of the sun or moon like the others; however, the Gifts can only be used in short bursts in fear of burnout. The Sunkind saw us as a threat and convinced the Moons to work together to decimate our race. Now I know why I have to be so secretive. The Sun people hate me and people like me. They eliminated a whole race and then hid all evidence surrounding them. Just like that. It makes me feel physically sick.

But I still don’t understand how they deleted us from existence, not just physically, but the memory of it too. The history books altered, the mention of Oriah eradicated. How is this possible?

“Soldark… How is it that not one person remembers my race? Not one book contains a single fact about my God or my kind.”

The book comes alive again, shutting itself, then reopening to showcase several pages with different markings. On the first page, there is a list of ingredients; each one with a stencilled drawing of a fruit or berry or organism used to make a serum. This particular elixir is made up of toad slime, filaleaf, a single orange berry and ten millilitres of Star tears. The recipe calls for it to be mixed at ninety degrees, allowed to cool, then reheated to thirty-seven degrees to make a mind control serum strong enough to control even the most powerful beings. My brain aches with the overload of information. The potion was created on a mass scale; the Starkind were shackled and tortured for their tears before being slaughtered. There is a diagram of the serum being administered into Palidonia’s water supply, subjecting all Palidonian’s, Moon and Sun, to the mind control. There was a live broadcast on screens everywhere. Just like that, an entire race was destroyed in seconds. Those who did remember were part of the RHE and were ordered to destroy all books and other information that might mention us. My eyes dampen; their memories were stolen from them. I shudder at the harsh realisation that I did the same thing with River. I am no better than they were.

The book pleads with me to read more.

To prevent another Star race from being born, all Sun and Moonkind were made to believe that interdaecial relationships were forbidden and that the bloodlines do not mix.

I release a shaky breath and massage my temples with my forefingers; the slight migraine in the back of my mind encourages me to shut the book. I am saddened at the sudden awareness that my whole life, my whole existence, has been a lie. The reason we couldn’t mix was because the Sunkind didn’t want to risk the Star race coming back… Not because the God’s wouldn’t allow it. They can’t interfere, Oriah told me herself. The Sunkind are not good like I was raised to believe. They are a murderous race, and I am playing happy schoolgirl in their castle.

‘You have to remember this was hundreds of years ago, Asha. As frustrating as it may be, not many who witnessed the genocide are alive to this day. Only a handful of Restorers, but they have no memory of this.’ I forgot that she can hear my thoughts.

I think to myself, “True…but it doesn’t make it hurt any less.”

‘I know child… I know.” I hear pain in her voice. Her people were mindlessly slaughtered, her children. ‘Don’t dwell on the past, for you are the future.’

She’s right.

The future is more important, and it hangs heavy on my shoulders.

I don’t really feel like moving. I can’t stop thinking about the savage slaughter of the Star people. I am here in their castle of sin. Every creak I hear in the hallway makes my skin crawl, and each tiny chip and mark edged into the brick likens to the wounds and stains etched into a forgotten history. And somehow, I am the only one who remembers. I’ve been staring out my window, getting lost in a mellow sunset. The minute I see the moon rise above the mossy mountains, I am going back down into the archives. I know Ryder told me to meet him at twelve, but I would rather wait in the tunnel than stand on Sun ground a moment longer. I have time to kill, so I ask The Soldark one more question to busy my mind.

“Soldark…. What do you know about my father, Luca Thorncroft?”

The book breathes life into its pages again, this time even faster than before. I watch as the pages fill.

When I think about my father, I feel empty, no emotion whatsoever. My opinion of him has changed now that I know he was a martyr, a protector. But it doesn’t change the fact that I have no real memories of him. I can’t help wondering if he knew what he was getting into with my mother. I know he was chosen, but did he really know the meaning of it all? I have a new, overwhelming sense of guilt knowing that he was killed to protect me. Another weight to add to my already heavy conscience. The pages crackle, making me turn my focus back to them. The book has created a profile on Luca; there is even a photograph of him in the top right corner. He has my dimples and is smiling with a wide grin.

Luca Thorncroft

Height: 6’4

Weight: 185 lbs

Blessed by the God of Mourna - Gifts include communication with spirits and travelling between the veil. Avid dream walker.

Special skills - Knife throwing and hand-to-hand combat.

Conscripted to join the Xoro Army on graduation of Moon Sovereign as a trainee spiritual conduit.

Sentenced to death for crimes against Sun people.

Living Relatives - Brodie Thorncroft (brother) Sun

- Sarah Thorncroft (mother) Moon

-Asha Calloway (daughter) Star

Living relatives… I have had an uncle and a grandma this whole time. It has always just been me and my ‘dad’. A small sigh escapes my pursed lips at what my life could have been; family dinners around the table, the sound of joyous laughter echoing throughout the house, a woman to ask for advice about boys or the correct way to put a tampon in. For the longest time, I have felt so alone. I mean, my dad is everything to me and tried his best to make growing up special for me, but there was always something missing. I shake the thought off and continue reading. A pit in my stomach forms when I realise Brodie is a Sun. That probably means he was taken away at birth. I’m assuming the poor boy was then forced to grow up in the care system whilst the pieces of the family stayed broken. All for nothing. The rules aren’t even real. I stare consciously at his photograph. It’s hard to believe I am fifty percent this man.

A smile curves at my lips.

‘Knife throwing and hand-to-hand combat.’

I’m sure he would be proud to know his talents were passed on. I still remember the shock and pride on my dad’s face when I threw my first bullseye. He was so amazed at how quickly I picked it up. I feel closer to Luca knowing that his blood runs through my veins, his accuracy and precision with throwing knives, a signature of him even in death. I scrunch my eyes hard to blink away the tears that threaten to appear and close the book shut. That’s enough of that for one day. I place the book back into its box and twist the star latch to conceal its secrets. Into the suitcase it goes. My sheets hang low to the floor to help hide the contraband.
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Chapter Thirty
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My hands sift through the clothes hanging in my wardrobe; my palm brushes the material of each garment as I decide what to wear. Considering I don’t know what kind of training Ryder has in mind, it’s best to be prepared for whatever he throws at me. I step into my grey tracksuit bottoms and a plain white t-shirt. The soft cotton of my trousers hugs my legs as I pull on my sports bra, feeding my arms into it so it rests comfortably under my boobs. The t-shirt I have chosen is well-fitted, it hangs nicely over my curves and isn’t too tight, so I can breathe easily. I stare into my mirror and tie my hair up in a messy bun on the top of my head. That’ll do. In my reflection, I adjust my boobs and then check my breath on my hands. The last-minute dash into the bathroom to brush my teeth doesn’t mean that I have been fantasising about kissing Ryder again or anything. I smirk at the thought, and my stomach turns. Behave, Asha.

Once finished, I close the bathroom door behind me and look up at my clock. It’s almost time to meet Ryder. I may be a little early, but that’s better than boring myself to death in my dorm room. My lip gloss tastes like peach as I glide its shiny liquid over the soft ridges of my lips. I purse them and rub them together to smooth out the sheen. My hand reaches out to my favourite perfume on the side of the bathroom counter. I spritz a mist into the air, then saunter backwards and forwards through it so I smell nice but not too nice. Don’t want to make it seem like I’m trying too hard. This meeting tonight is purely professional. He is teaching me the way of the Moon, an order from Oriah herself. A mission from a God, so I shouldn’t be stupid to let my feelings get in the way of the progress I need to make. Besides, it’s not like I put this lip gloss on because I think he will like the taste or anything. I smile and fight the urge to bite my lip. Right, it’s now or never.

I shut the door behind me and walk briskly down the corridor, taking the shortcut Charlie showed me. My eyes are glued to the red carpet as I walk with my head low, not wanting to make eye contact with any of the other students. The last thing I need is anyone striking up a conversation with me and asking me where I’m going or what I’ve been up to. I just need to mind my own business and get to the archives.

The education wing is daunting at this time. Its silence is an eerie comparison to the hustle and bustle it is used to in the daytime. My hand leans against the cool glass of the big windowpane overlooking the second courtyard. Perfect. There is no one there. It almost seems too good to be true. I push that thought away and carry on down the hallway. No room for negativity here. The soles of my trainers sound on the stone floor as I reach the end of the hallway, my arms folded to keep my nonchalant appearance.

“Asha.” A familiar voice calls from behind me.

Oh Gods. The urge to look back is too strong, and my eyes catch the familiar motion of River speeding down the hallway, his hand waving in the air as if to make him more noticeable. Shit. I spin on my heels and continue walking. My legs tense as panic drives my limbs down the spiral staircase. The sound of his footsteps behind me makes my heart flutter. He must be right on my tail. My hands grip the metal handle of the courtyard door and pull with determination, but it doesn’t budge. I force it again. For fuck’s sake. It’s locked.

“Asha, it won’t work… I know you’ve been avoiding me,” River says behind me, a tad out of breath. His left hand is balled into a fist aimed at the door.

Of course, he has Influenced the door shut to stop me from running. An exhale escapes my mouth as I surrender to the fact that I cannot avoid this conversation any longer.

“I-I’m not avoiding you. What are you talking about?” I scratch at the back of my neck and attempt to gaslight him into thinking his accusation is ludicrous. I try the door again, and my elbows grunt with its weight. It’s still not budging.

“Asha. You practically just ran away from me,” he says a little awkwardly.

I feel for him, I really do. All of a sudden, I am blanking him, and he doesn’t even remember why.

“Was the date honestly that bad?” His eyes look glassy, and I know he is hurt.

A lump forms in the back of my throat. I want to tell him that the date wasn’t bad, that it was, in fact, amazing. Every little detail was perfect up until I lost control and messed it up… but I can’t have him remember that. The disgust in his eyes still keeps me up at night. I have to keep up the ruse and play dumb.

“You don’t remember?” I feign confusion and continue acting.

“Not really…” He bows his head and scratches his neck again. “I can usually handle my liquor, but that was strong stuff.” He forces a smile. “It doesn’t take a genius to know that it didn’t go too well, though.”

He lets out a large sigh, and I fight back the guilt plucking at my tear ducts. This is why I was avoiding him. I have already caused him enough pain, and now, instead of letting him heal, I feel like I am rubbing salt into his wound. I must separate myself from this guilt. I have to let him know that it was nothing he did… It wasn’t his fault.

“Please don’t blame yourself. We just weren’t as good for each other as we thought.” I place my hand on his cheek and stare into his hazel eyes. I remember getting lost in those eyes before disaster struck. My heart thumps a little louder; the attraction is still there. I take my hand away to stifle the feeling. I am protecting him.

“Doesn’t mean we can’t still be friends,” he says with a hopeful glint to his eyes, and I nod my head and smile, even though my heart is aching right now.

We can’t be friends. If I get too close to him again, I risk the serum wearing off.

“I just need some time, you know, to come to terms with everything.” I’m not lying. I do need time, but not for the reason he thinks.

He nods his head and gives me a slight smile.

“See you around, Calloway.” He winks at me and walks back up the stairs.

The Influenced door finally creaks ajar, and I let out a heavy exhale I didn’t know I was holding. That was a close one. His footsteps soften as he continues up the staircase. I stand by the door for a moment, making sure that I don’t get any more unexpected surprises from anyone else I know. Next time, I am taking the portal.

It’s now become second nature to head over to the far bookcase and open the door to the office; I do this without even thinking. The office is quiet. The rug on the floor suffocates the light pattering of my footsteps, and the sound of my breathing is now more apparent. I think you could hear a pin drop in here. The room is silent, but my thoughts are deafening. I sink myself into the burgundy sofa and sit down for a few minutes. I keep thinking about what my father would say if he saw me now, if he would approve of my selfish actions, taking away River’s memories to protect myself. I don’t think I am ever going to be able to keep my head above the sea of guilt that encompasses me. I just need to keep treading water and try not to sink. I fidget into a comfier position and pull out the end of a charred joint from in between the deep crack in the sofa. I thought I could sense the faint smell of char root lingering in the air. River’s friends must’ve been down here recently.

The black soot rubs off onto my fingers as I push it back down into the sofa’s deep pocket. I hear a creak behind me and jump to my feet. The door swings open with a bang.
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Chapter Thirty-One
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A tall build takes up the size of the door frame. I feel the colour drain from my cheeks and I can’t help but gasp. It’s Alex.

“What are you doing here?” I edge slowly away from him, creating more space between us.

He takes a menacing step forward, bridging the gap with hunger in his eyes. In a fiery rage, he flips the sofa, making me flinch. This isn’t good.

“I followed you here. Think I haven’t noticed you sneaking around?” he snarls with bitterness, and his eyes eat away at my soul.

I gasp when his hand ignites with a white-hot flame.

“I seem to be the only one who sees you for what you are.” His jaw clenches tight. “A freak.” His words cut deep. I am a freak.

“Look… I don’t want any trouble,” I say, shuffling backwards, away from his towering frame. I could just portal out of here, but then I’d be putting another target on my back.

“I think it’s time someone puts you in your place…Asha Calloway.”

I can see the rage in his eyes, the same rage that bubbled when he was fighting Abel. The same rage that pummelled the life out of him and left him bloodied in the sand, but this time, he has his Gifts, and he does not look afraid to use them.

“Calm down, Alex, you don’t want to do something you might regret.” I try to reason with him. My light worker Gifts are no match for his. His orbs are twice the size of mine, and I know he can hold them for longer than I can.

“I won’t calm down until you get what’s coming to you.”

He smiles a menacing smile and throws his orb in my direction. It launches towards me like a bullet and knocks me off balance. It singes a few strands of my hair and crashes into the brick wall beside me.

“I want a rematch. No cheating with the sand this time and no teachers to break up the party.” His voice rumbles with anger as I pull myself up and wipe the dust off my clothes.

“I’m not going to fight you, Alex.” I avoid eye contact with him and begin walking towards the door. I do not have time for this.

“Not so fast.”

Alex moves quickly and reaches the door before me. He spins around, and I hear the lock click. He’s got me trapped. His cold hands push at my chest with force, and I tumble back down to the floor again. My blood begins to boil; my eyes harden as I look up at his smug face. I hate him. I hate him so fucking much. My skin feels hot, like it is going to sizzle and peel off, and I fight the urge to erupt. I have to stifle my anger. I can already feel the pot bubbling over, and I know my portal is trying to manifest. I swallow the feeling down and try to take the moral high road.

“Let me go, Alex,” I groan as I push myself off the cold ground and take to my feet again. I refuse to fight him right now. I can’t risk letting him see my Star Gifts.

“Fight me, and I’ll let you go.”

He pushes me again, and my arms confront him. I’ve had enough of this.

“You really want me to fight you? Were two visits to the healing quarters not enough?” I torment through gritted teeth.

He growls and salivates like a rabid dog torpedoeing another ball of fire towards me. I duck out the way, dodging it only by an inch. I hear it crash and burn a hole into the bookcase behind me. I chuckle at his poor aim, knowing I am getting under his skin.

“You think this is funny?” He laughs loudly. “You won’t be laughing when I’m done with you.”

Another orb launches my way, and I struggle to move out of the way in time. I wince in pain as it singes my forearm. The skin sizzles and blisters. I console my arm and create more space between us. Now I’m really angry. I channel my hate for him into an orb of my own, and I scream as I propel the rage-filled ball of fire his way, and I swear I see him smile. His hand reaches up and cradles my orb in his palm like it is nothing. I look down, embarrassed at my feeble attempt to burn him. He has had his Gifts for longer than me, and it shows.

“You’re weak, Asha.”

He cradles my orb in his hand, and it dances for him. I fire another at him, but he catches it again. Now, both of my orbs float iridescently in his palms at his command. He chuckles menacingly as they increase in size. I look around frantically, trying to plan my next move.

“Any last words?”

My eyes meet with the burgundy sofa he flipped earlier; it may just be strong enough to shelter me from the strike. I make a run for it, but his eyes trace mine and map out my exact moves. My ribs cry out as I crash behind the shelter of the sofa with a thump, and a searing pain pierces my thigh. I look down and examine the burnt hole in my grey tracksuit bottoms, revealing my pink and blistered skin underneath. The orbs made contact. Residual flames dance around the perimeter of the hole in the fabric, and I have to use my hand to hastily pat the fire out. I can’t help but wince every time I make contact with my wound. My body stings, and the pain eats away at me. It hurts so bad I could scream, but I stop myself by placing my hand over my mouth. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction.

“Give up yet?” he taunts.

I have to come up with a reason to stop him from using his Gifts; otherwise, I don’t stand a chance.

“My Gifts are weaker than yours. Big deal. You’ve had them longer. I could still beat you with my bare hands.” I throw out some bait and wait patiently for him to hook.

“Wanna test that theory?” he bites.

“I thought you would never ask.”

I grit my teeth as I rise to my feet and stifle the pain, stumbling a little because of the damage to my leg. This shouldn’t be too hard; I beat him before. I position myself and wait for his predictable charge, but he doesn’t move; he just smiles.

“Don’t be shy. Come closer.” He beckons me with his finger, and I get nervous. I step around the sofa leg and give in to his taunts. If he wants a fight, I will give him one.

“Don’t you have better things to do, Alex?” I say as I approach him in a fight stance. My ribs are tender, and I really hope he doesn’t land a punch there.

“What? Better than this? I don’t think so.”

With force, he swings for me, and I duck, avoiding the hit before landing one on his rib cage and backing off. He doubles over briefly and then straightens his posture, returning to a fighter stance.

“That was just a lucky hit.”

I give him a wink, which infuriates him.

Adrenaline dulls the pain as I approach him again. We are circling each other in the office, waiting for the perfect moment to strike. Be smart about this, Asha. If he gets ahold of you, he will not stop.

‘Think with your head, not your fists.’ My father’s words affirm in my mind again. I mirror his feet to try to predict what his next attack is going to be. He lunges again with all his force, his face more furious than I have ever seen. I think he does a memorised move because he pulls it off so well; one quick jab with his left fist, one with his right and then a much harder jab from his left again. I manage to avoid the first, but the second two connect with my stomach and my jaw, making my head swing round and my body fall to the floor. I taste iron in my mouth and wince as I touch my bloodied lip. The mixture of adrenaline and anger is like morphine. I will not let the pain get to me. Using the back of my hand, I wipe the excess blood from the corner of my mouth. Alex is leisurely taking his time walking over to me, his footsteps heavy and fierce. I turn onto my back to face him as he towers over me.

“Turns out little Asha is not as big and bad as she thinks,” he taunts as he grabs me by my ankle and pulls me into the centre of the room. I kick out at him, but he is too strong. He lets go and entices me onto my feet again.

“Come on, it’s not gonna be over that easily.”

I shakily rise to my feet and assume a fighter stance again. My jaw throbs from his last hit. I definitely underestimated Alex. Part of me just wants to suck him up into Astra Nova and lock him away forever, but I stop myself. I can do this. I hold my stomach with my head bowed, checking for any significant injuries. When I realise there are no broken bones, I charge at him as fast as my feet will carry me. He changes his stance to welcome me, probably expecting me to throw a punch, but I don’t. I spook him with a phantom jab from my right fist, making him dodge to the left. Exactly as I predicted he would. I turn my run into a slide and kick his right ankle during his move, resulting in him collapsing to the floor. He hits the floor with a bang, and a groan escapes his mouth. Before he can register his fall, I jump on top of him, fuelled by anger and resentment, and throw punch after punch in his direction.

A few punches stick and snap his head into the concrete, but he is stronger than me and gets a hold of my wrists, throwing me off and forcing me to slide on the hard floor. My back and head hit the cold wall with force. I grunt at the pressure of his push as the pain vibrates down my neck and spine. My vision blurs slightly from the blunt force trauma to the back of my head. My body feels weak, and I can’t see this ending well.

Alex rises and walks over to me. In my state, I see three of him. I try to make out which is the real him, but I fear it’s impossible. His movements make me feel sick, and saliva wells in my mouth. I hear him laughing at me, tormenting me. His voice rings like needles in my ears.

“You put up a good fight, Calloway, I must say.”

He towers over me, but I am too weak to respond. Now is the part where I would use my portal, but I don’t feel strong enough to wield it.

“Shame it will be your last.” With a snide grin, he launches a kick to my chest. My torso curls into his attack, and I hear my bones crunch on impact. I cough and splutter as the wind is knocked out of me. The adrenaline is gone now; all I feel is pain. My body aches with defeat, and the iron taste in my mouth is overpowering. With the last remaining energy I have, I work at crawling away from him, but he just follows me and intimidates me with his presence. I cannot beat him. I am slowly losing consciousness. I lay cowardly in a fetal position, trying to shield my body from any more of his fierce attacks. He crouches down beside me and runs his finger around the side of my face.

“You are so beautiful, you know, shame about your personality.”

His boot connects with my stomach, and I cry out in agony.

I manage to mumble a small “fuck you” as I make out through the blur, a bright orange ball of light cradled in his hand.

“A-Alex we said no Gifts,” I stutter, the pain in my head drowning out my own voice.

“No, you said no Gifts.”

The glow increases, and I bury my head in my hands.

“You’ve won, so you can leave this now,” I plead with him, but the fury in his eyes is still present.

“You burnt me alive, Asha, now you’re going to suffer just how I suffered… Only no one will find you down here.”

I try to conjure my Gifts, any one of them…but in my weakened state, nothing is working. This is it. Defeated by Alex Rotherman.
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Chapter Thirty-Two
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My body tenses as I brace for impact, waiting for the fiery ball to tear through my skin, scorching me from the inside out. But it doesn’t come. I hear a struggle and reluctantly open one eye. I’m confused. Alex is no longer above me. I hear grunts and groans, but the world is still blurry and sideways. I work at sitting up and place my hand on top of my head to stabilise myself. My vision is becoming clearer. I see Alex on the floor and… Ryder.

Ryder is standing above him with his shadow hawks surrounding Alex. I see worry in his eyes as he looks over at me. Alex is conjuring orbs to shoot at the hawks, but they don’t make contact; they just dissipate and reappear. Ryder looks angry; his face is a new shade of red I haven’t seen before. If this were a cartoon, I’m almost certain he would have steam coming from his ears. His knuckles are white as he pulls Alex up by his white t-shirt and summons him to his feet.

“Why don’t you pick on someone your own size, huh?” he says to him, hawks still at his beck and call.

“You don’t understand… She’s trash, a freak of nature. I haven’t figured it out yet, but there’s something wrong with her,” Alex spits. “I’d be doing the world a favour.”

“Oh, you’ve got a problem with freaks, have you?” Ryder says through gritted teeth. He pulls his black hoodie over his head and chucks it off to the side, revealing the serpent venom running through his arm. He raises his eyebrow, and Alex’s eyes enlarge.

“N-no,” Alex stutters and takes a few steps away from Ryder.

“You just said you had a problem with freaks. Well, I’m a freak. You gonna teach me a lesson?”

He walks in closer to Alex like he’s prey. “Come on. Don’t get all shy now.”

Alex stands up for himself. “You’ve seen what damage I can do.” He gestures to my bruised, burned and weakened frame, and my heart sinks a little deeper. Ryder laughs menacingly at his feeble attempt to scare him.

“I’m afraid your Gifts won’t be any use to you now… It’s nightfall.”

Ryder’s expression contorts, and a smile smothers his face. “But I’m feeling generous, so I’ll make it easy for you. No Gifts, just fists.”

Ryder strides into the centre of the room and waits for Alex’s acceptance. Alex grunts and nods. They are standing opposite each other. Ryder is taller than Alex by a few inches, and I can make out their positions through my slightly blurred vision. Ryder stops for a minute and reaches into his back pocket, pulling out his black hankerchief. Alex stares back, perplexed as he wraps and ties it to the back of his head so it is resting above his eyes.

“I win and you leave her alone, you understand.” Ryder points to me, and Alex nods his head, still wary about what he is getting himself into.

“And if you lose?” Alex’s face turns sour, and I can see rage sparkling in his eyes again.

“Then I will leave you to do whatever you please with her.”

Alex smiles, and I gulp. This hardly seems fair. I hope he knows what he is doing. The blindfold slips down so it’s covering his eyes, and Ryder’s arms rest down by his sides.

“You can’t be serious.” Alex’s voice gains strength as he realises his opponent is going to be sightless, his posture straightens with confidence, and Ryder just smiles, beckoning Alex with his hand.

“Alright, but I warned you,” Alex snarks, underestimating his opponent.

Ryder steps surely into the room’s centre and Alex circles him like a vulture. I find myself holding my breath, waiting for the action to unfold. Ryder has cooled off a little now. He looks calm and centred, like he is in control, whilst his opponent is red with fury and his forehead is aglow with a thick sheet of sweat. I hope Ryder knows what he’s doing because if Alex wins, I am the consolation prize.

The vulture makes the first move, lunging forward and aiming a jab at Ryder’s temple. At first, I think Ryder is going to take the hit, but he blocks it with his forearm at lightning speed. He grabs Alex’s wrist tight, and I can see the shock spring on his face clear as day. With his other hand, Ryder pulls him into a brutal knee jab, knocking the wind clean out of him. Alex coughs and stumbles back to catch his breath before lunging at Ryder again, this time faster with more jabs. His hands are moving almost too quickly to see, but Ryder, in his blindfolded state, blocks every one of them, and Alex hasn’t landed a single punch. Now Ryder is just showing off.

Alex is losing stamina. He stumbles back again and looks towards me dumbfounded, probably regretting the wager he made. He charges at Ryder again in a blur with one final burst of energy. I hold my breath as Ryder remains still. It looks like he’s going to be taken down on this one. I watch, and it almost feels like slow motion. Alex is inches away from spinning Ryder’s jaw, but Ryder doesn’t look tense. In fact, he looks happy. He’s smiling? He ducks fast and lands a punch on Alex’s jaw, snapping his head in the other direction. The thump follows his fall as Alex crashes to the ground. He grimaces as he prods at the side of his face, wincing at the pressure, and in this moment, I see fear in his eyes. The cocky and arrogant Alex who sauntered into this office is changed; scared and vulnerable.

“Not giving up, are you?” Ryder questions Alex’s lack of movement with a smug smile on his face. Gods he looks so attractive right now.

“I don’t have to stick around. You want her so bad you can have her,” Alex snarls through gritted teeth and points a thick finger my way. “You freaks stick together.”

He spits and rises to his feet, groaning and a little disoriented. His shoulder pushes past Ryder as he stumbles towards the door.

I notice a change in Ryder. He no longer looks calm and steady; he looks tense and bitter, his breath heavier as he works his jaw.

“No, I’m done playing nice,” Ryder says and body-blocks Alex from exiting the office, sliding his blindfold up onto his forehead.

The colour has drained from the vulture’s face; he is going to go hungry tonight. Ryder’s strong hand grips Alex’s chest and plummets him to the floor in one swift easy move. Alex groans in pain as he lands with a thump on the concrete, and I swear I feel the ground quake. I see the black venom in Ryder’s arm pulsate like it is alive as he holds Alex down, I watch him squirm and groan in an effort to get out of his immoveable grasp, but it is no use. Ryder is stronger than him, and now Alex looks defeated.

“Call her a freak one more time, I dare you,” Ryder spits as he leans over Alex, his hands now around his neck.

Ryder is lost in a fury of rage, his eyes are locked onto Alex’s and his teeth are gritted tightly together. He balls his knuckles into a fist and launches another hard hit to Alex’s jaw, his head slaps forcefully onto the concrete, and blood erupts from his mouth and nose. Ryder hits him again and again and again. There is no compassion in Ryder’s eyes, no remorse. This is the soldier he was brought up to be. Alex groans and grunts for mercy, but Ryder ignores his pleas and continues hitting him. Alex’s face swells black and blue; his eyes are puffy and forced shut by the bulged tissue around his sockets.

“STOP! YOU’RE GOING TO KILL HIM!” I scream, hoping my voice gets through to him.

Ryder’s eyes are still glued to Alex’s lifeless body. He is still hitting him even though he is almost unconscious.

“HE’S HAD ENOUGH! STOP!” I yell again, unable to watch this any longer.

I wince as I steady myself on the wall and pull myself up. My leg cries in agony as I put pressure on it, but I breathe through the pain and limp over to Ryder, who is still in a trance of rage.

“Ryder… please stop.” I place my hand on his shoulder and reason with him a little softer. “He’s not going to hurt me anymore.”

Ryder suddenly stops and slowly turns his head towards me. He looks up at me with sorry eyes. I know he knows he has taken this too far.

“It’s okay. He’s not going to hurt me anymore,” I repeat in a whisper. He rises and looks down at Alex’s limp body.

Part of me is a little scared of him. If I weren’t here, would he have killed him? He crouches low by Alex’s ear and whispers loudly.

“You tell anyone about this or even touch a hair on Asha’s fucking head, I will finish you off.”

He kisses his teeth, and Alex nods his head slightly in acknowledgement. He grimaces as he wobbles to his feet and scurries out of the office. I cringe as the pounding in my head returns. I hold my head in my hands, and a groan escapes my lips. Ryder is looking at me, his face written with concern. I can no longer focus as the pounding in my head increases. I hear Ryder say something, but I can’t make it out. Maybe he is asking if I am okay, but I can’t respond. I feel my body weaken, and then everything goes black.
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Chapter Thirty-Three
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The sound of shuffling wakes me up, and the pounding in my head returns. I rub my eyes and adjust to my surroundings. My mind still feels disoriented as I try to work out where I am. My bare legs relax under soft satin sheets. My body screams as I sit myself up. Every part of me aches as memories of the fight flash back to me. My eyes recognise a sword above the headboard on display. I am in Ryder’s room again, but where is he?

The back of my head thumps, reminding me of the damage to my skull. I wince as I lightly trace over the lump on the left side of my scalp. Alex really did a number on me. I lift the sheets to check my leg and gasp as my bare legs stare back at me; I lie just in my panties and t-shirt. My cheeks blush as I imagine Ryder getting me undressed. The burns and blisters are covered with white cotton bandages, wrapped tight to conceal them, and on my arm too. Ryder must have dressed my wounds in my unconscious state. I feel a tightness under my shirt and peek under to see that my ribs are bound too. Memories of my bones cracking flood back to me. I shake my head to try to dismiss them, but this just increases the pounding in my head. Another groan escapes me. Fuck you, Alex. A white pill and a glass of water catch my attention on the bedside table. Is this for me? My head hurts so much, I’ll take anything. I pinch the circular pill and pop it into my mouth before grabbing the water with a shaky hand, working hard not to spill it, and take a few sips to wash the tablet down.

The noise of shuffling returns, emanating from the door at the side of the room. The light is on and it is open ajar with hot steam seeping into the bedroom. I see shadows moving across the room. The pounding in my head dulls, and I can focus a little better. The faint sound of running water is soothing, and the smell of men’s body wash drifts through the air. A dark vanilla scent. I picture Ryder in there, showering. The thought of him being naked just a few meters away from me makes my stomach flutter. I breathe deeply and feel the blood rush to my cheeks. Thinking about the hot, steamy water dampening his hair and rolling down his perfect torso makes me bite my lip. I never thought I could be jealous of water, but I am, every drip that rolls slowly down over his soft caramel skin, each droplet caressing every ridge on his body, travelling over the veins in his arms that bulge as he scrubs his dripping wet body clean. I hide my face in my hands and shake my head again to try to stifle those thoughts. If my body didn’t ache everywhere, I would be tempted to go in there and join him.

The faint pattering of the shower stops, and my heart starts beating faster. I bury my feelings of panic under the duvet, pulling the soft satin sheets up as I shuffle back down the bed to pretend I am still asleep. The door squeaks open, and the volume of Ryder’s footsteps increase. I open one eye discreetly to gawk at the man who saved me. His hair is so wet it looks gelled. It’s combed back like the love interest in an old-fashioned movie, and a black towel hugs his waist, protecting his modesty. Gods what I would do to take a peek under that. He looks around at me, and I shut my eye a little too late. I hear him chuckle.

“I know you’re awake.”

His voice prompts me to slowly open my eyes and sit up a little. My cheeks redden with embarrassment, but my ribs yell as I move. I wince as Ryder sits down at the foot of the bed. He looks at me with concern and furrows his brows.

“How are you feeling?”

“Like I’ve been beaten and burned,” I say sarcastically, as I re-adjust into a comfier position. He grits his teeth and reaches out to gently cradle my cheek in his hand. His touch is warm and moist, and he has a shine to his skin; still not completely dry from his shower.

“He got you pretty good, but you’ll live.” He gestures to my bruised torso.

He looks different. There is hurt hiding behind the sparkles in his eyes. I can tell he is carrying some type of guilt, an added weight to his shoulders. I hope he doesn’t blame himself for what happened with Alex.

“Thank you for bandaging me up,” I smile at him, and he nods before looking away. There are a few minutes of quietness between us, and I try to find something to say to break up the silence. “Erm, where are my clothes?”

“Over there.” He points to a folded pile of clothes on his dresser. “I took them off to dress your wounds.”

He smirks and bites his lip. Oh, did he now?

“Don’t worry, I didn’t see anything.”

My cheeks blush pink, and I cover my face with my hands in embarrassment. “Red looks good on you, though,” he winks, and I blush even more, lifting the covers to look down at my red panties. I pull the sheets up higher to hide my face in an attempt to bury my awkwardness.

“I’m so embarrassed,” I mutter from under the sheets, and he laughs, pulling them away from my face, exposing my rosy cheeks.

“Hey, it’s nothing I haven’t seen before.” He chuckles and rubs his chin with his forefinger and thumb. I can tell he is smiling. A flashback of the night in the woods floods to the front of my mind, the first time I sleepwalked to Ryder in my pink mini shorts and vest top. My stomach flutters.

“What was that guy’s problem with you, anyway?”

I can hear the annoyance in his tone; he is getting pissed off just thinking about Alex. I wince as I sit up carefully and take another sip of the water.

“He asked me out in Pen School, and I rejected him. Ever since then, he has done everything in his power to make my life a living hell,” I confess. “But he has definitely turned up the heat.” I force out a chuckle, and Ryder searches my eyes, comforting me with a smile.

“Don’t do that.”

His eyes stare into my soul, and I can’t help but feel confused.

“Don’t try to laugh it off like it was nothing. I saw how scared you were.”

I look down at my hands and avoid eye contact with him. He’s right. I don’t think what happened has really sunk in yet. He places a hand on top of mine and gives it a reassuring squeeze. I notice his bruised knuckles.

“Listen to me. That asshole won’t hurt you again.” His voice is even more serious now, and I know he means it. I keep seeing Alex’s face in my head, all battered and bruised. I know he tried to hurt me, but he didn’t deserve that. The memory makes me wince, and I turn away from his gaze.

“Yeah, I don’t think he’ll be doing anything for a while.” I roll my eyes.

Ryder grits his teeth and sighs in annoyance. I may have touched a nerve.

“You know he could have killed you, right?” He tenses, but my eyes still don’t meet his. He gently cups my face and forces my eyes to connect with his. “You know that, right?”

I stare into his eyes. They flicker with a caramel ember in this light.

“I know,” I say quietly. I don’t think he is satisfied with my response.

“Do you know? If I had been there just a minute later, you probably wouldn’t be here right now.”

He looks away, and I swear I see a watery sparkle in his eyes.

“Thank fuck Oriah can speak to me too.”

“Oriah told you to come for me?”

That’s how he knew I was in trouble. He nods, but I can still see through his frustration.

“I’m grateful that you saved my life.” I pause as the image of Alex’s disfigured face remains clear in my mind. “But you took it too far, just like you did with River. You would have killed them both if I hadn’t been there.”

I bow my head, thinking about whether I should continue. “It’s you; you’re dangerous.”

He takes to his feet. “ALEX FUCKING DESERVED IT!” His anger erupts as he paces around his room. “He would’ve killed you, Asha.”

I am taken aback by his sudden outburst of emotion. I stay quiet, and his anger simmers a little as he sits back down. “You’re right, I am dangerous… I’m a goddamn Moon, Asha, we all are.” His voice cuts through me like a knife. “It’s about time you got that into your fucking head.”

I have tried to ignore the horror stories and rumours about the violent predisposition of Moons since I met him, but it’s getting harder to ignore.

“Would you have killed him if I wasn’t there?” I ignore his outburst and remain levelheaded.

“I-I don’t know,” he stutters and breaks his gaze.

“What do you mean you don’t know?”

“I mean, I don’t know, Asha… I don’t know when it comes to you.”

Silence fills the room, and I stare at him in all his beauty.

“When I saw him hurting you, all I could think about was how many ways I could make him suffer.” He buries his head in his hands. “Maybe I am dangerous, but I would never hurt you.”

He looks up at me with those eyes, those eyes that can romanticise anything, those eyes that render my knees weak and soften my composure into putty. Those stories never mention a Moon risking their life to save someone else, not to mention another race. Then it hit me. He did it for me. Maybe all the things I feel for him, those dirty thoughts that swirl around my mind. Is it possible he feels them too? It might be the concussion talking, but all I can think about is grabbing him and kissing him.

I sit up and rest on my knees, fighting through the winces. My arms wrap around Ryder’s slick neck; he is still damp from his shower, and he smells like dark vanilla. I brush my lips gently up his neck until I feel him quiver. I can tell he likes it, but he is putting up a fight.

“What are you doing? I’m too dangerous for you?” He uses my own words against me, but I ignore him and kiss his neck harder. He tries to resist but lets out a small groan. My soft lips then caress him all the way up to his ear.

“And yet somehow I can’t seem to stay away,” I breathe gently into his ear.

He turns his head to face me with lust in his eyes. We connect, and for a moment, I don’t feel any pain. He licks his lips, and I realise we are doing this. I feel his strong grip thread through my auburn curls.

“My little stalker.”

He grabs the small of my back in one hand and cups the back of my head in the other. I dip into the pillowy mattress as he gently lays me down onto my back. He is so close to me I can feel his breath on mine. I breathe him in. A moan escapes my mouth, and the butterflies swarm frantically in my stomach. He tenderly presses his weight onto me, being careful not to trigger any of my pain points. But in this moment, I don’t care; I just pull him in closer. I look up and down at his lips. They look juicy and shine under the dim light, compelling me to taste them. He’s in control, as he leans in and our lips meet. With each kiss, a spark ignites between us, sending a rush of heat through my body. Every nerve within me reacts. His kiss is passionate and urgent, filled with an intensity that takes my breath away. I tangle my fingers in his hair, pulling him closer as his hands roam around my neck, pressing me against him. The world around me seems to fade, leaving only the warmth of his body on mine. The taste of him is intoxicating, a mix of sweetness and danger that makes my heart race. His tongue pleads for entry, and I welcome it, my taste buds tingling with the heavenly taste of him. We pause for breath, then he pulls me in even harder to resume our kissing match. He releases and trails down my neck, pressing his lips against me with gentle kisses. I moan and run my fingers through his dampened locks as I feel his hand slide up my top to rest on my breasts, giving them a light massage with every peck. I’m so out of control, my hands roam around his body, itching for something to grab onto. They make their way up his strong arms and follow his shoulder blades down to his back. His smooth skin becomes littered with ridges, and my fingers trace each one before Ryder stiffens momentarily and backs away. He tenses and retreats to the bottom of the bed. I lie there perplexed and frustrated at his hot and cold actions, still hungry for the rest of the main course.

“Is something wrong?”

“You’re concussed… You’re not thinking straight.” His response is quick and to the point.

“Ryder. I’ve thought about kissing you every day since we met.”

I sit up and shuffle closer to him, reaching out to rub his back as a form of comfort. I am stunned into silence, and my breath catches in my throat when I notice the ridges I felt are scars. I see pain etched into his features. It’s not entirely obvious because he is too damn proud to be vulnerable. I examine each silvery, raised mark, some bigger than others, scattered randomly around his back and ribcage.

“But that’s not why you stopped, is it?” I trace them again. “These scars, where are they from?”

He turns to face me, his eyes dark and stormy, fluctuating with a sense of vulnerability and defiance.

“It’s nothing,” he replies, but the slight tremor in his throat betrays him. He flinches from my touch and gets up, putting on his hoodie and stepping into some tracksuit bottoms.

“It’s clearly not nothing.”

My first instinct is to follow him, to wrap my arms around him and let him know that he can be vulnerable around me, but I know I am one step away from pushing him away, so I must tread carefully.

“But if you don’t want to tell me, that’s fine.”

His hair is drying now. It no longer looks flat and ebbs with volume. He runs his fingers through it and stares into the distance like he is deep in thought.

“No one wanted the kid with the weird arm.” Are the only words that come out of his mouth. He is still not facing me and somehow looks more tense. “So, no one broke me out of the hell that I was living in.”

He takes a deep breath, and slowly his hoodie begins to rise up the length of his back. “This is why I ran away.”

His hoodie is now on the floor, and I can see his back in all of its blemished glory. I gasp, not being able to hide my disturbance.

“The orphanage did that to you?!” I ask, my face still clearly distressed. I feel a tennis ball-sized lump form in the back of my throat, but I cage the tears from clawing out my eyes.

“If you stepped out of line, you were punished.” He speaks as if he is sure of himself, but he cannot convince me that this is right. “No exceptions for the weird kid with anger issues.”

“That’s awful!” I’m angry that he was subjected to this torture and thinks it is okay. I tighten my gaze to try to find even a centimetre of untarnished skin, but on every inch there is a thick coat of trauma.

“You were just a child? You didn’t deserve that!”

His body becomes a little more relaxed, and he turns to face me, his scars now facing the far wall.

“I was an outcast…” He begins walking towards me again. He puts his hands in his pockets, and I feel the mattress of his bed dip slightly as he sits next to me. “The boy who shouldn’t have survived.”

His thick fingers run through his hair again, and he lets out a small sigh. I can relate to him. My mismatched eyes always secured a target on my back, a reason to be picked on, but I was never abused. Ryder’s harsh exterior is now starting to make sense — why he can never seem to let his guard down for too long, his warmth has been stripped away from him, robbed. Assholes.

“I’m sorry you had to go through that.” My eyes ember with concern as he studies my face, dissecting each freckle as if to judge if my consolations are genuine. “And thank you for telling me. I know it probably wasn’t easy for you.”

I place my warm palm on his shoulder and feel him relax a little more into my touch. He sighs deeply, like he has been holding his breath for years and finally has the chance to let go. If he needs a lifeboat, I will wait in the depths for him to hold on, no matter how rough the waves crash. He was there for me when I needed him, and now I will repay the favour.

“Asha… stop.” He turns his head away. “I don’t want your pity.” He kisses his teeth and puts up his hard exterior again.

Gods this boy is frustrating.

“It made me a man. A fighter… It made me the person who was able to save you today.”

I don’t say much after this because I feel like there is nothing right I can say in this moment. “And now with my Gift no one can ever hurt me again.”

He smirks and brushes off his pain, but I can tell his trauma runs deep. It is ironic that his biggest flaw became his most powerful weapon. I slowly edge up on my knees and shuffle closer to him, admiring the black veins in his arm proudly. They are beautiful, like lightning. The way each vein spiders up his arm, some overlapping and branching out towards his shoulder. I can feel the immense strength and potential emanating through his skin; it makes me shiver. The way he defeated Alex with such ease, the way he picked up River like he was a piece of fluff on the floor. He is a fortress no one can escape. I don’t need to say anything. I know he knows I understand. I trace my fingers over each dark vein and smile. The sensation of his skin on mine only increases my hunger for him. My stomach flutters again, but sadly, this moment is short-lived because he pushes me away.

“We need to make sure that nothing like that ever happens to you again.”

He takes to the floor and beckons me to fill the space in front of him. “Stand up.”

I study his face for a moment to work out whether he is serious or not. His eyes burn through me. Okay, he definitely means it. I wince as I stand, but push through the pain and walk over to him. My bare feet relax on the black carpeted rug in the centre of his room.

“Training starts now,” he says, and a surprised chuckle slips out of my mouth.

“You’re not serious. I’m not exactly in the best shape right now.” I use my hands to gesture up the length of my body, highlighting the areas where each bandage comforts a bruise or burn. He shakes his head.

“You don’t need to be in shape to wield your Gifts.”

He walks over to me and gently grabs my wrists so my arms are extended and my palms are facing upwards.

“If you can learn to master your Gifts at your weakest, when you are at your strongest, you’ll be truly unstoppable.”

He takes a few steps back from me, creating space between us. “Oriah said you have the ability to learn any power, right?”

I nod my head.

“Let’s start with mine. I know you have the Gift of foreshadowing somewhere in there.” He points to my chest, and I stare at him in confusion. “It’s why I couldn’t predict your moves that first night. Foreshadowing is harder to use on other foreshadowers.”

I think back to that night, the first time our paths tangled into one another. “But we won’t work on that now. I would prefer you to have a few less broken bones for that training.”

A chuckle escapes his lips, and I sarcastically give him a ‘Ha Ha’ in response.

He laughs and then turns serious, lifting his hands into the air. He stills for a moment and clicks his fingers. Ten shadow hawks take flight around the room. My eyes struggle to keep up with the speed of their flying, and I can’t help but lose my balance a little. I take a breath and regain my posture. “Try to conjure your own.” He clicks his fingers and they disappear.

“Are you crazy? I wouldn’t even know where to start!” I reply in disbelief. My lungs ache with every word, and I breathe deeper to try to numb the pain.

“Just relax.” He walks closer to me. “Shut your eyes.”

I do as he says. He grabs my hands and steadies them, rotating my wrists upwards again. My skin quivers at his touch. His hands are calloused and rough, but that just makes me crave his skin more.

“I need you to breathe with me.”

He takes a deep breath in and exhales, lifting my hands and placing them on his chest so I can feel every breath. I sync my breathing to match his, the rising and lowering of his chest, the faint feeling of his heart thumping through his hard exterior. My heart skips a beat as his eyes devour mine. “Now you are in the rhythm of my body; my breaths are your breaths.” He continues without breaking eye contact. “Imagine we are one with each other.”

I nod my head as he backs away from me. I can’t imagine anyone else I would rather be one with.

“We are no longer touching, but we are still connected.”

I can feel his energy, my breath still in pace with his.

“Mirror me, Asha. Try to stay connected to me.”

He opens his palm and harnesses a small shadow. It looks similar to my portal, but it is more transparent and moves like water. I place my hand out and do my best to copy him. I stare at the wall of shadows, trying to channel his energy. My headache returns as I strain to source the depths of the power.

“Remember, Asha, this power draws from the Moon.”

He walks over to his window and pulls a handle downwards, adjusting the blinds to show a big, bright, silver moon. “Everything you need is right there.” He points at it and walks back towards me, re-equipping himself with the shadow orb. He returns to stand in front of me, and I feel a tingle run down my spine. Funny, that’s exactly what Mr Herringford said about drawing light from the sun.

I gaze at the moon through the cracks in the blinds and find myself utterly lost in its beauty. I’ve spent so long looking up at the stars that I never quite realised the brilliance of the moon. The strength and power radiating from it are immense. The pure white rays pour into the room, filling me up from head to toe. I think I’m ready. I turn back to Ryder, watching him closely. His stance, his face, even his eyes, and I map out his breathing again. I feel different, but I don’t know how to explain it. My eyes shut, and I attempt to block out the pain still eating at my body. The image of the moon is still ripe in my mind. I turn my palm over. A coolness travels over it like it has been dragged into the shade, making me shudder. My eyes force open, and my jaw drops in disbelief as I watch a shadow, just like Ryder’s, floating fiercely on my palm. I’m doing it. I’m really doing it.

Dimples appear on Ryder’s face as he smiles proudly at me. “See? I knew you could do it!”

“I-I can’t believe it,” I say, dumbfounded by the shadow rippling in my hand. I take a deep breath and reflect on all the stories I’ve been told about the Moonkind and their merciless Gifts… And now I am conjuring one of them. I take a shaky breath and fixate on the shadow’s movements. Reality hits me with a bang. I am both Sun and Moon. I called Ryder dangerous, but let’s face it, I am too. I force down a gulp as I slowly come to the realisation that for every Gift I possess etched in sunlight, another darker Gift lurks in the shadows waiting to attack. I am the one they warned me about.

Ryder snaps me out of my thoughts and reassuringly smiles in my direction.

“Let me show you something.”

He walks over to me and holds the back of my hand as if he is cupping my shadow as well. Leaning in, he presses his forehead against mine; another shadow appears and ripples next to mine like a flame. Ryder’s shadow. The shadows seem to repel each other like oil and water, never quite touching, which kind of makes them look like they are dancing.

“No two shadows are the same. They won’t mix no matter how hard you try.”

He smiles at them as they flicker and change around each other, never making contact. I can’t help but watch their sombre dance. They move just as the moon and sun share the sky; so close but never quite together. Separated by their own orbits. I can’t stop myself from smiling, not at the shadows, but at Ryder’s pure fascination with them.

“Thank you for saving me,” I whisper, still mesmerised by the dance routine the shadows are putting on. Ryder’s eyes sparkle as he nods in response.

“Anytime.” He smirks, and we stare in comfortable silence with warm smiles on our faces until the sun begins to rise, time to go.
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Chapter Thirty-Four
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My ribcage feels bruised, and I can taste iron in my mouth. The sand feels soft against my cheek, and for a moment, I forget that my opponent is gaining on me. Trina and her anger issues are huffing like a dragon in the sandpit. She is twice as fast as I am, and I heard that her girlfriend recently broke up with her, so she has a lot of pent-up rage inside her, and it’s all being directed my way.

She managed to land a lucky punch on my jaw, plummeting me into the sand. Ryder would be kissing his teeth in frustration right now. He has been training me every night for the past three and a half weeks, and I am still struggling to foreshadow. I mean, it’s all well and good understanding how to mirror and anticipate moves in theory, but when you’re in the middle of getting the shit kicked out of you, it’s hard to think of your own moves, let alone someone else’s.

I wince as I pull myself up, trying to concentrate on the key things Ryder has been teaching me, all the while keeping up my defences. I lunge forward and place a quick jab to Trina’s left side. She anticipates it and blocks it, deflecting my arm back. It’s all about focus. Try and focus, Asha. I jump back to increase the size of the gap between us. I can hear the sound effects of the students on the sidelines flinching and wincing every time one of us makes a hit. Their voices are loud enough to warn me when she is going to make a move, but they also prepare her for all my attempts as well. I landed a few hard hits to her chest in the first few minutes, but she just shook them off. I suppose if the pain of her heartache is excruciating, she’s probably somewhat numb to physical pain. Thanks a lot, Lexi.

She launches towards me and executes a double kick combo, a move Mr Martyr taught us last week: step forward with your weakest leg, shifting your weight onto it, and use the momentum of the movement to propel your dominant leg into the side of an opponent’s ribcage. Whilst in the motion of the kick, outstretch your dominant arm and apply a quick jab to the centre of the throat. I spin my body away from her kick and force her leg in the other direction, causing it to swing around the sandpit, taking her body down with it. Now she’s the one with a mouth full of sand. Did I just correctly predict her movements? This small feat gives me a boost of courage. The power is within me.

Whilst Trina is recovering on the floor, still a little disoriented, I take this moment to close my eyes and focus like Ryder has taught me. I mentally align myself with her, the shape of her lean but muscly frame, how her hair is fixed into a tight bun on the top of her head, the gleam of her lip and nose piercings reflecting the light, the way her chest inflates every time she draws air in to her lungs and the light grunt that slips out of her mouth when she exhales deep. I copy her breathing, her stance as she gets up; I rise with her. The world goes silent. I try to isolate each background sound from all the noise. I can hear the quiet munching sounds from the girl in the third row nervously chewing on a long strand of her hair, the way it squelches with the help of her saliva. The quiet whoosh of each blade of grass as the wind sways them out of place. I pivot my head quickly at the sudden crumpling of a crisp packet that Toby is scrunching up and shoving into his pocket a few metres away. The entirety of my body tingles, and my skin erupts with tiny electric shocks, causing me to inhale a little deeper. The sound of Mr Martyr clearing the phlegm in his throat makes me shudder as it grates on my eardrums. I centre myself and think of Ryder’s words again. It’s not about what you see; concentrate on what you feel.

Apart from the subtle cries my ribs make when I bend in any way, I guess I feel stronger. For the first time, I am comfortable in being different.

Concentrate on the shifts in the air caused by movements, feel your body tell you the direction of the approach. Ryder has drilled this into my head over and over again, but it’s never made sense to me, my body never told me to move when Alex was laying into me like a punching bag and Ryder’s training is harsh and brutal, but he is soft when it comes to me, I know he could easily fuck me up when we fight, one of his punches could probably leave me unresponsive, but he holds back for me… So, trying to focus through real pain is something we have not touched on in training. He doesn’t get frustrated when I fail to deflect his hits again and again. He simply says, ‘One day it will make sense. ’

A cool shiver runs down my spine, and the hairs on my neck stand to attention as my jaw spins again, and my face hits the sand with a bang. The ringing in my ears is deafening, and the dull ache in my head returns. Listen to your body. A small pool of blood gathers in my mouth, and I expel it onto the sand. I watch as it drains through each molecule and dyes them a slight pink colour. I feel the tingles again as her footsteps vibrate through me. The air is moving with her, with each step. I close my eyes again. Your eyes are only a fragment of the puzzle; rely on your other senses. My ribs argue as I breathe in deep, but a sense of calm washes over me. She leans above me, and my body tingles again. Her right arm reaches for me, and I roll out of the way, my eyes still wired shut. I stand with a newfound energy and wait patiently for her to attack. Her footsteps vibrate through me again, left foot, then right, about a metre away from me. The sand shuffles loose as she steps, and even though I refuse to open my eyes, I can feel her. I can feel the way she trudges towards me, how far away she is, the slight tension in her muscles before they flex for a jab. I can feel it all… and time feels slow, like I am in control.

A cool light breeze runs over my left shoulder, and I feel like she is going to aim for it. I change my stance and deflect her jab with my left arm, aiming a swift jab to her neck with my right arm. I make contact and hear her splutter. I open my eyes but continue to focus on my other senses. She keels over to catch her breath before straightening out and reaching for me again. This time, the tingling sensation tickles my right temple and nose, so I use one hand to block my temple and the other to block my nose. She aims, but I deflect the punches. I duck low and launch two hard hits into her torso, an uppercut into her solar plexus and a sucker punch in the soft of her side. She groans loudly and hits the floor with a thud. I go to finish her off, to land one last punch to her jaw or nose while she is on the floor, but I hear three taps into the sand. She has tapped out. I breathe a sigh of relief. Did I just successfully foreshadow?

I fight the urge to smile, thinking about how Ryder will react when I tell him and continue walking over to Trina, sand flicks between my toes as I extend my arm out to her, she gives me a smile and grips my hand to pull herself up.

“Well played,” she says, giving me a nod, and she walks back to her friends on the sidelines.

I turn my head and make eye contact with Nala, who is smiling from ear to ear at my victory.

She can’t contain her joy as she runs over to me.

“I gotta say… for a minute there I was a little worried,” she says, feigning wiping sweat from her brow. “But I knew you would win!”

She cheers and smiles, the weight of her arms wrapping around my shoulders. “And just in time for lunch!”

I laugh loudly. I pity the person who tries to separate Nala from her one true love, food.

We reach the dining hall and take our seats at the long oak table. River is sitting at the table across the other side of the room. He keeps peering over at me past his baguette. I divert my eyes and start assembling a baguette of my own. Nala is sitting opposite me with an empty seat next to her that she is saving for Charlie. She has already made her sandwich and is cupping it with both hands and staring at it with loving eyes. I think she loves that baguette more than she loves Charlie. She takes a bite, and I giggle to myself. She looks over at me, mouth full like a hamster, with a puzzled expression.

“What?” she asks, her eyes wide.

I shrug. “I just think Charlie might have some competition.”

She looks confused for a minute, but then I gesture to her baguette, and she laughs.

“You know what they say, boyfriends come and go but food stays forever,” she jokes, saying the last bit to her baguette, which makes me chuckle.

I turn my attention back to the table and start loading my baguette up I add some chicken slices using the metal tongs provided and then some salad before squeezing mayonnaise gently over the top of it. My mouth salivates, and my stomach rumbles; combat sure is hungry work.

“Speaking of boyfriends…” Nala smirks with a raised eyebrow. “Who’s the lucky guy?”

She looks over at me, and I shuffle in my seat, closing my baguette and pushing on it so that it remains shut.

“What are you talking about?” I ask uncomfortably.

“Oh, please. I know you’re seeing someone, and I know it’s not River.” Her stare becomes more intense. “All that sneaking around and disappearing.”

I look away from her.

“Don’t think I didn’t notice that you weren’t in your bed last night when I got up to pee.” She waves her finger in my face, and I look around awkwardly, not really knowing what to say.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I take a bite of my sandwich, hoping she’ll change the subject.

“Question is… Why don’t you want me to know who it is?”

I gulp my food down and then hold my breath, not wanting her to figure me out.

She leans in closer. “You’re not dating Alex, are you?!”

That’s her first thought!

“You really think I’d stoop that low?” I say, looking offended.

She releases a sigh of relief. “Oh, good. I’m glad. I know I am your friend, but I would’ve told you to sort it out.” She places a hand on mine and laughs. “So go on, tell me then?”

“I-it’s no one.” I take another bite of my baguette, and Nala looks at me, confused.

“So where were you last night and the night before that?”

Now it feels like she is interrogating me. My baguette slides down my throat slowly. She knows something is up.

“I-I’ve just been in the library studying. I have trouble sleeping, you know that.” I do my best at looking innocent, but the hint of unnerve betrays my eyes.

“Fine, if you don’t want to tell me.” She shrugs her shoulders and takes a bite of her sandwich; I do the same.

The air between us thickens as an awkward silence emerges… and here I am, treading the sea of guilt again. It is harder with Nala because I want to tell her everything…But I just don’t know how she’ll react. I feel like there are rocks tied to my shoes, and I am going under. Charlie slumps down with a thud and pecks Nala on the cheek, breaking me from my moral battle.

“Hey, babe.” Charlie smiles at her before looking over at me. “Asha.” He nods, and I smile back.

I think he senses the tension between us because he fidgets in his seat and works at changing the subject.

“I heard you and Craize went flying the other day?” he asks and gives Nala a look. “Your bond must be pretty strong now.”

I smile at his attempt to cut the tension.

“Yeah, I guess it is. It’s definitely a better feeling than being scooped up by his sharp talons.” I force out a laugh and think back to the day he first spoke to me. He honestly scared the shit out of me, lifting me like that so suddenly.

“How are both of your bonds coming along?” I direct this question to Nala and Charlie, although I am pretty sure Nala is giving me the silent treatment now.

“Great actually. Harlo clicked at me yesterday. I think we’re going to be bonded soon.” His smile is big and genuine, and I match it.

His attention turns to Nala, who is playing with the crumbs on her plate. “And Nala is working on a bond with Kareem,” he says for her, and Nala trails her eyes off in the other direction.

“Hopefully soon, we’ll all be riding together,” I enthuse. This would truly be amazing. Craize and I have bonded massively over these last few weeks. He has taken me to his nesting valley and flown me all over Palidonia. Although I don’t tell them that because I don’t want to rub it in. No one likes a show-off. I’ve been trying to get Craize to tell me more about my mother, but he keeps saying I’m not ready to know everything yet. I try not to let it bother me that I’m being spoon-fed information at the slowest pace. I refuse to bite the hand that feeds me, especially when that hand has the jaws of a lion and the wings of an eagle.

“The bell has just gone, shall we all walk to taming together?” Charlie prompts whilst getting up from the table slowly.

Nala is still staring down at her plate and refuses to even look at me.

“No, it’s fine. You two go ahead,” I state, knowing Nala’s stubbornness will appreciate the break from me. “I’ll meet you guys up there.”

Nala looks at me with sorrowful eyes and turns to walk away with Charlie. This is what you get, Asha. You’ve been lying to your friends for weeks.

The cool wind races through my hair as we fly over Sun Sovereign. Craize swoops down, and my knuckles whiten as I grip onto his fur tighter. I still haven’t got used to the sensation of riding, the way my stomach leaps and turns when he makes a sudden dip or change in direction, and the thought of falling off still makes me nauseous, so I try not to look down. He flies higher than the clouds and then plummets down like a bullet. My belly swirls with his movements, and I feel sick. He reaches the castle’s point and lands gracefully on its brick. I’m sure I am a few shades paler than I was at the beginning of this ride. I sit nestled between his large wings and catch my breath. I relax into the rhythm of his breath as the air vibrates through him, and my body shifts with the inflation and deflation of his lungs. His long white fur tickles my thighs as I take in the view. The sickness in my stomach dissipates. Moon Castle stares back at me in the distance, in all its glory. I can see each window and curtain drawn, concealing the secrets of the Moons. I can’t help but wonder what Ryder is doing, whether he is in a deep slumber or if he is thinking of me.

“You feel for the Moon boy?” Craize’s voice bellows in my head, making me gasp and my cheeks redden.

“That’s kind of an invasion of privacy,” I respond to him, his back rises and lowers as a deep chuckle emits from his lungs.

“Must I remind you again that I can hear your thoughts when we are in close contact?” he retorts.

“A symbol of a close bond… I remember.” I smile and surrender to the fact that I cannot hide my feelings in his presence. “He’s just so…” I pause, trying to think of the perfect word to describe Ryder.

“Unattainable.” Craze finishes my sentence. “Fortresses of steel are but a challenge most are tempted to conquer.”

I gulp at his accuracy, even though he seems to speak in riddles; he can read me like a book. Ryder is a fortress; he has built his walls up so high that they look impenetrable, but I have seen the cracks, the vulnerability in his eyes when no one is watching. The ice around his heart is slowly beginning to thaw, drop by drop. I saw a glimpse of it when he helped me retrieve River, and then a peep when he saved me from Alex. He dressed my wounds with care and kissed me with pure desire.

“Did my mother feel this way about Luca?” I question, hoping to get another spoonful of information about her to satiate the hunger in my mind.

“Your mother was at war with her morals, not unlike yourself.” His head trails off to the side as it follows a black bird gliding past our view. “It was hard for the both of them to fight the stigma of interdaecial relations.”

“So how did they get past it?” My question ebbs with a longing to understand my mother’s headspace.

“They surrendered to their hearts.” His gravelly voice softens. “Can I give you some advice?” he asks and sways his head gently back to centre.

“Please.” I nod and stroke his fur between his shoulder blades; a slight trill vibrates under his skin as he purrs.

“The strongest fortresses are often guarding items with the highest value.”

His words scratch the part of my brain that itched for an understanding of my emotions, why I am drawn to a heart that seems unobtainable, why I find refuge in the love of a man who doesn’t love. Because behind that harsh exterior, there is a soft centre waiting to be embraced. Behind the fear of abandonment, there is an equal longing for companionship…and we are drawn together whether he likes it or not. So, I will wait for the winter to pass, for the day the ice finally melts because, although his head is stubborn, there is a cold heart sick of isolation just waiting for my warmth.

I shake off the thoughts of him and urge Craize to leap into the air. Though I have not been riding long, I have realised that it is one of the best remedies for clearing your mind. The air whistles through my ears as the wind whips through my hair, stinging my cheeks in cool delight. Below us, the world stretches out like a painted map of green fields and silver rivers, which feed into icy mountaintops as we move towards the valleys just past Moon Castle. There is not much else I think about other than Sovereign’s beauty. Well, that and holding on for dear life, but that just makes each ride more fun. Exhilarating even. The thought that a majestic and notoriously unpredictable beast is the only thing keeping me from falling to my death intrigues me more than it should.

My thoughts are interrupted by movement near one of the mountains in the valleys. Craize notices too because his ears perk up in synchrony with the motion. I imagine the sound of the gravel and rocks crunching as the wheels of a black van eat into a windy road that snakes up the mountain. It drives slowly and pulls up a few meters away from the top, partially covered by a bare tree. The van is unusual; its wheels are disproportionate to the rest of the vehicle and are larger than they should be. A much-needed modification for driving in such steep and perilous conditions. Something about this sparks my intrigue; it’s not every day you see cars around this area, let alone a modified van. Maybe it’s a delivery of some kind. I know Sun Sovereign can expect a delivery every three weeks or so, of weapons for students to train with, but we had ours delivered yesterday. Silver daggers and scrap metal for light workers to weld into shields and spears. I wonder if Moon Castle’s deliveries are the same as ours. I imagine they are, though I can’t think of a reason why the delivery van would be travelling up the mountain and away from Moon Castle if it was. My eyes fixate on the van and wait for further movement; a door swings open. I can’t see much from this distance, but I can differentiate two figures exiting the van empty-handed; they slide around to the back of the vehicle and open its double doors. I think they retrieve something. It gleams in the light, but from here it just looks like a speck of dust.

“Craize…do you think you could get a little closer?” I feel his large head nod in agreement and hold on as he swoops down towards the movement. He glides stealthily and rides the wind’s natural current so that he is barely making a sound. We are seamlessly blended into the clouds around us. He hovers for a moment, just high enough to be incognito but low enough for me to see the figures closer. I notice a slender figure with ginger curls swaying in the wind. She is wearing dark clothes and walks with purpose. The other figure is dressed in a dark sweater that cradles a white-collared t-shirt. Something about them feels vaguely familiar, but I can’t quite put my finger on it. The ginger woman makes swift motions with her hands, and the doors to the van swing shut. I gasp, that’s where I know her from. That woman is Miss Worthington. But what is she doing so far away from Sun Castle?

We wait for a moment, hidden in the clouds, hoping to get some understanding. The wind is cool and tangles through my hair, we’re still pretty high up, and I am starting to feel a little queasy looking down. My knuckles tighten around Craize’s fur. I like to think he would not let me fall, but my palms are beginning to sweat, and my grip is pretty lax. I fidget in between his shoulder blades, and there is a dull ache in my legs from being stuck in the same position for too long.

“Shall we settle down somewhere?” Craize asks, clearly sensing my unrest.

My mouth parts, and I am seconds away from responding when I see movement again. It’s her. Her ginger curls are greeted by the wind as she steps out from behind the twisted bark of the bare tree, obscuring my view, whilst the man in the dark sweater trails behind. I do not recognise his face, but I feel like I have seen him before. I pull my telescope out of my satchel to get a better look. He is wheeling a tall, upright rectangular box on a moving trolley; the box is opaque and looks to be made of some kind of sturdy plastic. Whatever is inside must be heavy because the man pushing is red in the face and working up a sweat, the wheels of the trolley stutter over the gravel, making the man stop for a moment and then push harder. Whenever he stops, Miss Worthington waves her hands around and ushers him to hurry up. The man keeps pushing, but the trolley is stubborn and fights the loose pebbles. One gets caught under the wheel, and the box plummets off the trolley. The man runs to lift it back up, but he struggles. If the box was heavy on the trolley, it’s going to be heavier lifting it from the ground. He bends his knees and hoists the box up, huffing and puffing with frustration, but the lid has come loose in the fall, and I see something. Miss Worthington rushes to conceal the box’s modesty, to rejoin the lid to the box, but it is too late. I have already seen inside. Only for a moment… Just for a second… I could’ve sworn I saw a… hand?

Five thick fleshy fingers, one with a silver and blue ring sitting proudly on it. I furrow my brow. How odd. It’s most likely a female due to the silver nail polish draped over each nail.

The box is quickly propped upright on the trolley and escorted into what looks like a cave near the peak of the mountain. They disappear for a moment before becoming visible again, getting into the van and driving away.

“Craize, did you see that too?” I ask, hoping for an explanation, whilst I place my telescope back into my bag.

“This is not the first time I have witnessed such a thing,” he answers as he begins flying back towards the taming quadrant. I clench my legs to hold on tighter.

“What were they doing?” I ask, my words muffled by the direction of the wind.

“They come and go every month, always the same thing,” Craize replies matter-of-factly. “I believe they take students to be scorched,” he says, whilst gliding through the skies.

The Sun and Moonkind are not considered widely superstitious, but we do follow the same rituals in death. When a vessel dies, the body must be scorched for the soul to rest. This is completed by light workers to return the flesh back to the Gods. This explains why Miss Worthington was present. If there are light workers in there, it would make sense that the deliveries are done by one of their own, even if the body is of Moon.

“You think there was a dead person in there?”

My mind begins to worry, what if a student had died… What if it was Ryder?
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Chapter Thirty-Five
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‘Relax, my child, Ryder is alive and well.’ Oriah’s soft voice startles me.

“How can you be so sure?” I reply, worry lines still clear as day on my face.

‘Our connection has not weakened,’ she states, which puts my mind at ease.

I hold on as Craize circles back around and heads for the salvation of the taming quadrant’s main meadow. I breathe a sigh of relief when Craize finally touches solid ground and the aching in my legs subsides.

“Your connection with Ryder…how does it work?” I ask, assuming that Oriah is still present in my mind.

‘The venom in his arm acts like a beacon to the Stars…’ she continues. ‘You can feel him too.’

“Well, she feels something for him,” Craize butts in and chuckles again.

It’s nice to know my secrets aren’t safe with him. I give him a wry smile and dismount, ignoring his comment.

“I mean, can you hear what he is thinking as well?” I ask. What I would give to know if he thinks about me the way I think about him.

‘I have the power to get through to him when I please, but not in keeping with his thoughts,’ she explains, and I unknowingly sigh. I just wish I knew what he was thinking.

The valleys look bare, there are a few familiar faces spaced out around the field, each performing bonding rituals with the elions they feel they have the strongest connection with. I automatically missed this part of training when Craize claimed me within the first thirty seconds of knowing me. Nala is a short distance away, her hand cradles a blue bucket filled to the brim with foxes’ feet. She holds out one for Kareem, who is standing a few metres away from her. His hair is thick and long, shifting from white to silver in the wind as he tenderly strides closer towards her. There is a relaxed motion in his gait and a sparkle in his eye. His steps are large but gentle as he saunters over to her and softly plucks the bone from her grasp, nuzzling his nose into her hand. Mr Knight says that bonding rituals are a very important part of connecting with your chosen elion, mainly by providing a chance for your elion to see that you are not a threat and that you can provide them with the things that they like. Kind of like having a pet and feeding it treats to show that you care.

Kareem gets closer and stretches out his wings, shuffling each one of his feathers into place. He nibbles another fox leg out of Nala’s hand and swallows it almost immediately as it enters his huge jaws. With his forehead, he pushes the bucket out of Nala’s clutch, causing each remaining fox leg to splay out over the tall grass. Kareem doesn’t wait a beat before he devours each limb from the grass’s green grip and replaces them with the spat-out bones. I hear Nala chuckle at his cheeky nature and watch as Kareem rolls happily in the grass like a dog panting in the summer heat. He stops and bows his head down to her level. I hear a few clicks escape his mouth, and Nala raises her eyebrows in surprise. His legs are stretched out as he ducks low into the grass, each blade tickling the soft underside of his belly. She works her way around his large frame and slowly shifts her weight onto him, just as Mr Knight taught us. Her hands grip his fur as she pulls herself up onto his back. He waits patiently for her to adjust herself into position before stretching out his wings and taking flight. Nala holds on tight as he fights gravity and soars high into the clouds. I smile widely, knowing Nala is smiling too. I can’t help but stare into the sky, hoping to blink through the grey of the clouds and watch them soar.

The patter of Craize’s footsteps brings me back down to earth.

“Would you like to ride with them, young one?” he asks as he digs his claws into the soil and stretches long.

“More than anything!” I reply with excitement, climbing up his lowered wing like a ramp. The dip in his back is still warm from the heat of my buttocks, and I cosy up in between his bones.

Pretty soon, we are in the air, high above the clouds, searching for Kareem and Nala. I know that things aren’t great between Nala and me, but I am hoping the adrenaline will numb her annoyance towards me. Craize must have some kind of tracking beacon with his pack because he doesn’t even question where to go. And just like that, materialising out of a silky cloud, Nala soars between Kareem’s shoulder blades with a smile so big it could be seen from space. Craize increases his pace towards them and, as we meet, the two snowy beasts circle each other and nuzzle their faces against one another as a sign of affection. Nala and I laugh as they hover side by side, her hair dancing to the beat of the wind that drums against her face.

“Can you believe it, Asha?” Her eyes twinkle as she looks at me.

“I know, it’s pretty amazing.” I nod at her, knowing exactly the thrill she feels in this moment.

“I’ve never felt more alive in my life!” she exclaims as Kareem glides her effortlessly around us. I laugh at her inability to contain her excitement. I know she is probably still mad at me, but right now she is too liberated to care, and I am going to take pure advantage of it.

“You were made for Kareem,” I state, fuelling her ego a little more.

It’s true, she looks radiant, like she is a part of him. She guides Kareem’s fur so that he is hovering, and I am face-to-face with her.

“Wanna race?” She tempts me with a mischievous smile, but a pull in my stomach tells me that is not a good idea. I shrug my shoulders, and she whines in response.

“Oh, come on, Asha. This is the first time we can have real fun in months,” she pleads, and I ask Craize for his take on the idea in my mind.

“If Kareem is okay with it, then race we shall,” he says, which soothes any doubts I had.

“Are you sure Kareem is okay with doing this?” I ask just to make sure, but I know she wouldn’t suggest it if he weren’t. She nods her head, and a smile spreads across my face. “He has been shit-talking you since I suggested it.”

She laughs, which makes me raise an eyebrow, feigning hurt.

“Oh, it’s on!” I shout before leaning into Craize’s fur in an attempt at making myself more aerodynamic.

I begin the countdown. “Ready… Set-”

“Go!” She cuts me off and zooms past Craize and me, getting a head start.

“That’s cheating!” I call out, but she is already too far away to hear me. Craize huffs and soars at record speed to try to catch up with them, but she and Kareem have taken full advantage of the head start and are miles ahead of us.

We fly beyond the twisted pine trees, past Moon Castle and over to the far side of the valleys; somewhere Craize and I have yet to venture. The wind bites harshly as the temperature drops and thick grey clouds loom in the distance. A storm is coming. The valleys are icier over here, and the mountain points look treacherous, filled with jagged rock. I swallow back a gulp at the thought of my surroundings.

“Why would Kareem fly Nala over here?” I ask as a shiver rocks my jaw.

“Kareem grew up here,” Craize explains. “He is showing her his home.”

“Really, where did you grow up?” I ponder as frost forms in my hair.

“Further than the furthest valley.” He swoops three hundred and sixty degrees, showing me the view of the neighbouring valleys. “One day I will show you.”

“I’d like that!” I smile and pet between his shoulder blades, causing a purr to rumble out of his chest. He swoops back around and flies up over a large mountain. I watch as a baby goat stumbles up the cliff to get to its mother, its knees knobbly and frail. It stares back at me as we ascend and cowers under its mother’s legs at the sight of Craize. At the mountain’s icy peak, Craize’s ear perks up a little and his body tenses. He changes direction suddenly, almost propelling me from his shoulders and into the cliff’s jagged edge.

“Hold on!” Craize instructs in a serious tone. “Your friend is in trouble.”

I grip on tighter, bunching his coarse fur in between my palms. My complexion whitens, and my stomach drops thinking about Nala in trouble.

“What do you mean she’s in trouble?” The wind drowns out my voice as Craize picks up the pace, going faster than he’s ever ridden with me.

I squeeze my thighs tight as if my life depends on it and swallow back the saliva pooling in my throat. The wind massages my face with daggers and thrashes my hair in every direction. Craize is plummeting now, and I can see Nala below. She is lying in an awkward position, unmoving, the white ice slowly turning red beneath her body. A sudden wave of nausea attacks me with the wind, and my body stiffens in shock. Kareem is sitting idly beside her with his head down.

“What’s happened?”

“It seems your friend has fallen from Kareem,” Craize explains as he sets down close to the cliff’s edge. The rocks are uneven and rough. I slide down Craize’s wing and gingerly step over the dangerous terrain, the ice threatening to trip me up on my way to her.

“Nala!” I cry as I rush to her side. Her black hair is sticky with blood, and her breath is shaky.

“Asha…” her weak voice fights through her lips. “I-I fell off Kareem,” she says between breaths as her eyes fill up with tears.

“I know…” I reply, my heart breaking with every word.

Tears threaten to stream down my face, but my eyelids bully them away. I have to be strong. I study her body for a moment, trying to locate the source of the bleeding. There is a deep gash on the left side of her head, and her shin bone is protruding out of her ankle. She struggles to move the rest of her body; there is most likely damage to her spine. She is pale and shivering on the ice. This is not good; I need to get her to the healing quarters soon, otherwise, she will not make it. I beat myself up trying to think of ways to move her without creating more damage to her body. I could probably hoist her up, but there is no way I would be able to get her onto Craize’s back; he is far too tall, and I am not that strong. And even if I could, Craize would not be able to get her there in time, based on the rate of the blood oozing out of her…she has minutes.

“I’m gonna get you out of here,” I reassure her as I try to lift her up into my arms, my elbows buckle with her weight, and she cries out to me. I try to dig my toes into the ground to steady my stance, but the ice shifts beneath my feet and I’m forced to my knees. There is no way I can move her, not on this ice.

“I’m sorry, Asha…for earlier,” she confesses, and I break. My eyelids can no longer prevent the tears from plummeting down my face. I watch as they fall and freeze when they hit the ice.

“No… I’m sorry,” I pull her closer to me. “You were right. I haven’t been honest with you,” I admit between sobs. “But I promise I’m going to tell you everything when we get you out of here.”

“It’s no use, Asha…my leg is shot and you’re not strong enough to carry me.” Nala’s words are muffled by the wind, and her lips are turning blue; her eyes flutter closed.

“You can’t give up now, Nala,” I plea with her and wrap my jumper tightly around her thigh like a tourniquet. She winces with the pressure, but at least she is alive. This should give us some more time. Maybe I can portal her out of here.

‘No child…it’s too risky, the school is too busy at this time.’ Oriah interrupts my thoughts.

“I have no other choice…I am not going to let her die!” I shout back in frustration. Nala’s brows furrow as she looks up at me, confused, probably wondering who I am talking to.

‘You have the power to make this right.’ Her voice echoes around my head, tormenting my brain.

“I don’t know the first thing about healing.” My frustration emanates from each word as I grit my teeth.

‘It’s in your blood, child,’ Oriah states.

“What if I can’t do it and then Nala dies?” My tears stream as I confront my thoughts. “I can’t risk it; we need to get her to the professionals,” I shout into the atmosphere, hoping Oriah will understand my desperation.

‘You have no choice.’ Oriah’s voice is stern and unchanging. ‘A whole race is depending on you. Don’t doom them all over one human.’

Oriah’s words cut deep. She is right, but my best friend is dying, and I don’t know how to save her. The heavens open and the rain begins to fall, washing away the bloodstains on the ice and drenching my hair and body. The wind is cold against my wet skin, and my body shivers violently. Craize and Kareem stretch their wings out over us for shelter. Nala’s face is getting paler by the second. If I’m going to do this, I need to do it now. I have watched the healers before. I overlap my hands in the centre of her chest and try to channel the energy from Shirin. I struggle to see a clear picture through the water welling in my eyes. Nala’s breaths are slow, and her chest barely lifts with each inhale. I force my eyes shut and focus on the blood in her body, how it flows through each tangled blood vessel and breathes life into her cells. I try to channel my warmth into her chest like a conduit, and I can feel heat radiating through her. Is it working? She mumbles something I cannot understand, and her head falls to the side. I can no longer see the steam from her breath exiting her mouth. Her body relaxes as the life leaves her small frame.

She’s dead.

I wail uncontrollably and press her cold body next to mine.

“THIS IS YOUR FAULT!” I scream at Oriah. “IF YOU HAD LET ME PORTAL HER, SHE COULD STILL BE ALIVE RIGHT NOW.”

My voice cracks with hurt under the shelter of Kareem and Craize.

‘I am the reason the Starkind are safe from harm,’ she defends without remorse.

“SOMEBODY HELP!” I scream over and over again. But my pleas are met only by the lonely wind.
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Tears roll relentlessly down my face as I hold Nala’s head in my lap, rocking uncontrollably. Her face now has a blueish tint, and her eyes stare lifelessly up at me. I think of Charlie. What am I going to tell him? I cry harder.

“Come on, young one… She’s gone.” Craize interrupts my sobs, but leaving her is the last thing I want to do.

“No. I can’t leave her,” I sob and hold on to her tighter.

The rain becomes heavier, and the sound of lightning makes me quake. I rest my head on hers and lie with her for a moment.

“Please come back. I can’t do this without you,” I whisper to her, hoping that she hears my cries. “Please.”

I sob gently into her and confront the memories rushing to my mind. I wish I could go back in time. My tears fall onto her face and roll down her cheeks almost as if they are her own.

“We have to go. The rain is going to get worse, and an elion can’t fly in such weather,” Craize reminds me, and I know he is right.

I reluctantly place Nala’s head onto the icy ground and get to my feet. My stomach drops at the thought of leaving her here. All alone. But I am not strong enough to lift her. If I ride to the taming quadrant, I can get help to come back and bring her body home. I untie my jumper from around her leg and use it as a blanket, covering her slightly to keep her dignity. Using the backs of my hands, I wipe the tears from my eyes and tell myself to pull it together. She’s gone, and there’s nothing I can do about it. Craize’s wing is lowered for me as he waits for me to get onto his back. I hesitate; it feels wrong to leave. Kareem looks at me with grief in his eyes. I know he feels terrible.

“It’s not your fault,” I whisper to Kareem, placing my hand in the fur between his eyes. He nuzzles me, but I can still feel his pain. I finally begin the climb onto Craize’s back, admitting defeat, my vision is blurred through the wall of tears. My knees could buckle with the weight of the guilt I feel. I should’ve told her everything; she was my best friend, and now I feel so alone.

“Asha?”

My head snaps towards the ice where her body lies. I drop my jaw in disbelief and wipe my eyes so I can see her more clearly. Nala is sitting upright, rubbing the back of her head with a perplexed expression.

“What happened?” she asks, and I drop back to the ground and run as fast as I can to her aid, skipping over the jagged edges of the rocks on my way to her. Her flesh is pink, and her cheeks are rosy. The deep gash that was once open, draining her blood, is closed and nonexistent. She stands effortlessly, and her ankle does not cry out in pain. Her shin bone is hidden under her muscle and skin, no longer exposed.

“B-But you were dead…” I mutter in shock. “I saw you die.”

I try to comprehend what I am seeing. I forget the logic and pull her into a tight hug. The rain stops in a flash.

“I know… I was dead, and now I’m here.” She looks as puzzled as I am. “I felt something when you were holding me…a warmth.” Her words are muffled into my shoulder. I never want to let her go.

“You brought me back, Asha…How did you bring me back?”

“I-I’m not entirely sure,” I explain whilst checking her skin for any cuts or marks. She is in perfect health, and her skin does not have a blemish on it. I did this? Nala is clearly confused; she looks down to where her lifeless body lay just a moment ago.

“Wasn’t this covered in ice a minute ago?” she asks, studying the melted ground. She kneels slowly and ushers me down to her level. The ice has thawed, and the dark rock of the mountain edge is exposed where her body lay. It is no longer barren and destitute, as a dozen bright lilac flowers flourish between the cracks. I gulp. I’ve seen these flowers before in the greenhouse, that day with River.

“A Restorer creates life where there is none,” Nala recites as if she is reading straight out of the Book of Gifts.

Her eyes widen as she looks into my soul. “But you’re not a Restorer. I saw the light you yield with my own eyes.”

She plucks one of the flowers from the bed of rock and twizzles the stem between her fingers, clearly trying to piece the puzzle together in her mind. My heart begins to race; through all these intense feelings of relief and joy, I have forgotten the part that comes next. I have to tell her my secret. But I have already lost her once, and I can’t bear to lose her again. Her eyes sparkle with life as she sits down on a flat rock behind her. I am done being selfish.

“I have an explanation…for all of this,” I blurt out in one breath.

She looks up at me as I take a seat next to her. The wind stills, and the sun peeps through the clouds. There is still a bite to the air, but it is not as ferocious as before. Kareem and Craize are shaking the water off their wings and basking in the newfound warmth of the sun on a neighbouring rock.

“I’ve been keeping secrets from you…but not by choice.”

“What do you mean?” She shields her eyes from the sun with her hand and looks deep into my eyes.

“I’ll tell you everything, but promise you won’t freak out.” My words ache with desperation. I can’t lose her like I lost River. I take to my feet and pace anxiously, trying hard not to trip over the uneven terrain.

“You just brought me back from the dead, I’m already freaked out!” A slight chuckle slips from her lips as she looks at me in disbelief.

“Okay, here goes…”

I take a deep breath and scrunch my eyes shut. I don’t know why, but I feel like I’ll be able to tell her better if I can’t see her face.

“On the night I received my Gifts, I didn’t meet Heira like I said.” My heart begins to race out of my chest. “I met another God, a God that shouldn’t exist.”

I un-scrunch my eyes to gauge her reaction. She is staring back at me, her eyes wide with intrigue. She doesn’t say much, but her facial expression prompts me to continue with my story.

“Oriah, God of the Stars. Turns out I am not a Sun like I thought I was. I’m a Star and the last of my kind.”

I hold my breath again. Nala looks puzzled. I don’t blame her; it’s a lot to take in.

“But your light — I’ve seen it.” She looks at me as if I were the one with damage to my skull.

“You mean this.” I summon my light in my left palm for her to inspect, and she nods her head slowly. “Oriah told me to lie and say that I met Heira, because I have her Gift.” Closing my palm, I extinguish the flames and gear myself up to expose the Gift that will make or break us.

“But I have other Gifts, too.” Opening my right palm, I unleash the darkness, presenting a shadow in all its blackened wonder.

Nala gasps and staggers to her feet. She leans close, and her jaw drops in awe.

“What?! How!?” She takes my wrist and studies it further. “The energies…darker…that’s Moon power.”

She drops my wrist and takes a few steps back from me, her feet crunching on the chalky rocks.

“I know…that’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.” I step gingerly towards her, not trying to spook her further. “I’m half Moon.”

Her eyes stare back at me in shock, and silence overwhelms us. A minute passes, and I stumble uncomfortably in my stance. “Please say something…Anything. I just need to know you’re not mad at me.”

“Mad at you?” She pauses, leaving me in a state of the unknown for a moment longer. “How could I be mad at you? You saved my life.”

She smiles and walks in closer to me, taking hold of my shoulders. I sigh a shaky breath, and steam seeps out of my lips.

“Actually, I take that back. I am mad at you.” She shakes my arms, and my body tenses again. “I am mad that you didn’t tell me sooner. You’ve been going through this all by yourself.”

A tear slowly rolls down my cheek, and she pulls me into the warmest hug I have ever experienced.

“I’m your best friend, Asha. You can tell me anything.”

I feel her arms wrap around me, and the weight of the world lifts simultaneously from my shoulders. The vice that has been closing on my lungs has finally released me from its metal grip, and I can breathe easy again.

“You don’t know how relieved I am to hear you say that,” I enthuse through my smile, squeezing her tighter. She is not repulsed by my power; she does not view me as an abomination. Her eyes dance across mine with adoration. I almost feel stupid for not telling her sooner. Her soft hands press against my cold cheeks, cupping my face.

“No more secrets,” Nala declares, and I nod in response. She pulls me into another hug and sighs deeply.

“Agreed. I’ll tell you everything as soon as we get back on solid ground.”

A nervous chuckle escapes my lips, looking at our surroundings, these valleys are unforgiving. Nala smiles in agreement. Her clothes are dirty, and my blood-stained jumper is heavier than it was an hour ago, the rain has seeped into its material, making it feel like chain-mail rather than cotton, and my light grey leggings are now a dark shade of charcoal, clinging onto my legs like they are a lifeline. I think we could both appreciate a long shower or bath right about now.

“Kareem,” Nala calls out.

The wind gusts with the movement of his wings as he gracefully settles down on the cliff’s edge. She makes her way over to him, boots squelching with each step.

“Mind taking it a little slower this time?” She speaks through a warm smile while rubbing the space above his nose, three clicks escape his mouth, and his body lowers, ready for her to hoist herself onto him.

“Wait, Nala,” I impose. “There is one thing I’d like to show you,” I continue, causing her to release the handful of Kareem’s fur she was going to use as leverage. “Fancy taking a shortcut?” I ask, conjuring the portal in my hand. She treads carefully in shock, staring at the pulsating void in my palm. I can tell she is wary because she is skulking like a cat, cautious of its surroundings.

“What in the Gods’ names is that?” she asks, still keeping her distance.

“It’s a portal,” I reply whilst propelling it onto the wall of rock behind us. “A perk of being a Star,” I confess, still attentive to her reaction, her stare is intense as she ponders the surface of the portal, reaching her hand a centimetre away as if too scared to touch it.

“No freaking way!” she whispers, examining the portal closely. She mentally builds up courage and elongates her finger into its puddle. It ripples, and she pulls her finger back with speed.

“It won’t bite.” I giggle at her reaction. “It’s our dorm room,” I explain, and I see her shoulders relax.

“I can see our beds through the portal…how is that possible?” she asks in disbelief.

“I have no clue…” I confess. “I still don’t know how to use my powers properly.”

I find myself looking down at where the lilac flowers bring life to the bleak rock.

“I had no idea what I was doing when I brought you back.” My heart breaks all over again thinking about her cold, rigid body on the ice.

“I tried to heal you with every part of me, but it didn’t work, and you died…and I thought I had lost you forever-”

“But you didn’t lose me,” she interrupts with a soft tone. “You saved me.”

She smiles and reaches for my fingertips, cradling them in her grasp. A lone tear rolls down my cheek, and I smile back.

“Come on, let’s go through together.”

I intertwine my fingers with hers and begin the journey through the portal. “Craize, I’ll see you tomorrow for manoeuvres,” I call out to him whilst he and Kareem take flight back to the taming valleys.

“Looking forward to it, young one,” he replies and glides into the distance.

***

“So what else can you do?” Nala asks, her foot covering half of one of the runes on our rug.

“According to this book, the Starkind can mimic and learn all Sun and Moon powers,” I answer whilst pulling out my suitcase and propping it onto my bed. Nala leans over with intrigue as I unzip the red bag and take out The Soldark.

“All powers…that’s insane,” she replies, clearly dumbfounded by my confession.

“So far I have been able to wield light, shadows, and somehow restore,” I list, still amazed by my ability to pull Nala back from death’s grip.

“That’s incredible, Asha.” Nala beams. “It must feel pretty amazing being able to do those things,” she says whilst picking up the photograph of Mum and Luca.

“Yeah… When people aren’t trying to kill me,” I retort with amusement in my tone.

Nala furrows her brow.

“Kill you?” she asks with concern. “Why would anyone want to kill you?”

The floorboards creak as I walk over to my bed, perching my bottom on the soft sheets. I pat beside me, beckoning Nala to take a seat next to me.

“My whole race was wiped out by the Sun people.”

Nala gasps.

“If they find out I exist…” I pause, trying to articulate the right words to say. “They worked hard to make sure the Starkind stayed extinct.”

My eyes fall to the picture pinched between Nala’s fingertips. “That’s my mum and dad; I never met either of them.” I trace my finger over my mum’s auburn curls and Luca’s bright smile trapped in the edges of the photograph. “They were chosen by the Gods to rebuild my race, and I owe it to them to at least try.”

“So what are you going to do?” Her voice breaks a little as she leans closer to me.

“First off, I am going to try not to die.” I hide my anxiety with a small chuckle, but I know Nala sees through it. “I need to master my powers and learn the ways of the Moon.”

“How the fuck are you gonna learn the ways of the Moon?” she asks, slightly worried.

“Ermm… I have had a little help.” I can’t help but smile and bite my lip at the thought of Ryder. My cheeks blush at whim, and I lower my head to distract Nala from the crimson in my cheeks. Too late. I watch as the dots connect in her mind.

She stands abruptly. “Asha Calloway, have you had an encounter with a Moon?” A toothy smile appears as she pokes at me playfully.

“Oh, I’ve had more than an encounter,” I answer, rising to my feet and feeding into her excitement.

“Oh. My. Gods! Tell me everything!” She squeals in anticipation, and laughter escapes my mouth.

“Do you know how long I’ve been wanting to hear you say that?” I giggle again. “Anyway, it’s not like that. As much as I want it to be.” I shake my head to try to suppress her giddiness and sit back down on my bed. She follows me down and comforts me.

“Well, if you’re needing boy advice, I’m pretty new to it, but I’ll give it my best shot.” The sun starts to fade, colouring the room with shades of orange.

“His name is Ryder. I know I shouldn’t want him; he’s probably bad for me, but the way I feel next to him… I’ve never felt that way about anyone before.” I sigh at the thought of him, how he feels so close but at the same time so far from me. “I thought he liked me too, we kissed once, well twice, but the first one didn’t count…and ever since then he has been pulling away.”

“Guess boys are all the same. Moon or not,” she says whilst rubbing circles on my back.

“Don’t pretend you know. Charlie practically worships the ground you walk on.”

She nods her head in response.

“Hey! I’m trying my best here… It’s not my fault, I got lucky!” She laughs, which briefly pulls me out of the slump I was feeling. “Look, you said you could learn any Gift, right?”

I give her a nod as she takes my wrists and leads me into the centre of the room.

“So instead of moping over a guy who clearly doesn’t deserve you, how about we put that talent to good use?”

I look at her blankly. “I’m not following.”

“Influencing silly!” She laughs, which triggers me to smile. “Lesson one starts now.”
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The sweet smell of Ryder’s cologne fills my senses as the weight of his immovable muscle holds me down. Our training has been more intense recently. He is not holding back like he used to. Or maybe I just like the feeling of him on top of me. I focus on a rock beside me and tether my mind to it like Nala taught me. He’s not the only one who can play rough. The rock shoots up at my demand and flails through the air into Ryder’s arm. He doesn’t flinch. My cheeks redden in embarrassment, and the corners of his lips curl upwards. My powers still lack strength.

“Was that supposed to hurt?” He brushes the dust off his arm and chuckles.

“I’d like to see you try,” I scoff, still pinned down by his weight.

“What, like this?” He smirks and holds his hand out. Dark shadows feed out from behind him and manifest as beings in front of me. Kyro squawks and stretches out his lengthy black wings before swooping down and picking up the rock in his beak. He glides effortlessly and drops it into Ryder’s palm.

“That’s cheating,” I whine, the pressure of him still apparent.

I roll my eyes, looking for anything that can give me the upper hand. The only weapons in this soft, grassy meadow are the few pebbles that litter the ground. A wide variety of flowers sprout randomly around the uneven terrain. If Ryder had hay fever, the battle would be over before it started.

“There’s no such thing as cheating when it comes to fighting. Only advantage.”

I wriggle between the vice of his thighs, trying to retrieve my arms from their grip. He clamps down harder. “You do what you have to do to survive.”

“Okay, I didn’t want to do this, but you’ve left me no choice.”

I watch as his eyebrow rises slightly. I smirk at him and revel in his confusion whilst he is still on top of me, and in a flash, he is gone. I stand up and dust myself off, turning to face the sea of petals in the distance. Any moment now. I use my hand to shield the sun’s rays and wait for the inevitable. Ryder falls suddenly out of the sky and crashes onto the bed of flowers below.

“I guess I had that coming.”

He stands up and brushes the grass off his black cargo trousers and strides towards me. “Good use of your portal.”

“Thank you.” I smile with pride, enjoying this a little more than I should, and close the distance between us. “And I made sure not to drop you from too high.”

“Lucky me,” he says in a sarcastic tone, but I can see that he is impressed at how far I have come.

“I can’t believe I am losing sleep over this.” He squints in the sun’s glare as it paints him in an angelic glow.

“You always keep me up at night,” I retort, matching his tone, playfully nudging shoulders with him.

“You never sleep,” he protests and laughs.

I shrug my shoulders. It’s true. I can’t remember the last night I slept through.

“You got me there, I guess the Starkind don’t need as much sleep.”

The sun is setting over the horizon as he sits down on the ground, flattening the blades of grass beneath him.

“It’s been so long since I watched the sunset.” His eyes sparkle with awe as he drinks up the orange rays. A sigh escapes his lips as he relishes this moment.

I lean closer to him and take in the view. It is beautiful. It’s hard to see the world through the eyes of a Moon when you have been brought up as a Sun your whole life. Here, in this moment, I see more than a glimpse of who he is. A soul forced to live in the shadows, fascinated by the mundane, a sunset. I suppose I have taken for granted the little things — the warmth of the sun on a cold day, the sight of the birds singing each morning, the dew that glistens under the light of its rising. All lost in transcript, just a picture on the wall of Moon Castle to be looked at and never lived. Made to hide from the sun’s beauty and dwell in the cold light of the moon.

“Do you ever crave another life?” I rest my head on his shoulder. “One where you don’t have to hide.”

He picks at strands of grass at his feet and throws them into the breeze.

“Who says I am hiding?”

I feel his shoulders tense under my cheek and imagine his defences going up.

“Maybe I wasn’t talking about you.” I sigh as I feel his body soften.

He turns to face me, lifting my chin gently with his thumb. His dark eyes swallow me whole, and I notice little freckles for the first time, spread out across his harsh cheekbones.

“Have you heard the stories about the crescent gem?” he asks, and I shake my head in response.

“It’s an ancient moonstone, blessed by the original God of the night. It vanished from its altar decades ago, leaving behind only whispers and legends. The God of Night enchanted the stone with a protection spell that paralyses anyone who looks at it. Only a chosen few possess the ability to handle the gem and its Gifts. Yet the search persists; it is believed that to keep such beauty locked away, unseen, is a disservice to the world even at such a morbid cost.”

He stares into my eyes as if he is searching for something deep within them.

“Hiding a beauty like yours would be a disservice to us all.”

My eyes lock onto his, and my stomach somersaults like an acrobat. He thinks I’m beautiful. My cheeks flush with a warmth that spreads beyond my skin, and I become lost in his features. Suddenly, the distant howling of the wind and sounds of nature fade into a blurry background. All that exists in this moment is him, his eyes reflecting a version of myself I have never seen before. A version I desperately want to become. His breath, warm on my face, intoxicates me, and my eyes fall onto his full, glossy lips. My heart thumps loudly in my eardrums, a frantic drumbeat against the silence that follows. I lean in, searching for a kiss as euphoric as the one in his bed. I crave his touch. My breath hitches, and just as our lips are about to collide, he pulls away.

My cheeks redden again, this time in embarrassment. He takes to his feet and scratches at the back of his neck. This hot and cold thing is really starting to get old.

“Can you, uh, portal me to my room? I am leading a search party in a couple of hours.” His voice is monotone, and he won’t make eye contact.

“Yeah, I guess.” I shrug and uproot a blade of grass from its earthy slumber, hoping the ground will swallow me up. A shaky sigh exhales from my lungs as I stand and conjure a portal big enough for him to walk through. The entrance looms in front of him, he looks at me before stepping into its depths, but my eyes turn from his.

“Thank you,” he says, as he begins to step into its vortex. I am still crippled by the awkwardness, but before I can cringe anymore, I feel his grip on my arm pulling me with him.

“What the fuck!?” I exclaim, peeling myself off his bedroom floor. “You want me, you don’t want me. I can’t keep up.”

I can’t hold it in any longer. This man has had my emotions strapped onto a rollercoaster, but now the buckle is loose, and there is nothing to stop them from falling out.

“I know.” He helps me the rest of the way up from the floor. “I know. I just couldn’t leave knowing you were upset.”

“Well, why say all of that about the moonstone? Why even call me beautiful?” I plead with him to make it make sense.

“Because you are.” He speaks with more emotion than I have ever witnessed, leaving me speechless. “It’s not that I don’t want to kiss you, Asha. It’s all I want to do. It’s everything I think about.”

“So what is the problem?” I furrow my brows, looking at him confused.

“It’s you. You make me weak, Asha. I was raised a soldier, taught not to show emotion…which I was fine at until I met you.”

His words sting me like a slap to the face.

“God’s forbid I’m the reason the Ryder Stormwood actually feels something.” I roll my eyes and walk over to his window, catching the last glow of the sun before it sets for the night.

“I don’t know if you realised, but there is some serious shit going down in Moon Castle.” He raises his voice and walks over to me, startling me into turning around. “Another Moon went missing last week. I should be out there looking for them, but instead I am training you.”

“Well, stop training me then!” I match his temper, failing to see the trouble I have caused him. “I’m done being your charity case.” My cheeks flush red with anger. I am done being used by him. I push at his chest to make enough space to conjure my portal and leave, but he blocks my way.

“I wish it were that simple.” He huffs, at war with his emotions. My hands are still at his chest, his heart vibrates my fingertips with every beat. “Gods I’ve tried to distance myself from you, but it only makes me want you more.”

His eyes peer into my soul with a lust he tries to fight. He releases a shaky breath and tugs at his bottom lip between his teeth.

“So what are you gonna do about it?” I speak slowly and lace my words with seduction, something in his eyes this time tells me it’s different. If he wants to fight his feelings, I’m not going to go easy on him. I unzip my sports jacket slowly, staring deep into his eyes. He looks away for a second, but cannot resist my actions. His eyes give in at the reveal of my red sports bra, cushioning my breasts and exposing my cleavage. A subtle groan escapes his mouth as he tugs at his hair, clearly agitated by his mind.

“What are you doing?” His words are breathy, his body fights it, but his eyes cannot look away.

“I’m just a little… hot.”

I unzip the rest of the jacket and drop it by his feet; he looks down at it with a mixture of lust and confusion. But he hasn’t told me to stop. The elastic wraps around my fingers as I pull my leggings down over my thighs and past my knees, leaving me only in my red panties and sports bra. I bite my lip sensually, and he looks at me with the same yearning he did the last time I was in his bedroom. When we shared that kiss.

“Stop that.” His words tell me to stop, but his eyes keep undressing me.

“Make me.” I smile mischievously and slip my bra strap down to reveal my bare shoulder. His breath quickens as he draws in closer.

“Are you sure this is what you want?” He looks at me, and I nod slowly, undressing him with my eyes. “Because I know once I taste you, I will never be able to let you go.”

He walks me closer to the wall, filling me with a mixture of excitement and nervousness. I shudder as his warm breath tickles my ear and the cold wall presses against my back.

“I want this,” I whisper. “I want you, all of you.”

Ryder waits for a moment as if unlocking the steel gates to his emotions. They open, flooding with a sense of urgency. His lips crash against mine in a whirlwind of pure desire, and his hips pin mine to the wall. A groan slips into my mouth as his hands caress up my body. Heat erupts under my skin as he massages my breasts and leaves wet kisses trailing down my neck. I arch into his touch as one of his hands caresses the small of my back and the other sends jolts of electricity to my nipples, causing them to harden between his fingertips. He continues to devour the soft skin on my neck, sucking and nipping with pure desire, making me shiver. A moan escapes my lips in pleasure, and I can’t help but throw my head back against the wall as his lips continue sending kisses down my body.

Tingling sensations follow his fingertips as his touch controls me. I am his. His warm tongue tickles my lower stomach as his hot kisses smooth over my skin and stop at my panties. I can hear his heavy breathing, like he is taking in my scent. His head lowers as his hands wrap around the fragile lace of my thong. I tremble at his touch.

“Still feeling hot?” He speaks into the fabric, making me moan.

My hands grip his silky locks tightly and pull his head in closer.

“Uh, huh. I think I’m wearing too many clothes.”

I sink my teeth into my bottom lip and tighten my grip in anticipation. He pulls away slightly so his eyes can devour me like he plans on doing. The corners of his mouth upturn into a smirk as he slowly slips the thong down to the floor. He stares at me with a certain hunger, and suddenly I feel exposed. What if he doesn’t like what he sees? I arch my foot as the delicate lace moves past my ankles and step out of them. The red thong looks minuscule in his large, masculine hands. He places them gently on the floor beside him as if they would break if he handled them too harshly. Turning his attention back to me, his hands race up my thighs and land on my plump bottom, stirring shivers down my spine.

“You’re so beautiful,” Ryder states in a breathy and whispered tone, which ultimately turns my cheeks crimson again.

Suddenly, any insecurities I had about my body disappear, and I watch him intensely; lust rewrites his features as his eyes scan my body. My body aches for him. I lose my hands in his blue-black hair and pull him to my level, colliding my lips with his again in a hot and fiery blaze. His strong arms lift me in the embrace and carry me over to his bed, my ankles wrapped tightly around his waist. He lays me down gently with his lips still tethered to mine. His mouth consuming me. I feel his dangerous tongue tickle at my bottom lip as it pleads for entry. I give in. The taste buds on his tongue dance over mine, increasing in speed with the desire he feels. He pulls away, and our eyes meet, his obsidian irises sparkle as they feed into my own.

He smirks.

“You win, stalker.”

I roll my eyes at his playful remark, and he swoops a loose auburn lock from my forehead and tucks it behind my ear.

“What’s the prize?”

My thumb traces his lips, every crack and crevice, and I am drawn to kiss his face. Every part of it I bless with a peck; his nose, his sharp cheeks you could carve a knife on, his jaw line that is so perfect it could have been chiselled by the Gods themselves.

“If I told you, that would spoil the fun,” he breathes into me and takes my hands above my head, holding them prisoner whilst his other hand cradles my breasts. “Better if I show you.” His tongue twirls at my nipples, which insights a moan from my rosy lips. A wet stream follows his tongue down the length of my torso and stops on my lady parts. I feel his hot breath tickle my clitoris, stimulating every nerve in my body. “You’re so wet for me.” His moist tongue wets my glistening rosebud, sending jolts of electricity vibrating up and down my body. He just knows my sensitive spot, stroking it over and over again until my body shakes into his touch. His hand still massages my breasts while his tongue performs tricks on my clit, my back arches in pleasure, and he smirks at the way my body reacts to him. My fingers fumble at the sheets, but his grip holds me firm in place.

“You’re all mine.”

His husky voice makes me shiver again, and I jump as his tongue reclaims my clit, each tantalising stroke pulsing through my body. His fingers move from my breast and poke at my entry hole, each blackened vein racing faster than I have seen before. I gasp as he pushes his fingers inside me, thrusting back and forth against my tight walls whilst his salivating tongue continues to conjure miracles on my clitoris. My hips buckle, and my stomach flips as his fingers toy with my G-spot. I throw my head back with desire, which only makes his tongue quicken. My body unknowingly fights his as I come closer to climax, but he steadies my arms by holding them tighter.

“Tell me you’re mine!” he demands.

He sucks on my tender clitoris as his fingers switch up their flow and become more intense. His dark eyes stare up at me like he is waiting for me to confess my undying love to him.

“I-I’m yours,” I whisper between breaths, his tongue has me in a chokehold. My body shakes as I feel my orgasm building; a coil of tension unravelling within me. I let out a moan, surrendering to the sensations coursing through my body, inebriating me. He knows I am on the brink; my walls tighten around his fingers as he strokes harder. My whole body tenses as I give in to the pleasure.

“That’s it, cum for me.” He demands, and I give in to the electricity pulsing through me. “Show me how much you like it.” Throwing my head back once more, my vision blurs, and my legs tremble as I erupt like a volcano. I am transported into another dimension, his tongue lapping up my juices as my body shocks in release. I moan loudly, and he releases my hands and covers my mouth. Savouring the final licks of my clit before pulling away. He steadies his pace and kisses my vulva before placing his hands in my mouth, the taste of my juices tingle on my tongue.

“Did you like that?” He stands and takes off his shirt, exposing his washboard abs, and I nod at him in temptation. “Good, because there’s so much more I want to do to you.”

My legs tremble as I move to my knees, stretching my arms out to grab the elastic of his trousers to pull him closer to me. The metal zip glides down, exposing his pants; the only thing between me and more tantalising pleasure. Ryder helps in pulling his black cargos down. I see the outline of his manhood through the black shades of his pants, and my stomach flutters again. My eyes widen at its sheer size, and my fingers fumble at the elastic in an attempt to release the weapon hidden under his clothes. It stares back at me, released from its chains. The tip blushes at me as a strong desire to kiss it takes over me. I engulf his length in my mouth and dance my tongue around the tip. Ryder groans as the saliva accumulates in my mouth, slicking his length so that my tongue just rolls off. His manhood pulses in my mouth as his hands tug at my hair. Our roles have reversed. I have him now. And after the show he just put on for me, I am going to rock his world.

I involuntarily gag as I suck deeper down his length, feeling the end of his dick greet my tonsils. Making a swirling action with my tongue, I see his eyes roll back in his head and hear a husky groan escape his lips, which warms my body. I find rhythm in my pace and travel up and down his shaft using one hand to grip the base of his throbbing member and slide it up and down. His muscles tense in my palm, encouraging me to keep up this pace. His hands tighten around my curls as the glide of my hand increases along his saturated shaft. I feel him losing control, but I don’t stop. He must feel it too because he steadies my head and releases himself from me, leaving a shimmering strand of saliva dangling from my bottom lip, still connecting me to his manhood.

He pushes me down onto the bed with great ease and wipes my lip with his rough thumb, his body moving closer to mine. The satin sheets whisper against my skin, and moonlight spills across the bed from the cracks in his blinds, turning the fabric into a fluorescent silver. His thumb slides into my mouth, then his index finger, whilst my tongue begs for more of him. Each digit becomes laced with dripping saliva. He traces them down to my clitoris and toys with it again before nudging at my entrance, making me moan. I watch as the corner of his mouth rises into a smirk as he lines his manhood against the lips of my pussy. I squeeze my eyes shut to better prepare myself for the impact.

“Open your eyes, I want you looking at me while your tight pussy throbs on my cock.” He orders and I obey, our eyes interlocked. “Now be a good girl and take this dick.” My heart flutters momentarily, then he thrusts into me with full force. I gasp. His cock fights against the tightness of my walls as he pushes deeper inside me, so deep I feel it in my belly button. My body tenses, and I let out another moan at the shock of his girth. The release I feel is so profound that it brings tears to my eyes. My hands search for something to grab, to steady my heartbeat. He goes slowly. Every inch of my body calls out in lust for him. It’s a pleasure so intense that it borders on pain, a molten wave that washes over me, stealing my breath and leaving me trembling in its wake. I run my fingernails down his back, feeling every ridge and scar on his body, deepening my connection to him. Every one of my nerve endings sings a symphony of pure, undying sensation. He leans into my neck, and his hot breath violates my ear.

“You feel so good…”

He slides out before thrusting back inside, deeper than before. My back arches, and the tone of my moans increase. His thrusts quicken. The heavenly encounters with my G-spot are so fast, the pleasure feels constant, creating an unexplainable, yet truly mesmerising, sensation that takes my body hostage. It begs to be released, cascading brilliantly, so much so that I feel a prison break is imminent.

“Oh Gods,” I exclaim, trying to catch my breath.

I claw my nails at his skin and relax into his touch, putting myself deeper at his mercy. He must feel my floodgates on the brink of breaking because he massages my clitoris, sending fiery sparks up and down my body, helping the gates to eventually burst.

“Don’t call out to them, they can’t make you feel as good as I can.” The molten wave crashes, sending my whole body spiralling in immense pleasure; a feeling almost too good to describe and much better than I fantasised about in my head - completely and utterly life-altering. “My name should be the only thing coming out of that pretty little mouth of yours.”

“Oh, Ryder!” I shout as my muscles clench and my breath hitches and my heart skips what feels like multiple beats. It pounds so loudly, I can hear it thumping in my eardrums. His name feels so natural on my tongue, almost as if it were meant to be there.

“Good girl.” He groans and I feel his cock throb around my tight walls.

Another pulse of electricity surges through me, making the hairs on my arms and neck stand up. I shiver. The wave crashes and the floodgates break open, his fingers manipulate my rosebud, and my body vibrates in complete harmony. I can’t stop my eyes from rolling back or my eyelids from fluttering. My body is no longer my own. I am but a rag doll in his grip. His lips curve at the power he has over me, but I don’t mind. My orgasms bring him closer to the brink of release, and I know I am intoxicating him too. His shaft pulses as my juices lubricate the entirety of it. Pure bliss enfolds my mind as my body relaxes and the orgasmic wave passes.

Ryder kisses me passionately and proceeds to bless me with three more groundbreaking and earth-shattering orgasms before finishing himself.
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Chapter Thirty-Eight
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The hot water engulfs my body, soothing my aches as it ripples around the outline of my presence. Ryder sits opposite me in the tub, his body wet and steaming. The water envelops him, covering his frame in a sparkly and glistening film, defining his muscles like a sculpture. Our knees brush every so often, lax with the soapy water, reawakening my senses every time.

“Let me do your back.” Ryder’s voice is low and soothing.

I swivel myself around, so he has a perfect view of my spine. He uses a sponge soaked in a sweet shower gel, which he dampens in the bath water to rub circles along my back. His thought of cleaning me is sweet, but I don’t think I could ever truly be clean after what dirty acts we just performed.

He kisses my neck as he squeezes the sponge above my head, leaving water to trickle down my back and weigh my hair. The curls are soon invisible, and each strand looks as if it has grown inches as they sprawl out in the water like octopus tentacles. Pearlescent bubbles surround us like a frothy white landscape, and I satisfyingly sieve my hands through them. The water makes rippling noises as Ryder’s body moves closer to mine. His legs shuffle forward so they lay on either side of me, and his muscly arms engulf me. My finger lightly traces over each obsidian vein in his arm whilst my head rests on the hard wall of his chest.

“You played the long game, stalker.” His raspy voice tickles my ear, and I giggle quietly at his remark.

“You know I never could back down from a challenge.” I turn into his kiss, and our lips collide, still as fiery and passionate as earlier. My stomach flutters as he pulls away, his breath heating the crook of my neck. He wraps a strong arm around me, and we sit in comfortable tandem with each other, embracing the warmth of the water. Who knew a Moon could make me feel so…safe.

“If challenge had any sense, it would back down from you.” His humour instils a laugh from me as I turn to face him. He gazes at me with warmth in his eyes that I have not seen much of, a look of adoration. A small smile curves on his full lips, and he wraps his hands around the delicate side of my waist, pulling me in closer to him; my bottom sliding across the smooth surface of the bath.

“What?” I look at him, confused at this new Ryder I am seeing for the first time. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

He shakes his head slightly and gazes wistfully into my eyes.

“You should do that more often.” He points to me, and my brows remain furrowed in confusion.

“Do what?” I question.

“Laugh… You look so beautiful when you laugh.”

My cheeks blush red, creating a contrast against the brown of my freckles, and I drop my vision to the vanilla clouds the bubbles have created. Why does he always make me feel like this?

“I could say the same about you.”

He brushes off my comment, just raising a single eyebrow. I feel his eyes still on me like a hawk, and my mind searches for reasons to take the spotlight off of my own. I settle with the first thing that springs to mind and scoop up a handful of foamy bubbles and blow them his way. He looks shocked as the white ball of foam hurls towards him, taking refuge on the tip of his nose. I laugh harder at the sight of him. A quiet symphony of pops and crackles fill the air as the bubbles dance between the movements of our bodies.

“Hey!” he retorts before grabbing a handful of his own and moving in on me.

I beg him playfully with my hands to take it easy on me, but he smirks and lobs the large cloud my way. The foam flies at me and disperses midair, attacking me with a deadly sweet scent from all sides. It sticks to my hair and creates a structure like a white afro.

Ryder laughs genuinely, which makes me chuckle. I don’t think I have ever heard him laugh before. He’s always so serious. I peel the foam off my head and aim for him again, but he just ignores my attempt and crashes his juicy lips onto mine, taking my hands into his own. I kiss him back. The quiet fizz of the bubbles trickles tranquillity into the room. He nibbles at my bottom lip, so lightly it tickles, instigating another giggle from me and a smile to spread across his face. That smile. It’s a rarity. It’s hard to believe I have witnessed such vulnerability from the cold, stone-hearted boy. Don’t get me wrong, he is still a full-blown fortress, but I am starting to see the drawbridge lower. I think back to the first time I met him and the events that led me here, to this very moment with him.

“I can’t believe I’m here…with you.” I play with the airy bed of snow around us, averting my gaze from his.

“Got somewhere else to be?” He raises an eyebrow, and a smirk forms on his face as he pretends not to understand the point I am making.

“I’m serious.” I throw bubbles his way, but they fade before they can make contact. “A few hours ago, I imagined myself all but a burden to you, and now, well…” I motion to his emperor-like body and comically whistle at his powerful physique.

“You were never a burden to me…” His tone is serious, and his dark eyes pierce through me. Even though his stare is menacing, his words heal an insecurity within me I didn’t know was hiding. “And you will never be a burden to me.” Ryder’s face grows softer, but his words are still deep and serious. I know he means it. “Do you understand?” he asks, and I nod my head in response, still averting my gaze from his.

He cups my face and claims my eyes, so they meet with his.

“I knew there was something there the first moment I saw you… a connection I have never felt with anyone.” His eyes bleed into mine as his gentle words escape his lips, as soft as the blanket of bubbles that surround us. “Like an elastic band, the harder I try to pull away, the faster I collide with you.”

He takes my hand into his own and kisses its soft skin. “And I’m done pulling away.”

***

My charcoal grey towel falls to the wooden floor as I step into my red panties. Ryder is still in the bathroom shaving; he wants to look smart when he leads the search party in less than an hour. I know a lot of students look up to him, so it makes sense for Ryder to want to present them with the smartest and strongest version of himself. My eyes roam the room. I can’t seem to find the location of my red sports bra anywhere. I search his room, starting with the bed first, lifting his satin sheets in the air to see if a red bra-like object flings from their depths, but nothing appears. Crouching to my knees, I squint my eyes beneath his bed in search of them, but the darkness is too overwhelming to see anything. I stretch my arm out and conjure an orb of light to guide my eyes in the depths of the shadows. Nope, not here either. My attention turns to the opposite side of the room, specifically to his desk and the dark oak chair that hugs its frame. I twist the chair back, spinning it around, and lo and behold, my bra lies strung out across its arm.

“There you are,” I whisper to myself before picking it up and pulling it down over my head so that it sits nicely under my breasts.

Moonlight feeds into the room from the cracks in his blinds, enticing me into the moon’s glow. My index finger gently pulls at a ridge of the blind so my eyes can feast more efficiently on its beauty. An involuntary smile curves my lips at the view. It hangs like a silver coin in the inky sky, its light a ghostly whisper across Palidonia. I hear footsteps approach me, and Ryder wraps his arms around me; the warmth of his body soothes me.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” I say to him whilst not taking my eyes from its glow.

“I know something far more beautiful.” Ryder squeezes me, and I blush… Again. My cheeks ought to stay this colour with him around.

He kisses my cheek then breaks away and walks over to his desk, spraying a few squirts of his usual aftershave, the scent that makes him, him. The same smell I crave when he is not in my presence. My eyes roll slightly at his familiar smell, but refocus when he walks back in and picks up a stack of papers, holding them close to his chest.

“What are those?” I ask, stepping the distance between us as curiosity takes over me.

“Missing person printouts.” His eyes move off into another place, and I can see the sullen expression on his face. “It seems like every week we’re adding a new photo.”

I give him a comforting smile.

“Can I have a look?”

He shrugs, and I take the pile, flicking through the pages and studying each one. A pit in my stomach forms as realisation hits me, I knew about the missing Moons before, but somehow it feels more real when you see their faces. I stop on a page and study it further. In large letters it reads out:

‘HAVE YOU SEEN ME?’

With a photo of a boy around Ryder’s age. He has jet-black hair, almost as black as Ryder’s but not quite, and kind eyes. His eyebrows are bushy and seem to take up a lot of his face, and three sharp slits run through his left one. Below the photo, the name ‘Tommy’ is spelt out in print a little smaller than the rest.

“This is your friend.” I look to Ryder.

“Yes,” he abruptly states as his body language changes, and he folds his arms as if reinstating his invisible armour, hiding his emotions from me again.

My hand attempts to comfort him by gently rubbing his shoulder, but he backs away from my touch and proceeds to walk into the bathroom out of my sight.

I wish I could say that this coldness is unfamiliar to me, but that would be a lie. I brush it off, nevertheless. His friend is missing, and that must hurt.

I peel the page of Tommy away and look through images of more missing Moons. There are so many. How has this gone unnoticed for so long? An uneasy feeling rests in my stomach as I stare into the eyes of Maddox. He looks like a regular Moon, so I don’t know why I have such strong feelings about him. I furrow my brows, inspecting his photograph further, and the pit in my stomach rises when I realise where I know him from.

“Ryder!” I call out loud enough for my voice to penetrate the bathroom door.

“What is it?” He sighs, still visually angry at the world, and walks out into the room.

“When did Maddox go missing?” Worry lines appear on my forehead as desperation takes hold in my voice.

“What? Why do you want to know that?” he asks, noticing the uneasy tone of my voice, and rushes to my side.

“Maddox Webb. When did he go missing?” I rearrange my words and ask him again, pointing to the poor boy’s face on the washed-out piece of paper.

“A few days ago… He was the most recent one.”

My eyes grow wide as his timely disappearance confirms my theory. I stand speechless, unable to find the words to explain myself.

“Why do you want to know, Asha?” he asks again, his eyes burning holes through my head.

“Did he always wear that ring?” I mutter, knowing the answer before he even has to answer. Maddox is holding a silver chalice in his photo; it was probably taken at a Moon party. On one of his fingers that holds the stem of the cup, a silver and blue hexagonal ring stares back at me. The same ring I saw when I was out on Craize the other day. And on his fingers, a silver polish is painted on each nail.

“I don’t know. I didn’t know him that well.” Ryder shrugs his shoulders and drops down to my level, his hands holding my forearms. “Why?”

“I’ve seen that ring before,” I mutter out, still in shock. “When I was out on Craize the other day. There was this guy with Miss Worthington. He was moving a box. Like a really big box. So big, it had to be wheeled on a trolley. Anyway, the man dropped it, and the lid fell off… I couldn’t see much, but I noticed a ring. That ring…and that hand… the nail polish…” I point to the photographs again, and now it is Ryder’s eyes that are wide.

“You don’t think he was in that box, do you?”

Something in me wants him to tell me that it wasn’t him, that my mind was playing tricks on me, and I didn’t see what I saw, but I know that isn’t the case, and nothing can convince me otherwise.

Maddox was in that box.

“Where did you see him?” He cups my face and looks deep into my eyes as if what I have to say is as important as a dying breath.

“Near the peak of a mountain, just off Moon Castle.”

Before I can finish my sentence, Ryder is moving, grabbing certain necessities off the side and placing them into a black satchel, which he pulls down over his head and wraps around his waist.

“What are you doing?” I ask, slightly annoyed at his lack of communication.

“What do you think?” he snaps and walks over to his wardrobe, pulling out a black leather jacket with red details. “I’m going to find that mountain.” His harsh tone doesn’t waver, even when I tread the distance between us and stare into his eyes.

“You don’t even know where you’re going?”

He ignores my logic, so I grab my leggings off the wooden chair and aim to put them on as quickly as humanly possible, which causes me to stumble and Ryder’s head to snap my way.

“You’re not coming with me.” His jaw flexes as he glares at me.

“You can’t go alone, it’s too dangerous,” I plead with him as he slips the leather jacket over his large, muscly arms, the fabric stretching around his form. “You can’t stop me.”

He frowns at me and stops abruptly in his tracks.

“Asha, don’t test my patience. Not with this.” If his stare didn’t kill me, his tone might.

“I’m coming,” I state, feeling oddly superior in this moment. He brushes off my glare and carries on doing what he is doing. He grabs his heavy black boots that were neatly lined up by his door and slips them on before marching over to me, his boots thumping against his wooden floor, which creaks under his weight.

“Don’t make me tell you again.”

He points between my brow, and an involuntary lump settles in my throat. It seems his mind is already made up. He kisses his teeth and attempts to walk towards his bedroom door, but I run in front of it and stand in his way. Not one of my brightest moves, but the only thing I can think to do in this moment.

“Move, Asha.” The obsidian in his eyes wounds me again, and my heart jumps at his death stare.

Stand your ground, Asha! Placing my hand on his chest, I let out a shaky breath to calm my nerves.

“No.” I keep my chin up and my eyes locked onto his to show him that I am not going to back down. His heart pounds at my fingertips as the creases on his forehead deepen.

“I’m not asking!” He blows, but I stand firmly with my back pressed against the cold and rigid oak.

“Neither am I.”

He stretches out his arm and rests it on the oak beside my head. Images from the first night in the woods flash back to me. I feel his chest deflate as a sigh of pent-up anger releases from his lips and heats my face. The thumping in my fingers slows as Ryder’s fury declines.

He shuts his eyes and whispers, “I can’t just sit around knowing what I now know.”

“And I can’t let you leave knowing what I do.” My words ache for him to understand and claw at my chest as if keeping them in would destroy me. “You’re unprepared and alone… If you leave now and something happens to you… I-I would never forgive myself.”

Tears threaten to fall from my eyes, but I blink them back and stare at him in a blurry haze. “I just can’t bear the thought of losing you.”

His hand moves from beside my head, and he uses his palm to touch my face, gently rubbing my cheek to soothe me. I think he has finally received my message. He leans in and pecks my trembling lips.

He pulls away. “Okay… I won’t go.”

I peel his satchel off his body and drop it on the floor beside us.

“Got any better ideas?” he asks as his eyes move from the bag on the floor to me.

“Yes, actually I do.” My eyes sparkle up at his, and a hopeful glint encompasses his dark features. “But we’ll have to wait until sunrise.”
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Chapter Thirty-Nine
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Ryder’s rough hands fiddle at the back of my head, unravelling the tight knot that secures his blindfold to my head. He is surprisingly gentle in untying it and manages not to pull a single strand of auburn hair on my head. A faint dripping taps in the back of my mind, and the overwhelming smell of stale water overpowers my nostrils as my lack of vision encourages my other senses to investigate my current location. He finally loosens the material, and my vision blurs as my eyes adjust to the new and unknown scenery of the secretive place he has led me to.

Strong formations hang like frozen tears from the ceiling, and water slowly rolls down each one before dripping on the stone floor, leaving tiny puddles on the ground. They sparkle as moonlight pierces through the entrance of the cave, which is wide and half-mooned like the open mouth of a beast. The ground is uneven and rocky. It looks as though it is made from a dark orange stone and is suffocated in a thick layer of dust. Footsteps mark the floor in sandy images that resemble the bottom of Ryder’s boots. My eyes follow the trails that proceed further into the distance and then back out again. The imprints are all the same, leading me to believe that he is the only one who knows about this place.

“You know you can trust me. I don’t know why I need this blindfold on my face.” I gesture to the flimsy material in his strong grip.

“It’s not you I worry about,” he says as he stuffs the black handkerchief into his pocket. “We are in Moon territory, Asha. Every precaution must be taken. You never know when a Deceiver could be lurking around. Secrets are like drugs to them; they crave them.” He pauses. “Not that I would ever let them lay a finger on you.”

His knuckles whiten as he clenches them shut, I’m no stranger to the damage he can cause when he is angry, especially when it comes to me. Images of Alex’s beaten face form in my head, and I squint my eyes at the thought and shake the vision from my mind.

“I know how to block them out, but you don’t, it is a lesson I am yet to teach you.”

I nod my head at him, trying to focus on the words he is saying. It makes sense. The haunting stories of Deceivers are definitely not for the faint-hearted.

I notice some etchings on the dampened cave wall that pique my interest. The dusty floor crumbles under my trainers as I wander over to them. My fingers trace over the indents, feeling every ridge of the ancient carvings. All of them tell a story.

“Do you know who did these?” I ask Ryder without taking my eyes off them.

“Your guess is as good as mine, they have been here for centuries.”

He stands beside me, our shoulders faintly brushing together, making our tiny hairs stand to greet each other.

“Look at this one.” He points his hand up higher than his head, gesturing to an image above me I had not noticed.

Hundreds of miniature stars are engraved on the ceiling, and a diagram of someone who resembles Oriah is seen floating amongst them. She is wearing an ethereal dress and holds a glowing orb in each hand, one significantly darker than the other, with two sky serpents bowing behind her, guarding her.

“I didn’t know what it meant before I met you. I thought it was just a figment of someone’s imagination, but it’s not. I think that’s Oriah and see those there.” He points to the crowd of people below her. “I think those are your people.”

“Wow,” I gasp in awe. This must have been drawn when my people were alive and roamed free. My eyes gaze across to another image, further craving information about the lost race. Sky serpents glide through the sky, and a sun and moon stand tall on opposite sides of the landscape, watching over the land. This is truly amazing. One of the last real pieces of evidence that isn’t fabricated.

“How did you find this place?”

“I don’t know really, I can’t explain it.”

He runs his rough fingers over the drawings, taking in every detail before turning to look at me. “It was almost as if it called out to me.”

I tilt my head at him in awe of his reasoning. I don’t doubt that it did, I just can’t wrap my head around why. I feel a certain kind of magic to this place, but I can’t quite figure out what is conjuring it. Maybe these are the remnants of my people, who once stood right where I am standing. Or maybe it is the way the light hits the rock pools, creating diamond-like shimmers in the midst of the darkness.

“Are you ready to see the rest?” He smiles widely at me, and I peel my eyes from the images in front of me.

“There’s more?” I ask, anticipating his response.

“You didn’t think I would blindfold you just so you could look at some ancient carvings on a wall, did you?” He laughs faintly, and I smile, shrugging my shoulders. Clearly, there is something else in store for me.

“Come on.”

My stomach flutters with anticipation as he beckons me with his hand to follow him, treading deeper into the cave’s darkness. The walls start shrinking beside us, forming a narrow tunnel. We have just walked past the point where the last shred of light can be seen, and now we are walking in complete darkness. The only way I know Ryder is in front of me is by the heavy sounds of his black boots against the stone floor. I become uneasy in the unknown and manifest an orb on my left hand, which sends a flickering gold glow around the tunnel.

“Not scared of the dark, are you, stalker?” He laughs, and I shudder at the nickname I had hoped we were past.

“Unlike you, I wasn’t brought up in the shadows,” I jab at him, making another laugh escape his lips.

“Fair enough,” he mutters with a chuckle as I guide my orb around, painting the tunnel as we tread through it.

A few minutes pass, and I see a small, dimly lit archway glowing a pale blue ahead of us. That must be the way out of the tunnel. Ryder’s footsteps increase as I work at keeping his pace, anxious at the rocks scattered obnoxiously along the walkway.

“Almost there.” Ryder looks back at me, and I flash him a quick smile.

We reach the opening at the end of the tunnel, and moonlight burns my eyes as they readjust to its illuminating rays, my feet still walking blindly into its presence.

“Careful,” Ryder snaps, making me gasp as he holds a steel arm across my chest, halting me from taking another step. I look down astonished, and pins and needles travel up my body. I am glad he stopped me when he did because not an inch away from my dust-covered trainers is a terrifying drop of at least fifty feet.

“What is this place?” The question is quiet and breathy from pure shock as I hesitantly peer over the edge. I find myself gawping at the vision below.

“I call it Kamaria,” he exclaims with his arms, welcoming the space, then stops to stare at my star-struck face.

A miniature forest exists at the bottom of this sudden drop, surrounded by high walls mirroring the material of the cave, thinning as they rise closer to the top. An almost perfect circle bleeds moonlight into the atmosphere, which oozes over the isolated area. A waterfall runs with the clearest blue water out of a gap in the mountain wall opposite us, falling to create a stream that sparkles in the moon’s glare as it winds through the space and reflects the landscape.

Mist fills the air where the water meets the stream, and fireflies dot the sky with a fiery yellow glow, blinking effervescently and giving light to the darkness.

Kamaria was said to be a sanctuary made by the Gods thousands of years ago. An isolated place, both immortal and immune to the destruction of humans.

“Kamaria…after the ancient stories?” I ask, causing him to cock a brow in my direction.

“You have heard the stories too.” He looks at me with adoration, fascinated at the copious amount of knowledge stored inside my head.

“Yes, but I didn’t think it existed.”

I furrow my eyebrows as I look at him for answers.

“It doesn’t — well, not here anyway.” He shrugs his shoulders. “I just thought the name was fitting,” he adds, and I smile at him.

“I think it’s a volcano, inactive of course, because if you place your hand on the floor, you can still feel its warmth.”

He takes my hand, crouching down and rests it on the stone by our feet. He’s right. Heat radiates off my palm and absorbs into me. The feeling of his hand against mine sends shivers down my body, and our eyes lock momentarily as I raise mine to look at him. The rest of the world quiets as his gaze hypnotises me, and I feel the pulse in his palm as it beats into my hand, drawing me closer to him. A flutter in my stomach warms my body. Before I discovered how he truly felt about me, I would have averted my gaze to avoid an intimate moment, but after our bodies fused in sweet desire, I can’t help but blush, my eyes smiling his way as he smiles back. He takes to his feet, and I copy him and wipe the dust off my hands against my leggings.

“How do we get down there?” I ask, filling the silence.

“Do you trust me?” He throws a smile my way, and I slowly nod my head, slightly afraid he had to ask that question.

“I suppose,” I drag out my words, adding to my hesitance, but reassuring him that I do, in fact, trust him.

He places his fingers between his lips and whistles loudly out into the void. The whistle echoes as it bounces off the walls and travels through the atmosphere. He stares into the forest below, waiting for someone or something to peek its head out above the trees and answer his call. I have seen this before with Mr Knight in the taming quadrant, but I find it hard to believe that Ryder is calling on an elion. For starters, this habitat is way too confined for them, they like big open spaces. Also, there are only ten recorded elions this side of Palidonia, and they all reside in the taming quadrant.

I glance at him quickly out of the corner of my eye, not wanting to peel them away from the scenery below for too long. Ryder’s eyes remain locked onto the roots of a far tree that disappear into the grass and protrude out every few metres before curving back under into the soil. The twisted roots seem to spread for miles around the secluded terrain and are often hidden by plants and shrubbery. I squint my eyes to adjust to the darkness as silence becomes us.

“What are we looking at?” I whisper, not wanting to disturb the silence too much.

“You don’t see it?” He raises an eyebrow at me, and I shake my head slowly, trying to dismiss the possible thought of Ryder going mad.

“There.” He points to a grove of trees, their green leaves and branches entangled in one another, and I watch as they briefly shake, almost as if something is moving through them. The rustles send whispered secrets into the wind, but I still don’t see anything. “It’s okay, you can trust her,” he reassures the empty void beneath us, and my heart beats in an unfamiliar symphony as the unknown holds my nerves hostage.

He senses my worry and proceeds to rub soothing circles on my back; the warmth of his body eases me.

My lips part as a being shifts before me, morphing from transparent into a solid figure as if enchanted by a powerful sorcerer. Its large scales shimmer with an otherworldly sheen, a deep amethyst that fades into twilight and twinkles in the glimmer of the moon. Movements ripple like coils of violet silk across the forest floor as it slithers towards us. A duo of citrine diamonds target me from afar, blinking every so often as the creature holds my gaze. It pauses. Two great wings uncloak themselves from behind their lavender spine and extend themselves out across the land, fanning out to gain posture. They resemble leathery sails and are covered in a patchwork of bruised purples that hang bat-like. All I can think about is the immense power they must carry to lift such a mighty beast.

“Is that really what I think it is?” I whisper, my eyes entranced by the creature who leaps into the air with great ease.

A cool breeze blesses my bare skin with every flap of its lengthy wings. The slight chuckle of Ryder next to me breaks my eyes away from their disbelief. He is standing proudly with his arms crossed in front of him, looking over at the creature with a mixture of awe and dignity.

“This is Versivius…He may be the only sky serpent left in Palidonia.” His words affirm my thoughts, but I am still shocked at the beast in front of me.

“I thought they were extinct in this part of the world?” I state, still lost in the reptilian masterpiece I never thought I would see.

“So did I until I discovered him, that’s why this place must remain a secret,” he replies as Versivius hovers gracefully level with us. His snakelike diamond face is sleek and covered in a lilac mosaic of scales. Two great fangs hang like ivory tusks framing his jaw, poised and ready to deliver a vial of deadly venom if needed. The same venom that courses through Ryder’s veins. His forked tongue elongates fast and snaps back into his jaws like a rubber band, hissing quietly like steam escaping from a kettle.

“He is amazing,” I whisper just loud enough for Ryder to hear. My palm grows hot as Versivius breathes hot steam into it. He looks at me curiously, snaking his head slowly around me as if checking my identity.

‘You bring to me the Star Child.’

A low and raspy voice echoes through the cerebrum of my mind, making me jump back a little.

“You know who I am?” I question the enchanting creature before me.

‘I can recognise the smell of Star blood anywhere,’ he responds as his wings flap gently and my hair whistles through the cool gusts.

His eyes flicker towards Ryder, who stands with his head held high. ‘What is it I can do for you?’

“It’s about the missing Moons.” Ryder stares tentatively into his yellow eyes, and they soften at his gaze. He must have told Versivius all about them because he does not look surprised at the information.

‘Go on.’ His hisses fade into a faint hum as Ryder strokes the space between his olive-shaped nostrils.

“We are planning a stakeout at a suspected location, and the camouflage you provide would give us a great advantage,” he calls out to him and waits eagerly for his reply. Versivius flaps his wings harder and flies to a high tree stump, where he settles down and rests his wings.

‘Here I take refuge, I am hidden for a reason, Ryder.’

An icy chill runs down my spine as his tone becomes harsher, the amber in his irises darken as his eyes narrow. Ryder’s stance does not change.

“I know…and I would not be asking for your help if it weren’t important.” Ryder’s voice is sure and strong, but a hint of softness gentles the outline of his words. I can tell he and Versivius have a history. They are connected.

‘I am hunted.’ Versivius drops his head low, and his words tremble. ‘My kind have been slaughtered, my family taken from me, and so my fate is sealed.’

I feel the pain in his voice, the sorrow on his scales that make up a sombre mosaic, the marks and scars on his pale underside a permanent reminder of his past. But it is hard to see even a hint of vulnerability in such a strong creature. How is such a fortified weapon even bruised by the mundane? Serpents are twice the size of elions, and they are fully loaded with bullets of deadly venom.

“I know what it’s like…to wonder every day if your fate is going to be the same as the rest of your kind,” I interrupt, a shred of truth peeking through the blur of my mind. “I have felt unworthy of my power…my shoulders are heavy with the weight of the destiny Oriah has forged for me, but it is a destiny I cannot outrun.”

My eyes roam the width of his angular snout before locking onto his amber eyes.

“The Moons are being plucked out one by one just as our kind were, and we have the power to change that.”

I break eye contact for a second to look at Ryder, who places his hand on the small of my back again. Versivius snakes his head towards us and waits a moment before answering, his tongue stretched out an inch away from my face.

‘You speak like a Queen,’ he hisses, and his tongue snaps back between his jaws. I cringe at the title, another weight too heavy for my already trembling shoulders. ‘I can see why you like her.’ He directs to Ryder, who folds his arms and nods like a soldier.

I clear my throat to turn his attention back to me. “So, what do you think?”

‘I think I have been in hiding for long enough…’

The yellow in his eyes sparkle as the moon’s gleam touches them. ‘…And it would be rude, if not traitorous, to decline orders from a Queen.’

His words slither against the walls of my mind, and I know he would laugh if he had such humour in him.

“I’m not-”

Ryder nudges me, halting the rest of the words from forming out of my mouth.

“We leave at sunrise,” Ryder orders. Versivius nods his head in response and exchanges a look of alliance between us both before swooping down from the tall stump and offering us his head to walk upon.

‘You may stay here until it is time to leave.’

His sentence slides as we make the small leap from the dusty ground onto his scaled armour. Ryder jumps first, effortlessly landing on the flat of Versivus’ head. He leans over and reaches his hand out to me, although it is a short leap, it is an awfully long way down to the bottom of this cave. I accept Ryder’s aid and jump, knowing his grip will not fail me. My feet don’t sink into the flesh of the sky serpent’s skin; instead, they clank as if I’m walking on a series of metal drains, ones that encompass pure muscle. If I were blindfolded, I would not think I was aboard a serpent. The terrain is so solid I would think I were scaling a small mountain if it weren’t for the ever-so-slight expanding and deflating of his lungs.

Ryder still grips my hand in his, he marches forward like a man on a mission, and I trail slightly behind, trying to keep up with his pace. We hike the scales along the back of his neck until we reach a large dip between his shoulder blades. Metre-long spikes protrude along the length of his spine. Ryder wades past the first spike and wedges himself between the second and third spikes. He gives me a reassuring nod, and I copy him, adjusting to the uneven surface as I position myself between the first and second spikes. The spikes are spaced perfectly, just wide enough to hold a rider comfortably; its scales dip between each spike like a throne of armour. I nestle myself into it and relax my back into the spike behind me.

Versivius swoops down, and I sink into my seat further. He takes the long way round, swirling around the cave like water circling a drain. I shut my eyes and grip onto the spike in front of me, as the motion dizzies my head, threatening the little food in my stomach to make an appearance. The ground quakes when he lands as his six legs force contact with the ground below, and I open my eyes knowing the descent is over. My stomach settles as Ryder grips my forearm to pull me up.

“That was quite the descent,” I say to Versivius, holding my head to comfort the dull ache, and Ryder laughs whilst Versivius huffs out a thick steam from his nose.

“You’ll get used to it,” Ryder comments and leads me down from Versivius back, sliding the way down his outstretched wing and onto the forest floor.

I take leisure on a fallen tree trunk, resting my legs from an eventful twenty-four hours, whilst Versivius disappears into a burrow in the ground beside us. Ryder searches the floor for dry twigs and bark to use as kindling for a fire. It is not too cold due to the lava lying dormant hundreds of metres beneath our feet, but I can see myself catching a chill if not careful. He lays them out carefully, creating a teepee-like structure, then flashes me a look to get me to light them with my Gifts.

The fire crackles as I rest my head on Ryder’s shoulder, shutting my eyes momentarily as the need to sleep fights me.

“So she does sleep!” He laughs, startling me to pry my eyes open.

“Of course, I sleep, I’m not a complete weirdo.” I nudge my shoulder into him and laugh at his humour.

“Well…” He shrugs, and I gasp at his insinuation of me being weird and send a playful hit his way, but it lacks force due to my fatigue. He rubs the afflicted area and feigns being hurt. “I forgot how feisty you were,” he adds, and I laugh as I nestle my head back into the warmth of his body.

“Shut up.” My words a whisper as I sink deeper into the comforting movements of his chest.

“It’s okay, you should sleep. We have a very busy day tomorrow.” He pats the thighs of his legs and gestures for me to lay my head there, and I plunge into his lap.

Ryder’s fingers gently explore the contours of my head, parting the strands of my hair like a soft breeze through long grass and massaging my scalp. The smoke from the fire weighs my eyelids as I fall into a deep slumber, giving in to the calm of his touch.
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Chapter Forty
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Turmoil surges in my stomach as a dark figure passes through me. A picture of sheer shock is painted on my face as I look down to see my once solid hands transparent. I am looking at my feet through my fingertips; my feet are settled on a white marble floor. What is this place? My stomach swirls again as another figure penetrates through me, twisting my stomach momentarily, making me wince. I jump back against the wall behind me; the strong smell of disinfectant ignites my senses as my eyes take in my surroundings.

The walls are white to match the floor, and several bright white lights conquer any darkness that might try to take over the room. It has a sterile feel to it, clinical, like a hospital. Figures wander in and out of the room with long white coats drowning their frames; they walk with purpose, some holding notepads, taking notes as they walk. I startle at the loud mechanical whir of a door clanking open and snap my head in its direction. The metal doors give way to more figures marching through like soldiers, this time wearing yellow hazmat suits and armed with knives and other weapons. They march in synchrony, their steps thumping in rhythm like the beat of a drum.

My feet urge me to investigate, but my head hesitates, the theoretical hole in my stomach assures me that the figures cannot see me, and I am ninety percent sure I am just dreaming, so I swallow down the fear and confront them closer. I count around fifty hazmats striding side by side through the iron doors, the breeze from the outside air breathes into the room as they file through, and I can see the landscape behind them, like a postcard. A backdrop of a snowy mountain, the same snowy mountain I saw that day on Craize’s back. Which means I am in the very place I told Ryder about, the place I saw Maddox Webb boxed up and delivered to.

A lump in my throat fights the back of my tongue as a trembling fear takes over me. I take an overwhelming step out without thinking, ten more figures infiltrate my innards as they violate me. I curl over, cringing at the uncomfortable feeling, and stick myself to the wall. My eyes follow them as they invade the hall and cram into an elevator, the elevator is too small to hold them all, so some wait outside as the doors clang shut. The beating of the drum quietens as their boots still in the metal cage. They are going down to sub level six.

The elevator drops them off and begins its journey back up. I need to think fast. My feet take me as quickly as they can to the end of the corridor. I congregate with them, a ghost in the midst of warm bodies, my translucent frame intertwines with theirs, the occasional arm or hip eats through my waist, making me want to throw up, but I swallow my unease and enter the elevator with them. The doors shut harshly, and the descent is fast. The hazmats do not speak; they fidget restlessly and grip tighter onto their weapons. I feel their unease; whatever requires this amount of weaponry must be dangerous.

The steel doors slide open, and ironclad men file out two by two like ants leaving their nest. Footsteps echo down a dark hall that lights up when it senses movement, each one lighting up one after the other like dominoes. Their footsteps are different this time, rushed, drumming to a faster tempo. I pick up the pace and follow them, an abstract in their tangible army. Their movements are simultaneous, halting all at once and then veering past a sharp corner once given a signal. I mimic their movements, delayed slightly behind like an echo. Around the corner is another long corridor with ten doors plastered opposite each other on either side of the walls. The army waits for the signal before filing through the third door, their knives entering before them; some stand guard outside.

The sound of rabid screaming and distorted voices stuns me to stop in my tracks, and a cold shiver pinches at my spine, three hazmats fly with force out of the door and smash into the hard wall beside me, thumping onto the floor unconscious and unmoving. Nightmarish screams and growls claw at the walls in the room, and two more fly out, the fast momentum of their large bodies being flung across the hall like rag dolls, makes me wonder what kind of creature possesses such strength.

My feet tiptoe towards the sounds, not knowing if they want to disturb the unknown. I take a step forward and freeze again as the door behind me begins to bang violently. I shake as each bang quake through me, causing my heart to pound hard and fast against my rib cage. A cascade of bangs and screams and snarls claw at each door as the commotion has awakened whatever lay dormant inside each room. My feet betray me and wade past my fear, over the bodies sprawled on the floor, and into the room. My breathing becomes heavier as I walk through the doorway; my words are stifled with unease, and my heart is beating so fast it feels like a cold hand ripped straight through my chest to play with it. I tilt my head, trying to comprehend the creature in front of me.

A humanoid figure skulks across the room, its elongated, spindly limbs move with a jerky and unnatural grace, bending at joints that shouldn’t exist. It moves with unsettling speed, blurring as it darts from place to place like a puppet controlled by a frantic, unseen hand capable of movements that defy both physics and anatomy. A mockery of humanity, a bundle of flesh and bones with skin that lacks a natural, healthy pink glow, instead, it is mottled with prominent red veins spidering up the length of its gangly features. It looks through me, the whites of its eyes a sullen black, wide and unblinking, glowing with a predatory hunger. It smiles, revealing rows of needle-sharp teeth that seem too large for its mouth as it moves again in a blur of distorted limbs and snapping joints. One moment it is lurking in the shadows, and the next it is upon a hazmat, limbs flailing with impossible force, its mouth opens wide and tears into the flesh and bone with ease, the blood-curdling screams are back. I shake in my spot, watching hopelessly as the being rips through the army. A few hazmats outside the door retreat and slam the door shut behind them. The creature slows and treads distortedly around the perimeter of the room, banging at the walls and door again. It stops and sniffs the air, as if it has sensed prey nearby. I hold my breath, imprisoned with this beast. Its head snaps in my direction, and its jaws widen again, remnants of flesh and hazmat clinging to its sharp teeth. I feel vulnerable as its eyes stare into mine, void of human life. It charges with speed towards me, and I stand, feet glued to the floor in fear. My heart thumps heavily in my throat, and the beast continues hurling its way at me. The sound of hissing fills the room and quickly renders the creature unconscious as a green gas disperses into the room. It lay curled on the floor, a weapon dismantled.

I let out a shaky exhale, thankful for the cloud of green gas that fills the room. Air vents appear from inside the walls and suck out what’s left of the pungent gas. I rub my eyes to understand the sight before me, the sunken-eyed and red-veined animal that had just tried to hunt me, a predator I had no knowledge of before. I gasp as its skin ripples and the sound of its limbs crunch and shorten dramatically. In the blink of an eye, the creature has transformed, its teeth now blunt and square. A frail body lies on the floor in the foetal position. I wipe my eyes in shock… it’s human?

A moment passes, and the clicking of a latch enables the door to swing open. Miss Worthington and the mystery man from the dining hall that night at Sun Sovereign stand with a smaller army of people behind them. The taps of her heels stop at the unconscious body in front of me.

“Number fifty-six failed the transition.”

She crouches beside him and inspects further by using the end of a pen to prod at his face, then writes something down on her notepad. She fumbles in her pocket and pulls out a smooth, transparent pebble, which she holds close to the creature’s skin. It glows blue briefly before ebbing out, which makes her look frustrated.

“The dosage is wrong, try again,” she orders and shares a look with the man in the long black coat.

“The creature is impressive, but too unpredictable.”

His lips loosen into a smirk. “At least these aren’t dying like the others. We are getting closer.”

Miss Worthington nods her head and signals to the army, who rush to the side of the body and drag him out of the room. I see him as they take him, a far cry from the distorted beast I saw minutes earlier. The face of a boy I have only seen in a two-dimensional image…a missing Moon.
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Chapter Forty-One
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I wake up with Ryder shaking me violently.

“Thank the Gods!” He breathes a sigh of relief.

I sit up, still shocked by what I have just seen, and struggle to catch my breath.

“You wouldn’t wake up,” he says, looking as disturbed as I’m feeling.

I slow my breathing as he leans over me with the flames from the small fire behind him, giving him an orange glow.

“I went there.” These are the only words I can stomach.

“Went where?” Ryder stares at me with a mixture of worry and confusion.

“The mountain.” That’s all I have to mutter for him to know exactly what I saw.

We climb onto Versivius’ back and trail down his long spine, wedging ourselves between the spikes and saddling him. We are held by invisible tethers to keep us from falling to our demise. I told Ryder everything that I saw in the mountain… the armed guards, the bolted rooms and how the terrifying creatures chained within them turned out to be the one thing we were searching for. We are still sticking to our original plan and staking it out so Ryder can see it for himself.

I give Versivius the rough coordinates of the facility, and he leaps into the air, spiralling gracefully around the volcano and out of its open mouth. My mind whirls again at his speed, but soon stabilises when his long and windy vessel slithers out of the exit and into the open air. Versivius’ skin changes from opaque to transparent in a matter of seconds, and I watch as my hands start to do the same, absorbing his camouflage shield and taking it on as my own. It’s not completely invisible, but the way it mimics the surroundings perfectly, it might as well be. Thank the Gods I can still see the rough outline and shape of my extremities because otherwise I would have convinced myself I was fading away into the unknown. When Ryder said his camouflage would be advantageous, I didn’t realise we would be able to use it too.

We soar upwards through the sky completely unnoticed, blending into the pale blue sky and dusty white clouds. The impulsive thought of falling to my death creeps up on me and makes me feel queasy, so I shut my eyes and place all of my trust in Versivius. My ears begin to pop when we reach the space so high we are above the clouds, where it is just us and the brightening sun, its rays beam over the clouds, making them appear like a golden lake shimmering beneath us. Versivius uncloaks his camouflage, and I let out a breath I did not know I was holding. I forgot how much higher sky serpents can fly than elions; no other creature can reach this altitude, which must be why Versivius can drop his cape of protection.

I can’t imagine it will be long until we land because of the rapid rate at which Versivius flies through the open sky. My hair was drawn up into a loose ponytail, but the force of the wind ripped out my hair tie, sending it on an elastic descent through the clouds below. Now, each curl attacks my face as the strong gusts pummel it. Versivius makes a dive, and my stomach dives with him. We must be nearing the location because the jagged edges of snowy mountaintops come into view as he cloaks himself again. He keeps close to the mountains, making sharp turns, weaving in and out of them, dodging them by what seems like millimetres, whilst the unforgiving terrain stares back at us and threatens to pierce our hearts on its rocks below. Versivius perches himself on the top of a neighbouring rock face, giving us a clear view of the mountain of secrets, still wearing his cloak.

The sound of Ryder’s leather jacket rustles as he stands to offer me his hand to begin the dismount onto the snowy blanket below us. It is hard to make a descent when you cannot see the surface you are walking on, but we make it down, nevertheless.

“As long as a part of your body remains touching him, you will stay camouflaged,” Ryder states, pointing to where Versivius would be if we could see him properly. It’s funny; the only way I can tell he is there is from the piercing yellow of his eyes that blink every so often.

We lay army-style amongst the cold snow, gripping binoculars, our eyes fixed on any movement outside the mountain. We decided not to use Versivius’ camouflage, as we are a safe enough distance away, and it is actually nice to be able to see each other. Every gust of icy wind feels like a shard of glass against my cheeks, and I have to tense my jaw to prevent my teeth from chattering. Ryder notices my shivers and moves in closer to me, wrapping his jacket around my shaking shoulders.

“I can’t take that; you’ll be cold,” I whimper.

“I spend my life in moonlight. I’m used to the cold.” He sends me a quick smile and peers back down through the lens of his black binoculars. “Plus, it looks better on you than it does on me,” he flirts, making my icy cheeks go warm as heat rushes to them, and I have to remind myself we are on a mission.

“Fine, but only because the view is better for me as well.” I chuckle at him as I wrap my fingers around his biceps and give them a squeeze. Ryder laughs and flexes them some more for me, the sun’s glow making his dark features more prominent. “But you’ll tell me as soon as you need it back,” I add in all seriousness, hating the thought of him freezing for me even though I know he wouldn’t dare take it back off me.

My shoulders warm in the shelter of his jacket, and I feel more content in the environment. I look to Ryder to make sure he isn’t shivering, and I don’t see a single goosebump on his body or a tremble claim his lips. I suppose it helps that the sun is shining directly onto us and there is a large rock beside us that is blocking out most of the wind. My arm keeps brushing against his, setting off tiny fireworks in my nerve endings, but I ignore the feeling as best as I can. The mountain has been quiet since we got here, and we have not seen much at all. I do my best to recall to Ryder the number of armed guards and people I saw entering and exiting the building, but I am starting to doubt myself the more time that passes. The mountain looks just like any other. Maybe it was just a dream. A very vivid and realistic one at that.

“Are you sure this is the right mountain?” Ryder asks, raising a bushy brow my way.

I nod my head. “Yes, I’m sure…see that road there.” I point to the gravel road that winds up the mountain face, and his eyes follow the tip of my finger. “That’s where I saw the van stop, and that’s where I saw Maddox fall out of that box.”

“What time was this?” Ryder replies, glueing his eyes back to the mountain.

“I’m not sure, a lot happened that day,” I confess, strangling the thought of Nala falling to her death. Ryder senses my unease and gives me a reassuring nod, asking the next question that pops into his mind.

“So what do you think they meant when they said the boy failed the transition?” Ryder’s warm breath creates steam in the crisp air.

“I don’t know, but whatever it is, it can’t be good.” I can feel my features souring as the thought of the creature breaks down my walls. “If you could have seen its face… His face.” I shudder, and Ryder turns his full attention onto me, his eyes searching mine for salvation.

“We have to get them out of there before more of them are killed or turned into one of those beasts. We have to save them.”

“We will because we have a secret weapon,” he responds, not breaking eye contact with me and imprinting his thumb on my cheek.

“What’s that?” I ask, curious about the advantage he has failed to tell me about.

“We have you.” He places a kiss on the tip of my icy nose, and I move into his touch. “And they will never see you coming.”

I stare at him in shock at the pure faith he has in my abilities. I am nowhere near my full potential and have yet to win a fight against him fairly.

“And what if they do see me coming?” Doubt invades my mind.

“Then it will be the last thing they ever see.” Ryder’s eyes narrow, and a menacing smile overruns his features. I swear I see the inky veins in his arm expand as the thought of violence excites him. He is hungry for blood, and I definitely won’t stand in his path when he gets it.

Ryder nudges me softly and gestures for me to look at the neighbouring mountain.

“We have movement.”

He passes me his binoculars and stares at the sight a mile ahead of us. A black van with modified wheels is making its way up the windy road.

“Is that the van you saw?”

“Yeah, that’s it.” I pass the binoculars back to him. “Does this mean another Moon is missing?” I mutter, not being able to keep my unpleasant thoughts to myself as the sound of the brakes squeaking travels through the air. Ryder doesn’t respond; he just lies still and doesn’t take his eyes off the van until he knows more.

“No,” he finally responds, and I let out a sigh of relief, pinning the binoculars back to my eyes and watching carefully.

A man stands by the open doors to the back of the van, letting a team of armed guards and some in hazmat suits jump out and walk towards the rock. A soldier places a card of some sort onto a particular area along the rock face, and it separates, giving a view of a large metallic door. Just like I saw last night. The men filter through, and four armed guards search the perimeter with hands poised on their weapons.

“Shit,” Ryder murmurs. “That’s a lot of guards.”

“I told you. Getting in there will be a death sentence.”

“Well, that’s lucky we have a Restorer.” Ryder chuckles, and I throw him an icy glare.

“I’m being serious,” I reiterate, but I am sure he has gathered from my unimpressed facial expressions.

“I’m joking.” He backs down. “We just need to come up with a better plan.”

“I agree.” I stare back down at the guards trekking through the doors and disappearing into the mountain. “There’s no way we can pull this off just the two of us.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Ryder says, so sure of himself, and I think back to that moment in the tunnel where his friends were ready to fight. I suppose I would be too if it were one of my friends who went missing.

“But how will we even get in?”

“We need to get our hands on one of those suits,” Ryder says as the black van travels down the rocky road and hides behind the edge of the mountain.
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I arrive back at Sun Castle, tiptoeing through the halls and slipping quietly into my dorm room. It is around four p.m., and I have missed all my classes today; the last thing I need is anyone asking where I have been. I put my clothes into my wash bag and heat my body in the warmth of the shower. The water caresses my slick figure as I shut my eyes and go through the plan Ryder has come up with.

At nightfall, he is going to send a hawk for me, and that will give me the signal to meet him in the archives. He is gathering a group of his most trusted and elite classmates to talk through and carry out the mission. He will also introduce them to me. Early evening, we will intercept the van on its way to the mountain and wait until nightfall to break in. I will attempt to Influence a tree to fall and block the road, meaning no one comes in or out of the facility, and we have a reasonable excuse as to why the van is behind schedule. I tremble at the thought of myself moving something as big as a tree. I have been practicing my Influencing, but I haven’t managed to lift anything bigger than a medium-sized rock before. Ryder has great faith in my abilities and has planned the mission around them. I just hope I don’t screw it all up. After the break-in, the plan becomes pretty weak, but we have some time to sort through it. The main focus is getting those Moons out of there.

“Asha?” Nala breaks into the bathroom and shakes me from my thoughts. I pull at the shower curtain and peek my head over to look at the relief wash over her face.

“Oh. Thank the Gods you’re okay. Charlie and I have been looking for you all day.”

“I’m sorry,” I apologise, not wanting her to worry about me. I know we said no more secrets, but there is no way I am putting her in the danger of this mission. I almost lost her once, and I will not be losing her again.

“Where have you been?” she asks as worry lines form on her forehead again.

“I was with Ryder,” I reply as nonchalantly as possible, knowing Nala will most likely be excited at this information.

“Okay, no explanation needed!” She raises her hands as if to stop me from adding any more details, and I laugh. “All I need to know is whether it was good.” Her eyes sparkle as she raises her eyebrows in an innuendo-type way.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I feign innocence, but my cheeks contradict my words as they blush a rosy red. Nala walks over to me with her index finger pointing at me, becoming even more giddy at my previous expression.

“I think you do!” she says.

“If I tell you, will you give me some privacy?” I laugh at her as she nods her head frantically.

“It was the best night of my life,” I smirk and involuntarily bite my lip, thinking about our steaming bodies colliding.

“That sounds about right,” Nala chimes as she closes the door and leaves me in peace. Thinking about the immense way Ryder made me feel takes my mind off the Moons for a brief moment. A gentle knocking rearranges my thoughts as Nala opens the door again, and I sigh at my lack of privacy.

“Sorry.” She scurries in with a guilty look on her face. “Just thought you should know, Miss Worthington was looking for you.”

That name makes my stomach flip, but I do my best not to react.

“Oh, did she say what it was about?”

“No, but she came to History and knows you weren’t in class. I told her you weren’t feeling well.”

I nod my head slowly, but my heart is beating much faster than it usually does.

“Thank you.” I respond, and she smiles at me before closing the door behind her again.

This can’t be good.

***

The smell of freshly baked bread, vegetables, and roast pork sausages tantalises my senses, but I can’t even think to eat. I feel so sick to my stomach at the thought of Miss Worthington looking for me. What could she possibly want from me? What if she saw me dreamwalking or spotted me and Ryder spying from that neighbouring mountain? My mind spirals, and Nala gives me a worried look from across the table.

“Are you okay?” she asks, and Charlie looks over at me from beside her, equally worried.

“I’m just not that hungry,” I say, moving my food across my plate with my fork. I don’t make eye contact, but soon look up at them to force a small smile.

“Maybe take a few bits to eat later, you already missed first and second meals today.” I give her a nod to ease her worries and start placing a single slice of toasted granary bread, a packaged cube of butter and some sausages in a brown paper bag before folding it up neatly and laying it on the table beside my plate.

“Happy?” I ask sarcastically, and she smiles back at me with a similar expression.

“Extremely!” She matches my sarcasm, making me smile, and Charlie laughs at our strange communication style.

My stomach almost settles, but then I see a short, plump figure with ginger curls walk through the double doors into the dining hall. Her head sways as if she is looking for someone, and I am not waiting around to find out if it is me. I grab my tray, startling Nala and Charlie slightly, then stuff the brown bag into my pockets, waving it in Nala’s face beforehand so she knows I plan on eating it.

“I’m going to go back to our room,” I state to them both, and their heads nod simultaneously.

“Is everything alright?” she asks, and I just nod my head slightly and exit the room as quickly as my feet will carry me, plonking my tray onto the cleanup table before I go and infiltrate myself into a crowd of students leaving at the same time as me. I turn my head back in the stampede, and my eyes catch hers ever so quickly, signally me to pick up my pace, and I lose her in the crowd.

My head keeps snapping back to check for Miss Worthington behind me; thank the Gods she is nowhere to be seen. I have seen what torture she performs in the mountains when she thinks no one is looking, but my eyes have seen her cruelty; they are tainted with this image of her, and I’m afraid if I am alone with her, I may slip up. I exhale a breath of relief as Damien Solice comes into view. Finally, I can relax in my room and wait for Ryder’s signal. My hand connects with the door, but I do not have to twist the handle like usual, the door is already unlocked, ajar. I recount my past few hours and specifically remember Nala and I closing the door as we made our way down to third meals. A cold shiver runs down my spine as I take a slow step towards the open door. I push it, and it swings open. The air retreats back into my lungs as I gasp.

Drawers from my once organised dresser lie scattered across the floor, my clothes spilt like entrails, and a once pristine bed is now a chaotic mess of tangled sheets spewing feathers out of a sliced mattress. My desk and schoolbooks have been tossed around like a toddler’s plaything, their insides ripped out and torn like confetti. I take another step forward with trepidation, not knowing what is lurking around the corner. My legs tremble as I see through the chaos. This is not just destruction. I am almost one hundred percent sure this is targeted destruction. I imagine a frantic and desperate search for something specific, tearing the place apart in a relentless pursuit. My mind runs just as frantically as I rush to the suitcase under my bed and slide it out, hoping to see its red fabric unscathed.

Oh Gods. My contraband is gone. The suitcase, which once filled to the brim with secrets, now lay empty and misshapen on the chipped wooden floorboards. The Soldark, the photo of my parents, and the newspaper article. All missing. Taken. My mind doesn’t let me grieve those items for long because there is one question on my mind: Who now knows all my secrets, and what are they going to do with them?
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There is a target on my back. I have had my thumb inches away from the trigger for weeks now, holding back, hoping I don’t apply too much pressure or say the wrong thing, and now someone has pulled it for me. The firm structure I built around my life is now at risk of tumbling down, and I have to move quickly if I want to preserve the ruins.

I grab my black duffel bag from the ransacked ground below and start packing it desperately. My stomach is in my throat, and the only thing I can think of is getting out of here.

“Ho-ly-sh-it!” A familiar voice stands stunned in the doorway. “What the fuck happened to your room?”

“River?! What are you doing here?” I pull him into the room, peering around the doorway to check there is no one loitering in the halls, and shut the door behind me. River looks confused at my frantic movements, but I’m sure at this point, he is naturally prepared for me to act shady around him.

“I saw you leave the dining hall alone, and I just wanted to talk,” he says as his eyes trace over mine. “Going somewhere?” He gestures to the duffel bag hanging around my arm, and I shuffle in my stance. I am going somewhere, but I don’t really know where yet.

I don’t know who knows my secret, but I know that they knew what they were looking for. I swallow down the mass in the back of my throat and turn my attention back to River, who is still looking at me with concern.

“I’m sorry, but now’s really not a good time,” I say as I gesture to the chaos around us. He nods his head as his eyes scan the room.

“Did Alex do this?” he asks as he picks up one of the surviving books and places it back on the table he lifts to its feet.

“I honestly don’t know,” I admit, getting antsy at his interrogation. “I was just on my way out, anyway,” I say, making my way to the door.

“Asha…” he calls out, making me stop momentarily. “What’s going on? Are you in some kind of trouble?”

I sigh as I turn to face him.

“Just a little more than usual,” I say. “But it is nothing for you to worry about.”

“But I do worry, Asha. I keep having these dreams about you… I wasn’t going to mention anything, but they’ve been eating me up inside.”

“What kind of dreams?” My muscles stiffen as my mind instantly worries about the serum wearing off, and I know I have to tread carefully.

“It’s always the same.” He wades past my belongings closer to me. “You’re in danger, running from someone. I think he’s a Moon because he uses his shadows to pull you in.”

He continues, and I try to hide my worry. “…And I can’t save you no matter how hard I try.” His eyes sadden as he gives in to his hopelessness. “And I think I know what it means.”

“You do?” I look up at him, shocked, hanging on his every word.

“Yes. I didn’t appreciate you when I had you, and now I’m worrying about you falling for someone else and them hurting you.”

I hide my relief. His veil is still intact.

“Thank you for worrying about me, River, but you really don’t have to,” I reply and place a reassuring hand on his shoulder. He relaxes into my touch and breathes a heavy sigh.

“Okay. If you’re sure,” he reaffirms and makes contact with my eyes again, we stand in brief silence for a moment before he begins walking towards the door, but I shudder and grab his wrist to halt him.

“What are you doing?” he asks in confusion.

“Shhhh,” I beg him to be quiet as the sound of heels echoing down the hall becomes louder. Something in my bones tells me this is bad; I can’t shake the feeling. My fingers tremble with hesitation as I tiptoe towards the door and open it a crack. I don’t have to look twice to know who is coming down the hall. I can recognise those ginger curls anywhere. It’s Miss Worthington, and she is coming this way. The feeling of unease unsettles me to my core; my room has just been upturned and my valuables stolen. For all I know, Miss Worthington could have orchestrated this and is on her way to interrogate me.

My eyes trail over to River’s who is looking more confused by the second. The confusion only increases when I frantically pull him into the bathroom behind the shower curtain.

“I’m sorry, River, you were right… I am in trouble,” I whisper to him, standing shoulder to shoulder in the bath.

“Asha, you need to tell me what’s going on,” he whispers back to me as he pulls me closer towards him.

“You really don’t want me to do that,” I mutter under my breath, remembering the picture of disgust on his face when he saw through my facade the first time. “But I don’t think I have a choice right now.”

With every second that passes, the footsteps are getting closer. “I’m going to do something now, and I need you not to freak out, okay,” I say as I savour the way his eyes look over mine with worry and adoration, knowing they will not view me the same way again.

“What are you going to do?” he asks, looking a little more tense than before.

“Promise me you won’t freak out,” I repeat frantically.

“Okay, I promise,” River affirms, still utterly perplexed by my actions.

“I need you to Influence the door shut,” I explain with desperation in my voice.

My floorboards creak as she steps just outside the door. River nods his head quickly, and I watch his fingers roll into a fist and aim at the door. The door begins to shake at its hinges. Miss Worthington is trying to get in.

“Asha, open the door.” Her voice shrieks through the gaps in the wooden door as the panels rattle more violently. I watch as each screw twirls out of its wooden bed and falls onto the bathroom tile. She is going to take the door down.

“I can’t hold it for long; this Influencer is super strong.” River strains as his veins bulge visibly in his arm.

I take a deep, regretful breath and conjure my portal. “Don’t say anything; just go through it,” I say as I pull him through the vortex for the second time.

“Oh, you have got to be kidding me.”

Ryder exclaims as River and I tumble onto his bedroom floor. River’s eyes widen with shock as he pants on top of me. I give him a slight shove, and he rolls on the floor next to me, then I get my feet. Ryder offers River a hand up, and he takes it, his face still unsure of what just happened.

“I assume there is a very good reason why you’ve brought him here,” Ryder directs at me, and I whisper in his ear to keep River from freaking out any more than he already is.

“My room got ransacked, someone knows my secret, and Miss Worthington is after me,” I say, and he gives me a stern nod.

“But that still doesn’t explain that.” Ryder points a finger at River, who is currently backing himself against a wall, staring at his hands confused, like they are not his own.

“We were just in your dorm room.” River’s words tremble, and his hands shake.

Ryder raises an eyebrow at me and nudges my elbow as if to question why he was in my dorm room. I ignore his jealousy and attempt to calm down River.

“I was there one minute and now I’m here?” His face is as pale as a wax candle. “Where the fuck even is here?!”

“Now you’re in my room,” Ryder spits at River before glaring at me. “What the fuck was he doing in your dorm room, Asha?” His voice is stern and unwavering.

Really, he chooses now to get all territorial.

“Seriously?” I roll my eyes, not feeling the need to explain myself.

“You,” River snaps, his eyes narrowing in on Ryder. “You’re a Moon.” His pale skin flushes red.

“No shit!” Ryder snaps before turning his attention back to me.

“What was he doing in your room, Asha?” he repeats, this time slower with more emphasis on each word.

His insecurity leaves a distasteful film on my tongue, but I can’t decide whether to feel infuriated or euphoric because, although he has not said it, I know he is afraid to lose me.

“We were just talking. Gods,” I huff at Ryder before staring back at River.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to suck you into all this…Again,” I mutter the last part under my breath so that River does not hear it.

“Subtle,” Ryder smirks, still with a glare in his eyes, and I roll mine for the second time.

“Again?” River asks, aching for some answers. “What do you mean again?” he repeats, and I sigh, regretting mentioning that word.

“Wait.” River’s face contorts with pain as he holds the sides of his temples and grunts. “The woods,” he blurts out as he falls to his knees. “The darkness.”

His eyes narrow as he winces, still holding his head in his hands. “The serum.”

His words disrupt the thickness of the air, and I suddenly feel like I cannot breathe. He is remembering.

“You.” He points a finger at me, and my heart sinks. “You took my memories. The date, the forest, him.” He points his finger at Ryder, who now has his arm around me. “I remember it all.”

“I had too. You didn’t believe me,” I confess and brace for his hate to flood back to the front of his brain, but it doesn’t come. Instead, he looks at me with reassurance and understanding.

“So, it’s all real then?” he asks.

“Yes,” I simply say, hoping it is enough for him to finally believe it.

“And you’re in trouble?” he says, and I nod my head slowly.

“I didn’t mean to get you all caught up in this. I took your memories to keep you safe.” I tread the space between us. “But I don’t want to take them again. I just need to know that you won’t tell anyone about this.”

“The last thing I would want to do is put you in danger.” He smiles at me. “Your secret is safe with me.”

“Enough of this sweet talk. When is he going home?” Ryder shifts in his stance and crosses his arms. I exhale at his rude demeanour and ignore the burn from his stare at the back of my head.

“Don’t worry about him,” I say, giving Ryder the side eye. “You can go now. I will portal you to your room.”

“You expect me to leave you here with him?” He gestures to Ryder, who looks like he is ready to fight.

“You forget that I am the one who helped her when you decided she was a liar,” Ryder snaps, and the air is getting thicker again.

“I didn’t exactly have time to figure everything out,” River retorts.

“And I didn’t need time.”

The boys walk closer to each other in their battle of testosterone, and I wedge my way between them.

“I don’t care about why. Ryder was there when I needed him, and you weren’t,” I interrupt, and River’s face saddens. “We have bigger things to worry about, so I will portal you home, and we will talk when it’s over.”

“I’m not leaving, you’re right; I wasn’t there for you before, but I am going to be now.” His eyes don’t waver from mine, and Ryder backs down and takes a seat on his bed.

“It’s too dangerous.”

“That’s exactly why I can’t let you do this without me,” River adds, and I sigh, defeated, turning to Ryder for advice.

“Let him stay, if he wants to get himself killed, who are we to stop him?” He shrugs as if he couldn’t care less, but I walk over to him and frame his face in my hands.

“If anything happens to him…” I don’t even have to finish my sentence for Ryder to understand the depth of the situation. He stands and ambles over to River, who looks established in the corner of the room.

“If you are truly willing to help, I will protect you with my life.” He extends his inky arm out to River, who is genuinely shocked at Ryder’s kindness in that moment.

“I am.” He shakes his hand firmly, and they exchange some manly looks.

“Now tell me what this plan is,” River says, and they both turn to look at me.
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“But how do we know we can trust them?” The cold stares from Moon students burn through River and me as we stand in front of them, vulnerable. The only shield that stands between us and them is Ryder.

“Their kind is the reason the Moons are going missing in the first place,” another student shouts out, this time a female. She has long blonde hair, French plaited all the way down to her bottom, and she is wearing a low-cut black vest top and cargo trousers with a dagger in a holster on her thigh. Her statement riles up the crowd even more, and they begin talking over each other and stomping their feet.

“How do you know she isn’t working with the enemy?” Is the only sentence I can make out as the murmur between the students gets louder. I am starting to think this is a bad idea. I stare down at the stone flooring of Moon Archive, wishing it would just swallow me up. River nudges my arm gently, sensing my unrest, and gives me a reassuring smile.

“ENOUGH!” Ryder booms, and the whole crowd quietens.

He waits a moment before speaking, making sure that he has everyone’s attention.

“She is the only reason we know where to look in the first place.” He gestures to me, and I flash a small, insecure smile. “Yes, she comes from enemy territory, but that does not mean she is the enemy.”

“How can you jump at creating an alliance with the Sunkind? Have we learned nothing from our ancestors? You of all people know exactly what they are like,” another voice calls out, and Ryder tenses his jaw. His fists clench at the unrest in the room.

“Asha is different!” His voice is stern. “Show them.” His eyes meet mine encouragingly, and I know he wants me to flaunt my gifts.

I shuffle in my stance awkwardly as silence rolls over each member of the audience.

I gulp as the attention turns to me and stare back as their faces gleam with anger and resentment, waiting for a villain to project it onto. Ryder gives me a reassuring look and stands by me like a bodyguard. I bite the bullet and ignite my Gifts, not knowing how the crowd will respond. The anger and resentment quickly contort into shock and disbelief as they gawk at my palms, a shadow in one hand and a fiery orb in the other.

“My mother was a Sun and my father was a Moon… I have no sides. I just want to do what’s right.”

The chatter arises among the Moons as Ryder steps forward again.

“But that’s impossible!” a small voice breaks through the stunned crowd.

“That’s what the Sunkind wants you to believe,” I interrupt, looking around the room at the sea of open-mouthed faces. “You and I have a common enemy. The Sunkind wiped out my race thousands of years ago and then made everyone forget.”

The room falls silent.

“But that was then, and I have been around them long enough to see that they aren’t all bad.” I smile at River, who forces a smile back at me, keeping his head high to not show weakness.

“Ryder and I staked out the place. Moons are involved in this too.”

Another gasp waves through the sea of people.

“Anyone have anything to say now?!” Ryder’s voice bellows as he crosses his arms. Not a noise ripples through the room. “That’s what I thought.”

He paces the stage before addressing the crowd again. “I have alerted my father to the plan, we already have an army, with or without you.”

His eyes narrow on the crowd. “Who is going to join us?”

***

I toast my hands in front of the fire and find myself getting lost in the flames, the faint crackle swallowed by the ambient noise of Moons sharpening their swords, checking their straps and lacing their boots to prepare for battle. The Moons possessing the Gift of Xoro, masters of weaponry and skill, have been turning mere sticks and leaves into the sharpest, shiniest blades and weapons I have ever seen as if by magic. We set up camp for the night in the forest at the bottom of the mountain. The road is only a few miles out, and the Shadowers have their hawks on watch for the van to alert us when it makes an appearance.

The heat from the fire fights the cold air and barely warms my skin. My stomach hasn’t settled. Images of the red-veined creature keep biting at my brain with needle-sharp teeth, and I can’t help but feel at a disadvantage. The Moons surround me, gearing up for a battle they may lose. My eyes dissect them. At first glance, they look unbothered, laughing amongst each other, telling dirty jokes and play-fighting. But an eerie stillness follows their conversations, hanging on the edge of their lips, just waiting for a pause to reveal itself, a seed of doubt sprouting through the cracks of their words, and I know they feel it too. The calm before the storm.

“What are you thinking about?” River interrupts my thoughts as he begins tightening the laces of his boots.

I sigh. “I just can’t help thinking we are in way over our heads,” I whisper, looking at Ryder, who is talking with a tall blonde boy on the other side of camp.

“Who are you and what have you done with Asha?” River smirks as he wraps his laces into a small bow. “The Asha I know is absolutely fearless.”

He laughs, and I can’t help the slight smile that rises on my lips. A brief silence encumbers us.

“If anyone should be scared, it’s them,” he says in all seriousness. “Because they don’t have you.” He smiles and shuffles closer to me, and for the first time this evening, my shoulders relax a little.

“Thanks.” I smile and prod the flames. “Thanks for wanting to help me.”

“Always.” He smiles back and begins ripping the fabric of his shirt with his teeth. I stare back at him, confused for a minute, and then chuckle. “A very smart girl once showed me how to do this,” he jokes and wraps the material around his knife.

“Oh, really?! She must be a genius,” I banter back, laughing out loud for the first time today.

“She’s really something.” He smiles a genuine smile and gazes soulfully into my eyes, my cheeks flush pink, and I clear my throat to interrupt this moment.

Ryder’s heavy footsteps barge in, and he squeezes himself between us.

“You okay?” Ryder asks as he cups my face in his hand. I ease into his touch and watch River walk away.

“Did you really have to do that?” I reply, brushing his hand away from my cheek.

“Do what?” Ryder shuffles back, looking confused, and I stare at him for a moment.

“Make River uncomfortable like that,” I respond, gesturing to the space on the log that River was sitting on. “He is here to help.”

“He doesn’t give a shit about the missing Moons, Asha,” Ryder spits at me, and I am taken aback by his outburst. “He is doing this for you.”

Now I am the one looking at him confused.

“He obviously still has a thing for you,” Ryder’s voice softens, and the flames dance in the reflection of his eyes.

“Are you…jealous?” I smirk, cupping his face in my hand, his stubble scratching at the soft of my palm.

His reddened cheek retreats from my hand as he looks away.

“Ryder, look at me.”

His eyes drift slowly towards me, and I see it, a flicker of fear behind his eyes, but not for the battle or bloodshed that lies ahead of us, the fear of losing me.

“I’m yours,” I whisper, and he gives in to me, crashing his lips against mine, and for a brief moment, fear has no power, only love.

Someone approaches Ryder and taps him on the shoulder, whispering in his ear, “Ryder, the vehicle is approaching”, just loud enough for me to hear. Ryder nods his head in response and addresses the rest of the camp.

“Gather round,” he demands and makes a circular motion with his hand. The group falls silent, and the students do as they’re told. “The hawks have spotted the van about a mile out. You all know your positions… Let’s go bring our brothers and sisters home.”

His loud voice is suffocated by the Viking cheers of the Moons around camp. They rage like a fire ready to burn, but I don’t rage like them.

“Shouldn’t we wait for the army?” I ask, trying to hide the worry lines on my forehead.

“I’m not leaving them in there any longer than they have to be.” He points up the mountain trail to where the missing Moons are being held. “My father will catch up with us.”

It seems he has already made his decision.

The hustle and bustle of Moons arming and readying themselves for battle fills me with unease. The way they laugh whilst sharpening swords and knives lives up to the stories of the deadly Moons I had worked so hard at forgetting. Let’s just say, I am glad I am on their side.

“You coming?” Ryder says to me as he leads a team of troops to intercept the van.

“Yes,” I respond and shove two small throwing knives into my belt, the moon’s gleam glinting off the blades as I do so.

Ryder’s eyes sparkle as he offers me a warm smile before trailing through the crowd to lead the small troop.

River falls back and walks with me. The crunch of hungry boots chomping at the earth below our feet is daunting, but there’s no going back now.

We lay on our fronts, camouflaged behind a bush, a few clicks ahead of the van, watching the trail. River and I Influenced a large tree to block the road, which went surprisingly smoothly. River is definitely one of the strongest Influencers I have ever met. Now we wait. The idea is that the van will stop, and the passengers will have to get out to move the obstruction. Then we attack.

“Shh, here it comes,” someone whispers, and my body stiffens.

I make eye contact with Ryder, who places a thick finger to his lips. The purring of the engine vibrates off the uneven rocks on the road. The chunky wheels of the truck halt at the large tree trunk, and the exhaust pipes splutter as the engine is switched off, but the headlights still beam, lighting the scene. The slam of the car door echoes around the forest whilst their boots crunch on the gravel. My heart thumping more erratically with each step. A scrape is heard from the side door sliding open, and more rocks loosen under more men’s boots. I can just about see through the bushes, but only their bottom halves. Fourteen black boots march towards the tree trunk. Tension rises in the group as we hold our breaths and wait for Ryder’s signal.

Kyro squawks twice as he flies through the air. Ryder’s signal. River Influences a rock, throwing it in the opposite direction, making all the soldiers turn to face it. The sound of knives leaving holsters makes me feel sick, but I hide it well and stay hidden, ready for the next plan of action. The whoosh of arrows startles me as they ripple through the atmosphere and land on the unsuspecting soldiers with a ‘thwack’, followed by the thuds of their lifeless bodies dropping to the floor. The rest of the soldiers don’t have much time to react because when they stand to aim their knives and arrows, a sea of shadow hawks choke the air from their lungs and scratch their eyeballs out. Their screams haunt the forest as they drop like flies, blood spewing from sharp arrow points and spraying the headlights so that the once orange glow is now a sickly red. Ryder peels himself off the dusty gravel and offers me a hand, but I am still in shock. How can he be fine?

“You didn’t tell me you were going to kill them all!” I whisper-shout at him, trying not to draw too much attention to myself.

“Would you still have wanted to come?” He cocks a brow at me, and I push his hand away, bringing myself to my feet, ready to storm past him, but he grabs my arm.

“Look at their weapons. Do you think they are just for show? They would use them on you in a heartbeat.”

He points to the soldiers lying in their own blood, and I gulp involuntarily. The knives on the floor are large machete-like weapons, and every soldier has one. Their armour is thick and covers almost all their bodies apart from a small gap between their helmets and clothing. That’s where the Moon’s aimed, and that’s where the arrows lie. He picks one up and hands it to me.

“Now, are you gonna keep complaining, or are you coming with?”

I shudder at his blatant lack of empathy. But he is right, I’m sure they wouldn’t think twice about killing me.

I don’t answer his question, just grab the knife and take a seat in the back of the van. A Moon student whistles up at the night sky, and the trees part as other students filter out, snatching the bodies and taking them back to camp. River sits down in the front next to Ryder and Influences the tree up as the van moves underneath it. Our bodies shake in the van as the trunk hits the ground, blocking the way once more. Another student loots the van and finds the hazmat suits, which were tucked underneath a seat with a removable cushion in the back. He hands some of them out.

“I hope yellow is your colour,” the girl with the blonde hair plaited down to her waist chuckles at me, and I take the suit with a smile.

“I don’t think this would be anyone’s colour.”

She laughs, and my heartbeat slows. She takes a seat next to me and holds out her hand.

“I’m Mikayla.”

Oh, so that’s Mikayla.

“Sorry if I was a bit much back there. I just didn’t know if we could trust you.”

“No, I totally understand.” I shake her hand. “I would’ve done the same thing.”

She smiles at me, and I can’t help but feel in awe of her. The way her dimples appear when she smiles and how her eyes sparkle. A pit forms in my stomach. I have never been the insecure type, but that’s because I have never had a reason to be. She is so beautiful. Of course, she and Ryder have history. He is the most handsome man I have ever laid eyes on. They are probably made for each other. Ryder’s eyes catch mine in the rearview mirror, and I look away from his, my cheeks reddening.

“You like him?” Mikayla looks over at me, and I stare back perplexed. “Ryder?”

“Errmmm,” I blurt out, not really knowing how to answer her question. My eyes instantly go to the knives in holders on her legs and her belt, which hold up her green cargos.

“Been there, girl, just be careful with him.”

She looks at me, her green eyes flickering in the light of the moon up ahead. If I had a penny for all the times someone has told me to be careful with him, I’d be rich.

“I don’t think he’s-”

“Trust me, I have known him forever. He doesn’t have a heart, I’m sure of it.”

She rearranges her knives, which makes my mouth dry out.

“Just don’t say I didn’t warn you, kid.” She runs her finger from the tip of her blade to the handle before tucking it back into her belt. The rest of the ride is silent.

The car slows just before the facility, and Ryder turns to face the group. “Everyone ready?” he questions, and we all nod back at him.

“As we’ll ever be.” Mikayla smiles at him, and Ryder half smiles back at her.

I swallow the bile in my throat and step into my hazmat suit. It is a few sizes too big for me and smells like sanitiser. The rubber squeaks as I sit down with my knife attached to my belt. “Let’s go then.” Ryder winks at me, and Mikayla’s stare burns through the side of my head. My cheeks redden again. I just want the ground to swallow me up.

The tyres screech as the van stops outside the facility. Ryder jumps out first and slides open the door, letting us passengers out. He stops me just before I exit.

“Everything okay?” he asks, and I nod my head at him. “Because if you want, you can stay in the van.”

“I’ve seen what they’re doing in there. I need to help them.” My voice wavers as nerves take hold of me.

“Okay.” He pauses, and his eyes sparkle at mine through the screen in his hazmat suit. “I won’t let anything happen to you.” He senses my worries, and they are calmed under his certainty.

“Come on.” He tilts his head in the direction of the door and walks over to it, placing a key card onto the right side of the mountain, like we saw the last guy do when we were staking out the place, and two metal doors slide open. There are two guards posted at the elevator and two more down the hall. My heart thumps louder in my chest. I know there are more.

Ryder gives me a nudge as if to tell me to act natural as we file into the building two by two, led by him. We disperse into the room like a colony of ants manoeuvring through the tunnels. The Moons march with purpose, like this is what they were born to do. He looks back at me and ushers me to tell him where to go. I stand frozen for a moment, taking in my surroundings. The marble floor. The white walls. The smell of antiseptic in the air. It’s all here. All just as I saw it. I go pale. Which means… those creatures may be down there.

I shake the feeling off and look towards the elevator I saw in my dream. Ryder senses my trepidation, and I feel his hand rest on my shoulder.

“Remember what I said,” he whispers to me. “I will die before I let anything happen to you.” His voice soothes my unrest, and for a moment, I believe him. But he hasn’t seen what I have.
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He signals the group in the direction of the elevator, and we march together, impostors hiding in plain sight. Another team of guards in hazmat suits walk past us. My muscles stiffen, and I hold my breath, trying not to make eye contact. They march out of the facility, none the wiser. Must be a changeover of shifts. I let out my breath as Ryder pushes the button to summon the elevator. The wait feels like a lifetime. Each ding a reminder of our trespassing. The doors open, and we all stand like sardines inside the metal box. I point down to the basement, signalling Ryder to click the button for the lowest floor in the facility. He nods and clicks the button. It lights up blue, and a robotic voice feeds into the box reading the number - ‘sub level six’. We stand facing the hallway, waiting for the doors to shut in complete silence. The doors begin to close, but a petite man wearing a long white lab coat interrupts them.

“Evening, gentlemen,” he says to us all, and a few of us respond. I stay silent.

“Which room have you been assigned to?” A long pause follows his question. A silence that is deafening. I think back to my dream. What rooms did I see? Come on, Asha. Eight. I hold four fingers up on each hand discreetly and show them to Ryder. It’s not like I can respond, he clearly said gentlemen, and I am definitely not one of those.

“Erm… Room Eight.” Ryder clears his throat, and the box falls silent again, waiting to see if we answered correctly, his hand firmly on the handle of his weapon.

“Ah yes, they just put that new lad in there. Well, have a good shift.”

He smiles at us, and Ryder nods back at him. The lift stops, making my stomach whirl as the door opens for him to get off. The doors shut, and I let out a shaky breath. That was a close one.

We reach the floor and now I am leading the team. Down the hallway I saw in my dream, and around the sharp corner. The lights flicker as we move past them and light up the corridor for us. My heart pounds as I remember the being that resided in room eight. He was terrifying, but that wasn’t his fault. That doctor said they had put another lad in there. I don’t even want to know what happened to him. I swallow back the lump in my throat and follow the hallway down.

“Here,” I whisper to Ryder, gesturing at the thick metal doors trailing up and down this corridor.

“Right, split up.” He calls out orders, and the group listens. “Behind each of these doors are our brothers and sisters… free them all.”

He assigns everyone else a place in the hall and then waits for them to have taken in their tasks. “Asha, you’re with me.”

“What about the cameras?” I ask as I stare up at multiple cameras lined up down the hall. He looks at a student with dark features.

“Jasper, can you connect to the main feed?” Ryder asks.

“Already on it,” he replies.

“This is why you’re my favourite Deceiver,” Ryder replies with a smile.

“Don’t get all soppy on me now,” Jasper banters while positioning himself in the middle of the hall with his palms in the air.

“What’s he doing?” I ask Ryder discreetly, shuffling in my stance.

“Jasper’s a Deceiver. He can run images through the camera feed to make it look like there is no one here,” Ryder replies, and my eyebrows raise in awe. “River, can you jam the elevator?” he asks sternly.

“What would you have done without me?” River replies with a smirk, one curl of his wrist and the whir of the elevator silences. River revels with pride as he and Ryder share a small smile. Wait, are these two actually getting along? I chuckle quietly before Ryder’s gaze narrows again.

“Now come on.” He pulls at my arm, and we run to the end of the hall. My heart is still thumping in anticipation. I haven’t heard the banging of beasts behind doors, or the blood-curdling screams of soldiers being ripped apart yet, so that’s a good sign.

The sound of unlocking echoes down the hall as we race to the end. Ryder takes the left side, and I take the right. I brace myself in front of the big metal door, dragging the tennis ball-sized lump in the back of my throat with me. I take a deep breath and slide the large metal bolt across the door with my mind, my fingers trembling too much for the task. I’m still standing a good distance away from it. I hear its heavy weight scrape across the floor as the door gingerly opens, my mind not one hundred percent ready to see what lies behind it. My knuckles tighten as the door opens. I let out a breath. A small-framed girl is crouching in the corner of the room. My fears diminish as I rush to her side.

“It’s okay, we’re going to get you out of here,” I reassure her, but she flinches away from me.

Her arms are thin, and her legs look spindly and malnourished, like they are not strong enough to lift her.

“I’m not going to hurt you, I’m here to save you.” I lace my words with compassion, but she still backs away. Of course she is not going to trust me, I’m dressed in a bloody hazmat suit. I let out a breath and take my helmet off and chuck my knife onto the floor to show her I’m not a threat.

“See, I’m not one of them,” I explain and watch her muscles relax.

“Thank the Gods…please get me out of here.” A small voice escapes her dry lips, hoarse and quiet, like her vocal cords haven’t been used for a while. She has thick chains on her wrists and ushers me to break them off her.

“They’re enchanted chains; they stop us from using our Gifts.”

Her voice cracks as she speaks, but there is a sparkle behind her eyes, a newfound sense of hope.

The chains are two inches thick, and the skin around her wrists is raw and blistered. The cuffs are etched with Enchantra, and the chains are bolted into the wall. I wrap my fingers around the cold metal and pull at the chains, heaving with all my might, but they don’t budge.

“Where is the key?” I ask, feeling defeated.

“The guards…” she explains as tears threaten to fall from her eyes.

“It’s okay, I’ll get you out.”

I search the room for anything to get them off her.

Think, Asha, think. There is no way I am getting close enough to a guard without blowing our cover.

I hold on to the metal connecting the chains to the walls and put all of my power into heating them up. The chains glow red as they conduct my heat, changing shape and deforming before eventually melting like molten lava on the marble, setting her free. The cuffs still cling to her wrists, but at least she is able to get out.

“The others are out there. Go find them,” I whisper to her, and she wraps her arms around me, mouthing a small ‘thank you’, before running out to them.

I break three more people out of their prison cells. All of them looked frail and unfed. Just skin and bones with little flesh.

“The creatures are not down here?” I question Ryder, the realisation making me feel uneasy.

“The Moons are all unchanged so far,” he replies, checking the now-empty cells to make sure no one is left behind.

“Thank the Gods.” I breathe a sigh of relief as his fingers briefly touch mine.

“Don’t thank them too soon,” he says, a reminder that we are not out of the woods yet.

He shoves at each cell door, opening them wide enough for his eyes to peer around each room. They don’t fight him and open with ease, most of the cells are now empty, but one door remains closed. He pushes at it, but it is locked.

“Stand back.”

With a thunderous crack, Ryder slams his boot so hard into the so-called impenetrable door, splintering the steel and stone as it tears free from its frame and clattering against the far wall. Gods, he is strong.

Dust swirls through the air as we step inside, him slightly in front of me. My muscles tense as my eyes scan the dimly lit cell. It appears empty - just cold walls, chains and silence. I was half expecting to see another half-dead, starved Moon in here, but there is no sign of life in this room. The air feels thicker, a far cry from the fresh air that blesses the mountain peaks just outside of this facility. The Moons have been trapped in here, starved of food and all the things that make a life worth living. I shudder as I think about their pain and helplessness, seen as nothing but a sick experiment, wondering if they will ever get a taste of their old lives again.

Suddenly, a strange chill creeps down my spine, a primal sense that something is wrong. I usher Ryder to a halt and feel my muscles stiffen. He senses it too, an unease that clings to the walls of this room. He looks up and takes a slow step back.

“No sudden movements,” he mutters under his breath as if even the slightest quiver of his lips could cause an avalanche.

My eyes trail up to where he is looking. Clinging to the ceiling, its body defying gravity and physics, the creature I have been dreading watches us with rage in its fiery eyes, its limbs coiled and mouth twitching in anticipation. It hasn’t moved yet. It is waiting.

Without warning, the creature drops from the ceiling in a blur of twisted limbs and bone-snapping motion, its gaunt humanoid form unfolding midair like a broken marionette. Ryder and I take a fast step back as its spindly arms lash out at us with terrifying speed, clawing towards us with a jerky and unnatural grace. Ryder keeps me behind him as he conjures his shadow hawks to protect us, but they are no match for this creature. The heart of a Moon trapped in the body of a beast.

“We can’t hurt it. There’s a Moon in there,” I say, fear taking hold of each word.

It slams itself into Ryder, the impact sending him hurling into the marble walls. He lands with a crash, the abomination snarling on top of him. Ryder holds it at arm’s length, its long, pointed teeth snapping only inches away from his face. My heart pumps out of my chest as blood rushes to my head. Ryder’s arms are buckling with the relentless weight of the creature. If I don’t do something soon, it will kill him.

“Over here,” I taunt the creature, hoping it will prey on me instead.

“Asha, what are you doing?” Ryder strains to me, still under the weight of the beast.

“Hey you, tough guy, over here,” I taunt again. This time, the beast’s head swivels round at me slowly, opening its mouth, revealing its rows of sharp teeth. I gulp. With unnatural speed, it lunges at me with talons aimed to tear me open. I stand still, paralysed by fear. It hurtles towards me with narrow eyes.

“NOOOO.”

A bloodcurdling scream escapes Ryder’s mouth as the beast leaps only inches away from my face. I cower slightly, and as soon as I can feel its hot breath on my cheek, I raise a trembling hand, ripping open a swirling portal of dark energy. With a final guttural screech, the creature is caught mid-attack and dragged into the void. Its limbs flailing wildly as the portal snaps shut with a crack of silence, leaving behind only the sound of our relieved breaths.

Ryder jumps up and races towards me, his arms wrapping so tightly around me they take my breath away.

“Are you crazy?!” he says, his words laced with a mixture of anger and relief.

“It would’ve killed you,” I defend. “I had to.”

Silence follows us for a minute as I take refuge in the strong grip of his arms. My safe haven.

“Where did you send it, anyway?” he asks, my eardrum next to the loud beating of his heart.

“Astra Nova,” I say simply, it can stay there until we find a way to change it back.

We don’t have long to lick our wounds; there is still a final door, and after what lurked behind the last one, we are definitely apprehensive. I am still shaken up by the encounter, my breaths unnaturally heavy as we stand outside the door. It is much bigger than the others, and the steel is covered in symbols and Enchantra. The bolt is heavy, and even using all of my power, I cannot budge it. Ryder extends his arm and gauges its strength.

“They definitely do not want anyone to get in there,” Ryder says, looking at the fortress.

“Or maybe they don’t want whatever is in there to get out.”

I gulp, and we share a look, thinking about the being that almost tore through our flesh and bone like it was nothing. We were lucky there was only one in the previous cell. If more lurk behind this door, we don’t stand a chance. My grip tightens around Ryder’s arm.

“You ready?” he asks, and I nod at him, my lungs fighting my chest with each breath.

He puts an arm in front of me protectively, then yanks at the door with his strong arm. As if smothered with butter, the door slides open. My heart thumps again. Yep, they definitely wanted to keep something in.
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He fearlessly pushes at the door with strength, even after that thing tried to kill us. He was raised as a soldier, and I am reminded every time he barks an order and people follow, every time he enters a room with poise, leaving his panic behind him, and every time his fingers grip onto a weapon like it is a part of him, like he was born with them.

The door makes an eerie screech as it drags along the flooring. I hold my breath, my eardrums vibrating with my own heartbeat. Ryder enters first with his knife pointed at the darkness and gestures for me to wait behind him. Like a true soldier. The room is dark with almost no light in it. My footsteps, not as sure as Ryder’s, follow behind. The sound of our boots on the marble echoes, like we are in a warehouse. This room is much bigger than the rest. We pause for a moment, surrounded by a sinister silence, the inhaling and exhaling of our breaths, the only sound. Our breaths synchronise as we scope out the rest of the room. It looks empty, but we thought that last time, and we were painfully wrong. We make sure to look up to the ceiling, knowing that every wall is an advantage point for the creature. I let out a shaky breath. There is nothing here.

“Why would they have all this armour for an empty room?” Ryder looks puzzled, and I shrug in response. “There’s nothing here, let’s go,” he says, turning back towards the door.

But just as we are about to walk away, a deep, low grumble quakes through the marble, making the hairs on my neck stand on end.

Ryder instinctively stands in front of me, protecting me from what’s lurking in the shadows.

“What was that?” I ask with a shaky breath, fear taking over my senses, that didn’t sound like the creature we just saw.

“Wait here,” he says, worry lacing his words as he gestures for me to stand by the door.

“What?! I’m not waiting around while you get devoured by whatever made that sound. You might need me again,” I whisper-shout, sticking to Ryder like glue, and even though there is an immense darkness enveloping us, I’m sure I see him smirk.

“Fine,” he says. “At least stand behind me then.”

He uses his hand to delay me slightly so that he is in front of me. I don’t fight it.

“Can you create some light?” he asks.

He speaks to me differently; he does not order me like the others. I fight the urge to smile, not forgetting what could be lurking mere metres away from us, and create an orb to bleed some light into the darkness.

The low grumble shakes the room again, but this time I don’t tremble in fear. There is something different about this growl; it fills me with sorrow rather than dread. It rumbles again. A symphony of pain and hurt that pricks at my eyelids and weakens my knees. Tears well in my eyes.

“It’s okay, we’re not going to hurt you,” I say into the emptiness, placing my hand on the tip of Ryder’s knife, lowering it. Ryder looks back at me like I am batshit crazy.

“What are you doing, Asha?” he grits his teeth and works his jaw, but my hand does not waver from the stem of his knife.

“Ryder, put your knife down,” I say to him, but he still looks back at me confused at the idea, his fingers still caressing the shaft. The creature rumbles again, and Ryder stiffens.

“Seriously?” he questions, the rumble louder this time.

“Please, Ryder… You have to trust me,” I beg, the pain in its voice is unbearable.

Ryder’s eyes study me intensely as his fingers loosen from his knife, he drops it to the floor in an instant.

“I trust you.”

I know that he finds it hard to let people in, but he trusts me. Ryder Stormwood trusts me. Let’s hope I’m right about this.

“It’s okay,” I say as I approach quietly, trying not to startle the creature, whatever it may be. “It’s okay.” I walk nearer with my hands surrendered.

The rumble changes to more of a whimper, and I feel in my heart there is no threat.

“Please show yourself,” I ask, now only a metre away from the source of the pain.

I hear a shuffle in the corner of the room and see the outline of a creature morphing into itself slowly, a gradient shifting from invisible into a purple snake-like creature. Its eyes shimmer in the light of my orb as it slithers its head from left to right, examining us, still timid of our presence. He must be just a baby because he is half the size of Versivius.

Ryder looks at me bewildered.

“A sky serpent,” he whispers into the shadows, meeting me by my side.

“He’s in pain,” I state, noticing the green blood oozing from its sides. I shine my orb around the room and notice blood splattered on every wall. The poor thing has been thrashing about, trying to get out.

“I can help.” I smile gently in its direction and walk closer towards its huge frame; it cowers away and grumbles again, making me halt.

“Asha,” Ryder warns me with concern.

“It’s okay,” I reassure him and continue my way closer to it. “It’s okay. I won’t hurt you. I promise,” I say to the creature, its body slowly relaxing with every step I take.

When I am close enough, I stretch my arm out slowly and place my hand on the hard scales on its side. They are dull and shattered in places. The pain is overwhelming. I can feel it when I close my eyes, haunting me, like we are connected. My fingers tingle against its skin as it ripples beneath my touch. Its muscle does not resist me, instead, it sinks into me like I am its haven. The painful whimpers become trills as the blood dries and the wounds close. I watch in relief as the mosaic of scales vibrate and shake with life, like it is shedding an old skin.

“That’s better,” I say into its side, still resting my palm against its fresh layer of moist scales.

I hear Ryder’s footsteps move to join us.

“What the fuck are they doing with a sky serpent?” he asks under his breath, placing his hand against the smooth mosaic.

“I don’t know.”

I look at him with worry. I think we both know there is something bigger going on here. “How are we going to get it out of here?” I ask, gesturing to the cuff and chains clasped tightly around its neck and legs. Ryder edges his way around the serpent, investigating the chains. He notices small keyholes on each of the cuffs.

“This shouldn’t take long,” Ryder remarks as he uses his shadows to fashion a key into the lock on his neck. It clicks, and the cuff clanks open effortlessly. Wow, he really is a master of shadow work.

“Do you think you can make a portal big enough to get him out of here?” Ryder looks at me and then at the sheer size of the Sky Serpent. Although he is just a baby, he is still bigger than an elion.

“I have to try,” I answer. There is no way I am leaving him here.

“Everything all right in here?” River’s voice bounces off the walls as he pokes his head around the door. “Wow! Is that?” His eyes turn from frightful to astonished.

“Yes…” I answer as I pace to his side. “We are figuring out how to get him out of here.” River nods his head and turns to Ryder, who is standing with his arms crossed.

“What’s the progress on the missing Moons?” Ryder asks, a soldier once again.

“They are all free and unchained,” River replies, and Ryder nods relieved. “And Tommy…” Ryder asks, a grain of vulnerability peeping through his stoicism.

“No sign,” River’s eyes drop to the marble in regret.

My eyes catch Ryder’s and offer them condolences, but he blinks away my invitation and squeezes his knuckles into fists.

“Asha, go with him. Portal them out of here,” he says through gritted teeth.

I nod in his direction, knowing he needs time to process this information. I walk towards the door with River and look back at Ryder, who is working on removing the rest of the chains. Sky serpents have six legs, so that’s six more chains to release. I can tell he is hurt, but I know the way he thinks. Mission first, then feelings.

River stands beside me as we congregate in the hall. The elevator is making clanking sounds, and I know it’s only a matter of time before the people up there unjam it. We move quickly. I conjure my portal and plaster it on the side of the wall before ushering the Moons through it. The portal opens out onto our base camp, where we started. I know we cannot go back to the school, not until we know it is safe.

Once the Moons are all through, our group flees through one by one until it is just me and River standing shoulder to shoulder. Our heads turn in unison as the elevator starts whirring again, jolting and clicking.

“Shit,” River says. “There’s an Influencer up there…a strong one.”

The numbers on the elevator start to go down as it plummets lower and lower towards us. Miss Worthington.

“River, you have to go through.” My words are laced with panic as the elevator continues down.

“And leave you here? Fuck that,” he retorts as if he is offended by my suggestion. The elevator dings and the doors open.

“Sorry,” I reply as I push him through the portal, closing it the minute I know he is through.

Miss Worthington seethes with bitterness as she stares at me through the open elevator doors, an army behind her crammed in tightly.

“Get her. But I want her alive.” Are the only words I hear before the stomping of army boots tread through any empty space in the air. Before I can think, my legs take me back down the hall behind the armoured door, but the lock is broken from Ryder yanking it open. I Influence it shut behind me, but I’m afraid it won’t hold for long.

“They’re coming, we need to go. Now!” I exclaim, my heart thumping frantically in my chest.

“I’m on the last cuff,” Ryder explains, kneeling down with his shadows manoeuvring inside the keyhole. The door begins to shake and bang at its hinges.

“Come on, Ryder!” Panic chews through my words. “I can’t hold it for much longer.” I urge him to quicken his pace.

Ryder’s poise is calm, not even a tremble to his fingers as he works, like he has all the time in the world.

“…and… done.”

The lock clicks as he pries the cuff from the sky serpent’s ankle. I am relieved, but the banging on the door holds my breath hostage for a moment.

“You’re going somewhere different,” I explain to the creature whilst conjuring a large portal. “I think there’s someone who would like to see you.”

A smile forms on my face as the everlasting garden of Kamaria appears on the marble wall like a phantom picture.

‘I will be forever in your debt, Starchild,’ it hisses, and looks at me with thankful eyes. ‘I am Skypharoh.’

“Go, Skypharoh. Be free.” I smile as his body slithers through the threshold.

And with that, the portal closes swiftly behind him. The banging on the door is more violent now, more forceful, and I can feel the grip on my Influence sliding, like the rail I was holding on to is now lathered with oil, and I am slipping, close to letting go.

“Quick, Ryder. Now.”

I grab his hand and conjure the portal just as the door springs open. The force from the vortex sucks us in, but my eyes meet Miss Worthington’s as we hurry through. The portal closes swiftly behind me. She knows what I am.
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“Thank the Gods you’re okay!” A relieved River rushes to my side as I pry myself from the forest floor.

“Why, did you miss me?” Ryder taunts back at him, and a small laugh escapes Rivers’ mouth.

“You wish,” River snaps back with a smile on his face and lends me a hand up.

“I liked it better when you two hated each other,” I interrupt with a cheeky smile, latching onto River’s hand as he pulls me up.

“I am really glad you are okay though; you had me worried there for a sec,” River emphasises looking genuinely relieved.

“I’m sorry I pushed you through the portal,” I admit, hoping he hasn’t held a grudge. “I had to, because I knew you wouldn’t leave my side.”

“It’s okay, Asha. I get it.” He stands closer to me. “You’re right. I would never have left your side.” He smiles a small smile and retreats towards the rest of the camp.

My eyes rejoice as they look around at all the people we have saved, smiling faces and laughter sing through the trees around us.

“We actually did it,” I whisper, still in disbelief at our success. Ryder’s smile is large, with his dimples showing at the corners of his cheeks, but something unsettles me. “Don’t you think that was a little too… easy?” I ask as an eeriness unsettles my stomach.

“We got them out… that’s all that matters.”

He places his hand on my lower back as we stand admiring the sight in front of us. I rest my head on his chest, trying to dampen the feeling. But I think Ryder feels it too.

Kyro’s shadows dissipate into the air as he swoops down and chirps at Ryder, whose body instinctively tenses against my cheek.

“What is it?” I ask, worried.

“My father. He’s here.” He clears his throat and shakes me off him. “He wishes to speak with me.”

The branches snap as the trees part, making way for the armed bodies filtering into our camp. Their weapons glint under the moonlight as they stride towards us. A tall, defined man leads them with his head high; something about him feels familiar. He has dark hair and narrow eyes, and cradles his arrow like it is an extra limb. They continue walking in synchrony, their steps slightly vibrating the loose dirt on the ground. They flood into the camp, their bodies drowning out ours, two hundred heavily armed men outnumbering our small army. I let out a shaky breath as Ryder slips away and exchanges a few words with their leader, his father, as their army integrates with ours. There is no warmth in their interaction. They stand mirroring each other with stern masks, their eyes like chips of flint as they communicate with only words. Nothing more, not even a flicker of emotion. Ryder was raised like a soldier by a soldier. Their stoicism is unsettling. They stand ramrod straight, their joints stiff and unmoving until something changes. Ryder pushes back, clearly annoyed at what he is hearing, and I cannot see anymore. A fat soldier plants himself in front of me, blocking me from seeing anything other than his armoured vest, and I grunt in frustration, trying to push past his huge frame. I worm my way through a sea of immovable muscle, trying to get closer to Ryder. I catch another glimpse of him, Ryder’s father, this time the moon highlights the scar that runs down the right side of his face, and, like a lightning bolt to my memory. I remember him. He was there that night in the dining hall with Miss Worthington. My heart begins to scream at me as my lungs fight for air.

“RYDER!” I shout to warn him, but the soldiers’ bodies draw in closer, constricting me as I squeeze past their torsos, ducking under their arms, trying to get to him. “HE’S WITH THEM!” I scream, but the bodies drown out my cries.

In the blink of an eye, they turn on us, and one takes hold of me by the neck of my shirt, his hands gripping tightly to my shoulders. I whimper and try to press my way out, struggling and clawing at his hands, but they are glued to me. I feel a sharp scratch as he holds a syringe close to the vein in my neck, and I watch in horror as the other Moons around me drop at the hands of the soldiers. I wince as he presses the needle deep into my skin, and my eyes become heavy, my knees weaken, forcing me onto the cold ground below. My vision is becoming blurred, and everything looks sideways. The faint outline of Ryder stumbling towards me with a needle hanging out of his shoulder pains me; his movements are heavy and sluggish as he fights the sleep serum. He reaches me and drops down beside me, his hand draping over mine.

“I’m sorry,” he whispers before sleep takes us hostage.
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‘Asha, wake my child…’

Oriah’s voice shakes like an earthquake through my brain. My body tenses as I slowly remember the betrayal of the Xoro army and the pain etched on Ryder’s features as he fought his way towards me. I work at trying to open my eyes, my eyelids feel heavy and fight back as I try to lift them.

‘Oriah… what happened?’ The sound of metal clanking sends a cold jolt down my spine as I recognise the uncomfortable sensation of cold metal digging into my wrists. I blink, my vision swimming as I finally manage to peel my eyelids apart. My movement is restricted, and I try with all my strength to lift my arms. Panic flares through every cell in my body as I realise I am chained to a chair. Thick ironclad chains strangle my wrists, and no matter how much I resist and writhe, they are not budging. The strong smell of disinfectant poisons my senses, and a cold shiver screams down my spine. My mind races in a whirlwind of fear and confusion. I tug at the chains in a desperate, futile effort. The walls are white and sterile, and my bare feet feel cold against the white marble floor.

I know where I am. Right back where we started. Only this time, I’m the one in chains.

Shit! Shit! Shit! Panic takes over my body as I attempt to fidget my way out of the unforgiving, metallic grip of the chains clamped tightly around my wrists. It’s no use. The metal doesn’t budge and just eats its way further into my skin, leaving my wrists raw and irritated. I work at igniting the void and imagine the blackened ember dancing on my fingertips, but it doesn’t come. Instead, a sharp pain courses from my wrists, surging through my body, causing me to cry out in pain. I watch as the silver chains glow orange as if touched by fire, branding my wrists before cooling down again. The Enchantra chains. My breath becomes heavier and more erratic as I search for a way out of this vice, the chains clank and shout at me, stifling my cries.

“Oriah… Where’s Ryder and River? Are they okay?” I ask whilst trying to ignite my Gifts again. The pain surges through me like a hurricane, and I shriek out in agony again. The skin on my wrists inflamed and burnt.

‘Ryder is trying his hardest to get to you, but he is restrained like you,’ Oriah answers, and I feel the slight unclenching of my muscles as I let out a shaky breath, the tension that had gripped my shoulders and jaw relax, only a little. He’s alive. Captured but alive. And I do not envy the person who tries to hurt him.

“And River?”

‘They have him in a cell,’ she states flatly. The grip that relinquished from my gut reclaims me, churning and twisting painfully with guilt and remorse. I brought him here. I let him come with us. And now they have him.

“What do we do?” I ask, hoping she can get us out of this mess.

‘I can’t interfere; this is the way it must play out,’ she replies, and I retaliate by fighting the chains again.

“You can’t be serious? Help us, Oriah!” I scream, but she does not reply.

Looks like I’m on my own.

My head jolts suddenly at the sound of the bolt sliding across the metal door. I feel red-hot anger seething in my bones. An anger I have never felt before.

“LET ME GO!” I scream, awaiting a figure to walk through the door. The hinge opens slowly, and my nails bite against the iron armrests.

“WHY ARE YOU DOING THIS?”

I thrash my body against the restraints until my bones ache and try my Gifts again. The searing pain of hot metal screams at me and chars my wrists again. Hot, stinging tears that feel like they are eroding my soul, well in my eyes. I feel so hopeless.

“Amazing things really, wouldn’t you agree?” Ryder’s father saunters towards me and crouches down to my level. “Those chains are engraved with an Enchantra spell…no Gifts for you…well, unless you want third-degree burns.”

He laughs menacingly and comes uncomfortably close to me, stroking the eaten skin on my wrists, making me wince. I flinch away from his touch and stare at him with hatred, a sickening pool whirling in the pit of my stomach.

“How rude of me, I don’t believe we have had the pleasure of an introduction yet, I’m Darryn.” He holds his hand out to taunt me, laughing at the chains making my wrists immovable.

“LET ME GO!” I shout, trying to conceal the shakiness in my voice.

His hand strikes me, and I tremble, feeling helpless… my fear is too immense to hide. His heavy footsteps invoke a sickening tension in me as he drags his finger forcefully under my chin so my eyes are forced to endure his icy stare. His pungent breath eats into my nostrils, and I feel like throwing up.

“Nice little stunt you pulled…freeing the Moons,” he snarls through gritted teeth. “Of course, we have them all back now.” He chuckles, and I feel the anger begin to seethe under my skin.

“Ryder trusted you… How could you?” I spit at him, bracing myself against the back of the chair, trying to get as far away from him as possible.

“Some things are bigger than you, dear.” His voice is stern and unwavering. “Ryder will understand one day.”

He licks his teeth slowly and closes his hands tightly into fists. I imagine breaking out of these chains and battering him relentlessly to the point where his face is so swollen and bruised he cannot see, and he is too weak to even move.

“He will never forgive you,” I curl my words to emphasise my anger. “He will hate you for this.”

“SHUT UP!” he snaps, and I know I have clearly hit a nerve.

I fight the chains again, but my body is feeling tender, and the pink flesh is showing on my wrists. “See, you really don’t know what you’re talking about.”

His voice simmers and he begins walking closer to me again. “He will thank me for this!” His words are laced with bitterness and fill me with a sense of dread and confusion. The pool in my stomach is swirling violently.

“If you believe that, then you really are deluded,” I spit at him, and I can tell I’ve hit a nerve again. “Killing your own people. YOU’RE A MONSTER.”

“I AM NOT A MONSTER!” His face contorts in rage as his lips pull back to reveal clenched teeth, the veins on his forehead and neck gasp for air as they pop and bulge. “Do you even know why we are taking the Moons?” he spits, his body rigid with tension.

“To do some sick experiments on,” I retaliate and fight the chains again.

“Close.” He smirks for a second before returning to a pile of tensed muscles and clenched fists. “Over two hundred years ago, there was a race that existed. Not Sun or Moon. They were much more powerful than that.” He continues while pacing the room, and I fidget uncomfortably in my seat. “Do you know what they were called?”

Now I’m the one who’s tense, every muscle strained as if ready to explode. I shake my head.

“A product of Sun and Moon.” His stare grows more intense as he studies my face closely, his presence making my skin crawl. His hot breath triggers the swirling in my stomach again, and I stifle back a gag. “Hmmm… Not jogging your memory.”

His fingers caress the side of my cheek, and all I can think about is getting away from him. I take my chance and snap my head quickly, biting into the flesh of his finger. He yanks it away, his eyes ablaze with fury, and winces.

“YOU BITCH!” he erupts, and saliva sprays outwards from his mouth. He consoles his hand with his other hand, and I fight the urge to smile. A sheen of perspiration glistens over his body as he breathes erratically, as if he is trying to control himself. Red liquid drips from the tip of his finger onto the floor. “You’re a feisty one. I can see why my son likes you.” He chuckles a menacing chuckle, an odd show of emotion that makes me uneasy.

“Fuck you.” My words escape through pursed lips and gritted teeth.

“The Star race were defiant little fuckers that ended up needing to be put down,” he continues, wrapping his hand in black tape he pulls from his cargo trousers. “But we thought, what if we could make them? What if we didn’t need the Gods? What if we could make a Star race that obeyed us? Then the Xoro army would be unstoppable.”

He chuckles again, this time reading my expressions like a novel. I try to conceal my emotions, to conceal the mixture of shock and intrigue I am feeling right now, but his raised eyebrows tell me I have failed. “HA… I knew I’d pique your interest.”

“You think you can make a race. You really are deluded.” I smirk condescendingly and roll my eyes. “You can’t play Gods.”

“I thought that at first, when the Moons kept dying from our serum.” He shakes his head patronisingly and searches around in his pocket. “But with trial and error and a little bit of sky serpent venom. Voila.” He pulls out a syringe filled with a yellow liquid from his pocket and examines it in front of him.

“I bet you were angry when you found out we freed your little sky serpent,” I taunt, letting out a small chuckle.

“Not really… He was with us twenty years, so we have more than enough venom to power our army.”

His lips curl into a bitter smile, and I want to punch him so bad.

“You bastard. Sky serpent venom is poisonous to anyone infected; you’re killing people,” I exclaim in disbelief. He’s lying.

“Volatile… not poisonous, there’s a difference,” he states and flicks the glass of the syringe.

My face is a picture of confusion.

“You see, the serum requires an element to stabilise the mixture, an element immune to the venom.”

I can see from his face that he is getting excited; his teeth shine in the white light of the room as he smiles widely. “And my son… my incredible son has brought it straight to me.”

He turns and pulls something off the top of a metal table in the left corner of the room. “You see, we were clueless before, and then we found this.” He turns around to show me the Soldark in his grip, and my stomach flips. “Turns out this little book holds the answer to almost everything.”

My face grows pale, and pain radiates from every inch of my bruised body.

“The one known stabiliser for serpent venom is the blood of the Stars.” His words linger in the thick air for a moment as if they are feeding on the tension to stay alive.

“No!” I shout and thrash against the chains again. “You’re lying, the book wouldn’t answer to you.”

“You think this is just a little after-school project?” he asks with an eerie enthusiasm. “This project is hundreds of years old. See, we have Star blood, only a few vials left, but we have it,” he continues. “Now that we have finally perfected our serum, guess what…. We need more.”

His words make me cringe as I realise why I am chained up. I am a fucking blood bank.

“FUCK YOU!” I thrash against the chains again, hoping they loosen just by an inch so I can break myself free.

“A Star to make Stars… how poetic.”

He stares proudly at the serum in his hand like it is his baby, and I feel sick to my stomach. The shackles fight me as he knocks on the pane of a clouded glass window on the side of the room. The window is rectangular and large, and I hadn’t noticed it before because it is the same colour as the walls. It must be a one-way window. I fidget again, feeling uncomfortable at the thought of people watching me. The door swings open again.

“Ahhhh, Asha.” Miss Worthington’s voice invokes every hair on my body to stand on end. “It seems you have been keeping a little secret.”

She walks with purpose towards me as Ryder’s dad leans with his back against the wall. “Very clever girl, making us all think you were a light worker.”

She cheers as her heels clack against the marble floor. I feel exposed.

“You see this nifty little pebble here.” She pulls it out of her pocket and touches its smooth surface like it were a precious stone. It glows a bright red in her grip. I stare back in confusion. “See, I had it enchanted to help with our little experiment. It glows red in the presence of the Sunkind.” She chucks the pebble over to Ryder’s dad, who catches it quickly. “Blue in the presence of the Moonkind.” The pebble undulates a deep blue colour. “And purple in the presence of the Starkind.” Her words are slow and purposeful as she takes the pebble and presses it onto my forearm, and every part of my secret unravels.

It glows an unforgiving purple. “You see, it was an accident I stumbled upon you. - You just happened to brush past me one day, and I could see the purple glow through my pocket. Blink and I would’ve missed it.”

Her jaw must ache from the way she is smiling. “But you see, I’m not naïve, no… I had to make sure… which is why I sent someone to spy on you.”

I stare back at her perplexed. Someone has been watching me this whole time? I fight against the chains again and scream, trapped in my own little hell.

“You’ll never get away with this.”

My wrists burn as I try to use my Gifts again. This time, I grit my teeth to stifle the pain. A small ember ignites from my palm, and I see a sliver of hope seep through the cracks of these prison walls. I need to save my energy.

“Don’t you want to know who?” she asks, her smile still wide and obnoxious.

“I don’t want to know anything from you!” I spit at her. “LET ME GO!” I scream, still resisting the chain’s grip.

“Not before you see the show.” With her eerie smile still plastered to her face, I look back confused, my brain not computing the overload of information being hammered at it.

“It seems your little boyfriend is the perfect candidate for the new and improved serum.”

She doesn’t blink, her eyes narrowing in on mine to drink up the horror I feel in real time.

“What?!” My words hang on the edge of my lips in disbelief, clinging for her words not to be true.

“He is stronger than the others, and serpent venom already runs through his veins.” She speaks as if it would be rude not to experiment on him. I shake my head to filter out her words.

“How could you experiment on your son?” I direct my words at Ryder’s dad. “You’ll kill him,” I cry and fight the chair’s grip again.

“If he’s strong, he’ll survive… if not, I’m afraid he’s too weak to inherit the Xoro legacy.” Ryder’s dad looks so unaffected. A body with no warmth, no emotion. How could he feel this way about his son?

“You’re not serious,” I question, feeling like I am the only sane person in this room. “He’s too good for you.”

“He was raised a soldier… he’ll understand.” His words sound devoid of sentiment, an echo of human emotion, counter to everything a father should feel for his son. Tears stream down my face again, clouding my vision, although my eyes are happy to take a break from such evil. I breathe deep and blink away the tears.

“Bring him in!” Ryder’s dad bellows as he commits three hard knocks to the glass again. The door swings open, and I hear a series of grunts. Ryder is chained at the wrists and neck with the same Enchantra shackles that cling to me. Two soldiers grip his shoulders as they walk him into the room. He fights them with his shoulders and barges them fiercely, his skin turning red as if the anger is a fire burning beneath its surface. My eyes cry out to him.

“Asha, are you okay?” He fights his way towards me, but the soldiers kick the back of his legs, forcing him to his knees.

“LET HER GO!” he shouts with fury, and I swear the walls shake.

“That’s no way to speak to your father.” His dad strides towards him, and Ryder retaliates by spitting in his face. He remains calm and pulls a handkerchief from his pocket, slowly wiping the saliva from his stern face.

“You’re not my father, not anymore. You’re dead to me.” Ryder’s words are harsh as they scrape off his tongue.

“She’s made you weak,” he snarls, swiping him viciously across the face. “I miss the days when you would just shut up and do as you were told.” He hits him again, harder this time. I cringe and look away.

“I’m glad Mum is not here to see this,” Ryder taunts with gritted teeth. “Because she would want you dead.”

Darryn looks like he has reached his boiling point; his tight lips lift to reveal tightly pressed teeth as he hits Ryder again with more force.

“STOP!” I scream at his cruelty. Ryder takes the hit like a champ and spits out blood from his mouth. His lip is split, and his eye is bruised.

“I’m okay, Asha… don’t worry about me.” His eyes find mine like two boats colliding in troubled waters.

“You’re dead when I get out of these chains,” he snarls at the man who has lost the title of father. His words are made up of everything Darryn lacks: passion, emotion, and feeling. And I know he means it.

“Not me. But maybe her.” The corners of his lips curl into a smirk as he approaches me. “When the serum works, you will obey me.” He points to Ryder, and I wish I’d bitten his finger clean off when I had the chance. “And I will order you to kill her.”

The room falls silent, forced to bask in the horror of his words.

“We just need her blood first.”

Two more soldiers approach me with a needle. My fists tighten in anger, knuckles white with tension. My skin feels hot like it is burning, and it flushes redder and redder as the blood rushes to the surface. It’s now or never. I ignite my Gifts, exploding into a rage as I push through the searing pain in my wrists and break the cuffs that held me hostage. Thinking quickly, I Influence both soldiers into the wall, their bodies flail and smash against the hard tile, landing on the floor with a thud. Four more soldiers run in, but I don’t let them make it past the door. I hurl a large ball of light in their direction and watch as the flames eat away at them one by one before turning to Darryn and Miss Worthington, armed with a fierce orb of light and a shadow of darkness.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Miss Worthington says.

I can barely see her through the red haze. The flames have a mind of their own, they are hungry for revenge and sizzle like molten in my veins. I am about to erupt. But through the burning embers I see an image that stops me in my tracks, that tames the beast within me. Nala. They have Nala.
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My mind is in battle, fighting with me, wanting so badly to release the hell that simmers under my skin. But they have Nala, dragging her into the room unconscious, her feet scraping against the polished marble floors. I will try to snuff out the flames for her.

Her limp body bumps against the door frame, a dull thud echoing in the otherwise silent space. Her arms and feet are bound by rope, and her head is lolled to the side, as her weight rests in the arms of Charlie.

“See, I took a little precaution,” Miss Worthington says, and my fists return to their clenched state. “Charlie here has been my eyes and ears for a while now.” Her words eat through the tension in the air with razor-sharp teeth.

“Charlie?” I call out in disbelief; this sense of betrayal cuts deep. “Nala loved you… How could you?” Sorrow dulls my words as I think back to the excitement Nala had felt when she met Charlie. All the fangirl moments and blushing… and it was all a lie.

“He’s a Deceiver, Asha; I can see his true face,” Ryder interrupts, and my blood boils again. The fire reignites in my palm, and I fantasise about watching him burn.

“Being with you two the past few months has been hell. But every touch, every kiss, every putrid show of affection let me get in there,” Charlie replies, pointing to Nala’s head. His lips move in time with his words, but it does not sound like Charlie.

I feel like I am staring back at a stranger. A stranger with resentment in his eyes. “Which ultimately led me to you.” He points at me with a sinister smile.

“You’ve done an excellent job, my son.” Miss Worthington smiles at Charlie, and a twisted piece of the puzzle slots into place. I don’t say anything for a moment, just stare back in shock.

“Son?” Anger seethes through my veins; this deceit somehow feels more personal now.

“You heard correctly,” Miss Worthington affirms. “The Suns took him from me when they found out he was a Moon. With our new army, we will claim the revenge we seek.”

She stands behind Charlie, proudly resting her palm against his back, and I feel sick.

“This is just the start… sorry you had to be collateral.”

I scoff at her pathetic apology and fight the urge to rip her throat out. Charlie smirks at me and turns back to a limp Nala. With stiff fingers, he lifts her head up into his hands, squeezing her cheeks tightly, then lets go like she means nothing to him, her head dropping violently again.

“DON’T YOU TOUCH HER!” I scream, readying myself to unleash the bullet of light in my hand.

Ryder tries to shake off the soldiers pinning him down, but they are relentless.

“See, if you don’t comply… Nala here will die, and so will all the other Moons you tried so hard to save.” Miss Worthington’s smug smile returns like she wasn’t just afraid for her life a minute ago.

The orb still waits in my palm like loaded ammunition. But the soldiers discard Nala to the floor as if she is just a bag of bones and draw back their arrows at her.

“NOOOO!” I cry out. “You can have my blood… just don’t hurt her.” I surrender, feeling defeated.

“Asha, no.” Ryder’s eyes glaze with worry as he tries to fight the firm grip of the soldiers.

“What fucking choice do I have?” I reply, looking around at the sea of destruction we are drowning in.

“But they want me to kill you.” His voice breaks and shatters into a million pieces, and I can see the desperation in his eyes, but if the serum works, Ryder will live, and so will Nala. It’s a no-brainer.

“At least you’ll both survive.” I freely retreat onto the chair I was once held prisoner in.

“There’s a good girl,” Darryn patronises me as the soldiers reclaim their places behind me.

“If I do this, you let them all go?” I ask, staring at Nala’s vulnerable body on the floor.

“Every single one of them… for you and your boyfriend.” Darryn smiles. This trade may be sadistic, but at least I am the only casualty.

“How do I know you’re telling the truth?” I ask before they start taking my blood.

“You don’t… but I could just blow her brains out right now.” He signals to the guards, and they aim their arrows at Nala again.

“NO! I’ll do it, just please leave her alone,” I admit defeat and surrender my veins to them.

“Take her out of here,” he orders, pointing at Nala as she lay unaware on the cold floor.

A handful of the soldiers drag Nala away and out of the room.

“Charlie, you can take over from here,” Darryn instructs, and he nods his head soldierly, as he and Miss Worthington follow Nala out of the room. Probably to go and watch the show behind that window. Two soldiers still stand arming the door, and Charlie leans against the wall, raising a tormenting brow my way.

The soldiers’ hands hold me still as they pierce my skin with the needle. I wince as the stinging sensation eats away at my arm. Its sharp point clings to my flesh, embedded deep in my vein. A bag hangs high above me, filling quickly with my blood, Influenced by Miss Worthington before she left. I stare at the crimson fluid as it travels through the tube, defeated. Nothing is coming to save me now.

They’re two bags down and I’m feeling woozy. My vision is becoming blurred, and everything within it is distorted. I look for Ryder and, in my state, see three of him.

“How much more are you going to take? You’re going to kill her.” Ryder’s voice rings in my ears, and my head drops in defeat.

“A few more bags should be enough to create our army, but don’t worry, we won’t take your kill from you.” Charlie chuckles at the last bit, and Ryder lunges for him even though the hold on him is too strong.

“It’s cute, really, how much you care for her… It’ll be a shame when you tear her limb from limb.”

Ryder lunges again, but this time strong enough to break from the soldiers’ hold. Charlie stumbles back as Ryder pulls at the chains, snapping them in two and breaking free. Shadows seep out from his being and disperse into hawks swarming around the soldiers and Charlie, pecking and scratching at them relentlessly. Ryder emerges from the shadows, gripping chains in his hands, swinging them around like a weapon, so fast they make cutting noises through the air as they slice his opponents up. More soldiers charge into the room, but every attack they make, Ryder counters until there is no one left, and blood drips from every part of him, clinging to his frame like glue. He pants as he makes his way over to me, unclipping the blood bag and sliding the needle out from my arm.

“Come on, we’ve got to go!”

His words don’t register in my brain properly, but I try to make it to my feet as best as I can. He holds me up, and we make it to the door, stepping over the torn-up bodies and pools of blood on the floor before he turns to me.

“Why have we stopped?” I ask him, confused as a disturbing smile laces his bloodstained face.

An uneasy feeling twists my gut and turns me white.

“Because we never moved.” The voice came from Ryder, but it was Charlie’s. His face distorts, and a cruel laughter fills the room. Ryder morphs into Charlie. It was him the whole time.

“Asha, he is getting in your head,” Ryder says from the soldiers’ grasp across the room, which is now completely clean and no longer stained in a sickly red liquid.

“You make this so easy.” Charlie grips my cheeks and laughs maniacally again. “I’ll miss this when you become his chew toy.”

I am too tired to react and too weak. I don’t know how much blood they have taken now, but I am sure I won’t last another bag.

As my blood ebbs away, a chilling numbness creeps through my veins, each beat of my heart fading like an echo. My limbs feel impossibly heavy, as if they are weighed down by stones, my strength evaporating with each passing moment.

“That will be enough. Bring me the blood and unhand the girl.” Darryn’s voice bleeds into the room via some sort of speaker, but my vision is blurred, the world morphing into indistinct shapes and smudges as my eyes surrender to the emptiness.

“Asha, I know you are tired.”

My eyelids feel heavy like iron sheets, and I struggle to lift them. An image of a woman springs to my mind. At first, I see her in glimpses — the dimple when she smiles, a curl of auburn hair, the sound of her joyous laughter bringing life to the darkness. “My little girl, you have to find the strength within.”

Like a zap of lightning, her voice brings back memories I didn’t know I had. A life I have no recollection of living. Her voice is like a bed of soft silk soothing my aching body.

“Mum?” I mutter barely a whisper, the veil of black still dominating my view.

“Yes, my sweet Asha.” Her voice seeps through the cold cracks of my mind.

“Mum… I’m sorry. I know I’m not what you wanted me to be.” I sob, unable to move my limbs.

“Asha, you are more wonderful than I could’ve ever imagined.” She smiles, and I see her dimple again, my tears still rolling down my cheeks.

“But I failed you. I am everything you and Dad fought hard for… And I have no fight left in me.”

Each tear falls with the weight of my supposed destiny, my shoulders finally giving in to the strain of a hundred expectations.

“You have not failed me, Asha. My faith in you is everlasting.” I see her clear as day, like she is standing here with me. “They may have the power of sun or moon… but you have that and a million stars.”

Her words warm me, like my bones have been frozen for a hundred years and are finally thawing out. “For every star that burns out, another is born - you may be burnt out now, but a thousand flames lie dormant within you.”

I cling to my mother’s words as they echo throughout my mind, and I am transported to that place again. Where it all began. Oriah’s safe haven. The place of a thousand stars. My hands and feet are unburdened and light as a feather, defying gravity once again.

‘Come here, child.’

I hear Oriah’s voice, and my body is pulled towards it. This is it. I must be dead. A sense of peace washes over me as I get lost in the serenity of the waves. My body is guided like a puppet on strings towards a bright star that stands out amongst the rest. The whole world quietens, chaos nullified in the vast depths of this abyss. Until it stands before me, staring back at me, so bright I’m sure my eyes will burn out. But they don’t. The light conjures me closer until I am only an inch away. A mere ant at the foot of a spectacular mountain. Its fiery centre calls me to touch it, my eyes hypnotised by its beauty. I surrender to its calling, reaching my finger out to let it consume me.

In one swift motion, I am propelled back into the ether, the light becoming smaller as I drift further away. The stars that surround me move so slowly, like they are stuck in time. My head tilts back as I let the sensation indulge me, my arms hanging freely by my side, not resisting. The world quickens again, and I see my life flash before my eyes all at once. My mum, the father who raised me. Luca. Nala. Oriah. River and Ryder. And then… nothing.

Just darkness.

Until the stars blink back to life one by one, instilling a shiver down my spine. Not a cold one. A shiver that tickles my skin gently, a reassurance, like a passed loved one touching your shoulder. One that you always knew was there, watching over you, but you never realised until this moment.

The stars, like a kaleidoscope, shimmer and intertwine as they race towards me. My heart is like a magnet, pulling them closer and closer until we collide. A million sparks ignite a fire within me. A supernatural ember that not even an ocean can put out. An undying blaze. My limbs flare with a golden glow, a light brighter than any star that defeats the darkness like it was never there. My bones rejoice and rejuvenate as the fire roars within me. Untamed. And hungry.

My eyes open fast, and I jump to my feet. I am back in the room that devoured me of all hope. Yet now I stand hopeful. My Gifts shine brightly in my hands like beacons in the night. The door swings open again.

“T-that’s impossible.” The cold voice of Darryn seeps through the speaker again, and my anger returns.

“Screw you,” I spit at him, hoping he walks through the door.

My body feels stronger than it ever has before, and I want him to suffer for what he has done, but he has Nala, and I can’t risk anything happening to her. He doesn’t walk through the door. Ryder does. Willingly. And the door is firmly shut behind him. I race over to him, my heart thumping a thousand beats per minute. My body aches for him, for his touch, to be held like he did before. But his stare is different; a purple ring envelopes his irises.

“Get away from me, Asha.”

He steps back, panting uncontrollably and shying from my touch. Any softness in his features is lost, a series of sharp lines and tensed muscles. His jaw is wound tightly, and his veins in his forehead and neck bulge slightly under his skin.

“Ryder, what’s happening?” I ask, examining him with my eyes. “Did they get you?”

I take another step closer.

“GET AWAY FROM ME!” He snarls like an animal that should be caged up, and the fear I felt earlier creeps back into my bones. “They injected me… You have to kill me, Asha.” His words fight through gritted teeth, and his fists clench tightly.

“Don’t be silly. You can fight this.”

I step timidly towards him again and try to meet his gaze, but his eyes stay stuck on the floor.

“I can’t, Asha.” His face contorts at war with his thoughts, but I still tread carefully towards him. “I didn’t want to walk through this door, but they ordered me to, and I couldn’t stop myself.” His voice breaks, and his fists are closed so tightly his fingernails dig into the soft of his palm.

I don’t believe him; he can fight this.

“Well, I’m not giving up on you.” I straighten my spine and continue towards him.

“I SAID GET THE FUCK AWAY FROM ME, ASHA!” he screams, making me flinch as rage erupts out of him. “They’re gonna make me kill you… You have to kill me first.”

His eyes are full of sorrow. “Please… promise me you’ll kill me if you get the chance.” A tear rolls slowly down his cheek, and I nod my head to ease his sorrows. But there is no way in hell I am killing that boy.

“Enough of this!” Darryn’s voice seeps through the intercom, lingering in the air between us, trapped within these four walls, just as we are.

“Kill her!”
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His movements are mechanical, like a robot, always two steps ahead of mine. He glares at me with eyes that are not his own, reflecting a version of myself I do not recognise. Each step he takes towards me, there is a battle against his own will, his muscles coil with a darker energy he cannot control. I watch his conscience try to breathe rationality into his decisions, but this metamorphosis is unforgiving and does not give it the oxygen it needs to survive.

“Ryder, I know you’re in there.” I try to reason with him, backing away from his towering frame.

His face contorts as he fights to speak, to warn me, but the words are trapped behind a wall of forced obedience.

“Ryder, you’re stronger than this.”

He does not reply, but his anger speaks for him through pursed lips and gritted teeth, and his steps do not hesitate. His hands, which once held me with tenderness, are now clenched tightly into fists, drawn towards me by an invisible force.

I watched him try to fight the urge to rip my head off. He screamed and begged me to kill him, but I couldn’t do it… and now he has lost the fight.

I try to keep my distance, to create space between us. But this room is slowly squeezing the life out of me; the walls are like a vice, closing in on me. He lunges again, his knuckles white with tension, aiming punches at me with force and purpose. I duck and dodge and plaster myself on the far side of the wall. I don’t want to hurt him. The man who made me fall for him has become a weapon against me. My heart shatters with every twitch of his tormented face, every punch intended to crush my skull. I know he does not mean it, but it still hurts, nevertheless. My heart thumps in my chest as his being shifts, his shadows seeping out of his skin like black smoke. He glares at me with rage, and I do not recognise him anymore. With every involuntary movement, he is getting stronger and gunning with more force, losing the fight within himself. I gulp. I know the power he possesses, and now it’s twisted and aimed at me, a grim reality settles in my stomach. To survive, I have to fight back.

“Ryder, this isn’t you… You have to fight it.” The words escape my lips but seep through the cracks of his mind, never quite reaching him.

“WAKE UP!” I scream at him, hope clinging to the tip of my tongue.

“Please.” I sob in a desperate plea to the man trapped within, tears blurring my vision, but his presence is unwavering, each step a relentless stride closer to me.

I armour myself behind the iron chair bolted into the ground and plead with him again - “Ryder! WAKE UP!”

But my words are snuffed out by the shadows.

Ryder stands, his deep purple eyes piercing into mine as hordes of shadows take on tentacle-like forms, spewing from his back, and orbs of light rotate around his being, breaking up the shadows. The world slows, and a lump forms in my throat. Ryder’s gone, and he’s not coming back anytime soon.

‘Asha, you have to fight!’ Oriah’s voice combats the walls of my mind. ‘He is not a true Star. You have the ability to win this.’

“I won’t kill him!” I fight back at the voice in my mind. “I won’t let them win.”

‘Don’t make me regret choosing you!’

The iron chair flings out of its bolts and crashes against the wall. The shadows lob balls of light at me like bullets. They whiz through the air fast, ricocheting off the walls. I try to duck and dodge and Influence them back at him, but one hits me. I wince as the feeling of a hot iron hammer to the chest takes the wind out of me. I cough and splutter, the smell of burning flesh and cotton from my clothes sickening my senses.

‘Fight back!’ Oriah now pleads to me with desperation. ‘He might have light and dark, but he won’t have access to a portal. Use that to your advantage.’

I nod hesitantly, registering her words, unbending my posture and holding my chest. I feel stronger now, but I am conscious of the blood I have already lost. I use my portal to throw myself behind him and jam my elbow into his collarbone, before portalling back towards the other side of the room. He is taken aback by this, clutching at his shoulder briefly before narrowing his eyes at me again. The attack definitely weakened him for a second. I do the same again and again, portalling close and jabbing him in the stomach, jaw and ribcage. And then, his pressure points. He flinches back with each hit, and my heart heavies. He screams in frustration and summons his shadows again to shield his body. Dammit, I cannot portal through the shadows. The shadows enlarge his already large frame, they stick to him like armour, spidering in and out like they are alive. A spider’s leg reaches through the air and swipes my feet from beneath me. I land on the marble floor with a thud and shuffle my way closer to the wall. His presence looms over me, his eyes staring into mine as his shadows reach for me. I shuffle further back until I feel the cold wall press against my warm back.

In this moment, I conjure shadows of my own to shield me from his.

‘No two shadows are the same; they do not mix.’ I remember his words the night he saved my life, the night that changed everything. His face tenses as our shadow armour repels one another. He stands inches away from me, our shadows not letting us touch. I find myself getting lost in his features the way I used to, his sharp jawline, his dark eyes and black silky hair, the slight dust of freckles on the bridge of his nose. He is still him. He protected me from Alex and helped me save River. I have to help him. I owe him that much.

“I’m not killing you. So, I guess you’re just going to have to kill me.” I surrender to him, clinging to the hope that he is still in there somewhere.

I feel Oriah’s resistance, but I block her out and think back to the day he helped me find River. ‘For the wielders to gain control again, they had to enter their shadows and tame the beast from within.’

I lower my shadows, inviting him to lie on top of me.

“Ryder, you can beat this. To gain control, you have to tame the beast from within.”

My words shriek out with the hope that he’ll finally hear me, that the real him inside is fighting with me, not against me. But as my shadows drop, his quickly take over, my back still pressed up against the wall. His hands reach out and clasp tightly around my neck. My breath hitches as his hands squeeze tighter. But all I can think about is the familiar warmth of his touch. I gasp for air, but his hand is crushing my windpipe, his eyes lost in a serum-induced madness. My vision blurs slightly at the edges as I begin to lose consciousness. If he is the last thing I ever see, I will die happy.

“I forgive you, Ryder Stormwood.” My words are barely a whisper, clinging to my last breath, hoping that somewhere within him, he will get the message. That he won’t mourn my death. That the real him isn’t trapped behind this monster, watching me die by his hands. Hands that aren’t really his. Enslaved to his own mind.

My lungs cry out for air, for a release, but his grip is relentless. My face is turning blue, and my hands begin to scramble, clutching at the ground as if the marble will claw the life back into me. My fingers begin to tingle, vibrations like bass underneath my skin, one palm burning and the other submerged in its own darkness. There is a pull like a magnet calling them to collide, a force I cannot reason with. My hands grow limp and surrender to the magnetic pull, crashing together, merging the light and dark. A surge of raw power courses through my veins, erupting in a crescendo that threatens to tear me apart. A unification that would make even the Gods shudder. The air around me crackles, bending and twisting as Ryder’s hands are thrown off me with force. In a blinding flash, a shock wave erupts, a silent scream shattering the sound barrier. A sonic boom rips through the room, a wave of pure energy obliterating everything in its path. Shards of glass fly in a frenzy as the window concealing Ryder’s father shatters, slicing everyone in its wake and tearing open fragments of my skin, but I don’t have time to register the pain. I watch every muscle in Ryder’s body react to the sonic boom as he is catapulted through the broken window and onto the control panels in the room. The door that has held me prisoner swings open, releasing me. Cracks emerge in the walls as bits of ceiling crumble above us, my knees weaken as I stand with an empty feeling in my chest, barely able to carry my weight up. It’s as if all the power within me exploded and left nothing behind.

The silence that follows the boom is overwhelming, the ringing in my ears the only noise sharp enough to slice through the quiet. My shoes crunch over the broken glass as I wade through the debris of destruction I have created and through the windowless hole in the wall. The sound of Darryn’s staggered breathing is muffled by the blood spewing out of his mouth, drowning him from the inside out. His eyes are paintings of sorrow and pain as I get closer to him. A metal pole impales him like a dagger, where I imagine his heart would be if only he had one.

“You don’t know what you’ve done.” Darryn’s voice is breathy and weak, but there is a certain amount of fear in his eyes.

I stand by him, staring him down, not giving him the satisfaction of supplying him with an answer. Through all his despair, I fight the urge to smile at his fear, hoping his death will be slow and painful for what he has done to Ryder.

“There is a war coming, and you have destroyed the only hope we had. You have killed everyone. Their deaths will be on your hands.” He couldn’t be telling the truth. He is trying to mess with me even on his deathbed.

“No. You did this because you are cruel and power hungry.”

“You will burn with the world, Asha Calloway, knowing you could have stopped it.”

His last breaths are hoarse, and I swear his mouth turns into a sickly smile as the colour drains from his eyes.

Miss Worthington seems to have succumbed to the same fate. Dead on impact. Flimsy with the way her neck snapped against the control table and left her body lifeless on the ground, along with some soldiers. But Charlie is nowhere to be seen. The Soldark rests untouched by the destruction, sitting proudly on the floor next to Miss Worthington’s body, like it is waiting to be back in my arms. I pick it up and rest it under my arm.

I have to pause for a moment to take in the rest of the room. Multiple screens hang on the wall, some shattered but some still in one piece. Live surveillance of the dungeons that hold the missing Moons, the doors now cracked open. I see Nala and watch as she tiptoes out of her cell to safety. Thank the Gods she is okay. I breathe a little easier. My eyes fall onto four tapes in an open box with labels on them. ‘Project Star.’ I take the box and squeeze The Soldark into it. Something is telling me I will need these. The rooms flash red, including my own, as an alarm rings out through the building.

‘Evacuate…. Emergency…. Self-Destruct Protocol in progress’

Ryder groans, and I rush over to him, still keeping my distance. Blood stains his face as he twitches on the control panels. I have to get him out of here. I rest the box on the floor next to me and work at igniting my portal, but the void appears and then fizzles out. My power is not strong enough to get us out of here that way. The surge must have bled me dry.

“Ryder?” I call out to him, and he groans again, but I approach him with caution. “Are you okay? Can you walk?” I grip his face as he scrunches his eyebrows at me, his eyes are the same brown I am used to.

“Asha?” His voice is a low rumble and barely moves the air. It’s him. It’s really him.

“Yes, Ryder… It’s me. You’re back… thank the Gods.”

My aches and pains are numbed by the relief I feel.

“We’ve got to get out of here.” I pull him by his torn-up clothes and try to get him to his feet. His legs waver as he finds his footing, leaning into my body.

“I’m sorry,” he mumbles, his head drooping in weakness, as he holds onto my shoulder for stability. “I never wanted to hurt you.”

He winces with every step he takes, and my heart pangs. I did this to him.

“I know,” I say. “I never wanted to hurt you either.”

We take another step, but Ryder flinches away from me, making me jump.

He screams and drops to his knees, holding his head in pain. I kneel before him, my knees bloodied from the glass.

“What is it?” I hold his shoulders and try to lock eyes with him. That’s when I see it. A flicker of purple in the midst of the darkness.

“Ryder?” I ask, in denial of the serum taking hold of him again.

His muscles strain as the purple rings reignite.

“It’s too fucking strong.” His knuckles clench into fists as the serum courses through his veins.

“NO! NO! NO!” I scream, agony sharpening my words as my heart breaks again. “This can’t be happening… You have to fight this,” I beg and watch the light in his eyes flicker in torment. My vision blurs with the streams of tears that cloud it.

“I told you to kill me!” he shouts as he backs away from me.

“I CAN’T KILL THE PERSON I LOVE!” I shout back.

“Well, neither can I.”

He grabs a shard of glass off the floor and plunges it through his heart. It’s so quick, I don’t have time to react.

“NOOOOOOOOO!” I scream, a part of me pierced along with him.

My soul aches at the thought of being without him.

“WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?” I frantically remove the shard and place my hands over his wound to stop the bleeding, but the blood seeps through my fingers and stains my hands. Time seems to pause as I watch the life slowly drain out of him. I close my eyes and try to heal him, picturing his wounds closing up, but when I open my eyes, the blood keeps spewing, flowing like a sick waterfall.

“I can’t bring you back,” I cry helplessly into his chest.

The light in his eyes dims as time passes, his warmth fading against my trembling hands. A choked sob escapes my lips as I kneel next to him, his head in my lap. His breath becomes shallow, each staggered release of air like a stab to my heart. I focus on my energy again, but the more I try, the emptier I feel.

“It’s okay. Let me go,” he lets out between breaths as blood begins to pool from his lips. The same lips I had dreamt of kissing for so long. Tears stream down my face in an uncontrollable storm, like a rain cloud bursting over me.

“I-I won’t. I-I can’t.” My tears fall onto him and roll down his cheeks like they are his own. I clutch onto him tight, hoping he won’t slip away. I love him more than anything. He can’t do this to me. He can’t betray me like this.

“Oriah, do something!” I call out to her, but the silence that follows speaks for itself. There is nothing she can do.

His eyes meet mine as the blood drains from him, a lingering gaze that speaks a thousand words, an unfinished love poem etched in their depths.

“I love you, stalker.” Then his eyes close, and the world falls silent, leaving me alone in the wreckage of a love that could have been.

“I love you too.”
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My eyes are red and sore, not just from the endless tears I have lost, but also from the dark clouds of smoke that seep into the room, making their way through the building. The smoke chokes me and makes me cough whilst I sob into Ryder’s cold chest. I know the air will become thicker, and I probably should be getting out of here, but I can’t bring myself to leave him.

“Asha? There you are.” A familiar voice calls out to me. “Come on, this place is about to blow.”

I ignore it. I can’t imagine my life without him. I won’t. I can’t leave him.

“Asha, come on.”

A strong pair of arms takes hold of me and pulls me to my feet.

“What are you doing here, River?” I ask, my voice filled with pain and sorrow. His face is hazy through the smoke, and he is breathing into his shirt to protect himself from the fumes.

“They had me in a cell, but the door broke in some sort of explosion. The rest of the Moons are okay, they’re out. I came back for you,” he says before putting his shirt back up over his mouth and nose.

“Come on.” His arms wrap around me again as he tries to pull me away.

“No, I won’t leave him!” I fight the grip, but it stays firmly on me. “LET ME GO!” I shout in a furious rage. “I won’t leave him.”

Just like that, I crumble all over again and rush to Ryder’s lifeless body, sobbing into his chest while he lay motionless.

“He killed himself to save me.” My breath hitches as the words fall out of me with guilt and regret.

River’s footsteps slow behind me as a long sigh escapes his mouth.

“I’ll carry him out of here.” His voice cracks as he speaks, crouching down to Ryder’s level, picking him up and loading him over his shoulder fireman style. “And I really was starting to like you.”

He sighs with regret as Ryder’s body hangs limp in his arms, and I swear I see a small tear roll down his cheek. “Come on.”

The three of us exit the room. River groans slightly under the weight of Ryder but carries him, nevertheless. Smoke fills the hallway in a grey and orange haze. Embers rise and fall slowly through the air like fireflies. Through all my sorrow, I made sure to pick up the box and bring it with me. With this evidence, I can make sure nothing like this ever happens again. River is slightly ahead of me.

“Watch your step,” he shouts over the whir and buzzing of failing machinery. We step over an assault course of debris, broken glass and dead soldiers. I cringe at the destruction I have caused. I didn’t mean for any of this. The elevator doors hang ajar, revealing a black abyss within. Cables dangle like severed veins, and the air reeks of burnt metal.

“We have to use the stairs.” River adjusts his grip on Ryder before leading the way.

The stairwell is a concrete tomb; the air is heavy and stagnant. Each step is an agonising symphony of River’s laboured breaths as Ryder’s weight bears down on him. His head hangs and bobs with every step River takes, and his lifeless eyes stare blankly at me as I climb slowly behind. I stare back at him, my eyes also devoid of life. A life without him. I fight the tears as they roll down my cheeks and focus on the climb. Only two more flights to go. The self-destruct alarm is more erratic now, and I know we haven’t got long until we become rubble and dust.

With each floor, the heat intensifies, a suffocating blanket that clings to our skin. Cracks spiderweb across the walls and dust rains down from the ceiling, a grim premonition of what’s to come. We groan with the building around us, a declaration that we are both on our last legs. River pauses for a moment, readjusts Ryder and continues, the sweat on his skin a sheen of determination.

Finally, we burst through the exit doors, collapsing onto the gravel outside. River gently lowers Ryder to the ground, his arms trembling with exhaustion. I help him now, taking one of Ryder’s arms while he takes the other, pulling him to try to get a safe distance away from the mountain. My lungs feel like they are burning, my heart is pounding obnoxiously, and the box is digging into my rib cage.

Suddenly, a deafening roar rips through the air. The mountain shudders and then erupts in a cataclysmic explosion of fire and debris. River’s eyes meet mine as a shockwave slams into us, sending us sprawling across the gravel path. I shield my face as the heat sears my skin. The echoes of the explosion ring in my ears.

The world regains focus, my vision slowly adjusting to the smoky haze hanging in the air. I lay on the gravel, the stones scratching the back of my head as I gasp for air. River and Ryder lie a few feet away from me, bathed in an ethereal, otherworldly glow. I rub my eyes. I must be delirious. I stumble closer. A swirling vortex of purple energy crackles between them, binding them together in an incandescent embrace, their eyes both wide with the same violet light. The energy snakes and intertwines, connecting them as one, warping around them and enveloping them in its arms.

It can’t be.

A memory surfaces, a half-forgotten passage from a book I skimmed through when I was in the archives. A page I barely read enough of to warrant any significance.

The purple light intensifies, drawing my gaze. It pulses with raw power, a tangible force that hums in the air.

I’d never thought about it before, the stories they told me about their childhoods; both bounced around orphanages, both parents sentenced to death for their crimes.

Their bodies seamlessly defy gravity as they float upright and parallel to one another. The power vibrates off them, zinging the hairs on my arms as I watch in awe.

I never quite realised the significance when we were in Astra Nova, and Ryder’s arm ebbed with a purple glow only when he touched River.

A jolt of energy surges through me, a shockwave that awakens my senses. I watch transfixed as the purple glow begins to fade, receding from River and concentrating solely on Ryder. His eyes burn brighter, his body radiating warmth.

‘When in proximity, a surviving twin can transfer energy to the dying twin to keep them alive.’

“Twins…” I speak into the atmosphere in disbelief, my eyes not quite believing what I am seeing. One born at night and one at sunrise. “They’re twins.”

A final surge of light envelopes them, then almost as quickly as it began, it’s over. The purple light vanishes, settling their bodies gently onto the gravel.

Ryder gasps a raw, deep breath, and his eyes flutter open. My heart pounds so loudly in my chest that I feel like I might explode. His eyes find mine, a spark of life returning to their depths. He looks around with confusion etched on his face as he takes in his surroundings - the wreckage, the lingering smoke, and me staring back at him in disbelief.

A sob escapes my lips, tears of relief and joy stream down my face as I scramble towards him, my legs shaky and unsteady.

“Ryder.” I rub my eyes to make sure they are not deceiving me. “You’re alive.”

He blinks, his gaze focusing on me. “Asha? What happened?” he asks, his voice raspy and hoarse.

“You’re here,” I choke out, my voice thick with tears, examining his eyes for any hint of the serum still in his veins. “You’re really here.”

Ryder’s brow furrows, and I can tell he is trying to make sense of the situation. His hands intertwine with mine, and my heart sings again. “I don’t understand,” he says, his voice filled with confusion. “I thought… I thought I was gone.”

I cup his face in my hands, my thumbs gently wiping away the grime and blood. “You were,” I say, my voice trembling. “But you’re back now. You’re back.”

He stares back at me, his eyes a thick caramel.

A wave of emotion washes over Ryder’s face - disbelief, relief and a profound sense of gratitude. He reaches out, pulling me into a tight embrace.

“I love you,” he whispers, his voice thick with emotion. The winter is finally over, the ice around his heart has truly thawed, and I am there to hold it with both hands.

I cling to him, burying my face in his neck.

“I love you too,” I sob, tears soaking into his shirt. “I thought I’d lost you.”

As he holds me in his arms, the world suddenly feels right again. The wreckage, the smoke, the pain - none of it matters. All that matters is that Ryder is alive and back in my arms.

“But it still doesn’t make sense, Asha. How am I back?” he asks, a little more lucid now.

“It seems you and River are kind of…connected,” I say, my voice unsure of how he is going to react.

“What do you mean, connected?” Ryder asks, his eyebrows furrowing further.

“Twins,” I say, evidently. “He brought you back, some kind of energy transfer,” I continue. “When one twin is dying, the surviving twin can-”

“Yeah… I know the lore,” he interrupts. “But that is only the case when a twin is dying, not completely dead.” His voice trembles a little. “And I was completely dead, Asha. I saw my God and everything.”

I sit perplexed for a minute, just staring back at him, trying to understand what had just happened.

“The explosion must’ve jump-started your heart, only for a second, but in that moment you were both touching. That’s got to be it,” I think out loud. “You’re twins, Ryder! You and River are twins.”

“We’re what?!” River grumbles, sitting up and scratching the back of his head. But all I can do is squeeze him and thank him for bringing Ryder back.
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Chapter Fifty-Two
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“Stop right there!” A soldier escapes the rubble and aims his arrow at us through the smoke of the building.

My body stiffens, and my heart begins to pound again. You have got to be kidding me. We shuffle back on the dusty pebbles, nearing the edge of the cliff. Something tells me we will not escape this one. My head is still fuzzy from the explosion, River’s exhausted from the journey up the stairs, and Ryder is barely lucid.

“We don’t want any trouble.” I plead with the soldier to stand down.

“Good, cos I’m hauling you in,” he says whilst unclipping a pair of handcuffs from his belt and walking towards us. But he barely gets any closer before he is swiped off his feet and gripped by deadly claws. He screams as he is carried high into the sky and dropped to the forest below. His cries dwindle through the air until a thud renders them silent. The creature loops back around. It’s Craize. My eyes catch his as he ripples a thought through my mind.

‘Brave soul.’

His words cause me to smile as I look back at him, shouting out a ‘thank you’. He flies gracefully through the sky and back towards Sun Sovereign.

The ground begins to quake around us as we make our way down the mountain. My body involuntarily tenses but eases when I see two figures forming in front of me. A kaleidoscope of scales gradient into life as Versivius and Skypharoh drop their invisible shields. Ryder and River stand by my side watching them morph into three-dimensional beings.

‘We are indebted to you, Starchild.’ Versivius speaks with Skypharoh nestled under his arm. ‘You brought my son back to me.’ His voice rumbles with gratitude as they nuzzle their cheeks into one another.

I smile back at them, my heart thumping with happiness.

‘And for that we will serve you.’

They rest themselves on the ground before me and bow their heads. These are creatures of immense power, beings of venom and legend, yet they kneel before me. I stare back in a state of shock. I can feel River and Ryder’s eyes burning into the side of my head as they stand by my side in disbelief.

“Please do not bow to me,” I say, making my way over to them. “I am grateful to see you both reunited.” I smile, my hand resting on the space between Skypharoh’s eyes. “But I do not want anything in return, you cannot serve me,” I speak quietly into their scales, but their heads remain bowed.

‘You are our saviour,’ Skypharoh hisses. ‘We will be your sword, your shield and your wings, command us and we shall obey without question.’ He echoes his father’s sentiment. ‘We will not accept your rejection.’

My eyes are fixed on them, my heart pounding in my chest. I am not worthy of their devotion. “I…I don’t understand,” I stammer. “I just did what anyone else would have done. I don’t deserve this.”

Versivius raises his massive head, his golden eyes burning with conviction. ‘You underestimate yourself, Starchild. You possess a courage that burns brighter than any flame, a compassion that can mend even the deepest wounds. We see the fire in your heart, the strength in your spirit. We will follow you wherever you shall take us.’

Skypharoh nods in agreement, his gaze unwavering. ‘We have seen the darkness that plagues the world, the corruption that festers in the hearts of men. You are the light that can banish it, the bridge between the darkness. We will trust your judgment even when you doubt yourself. We will be your unwavering support, your loyal companions, until our last breath.’

These two magnificent creatures still bow before me, their eyes filled with a resolute faith. A lump forms in my throat as I see the reflection of myself in the mirror of their eyes, a potential I didn’t know I possessed, a strength I didn’t know I had.

‘We will follow you not because we have to but because we want to.’

Versivias’ words shatter any resistance in my brain. They are clearly not going to take no for an answer. I stroke their scales and smile at them both.

“Take me to my friends,” I ask them, my first request, and they nod in unison, allowing River, Ryder, and I to climb onto Versivias’ back.

He holds us with an invisible tether and glides further down the mountain until I can see the group congregating at the bottom. They all look up, their faces a picture of shock and fear as Versivias lands ahead of them. We dismount, and I don’t waste any time searching for Nala.

She runs to me.

“Thank the Gods.” I shriek in relief as I throw my hands around her neck. “Words can’t explain how happy I am to see you.”

Her arms rejoice around mine as she squeals into me.

“I’m really sorry about Charlie, I had no idea,” Nala says into the fabric of my shirt.

“It’s okay. He fooled us all,” I reply, but her eyes are transfixed on Versivius and Skypharoh.

“Oh,” I chuckle. “This is Versivius and Skypharoh, they’re-”

“Sky serpents. I know,” she interrupts, her mouth open in the shape of a zero. “Wow!”

I look up to them both as they drop their heads and nuzzle into the palms of my hands; they rest behind me like guards. A reminder of their newfound devotion to me.

Ryder’s heavy hand makes an imprint on my back as he stands next to me. I turn into his touch, unaware that everyone is staring at me. They whisper to each other with wide eyes.

“What are they looking at?” I ask, confused by the eyes on me.

“You.” He smiles as I realise they look at me with the same devotion as Versivius and Skypharoh.

‘Speak, child. This is your time.’

Oriah’s words encourage me as I stand daunted by the eyes of the crowd in front of me, but I feel the hands of a million Stars guiding me in this moment.

“This divide has gone on for far too long,” I say, holding the attention of the crowd. “We are stronger together… I am living proof.”

The group’s eyes fix on me with awe and admiration as Ryder and River stand on either side of me. River nods his head reassuringly at me. “So, no more babies ripped from their mother’s arms because they serve different Gods. No more segregation. No more rules separating our people.”

My words linger in the air for a moment.

“We are better than that,” I continue, fuelled by passion. “Change is coming, and it has to start with us.”

A silence follows my words, and I look at the sea of faces in front of me, wondering if my words have made an impact. Then, all at once, they begin to cheer.

A crowd of hopeful expressions and undying passions stares back at me. They look at me with hope, something I have not seen in the eyes of another for so long. I feel the weight of their faith clinging to me, a blanket of responsibility I cannot ignore. And suddenly I am terrified of letting them down.

I shudder as Darryn’s words refresh my brain.

‘You will watch the world burn, knowing you could’ve stopped it.’

My muscles tense as I bury his words deep within the depths of my mind.

Ryder turns to me, sensing my trepidation.

“Hey… you’ll be okay.” He smiles genuinely, easing my fears, placing his hands on the small of my waist. I sink into his touch. His face turns more serious, his eyes tracing mine in a declaration of honesty and commitment. “No challenge is too big for Asha Calloway.”

His words should motivate me or bless me with relief, but instead, they fill me with dread.

Because in that moment.

Just then.

Only for a second.

I could have sworn I saw the rings of his eyes flash purple in the sunlight.
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