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SHADOW TRIALS






BOOK ONE



CHAPTER ONE
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I stroked Mila’s chubby cheek, her skin damp with tears, and held my handkerchief to her nose before a snot bubble could erupt.

“Blow,” I ordered.

She did.

Heaven help me if even this was a memory I might cherish. A mundane and kind of gross aspect of family life that I was somehow loath to miss out on.

I grinned at her. “That was a wet one.”

My voice wobbled on the words, but I hoped she wouldn’t notice as I tucked the handkerchief into her breast pocket. “You can keep it.”

Over the years, I’d given her more of my handkerchiefs than I could count. It always amazed me that in a world where dirt was a rare commodity, my little sister was always covered in it.

The thought made me spare a glance for the cityscape below.

Even from our rooftop vantage point, cityscape was a generous term for the concrete wasteland that had once been Los Angeles. The power had long ago been cut off, taking most of mankind’s modern conveniences with it, and signs of disrepair were everywhere. Buckled tarmac, half-toppled buildings, broken glass. Even the once-bright colors had conceded defeat, fading like bones bleached by the sun into a uniform drab gray. Though a few washed-out billboards still promoted obsolete products from the Before if you peered closely enough.

But some of the city had remained intact in the years since the takeover. And until today, one of those intact buildings had been my home.

Not anymore.

But it wasn’t the building that hurt so much to leave behind.

Reuben, my younger brother, was scuffing his foot against the ground like he didn’t care. But his red-rimmed eyes and tight-knuckled fists told a different story. I ruffled his hair in the way he’d come to hate in the past few months and pulled him close.

“Look after everyone for me, okay, squirt? And don’t worry about me. You’ll have your hands full keeping Mila out of trouble and Dad out of the dessert rations.”

His mouth tugged upward at one corner, and he shoved me away. Gently though. His fingers gripping the fabric of my shirt a moment too long before releasing. A subconscious gesture that made my chest ache.

My mother. Her eyes were on my face, but I sensed she didn’t really see it. She had looked right through me ever since I could remember. A distance that only grew as I did. A distance she’d created to prevent her heart from breaking in this inevitable moment, my dad said. One I’d resented until now. Until it didn’t hurt so much to say goodbye to her.

I hugged her stiffly but softly in a moment of understanding and turned to my father.

Dad. His eyes were shining with wet. He had never held me at arm’s length, never put distance between us. Instead, it was as if he’d tried to pour all the love he held for my lifetime into these past seventeen years. I was his favorite. He told me so all the time.

Then again, I’d overheard him telling both Mila and Reuben that a bunch of times too.

I embraced him. “I love you.”

The words left me in a whisper. Not because it was anything other than complete truth, but because my throat was so tight I could barely squeeze the sound out.

“I love you to the stars and back, Nova.” His voice was as constricted as my own as he spoke the familiar endearment. A play on my name that belonged to just us alone. “Please come back to us. If you possibly can.”

His huge arms wrapped around me in the strong and tender shelter he’d offered since I was an infant.

A shelter I would never experience again.

I swiped at my eyes, angry with myself. I had promised myself I would not cry. That I would wait until I was through the runegate to fall apart.

The guilt my family would live with was burden enough without me adding to it in this moment.

The people left behind paid too. In their own way. I’d seen it time and time again. Mrs. Crocus, who didn’t smile anymore since giving up her daughter six years ago. Her remaining son, who bore the strain of knowing he wasn’t enough to ease her grief. The Hernandez family, whose home had grown quiet now without Gloria’s contagious laughter.

I’d always known the cost. Known too that there was no other option.

Thirty years ago the Blythe family broke the Agreement, refusing to send their firstborn. An entire bloodline, three generations, had been wiped out in the blink of an eye.

So I forced my chest—my chest, which felt like it was on the point of collapsing—out in a deep breath, lifted my chin, and stepped out of my father’s arms for the very last time.

“I love you all,” I told them, meeting each of their eyes and attempting to etch every detail of their faces to memory. “Live well. Don’t let grief get in the way of that. And enjoy the extra serving of fruitcake.”

The rest went unsaid. Make my sacrifice worthwhile. Love and laugh often. No matter what my future held, I wanted the very best for them.

I did not wait for their replies. I couldn’t. I needed to go while my legs would still obey me.

So I turned and stepped up to the waiting runegate.


CHAPTER TWO
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Whatever I faced, I would not face it alone. Ameline, my best friend since forever, was going with me. Our birthdays were but days apart. And now she was standing beside me before the ominous, glowing runegate, her hand in mine.

That fact gave me the strength I needed to take the final step.

My vision went black, like the snuffing out of a lantern on a moonless night. For a split second I feared I’d gone blind. Then my skin prickled as if a thousand ants were crawling up my legs, down my neck, and over my face. I could barely feel Ameline’s hand over the sensation, but that only made me hang on more stubbornly. I heard something. A whimper? But the sound was muted like I was underwater, and then my ears popped, the prickling sensation ceased as quickly as it came, and I could see again.

I checked to make sure that Ameline was still beside me, and something in my chest loosened at the sight of her pale face. Never mind it was rigid with fear. We were together. Until the end.

The first thing I noticed was the gloom. We’d left our home on a crisp but sunlit autumn day and now stood in a dimly lit place heavy with shadows. Despite my warm scarf and warmer coat, a chill crept over me.

We were in some sort of tall, narrow room. A tower maybe? And the very walls felt alive.

I scanned our surroundings. Noticed the weak circle of sunlight from a window high above. Too high to escape through. Noticed the threadbare rug offering little insulation from the cold and ancient timber floor. And the sparse furnishings, beautiful but worn, left over from another time. Before the world went to hell.

Did the strange creatures depicted on the wallpaper just move?

Ameline’s hand tightened around my own.

I took a deep breath. And another. There was enough to fear here without letting my imagination get the better of me.

There was no sign of the runegate we’d come through. No way back. So I shuffled forward a single step, drawing Ameline with me.

“Hello?” I called. “We’ve arrived from Los Angeles to honor the Firstborn Agreement.”

No answer.

No sound at all except for our unsteady breathing. Which was when I noticed what was missing. No clock on the wall. No fire crackling in the hearth. Nothing but this antique furniture. And…

I gulped.

No door.

My heart sped up, and my gaze flew to that window again. So high above. Three stories maybe. And nothing on the wall but the strange wallpaper that seemed to move in my peripheral vision. Certainly nothing to grip.

Was this a test of some kind?

It must be.

Surely firstborns were not simply sent here to die. To starve slowly in this small, timeworn room. There would be bones if that were the case. So many bones.

Unless they were eaten afterward.

No one had seen the creatures we were now bound to.

We did not know if they were the ones that called themselves world walkers. The race that led the invasion who’d looked almost human yet possessed powers that were anything but. Or whether our Agreement was with one of the countless strange beings that had come with them. Creatures of legend. Dragons. Unicorns. Griffins and more. Or if, worst of all, our future now belonged to the monstrous, devouring darkness that had wiped out life from Europe before the last satellites failed.

In truth, we rarely saw any other species—those that did tended not to survive the encounter. Nothing but strange flickers of movement in the forests that surrounded the safety of our concrete jungle, so often out of the corner of your eye where you couldn’t be sure if you’d seen anything more than your own fears.

But if our “benefactors” were so fast, so impossible for us to protect ourselves against, and so hungry for our flesh, why would they sign the Agreement to begin with?

Food and basic provisions showed up on the first day of each month, enough to supply the colony’s needs until the next delivery was due.

As a twelve-year-old, I’d snuck out to watch, hiding in the wrecked body of an old car to learn who it was that brought our rations. I’d stayed up all night, shivering in the cold. But the delivery hadn’t come. Nor did it come the next night, or the next. Not until I’d given up and returned home to the refuge of my blankets had our precious provisions been delivered. Four days late.

I’d never tried again.

And “all” these unknown beings had required in return for their protection from the forest trying to reclaim our city and the monthly provisions that kept us from starving—was the firstborn of every family to be surrendered to them at the age of seventeen.

Were we… livestock to them? It was a suspicion I’d never voiced aloud but one I couldn’t shake either. Whoever they were, they fed us and kept us safe and took no more from the “herd” than could be spared without unduly shrinking our population.

An arrangement that sounded an awful lot like what grandmother had told me of her parents’ cattle ranch in the Before.

The familiar thoughts were not helpful in this creepy little room.

A sound at our backs made me whirl. A buzzing of energy and something scuffing the floorboards.

Not something. A girl. She stumbled forward and stopped. Her wide, dark eyes flying around the room before landing on us.

She straightened to her full height, which was decidedly underwhelming, and gave us an appraising once-over.

“So… do you come here often?”

I stared.

She grinned, the expression quick and sharp across her heart-shaped face. “I’m Bryn. Did you just arrive too?”

“Yes,” I confirmed faintly, still wondering if she knew something I didn’t. “I’m Nova, and this is Ameline.”

“It’s a pleasure, I’m sure.”

The girl brushed past us, breaking my and Ameline’s unspoken agreement to huddle together, frozen in place. She helped herself to the single chair in the room, clonked her heavy boots onto the ornate desk beside it, and folded her arms.

“So what’s the situation here? Are there more of us coming? Have you met our new overlords or whatever yet?”

Ameline was stiff beside me. She was not a rule breaker by nature. In fact, she was the furthest thing from a natural rule breaker I’d ever known, and I knew what she was thinking.

“Um,” she said, “are you sure you shouldn’t be more respectful of the furniture? They might not like it.”

The new girl, Bryn, shrugged. “I’m sure the oh-so-powerful ones can handle feet on furniture. Besides, who’s watching?”

Her question made my skin crawl. Were they watching?

“They could be observing us,” I pointed out, giving Ameline’s hand a squeeze. “We only arrived a minute ago, but there’s no door out of here, and no one answered when we announced ourselves. I wondered if it might be a test of some kind.”

Ameline’s brow furrowed. “Or maybe they’re just busy.”

Bryn grinned again. “So they’re either too busy to greet the human sacrifices they demanded, or they’re testing us. In either case, sounds to me like we should find our own way out of here.”

She swung her feet off the desk—much to Ameline’s relief—and started tapping the wall with her fist. Listening for a hollow noise that might indicate a secret passage, I guessed.

Her reasoning made sense enough to me. Plus there could be no harm in looking, could there?

My question was impossible to answer. We knew nothing about our new masters. But I was sick of standing around feeling helpless, so I gave Ameline’s hand a last squeeze and joined Bryn in testing the walls.

We made it around the room in a few minutes. One section sounded different from the rest, but I could find no seam or gap that would indicate a hidden door. Ameline joined us and traced her fingers over the wallpaper on the off chance something would trigger it to open. Bryn did the same but with a lot more force behind her fingers.

Nothing happened.

“Maybe something else in the room could be the trigger mechanism?” Ameline suggested hesitantly.

I was proud of her for participating in the search and glad for Bryn’s influence. It was hard to remain terrified when the girl was banging around the room like it was some sort of grand adventure. And she’d been right in at least one thing: doing something was better than nothing.

The three of us split up to inspect and shift every object we could find. In a moment of inspiration, I pulled back the rug. But only more ancient floorboards and a light layer of dirt hid beneath. Damn.

Half an hour passed, and we were no closer to finding an exit.

Which was when Bryn withdrew a switchblade and plunged it into the wall.

Ameline, who’d been sizing up the chair and whether she was allowed to sit in it, flinched. “What are you doing?”

Bryn wiggled the knife free, then plunged it into the wall again.

“Looks like the window is the only exit. And since there’s not enough furniture in here to stack and climb, I’m testing if we can make toeholds.”

She seesawed the blade until a chunk of plaster and wood came free, then inspected the hole she’d created with self-satisfaction.

I was unsure whether to get out my own dagger and help. It was strapped discreetly to my thigh, and I’d wanted to keep it hidden. To have an element of surprise in an emergency.

Although I had no idea what to expect from the beings we were now bound to, I did have a plan. I would keep my head down and do whatever it took to survive while I gleaned as much information as possible.

Until I’d learned enough to carry out my secret agenda.

It was a secret I’d never shared with anyone. Not even Ameline. A secret I’d been working toward my whole life.

But in all the scenarios I’d imagined befalling us after stepping through the runegate, being stuck inside a room without even glimpsing those responsible was not one of them. So after another moment of hesitation, I slipped my dagger from its sheath and went to help Bryn.

Besides, I really wanted to see what was outside that window.

Any advantage, any glimpse, any knowledge of what we’d been brought here for could give us some small edge. Maybe one that would save our lives.

Behind us, Ameline sighed and sank into the chair.

As soon as the first hole was large enough for a toehold, Bryn tested it with her weight. “Good. Looks like this’ll work. Help me drag the desk over here, will you?”

We positioned it beneath the window, climbed on top, and started the next hole a lot higher up.

“Where are you from?” I asked Bryn as we worked.

“In what remains of Austin, Texas, I was told. Which isn’t much.”

“Were there no other seventeen-year-old firstborns this year?”

I felt bad for her. For entering this place alone. But she seemed unbothered by it.

“Nope. But I’m glad enough to leave. My mom died in childbirth, and my dad was a mean drunk. I figure whatever’s here can’t be much worse.” She dug out more shards of plaster and wood, then stabbed the wall again, hard. “Or if it is, at least I’ll get to have seen something other than one disintegrating city before I die. Not many people can say that these days.”

The holes we were carving were farther up now, and we had to take turns. Using our existing toe and handholds, we’d climb the wall and dig the next one out above our heads while the excavated material pelted our faces. It was awkward and difficult work, dangerous too the higher we got, and we were both covered in dust and wood splinters. But at least the wallpaper creatures around our blades had ceased seeming to move.

Bryn had the luck to carve the final hole. I stamped down my desire to be first. It had been Bryn’s plan after all. I could wait another minute.

She sheathed her blade, shook the bigger chunks of debris out of her short black hair, and scrambled upward until she gripped the window ledge.

“Oh hell no,” she whispered.

“What? What is it?” Worry and curiosity made my fingers itch to clamber up beside her.

Bryn didn’t answer for several long seconds. Just stared out through the glass. Then she said, “You should see for yourself,” and began the climb down, her motions slower than on the way up.

Impatient now, I shoved my toes into the first hole the moment she dropped to the desk. Anticipation thrummed in my chest as I climbed, forcing myself to be careful, to check each foothold and hand purchase, until at last my fingers brushed the window ledge.

“What in the devil’s fiddlesticks is going on in here?”

The question had not come from Ameline or Bryn. The voice was deep and rumbly with an edge of rust. Like when Mila drove her wooden toy truck over the wreckage of a real one.

I whirled and almost lost my grip.

A door that definitely hadn’t been there earlier had opened on the far wall, and standing in the doorway was…

Well, I had no idea what it was.


CHAPTER THREE
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The creature was as large as a man and stood upright on a powerful set of legs. But there the resemblance ended.

It had two heads mounted next to each other—nearly identical with long, tapered snouts, large dark eyes, and small rounded ears. Black fur coated the underside of the jaws and delicate noses while the topside was coated in scales.

The scales thickened and grew into large armored plates as they descended over the creature’s head, down its back, and along the heavy tail that hung to the floor and extended another five feet. More of the black fur coated its belly, and a combination of both sheathed the forelimbs right up to the long clawed fingers.

One of the two heads was muttering something to the other, too quiet for us to catch.

The second was staring at me.

The sight of it made my own limbs—so normal by comparison—tremble. Or maybe that was because I was still clinging to the wall three stories above the ground.

Not that the creature looked scary per se. It would’ve been cute if it’d been a fraction of the size and the claws couldn’t have ripped me open in one quick slash.

But claws or no claws, I was damned if I was going to climb down until I’d seen out the window.

My fingers curled around the sill, and my foot found the last toehold. I turned my back on the creature and pulled myself up the last few feet. Only to see an external window shutter slam shut.

“What the?”

Frustration spiked through me, but what was I going to do? Break the window and wrestle with the apparently magical shutter?

I swiveled back to the creature, who was still staring—or was that glaring?—in my direction.

Had it been responsible for the shutter?

I fought my urge to glare back.

Ameline stepped forward on my behalf. She might be shy around human strangers, but she’d always been fearless around animals. Anything from feral cats to the cockatrice that had found its way into one of the few remaining human-controlled gardens when I was six. The garden that I’d happened to be playing in.

Ameline had saved me then, and she was doubtless trying to save me now too.

She waited till the creature’s heads had trained on her movement and then bowed.

“Apologies if we’ve wronged you. We thought this doorless room”—she hesitated since the beast thing was clearly standing in a doorway—“well, you see, it did seem doorless a few minutes ago. Um, anyway, we thought it might be some sort of test.”

I spared the window a final glance before scrambling down to stand beside my friend.

“Test?” asked the head on the right. “You hear that, Glennys? I told you we couldn’t trust them to be left alone in here. But you just insisted we clean up that mess first. And now they’ve gone and destroyed the wall and frightened the wallpaper too. Look at the poor creatures, terrified half to death!”

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic, Glenn,” said the head on the left.

The voice was higher and softer and sounded exasperated. “That one apologized, didn’t she? And the wall will heal in time, and it’ll be like they were never here. It’s not nearly as bad as if we’d left that manticore cub prowling around the dining hall or the megalith moth in the linen cupboard. Now quiet down; you’re scaring the humans.”

They stopped arguing momentarily, and Ameline took advantage of the brief respite.

“Are you the ones we’ve come to honor our Agreement with?”

The head on the right extended its snout to the ceiling and let out a harsh braying sound. Even Bryn flinched.

“Stop laughing at them,” admonished the head on the left. Glennys, I thought the other had called it. But it—she?—was making a quiet huffing noise as if trying not to laugh herself.

“It is funny though, I have to admit. No, firstborns, we are merely the custodian here. You will meet the ones you are bound to soon enough. Tomorrow in fact.”

“Oh,” Ameline said. “What’s your relationship with them then, if I may be so bold?”

The head on the right, which had mercifully finished laughing, considered Ameline. Was that a softening in those large dark eyes?

“That one does have nice manners, I’ll give you that. We were rescued by a w—”

Glennys headbutted him.

“Ahem. We were rescued by them many, many years ago and brought along when they traveled here. We’re the only one of our kind on this planet.”

“Rescued?” Ameline asked. “Does that mean they’re, well, nice?”

Glenn did that braying laugh thing again. Glennys sighed.

“Ignore him, child. He says one of a kind like we’re some kind of art exhibit rather than glorified pets. Now come along, and we’ll show you to your rooms.”

She’d evaded Ameline’s question about their rescuers being nice. But rooms sounded hopeful. Better than the dungeon or slaughterhouse anyway. The strange creature was already sweeping from the room, tail dragging behind it.

Ameline tucked her arm through mine and whispered, “They’re like a black-bellied pangolin—except much, much larger and with two heads.”

She seemed to think that would mean something to me, but I’d never heard of a pangolin.

We followed like obedient children, stepping into a grand hallway that, while not as lofty as the tower room, was still a good two stories tall. Rich wood paneling reached as high as my elbow, with more strange wallpaper above that. Above us, an ornate ceiling featured a three-dimensional, swirling pattern embellished in gold.

So much color, so much care given to details that served no functional purpose felt foreign to me. Yet beyond Glenn and Glennys and the possibly moving wallpaper, there was nothing to suggest this was anything but a grand old manor, built by humans a few hundred years ago and maintained ever since.

I’d seen pictures of houses like these. There were even a few like it in Los Angeles, though they’d been built later and poorly maintained since the takeover.

This one wasn’t in perfect condition, but nothing was broken, the timber gleamed with a fresh coat of oil, and there wasn’t a speck of dust in sight. So who on earth did this place belong to?

Maybe we could learn more from the creature we were following. If I could recover from our rocky start.

“Um, sorry again about the wallpaper,” I said.

Bryn winked at me, then raised her voice. “I would be too if I’d had anything to do with it.”

I smirked. Her black hair was caked with pale gray plaster dust, and I was pretty sure Glenn and Glennys were intelligent enough to connect the dots.

I tugged a strand of my own dark brown hair, which was no doubt equally filthy. “You might want to look in a mirror before you try that one on.”

Bryn did a double take, her hand rising in belated realization.

Ameline giggled. Bryn and I joined in. And then, because the creature walked surprisingly fast, we hurried to catch up.

“Watch the tail!” the gruff one barked.

I was glad their voices were distinct, because being behind them meant I had to reorient myself on which was which.

“Oh really,” Glennys scolded. “I’m sure they’re perfectly capable of watching where they’re going.”

“You thought they’d be perfectly capable of sitting in a room unattended for an hour without damaging it too, and look how that turned out.”

One of the heads, Glennys I thought it was, turned and mouthed the word sorry.

“You know I don’t like it when you talk behind our back,” muttered the other one, but they kept walking, and none of us trod on their tail.

Ameline caught onto my desire to obtain information and formally introduced us. Conversation flowed more freely after that. And as we gawked at the changing decoration and trailed up a creaking stairway, we soaked in what they were willing to tell us. Glenn and Glennys were from a race of beings called the golin who quite literally became one when they chose lifelong mates. Their masters, and the ones that we were now bound to, had rescued them and then magically gifted them with a longer lifespan and the ability to speak multiple languages.

“Be careful about accepting gifts from them,” Glenn had grumbled. “Now I’m stuck with Glennys for ten lifetimes, and she never stops talking.”

Ameline, hurrying to head off another bout of bickering, asked, “What did you need rescuing from?”

“Our own kind,” Glennys replied heavily. “We had a difference of beliefs.”

“Oh.” Ameline fell silent, not wanting to blunder into sensitive territory.

Bryn had no such qualms. “What difference of beliefs was that?”

“They believed we should die,” Glennys said.

“And we didn’t,” Glenn finished.

I felt my eyebrows rise unwillingly and fought them down as the creature, or couple, or golin halted and touched a section of wall. The figures on the wallpaper darted to one side—definitely moving—and a door materialized before our eyes.

“Here’s your room then.”

I hesitated, not sure I wanted to be trapped in another room. “Um, will we be locked in again?”

“What do you mean?” asked Glennys.

“Is the door going to stay when you leave?”

Glenn sniffed. “Of course it will. We don’t create doors out of thin air, you know.”

Funny, as it seemed to me they’d done just that.

“But you do need permission to open it,” Glennys added.

Which sounded like the essence of a lock as well.

The golin pointed at a coiled serpent on the wallpaper. Its scales glinted a dark ruby red, and it raised its head when the golin’s claws drew near. All the better to see its oversized fangs.

“Just touch your finger here so it can taste you. Then Millicent will know this dormitory is yours and will let you inside. Now, do you want to room together?”

“Yes,” Ameline said at the same time as Bryn shrugged.

“Why not?”

“Who’s Millicent?” I asked, peering more closely at the red serpent before touching my finger to it. “Ouch!”

Something on the wall stabbed me hard enough to draw blood. Quite a lot of blood. It welled from my fingertip and dripped onto the floor. Where it promptly disappeared into the timber.

“Pfft,” Glenn said, opening the door. “You can hardly feel it. That’s just Millicent identifying you. Can’t be too careful with shapeshifting and all that, but you can’t change your blood.”

Well, most of my reaction had been shock, but I thought hardly feel it was a stretch. Whatever the hell had punctured my skin had done it with enough force to bruise.

“Do we have to do that every time we go in and out of our room?”

And did we need to be worried about shapeshifting beings trying to trick their way inside?

“Just in,” Glennys assured me.

I regarded my throbbing digit and hoped whatever we’d been brought here to do didn’t require fine finger work.

Bryn glanced at me and offered her own hand to the serpent. I saw her flinch, but forewarned, she didn’t react any more than that.

Ameline stepped forward too, more hesitant. She did not like pain. Or blood. But we’d imagined this day would hold far worse horrors, so she pressed her finger to the wallpaper too.

No flinch. Huh.

“It barely hurt,” she whispered uncertainly. “Maybe I didn’t do it right?”

The golin had already entered our new room and was bustling around seemingly ensuring everything was in order. But Glennys glanced back to see what was taking us so long and spotted Bryn and me bleeding onto the floor.

“Oh,” she said while Glenn checked the woodpile by the fireplace. “I see what’s going on now. Millicent must be upset at you two for harming her wall. So she took a little bit of extra blood for compensation.”

That would explain why it hadn’t hurt Ameline. Sort of.

Bryn glowered at her mangled finger. “Who the hell is Millicent?”

The golin waved its claws vaguely around the room. “Millicent Manor. Didn’t we tell you?”

My jaw dropped as the implication sank in.

“The building is… alive?” asked Ameline.

“Don’t call her a building; she doesn’t like that. Too impersonal. Stick to Millicent. Or the manor. Or home. That one she loves most of all.” Glennys said this like it made perfect sense and bared her teeth in what might’ve been a smile. “Now then, we’ve tarried long enough. Settle yourselves in and then go to the dining hall when you get hungry. We’d best greet the next lot of new students.”

Glenn shot me a meaningful look. “Before they do any more damage.”

The torrent of bewildering information made my next question a fraction too slow. “Wait, what do you mean students?”

But the golin waddled off without explanation—either failing to hear me or pretending to. And Ameline, Bryn, and I were left alone in a strange room all over again.

A living and apparently angry room.

And we had no idea how to find the dining hall.


CHAPTER FOUR
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The room we’d paid with our blood to gain access to was technically single story, but the decorative, sculpted ceiling sloped upward with the pitch of the roof, giving it the same spacious feel as the rest of the manor. Albeit a little less grand.

There were three beds along the right wall, each with a wooden trunk at the foot, and on the left, three padded armchairs were positioned around the ornate but functional fireplace.

The wood paneling in the hall gave way to yet more wallpaper in here. Lucky us. But more disconcerting than the possibly sentient creatures that would watch us while we slept was the large arched window on the far wall.

On the up side, it no longer mattered that I’d been prevented from peering out the other window. I could see more than any person in their right mind would want to out of this one.

Plenty of the buildings back in Los Angeles had windows, of course. It was the greenery directly beyond the glass panes that was so daunting.

A sea of swirling mist, reaching trunks, and tangled foliage fought for space among the thick carpet of decaying leaves that made up the forest floor. All sorts of monsters could hide in a place like that.

Huge intimidating trees dwarfed the manor, even up here on the top floor. Few of them bothered to display the traditional colors of autumn, their dense canopy blocking out the overcast sky and with it any hope of guessing at our location.

And if that wasn’t bad enough, vicious-looking vines with blood-red thorns the length of my fingers climbed up the manor itself, the tenacious tendrils clinging to the window frame like it was trying to get in.

No wonder Bryn had cursed when she’d looked through that other window.

In the ruined city I’d grown up in, only the foolhardy or insane lived on the edge of the forest.

Nature—or the magical thing it had morphed into since the invasion—was dangerous.

Sleeping near it invited a carnivorous tree to snatch you from your bed and bury you alive to nourish its roots. Or a wandering monster to smash through your window for a fast-food snack. Or any one of a hundred nightmare scenarios humans from the Before could only dream of.

So scenic views had become ominous landscapes, something we’d been warned away from since birth.

Yet despite the danger and the fear that came with it, the greenery had always called to me. It was beautiful. Far more beautiful than any concrete vista could ever be. And that beauty drew my gaze even when I knew better.

It dared me to enter. To explore.

To die.

Perhaps it was just instinct left over from when greenery meant food, water, life—instinct not yet erased by evolution.

I wasn’t foolish enough to follow the pull. But with the glass offering a thin veneer of safety, I found myself stepping closer.

To see more.

Past the wicked thorny vine and before the edge of the forest stretched a manicured green lawn. Something I’d only ever seen in old photos. Equally manicured garden beds and a lake too perfectly round to be natural disrupted the clipped grass in geometric lines.

But far more bizarre than any of that were the twelve-foot topiary hedge cats that lined the edge of the manor grounds. Spaced at regular intervals, they sat on their leafy-green haunches and stared outward into the forest. As if they knew what lurked within. As if they were the guardians of this strange place.

My gaze was drawn along with theirs into the shadowy depths, and goose bumps prickled along my skin. I backed away from the window.

This sentient manor probably did have some kind of protection the city lacked. It was senseless for the beings behind the Agreement to go to so much trouble keeping humans alive only to allow the forest to take us now.

I just hoped the grudge Millicent was holding wouldn’t compromise those protections. My stinging finger made me imagine her opening the window in the middle of the night and sliding my bed toward it.

Feeling stupid, I whispered an apology to the wallpaper just to be safe. Then I pulled the heavy burgundy drapes across the glass.

The lamps on the wall brightened to compensate.

Ameline and I stared at each other in shared disquiet.

Bryn said, “That’s convenient,” and threw herself onto the bed nearest the window. “This one’s mine.”

I wasn’t going to argue.

Ameline eyed the remaining options. “Do you mind if I take the bed closest to the door?”

That left me with the bed in the middle, but I was used to sharing my sleeping space. “Sure.”

I walked over and absently poked the mattress. None of us had brought any more than we could strap to our bodies. It had seemed wasteful to take supplies from our families—especially when those supplies had been provided by the beings behind the runegate in the first place.

The same went for taking any precious resources we’d scavenged from the city. What was the point when for all we’d known we’d be dead by sundown?

Then again, from what Bryn had said of her family situation, maybe she just hadn’t wanted to bring anything else.

Now that it appeared we would live at least a little longer, I wished I’d brought some of my favorite books with me.

Bryn had stayed on her own mattress for less than thirty seconds and was now squatting by the fireplace, coaxing a flame to life.

I pushed my regret aside. “Want a hand?”

“No. I love fires.”

The way she said it made me nervous, but the room was chilly, so I opted for gratitude. With nothing else to do, I knelt to open the trunk at the foot of my bed.

The lid was made of polished timber with an intricately carved hunting scene depicted across its surface. Two men on horseback with cruel-looking spears faced down a snarling, winged lion. The image was arresting in a violent sort of way.

The heavy lid required some heft to flip upward. I’d expected to see the bottom, but the trunk was full. Rich black and deep blue fabric, soft and silky to the touch, occupied most of the space. Handling it gently, I lifted out the top garment, wondering whom it belonged to. Had the last person to use this room left it behind? I couldn’t imagine them doing so willingly. The feel and weave of the fabric was far finer than any I’d ever seen.

Ameline’s soft exclamation drew my attention. She was holding an identical bundle of midnight-blue cloth. And when we shook them out, they revealed themselves to be fitted shirts with Firstborn Academy stitched across the breast in golden thread.

Uniforms? Glennys had insinuated we were students before, but could this place really be some sort of educational institution? And if so, what the heck were we here to learn?

I went through the rest of the trunk, trying to glean what I could from the clothes inside. There were three shirts, three pairs of fitted black pants, one belt, underclothes, a set of sturdy boots, and a heavy, hooded cloak.

The cloak was a relief since the other clothes seemed far too thin to ward off the late-autumn cold.

I was less excited to find the crimson ties at the bottom of the chest. Seriously? We’d surrendered our lives to these unknown beings, and they wanted us to wear ties?

Oddly enough, the garments seemed sized to our different body shapes. Bryn’s were short, mine long, and Ameline’s a touch looser to fit her curves. Even the boots looked to be a good fit. As if they knew we were coming. As if they knew which beds we would each choose.

I shrugged off the tension gathering between my shoulder blades. It was probably a coincidence.

Then again, the wallpaper could feel, the building could bite, and I was in way over my head.


CHAPTER FIVE
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A growl made me start—an indication of just how creeped out I was feeling because the noise was only Ameline’s stomach.

“You guys ready to look for the dining hall?” I asked. “Maybe we can find someone there who knows what the hell’s going on.”

Humans had been sending firstborns through the runegates for thirty-seven years. Hundreds or maybe thousands of kids. If we weren’t here to die, surely one of the prior year’s students could give us the lowdown on our new lives.

“That’d be nice,” Bryn commented. “It can’t be good that the golin avoided telling us anything about our new overlords.”

I wished she’d stop calling them that.

“Why be so evasive if they aren’t dreadful?”

The same question had been playing on my mind. Along with about a million others. But I didn’t want Ameline to stress any more than she already was, so I just said, “Let’s go and find out.”

As promised, the manor didn’t bite us on our way out. The door had stayed conveniently visible and opened just fine when we turned the handle.

Which left the problem of where to go.

The hallway continued in two directions, and we’d passed several intersecting corridors as we’d followed Glenn and Glennys. There were no handy arrows like the ones I’d seen still clinging to the walls of old office buildings either.

I peered closer at part of the wallpaper that had just moved. It was a strange half-goat, half-man creature, and he was making a very rude gesture.

I swung about in shock, wanting someone to confirm I wasn’t hallucinating. “Hey, this little faun thing is flipping me off!”

Ameline hustled over and squinted. “No, he isn’t. He’s just pointing right. Maybe he’s giving us directions.”

I looked again. Sure enough, he was pointing right. But he bared his teeth at me when I leaned close.

Shaking my head, I agreed to go the way he indicated. But only because he’d offered the direction to Ameline. I had a sneaking suspicion that if I’d been by myself, I ought to choose the opposite way any wallpaper figures directed me.

Millicent must not have accepted my apology.

We fell into a rhythm, Ameline leading the way and peering at the wallpaper anytime we came to an intersection. I pointedly avoided looking. And we were led to a grand and cavernous room filled with delicious aromas and… not much else.

While there were chairs and tables enough for two hundred, only a handful of teenagers huddled around two separate tables. Close enough for comfort. Distant enough to signal the two groups wanted nothing to do with each other.

Along the far wall was a serve-yourself selection of food and crockery. Ethereal music played quietly in the background, and no one was around to supervise, human or otherwise.

The walls were covered in wallpaper, of course.

Ameline’s stomach growled again, so we went to the food first. The individual dishes were covered by mesh domes woven of delicate silver strands. And either the food had just been cooked, or those domes did something to keep it fresh. Because every option looked and smelled amazing.

If only I was more hungry. The strain of the day had sapped my appetite. We served ourselves—Ameline and I dishing only small portions, Bryn heaping her plate high—and made our way to the nearest table.

“Is this seat free?” Ameline asked.

Back home, whenever we’d needed a favor, we made sure she did the asking. With her angelic face and halo of golden hair, she always got better results than I did. Even before she’d grown generous curves.

The self-designated leader of the group—a boy with a square jaw and blue eyes that matched Ameline’s in hue but not in warmth—sized us up.

“For you it’s available,” he said with a wide smile at my friend. “My name’s Jayden, by the way.” Then he focused on Bryn and me. “You two can move along.”

We all moved along. I made sure to kick the leg of Jayden’s chair as I passed.

“Whoops, so clumsy of me.”

The purple fruit juice he’d been about to drink made a satisfying mess over his white T-shirt, and his curses followed me over to the other table.

I grinned.

The second group made room for us. Three guys and two girls, who were fresh arrivals like we were. They’d come from three other survivor cities dotted across America, and since stepping through the runegates, they’d had a similar experience as our own.

Except for the stabbing-the-walls part.

I was beginning to feel embarrassed about that.

A new guy entered the dining hall and made straight for the food without pausing to get his bearings. He was attractive in a hardened sort of way, with a lean, muscular build, hair clipped short, and the kind of face structure that spoke of strength and stubbornness.

But what interested me most was the way he carried himself, the way he moved. There was a surety to his actions the rest of us lacked. Like maybe he knew what was going on.

Or he was superb at bluffing.

“There’s room at our table,” I offered as he turned from the serving station.

But he shook his head and proceeded to wolf down his food still standing. He finished the meal in so short a time it didn’t seem possible, set down the plate, and strode out of the room.

Purpose. That was what his movements had that ours lacked. He’d moved with purpose rather than uncertainty.

I wanted to know why. But unless I was going to chase him down the corridor and tackle him to the floor, that would have to wait. Tempting, but no. First impressions might matter.

I turned my attention back to our tablemates.

No, they hadn’t come across anyone who’d arrived last year. Or the years before that.

No, they hadn’t been told any more than we had by Glenn and Glennys. Three of the five had barely been brave enough to speak to the “monster” at all.

And yes, they thought this whole setup seemed off.

Tension made their movements twitchy, their appetites small, and their desire to talk shrivel.

If only Jayden at the other table had been affected the same way.

“My dad’s the mayor of Lewiston,” he was telling the others. “And he’s going to send in a whole team of his best men with all the gear they’ve salvaged to get me back.”

“But you know what happens if someone breaks the Agreement,” one of his companions protested. “Even if they can locate you and then make it through who-knows-how-many miles of forest, your whole bloodline will die.”

Jayden sneered, revealing something green stuck in his teeth. “You reckon we haven’t thought of that, Wyatt? My dad has read the Agreement word for word, and it only stipulates seventeen-year-olds go through the runegate. Not that they can never return. So we’ll be honoring the letter of the Agreement, and whatever beasts think they have us over a barrel won’t have a leg to stand on.”

He shoved another forkful into his mouth and chewed for a while before adding, “The magic enforcing the Agreement isn’t smart. That’s why you have to send a firstborn through in their seventeenth year even if they died as an infant.” He chewed a bit more. “So stick with me, and I might let you lot come along.”

I didn’t know it yet, but Jayden would be the first to die.

Right then, I just thought he was an idiot. If it were that simple, someone in the thirty-seven years we’d been sending them would’ve returned by now. News didn’t travel fast anymore, but a story like that would spread.

Even so, I tucked the idea of a possible loophole into the back of my mind. I’d promised my own father I’d return if I possibly could. Maybe I’d have a chance to use it someday.

Gradually the other kids left the dining hall until Ameline, Bryn, and I were the only ones left.

I pushed away my plate.

“What do you think is really going on here? Are we at some kind of weird alien boarding school where attendance is mandatory and failure to show up means death for you and your family?”

I shook my head. “It makes no sense. And if this is some sort of academy, where the hell are last year’s students?”

Ameline nudged food around her own half-finished plate. “Nothing makes sense about this place.”

Bryn had been packing away her meal with zero sign of the suppressed appetite affecting the rest of us. “Tell me about it,” she said. “But at least it’s interesting.”

She speared a roasted root vegetable that had been drizzled with honey and salt. “And the food is wonderful. If you ask me, we should enjoy it for however long it lasts.”

I supposed I had asked her, and there was wisdom in her approach. But I’d come here with three purposes, and none of them were to enjoy myself.

First, I would pay the blood price for my family to live out their lives in relative peace and protection. If Jayden was to be believed, that part was done as soon I’d stepped through the runegate.

Second, I was here to protect Ameline. We’d vowed we would face whatever would come together. But she was good and kind and gentle, and I wanted with every part of my being to preserve that.

I wasn’t like Ameline. I wasn’t nearly as nice. I’d been born hard somehow. Perhaps more like my mother than my softhearted father. And I felt deep down in my soul that it was so I could protect the precious yet vulnerable people in this world.

Which led me to my third purpose for being here. The one I’d spent my life preparing for. The one I’d never admitted to anyone.

I was going to learn about the bastards who demanded the firstborn price. And I was going to take them down.


CHAPTER SIX
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The question at the forefront of my mind was whether we’d survive long enough to achieve anything besides my first goal.

Were the previous years’ firstborns already dead?

Was Fletcher—the boy next door who’d been as warm and wonderful as Ameline—lying motionless in some unmarked grave?

My heart twisted.

But I was trying not to jump to conclusions. I’d never expected to learn everything I needed to know my first day here. Patience, I chided myself.

We left the dining hall and spotted the golin leading a trio of girls down the corridor. On impulse, I jogged to catch up.

Glenn eyeballed me. “Is your room not to your liking then? Not enough holes in the walls perhaps?”

Glennys sighed. “What can we help you with, child?”

I ignored Glenn and tried to channel Ameline’s charming sweetness—the stuff that made everyone warm to her.

“Well, madam, sir, I mean, um—”

“Glennys.”

“Right. Glennys. Well, we were just wondering, where are the other kids? The ones that were sent last year? Or the year before that?”

The two heads shared a glance.

“You humans are so impatient,” muttered Glenn.

Glennys smiled in a way that was probably supposed to be comforting.

“Glenn’s right. For a rare change. You’ll have your questions answered in good time when the masters will it. Until then, don’t you worry about the others. Get some sleep.”

Glenn’s lips pulled back in a smile too, but I didn’t think his was intended to be comforting.

“You’ll need it.”

Well, that was about as useful as a car without fuel. Temporarily defeated, I jogged back to my roommates and filled them in on the conversation.

Ameline then made herself invaluable by asking the wallpaper’s directions to the girls’ bathroom.

A stack of towels and toiletries greeted us as we stepped through the door—which hadn’t even required blood to enter. We helped ourselves, relieved we hadn’t made a grievous mistake in leaving the supplies with our families.

I was also relieved to find normal-looking toilets and delighted to find they flushed. People back home had repurposed some of LA’s old water towers to give us a form of electricity-less running water. But only a few of the wealthiest family homes had access. The rest of us had to manually fill our toilet cisterns with buckets lugged from the nearest rainwater-collection tank.

Far more magical than the toiletries and flushing toilets, however, was the line of shower stalls. Ameline tried one of the taps, and water poured from the showerhead above.

She ran her fingers through the stream and gasped. “You’re not going to believe this. It’s hot.”

My jaw dropped. I’d grown up washing with a pot of water heated over the fire. It took forever to warm, and we had to repeat the process five times so every family member could take a turn.

I rushed into a second shower stall and stripped off my clothes. It sounded like Bryn was doing the same.

Ameline moaned in bliss, already under hers. “Oh my goodness, it’s amazing.”

I turned on the tap and danced impatiently for it to warm up.

It didn’t.

I tried the other tap.

Still cold.

In the stall next to me, Bryn said, “Mine’s not working.”

That’s when I put two and two together.

“Dammit, Millicent. I’m sorry about the wall, okay? I didn’t know!”

The water, if anything, grew colder.

Teeth chattering, I rinsed myself off as quick as I could, muttering about grudge-holding buildings.

Ameline came out of her stall with rosy cheeks and a smile she tried to hide. But she kindly offered her finger to the serpent so we could enter our dorm room without further bloodshed.

The sky had grown dark behind the drapes, but Bryn’s fire was blazing merrily, filling the space with toasty warmth. It was particularly welcome after my freezing shower.

I covered a yawn. I’d barely been able to sleep last night and had woken before dawn to squeeze the most out of my final hours with my family.

I wasn’t the only one yawning either. So after trying and failing to find a way of adjusting the lighting, the three of us crawled into bed.

The lamps dimmed and went out.

All right then.

I wondered again how so many firstborns could disappear from this manor without a trace. Where were they now? What had happened to them?

And what did it mean that everyone we’d spoken to had come from cities around North America? Were there other academies like this one? Was the Firstborn Agreement limited to this continent? Or most horrifying of all—were there no surviving human settlements anywhere else on earth?

Realizing I’d never get any sleep with thoughts like that, I took a leaf out of Bryn’s book and focused on the positive.

The mattress was incredibly soft, the blankets warm, and the wallpaper a little less creepy in the dark.

Or was that more creepy in the dark?

I needed to stop thinking about the wallpaper.

But when I managed to quash that train of thought, I found myself yearning for my lumpy old mattress at home.

Mila would have crawled in beside me by now, her small and squirmy body warming me inside and out. She had her own mattress but preferred to share mine most nights.

The room was cozy thanks to Bryn’s fire, and there was nothing wrong with my body temperature. But the hollow ache in my chest persisted until exhaustion at last overcame me.


CHAPTER SEVEN
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Humans say magic broke the world.

According to my grandmother, the invaders claim that magic merely re-formed it.

Either way, when the world walkers and their entourage of monsters came, humankind drew closer to extinction than any other time since Adam ate that damned apple.

The monsters and magic killed millions. Our desperate acts with nuclear weapons killed more. And the shuddering ripples of life without the technology we’d learned to depend on—the subsequent disease outbreaks and food shortages and chaos—slaughtered most of all.

At first humankind fought back.

The survivors surrendered.

Before communication failed, they’d seen the monstrous devouring darkness in Europe wipe out all life on the continent. Seen the walkers clearing still more territory for themselves, driving out the humans and animals that had once called it home and burning their settlements to the ground.

In the territory that remained, the earth itself had become hostile to us, morphing with the invaders’ magic into something hungry and alien, and swarming with monsters that were even more so.

The richest and most powerful humans left on spaceships to settle on Mars or hastily built space stations. Grandmother said there were rumors at the time that they were working on a solution to save the rest of us.

They did not come back.

So the remnants of humankind clustered in the concrete jungles made by their ancestors and slowly starved or were plucked away one by one by the monsters roaming the forests.

Until the others offered the Firstborn Agreement. They would provide food, provisions, and protection within our concrete walls on one condition. That every firstborn child, regardless of gender, mental faculties, or physical health, would be sent to the others in their seventeenth year.

On pain of death.

Under the circumstances, it seemed a worthy trade. One does not have to look far into human history to learn that incessant, gnawing hunger and the fear of dying drive people to do unspeakable things.

That was three generations ago now. I hadn’t been born yet. But my grandmother told me the tales until she passed, and then my father took over the mantle of storyteller. Historian. Teacher. My mother said nothing at all, pressing her lips together the way she always did when she was displeased about something.

Understanding the history of the sacrifice I was destined to make had helped me accept it.

I’d known it was coming, and known why it was coming, for each of my seventeen years. And I’d found a peace in that. A purpose even.

But when I was literally flipped out of my bed the first morning after stepping through the runegate, that acceptance was sorely tested.

My soft, comfortable mattress had abruptly decided to stand upright.

I groaned and rubbed the parts of me that had been the first to hit the floor. On my right, Bryn was suffering through a similar wake-up call. On my left, Ameline’s mattress rocked her gently awake.

Guess that meant Millicent hadn’t given up her grudge overnight then.

Noises through the door suggested we weren’t the only ones who’d been woken. We’d slept in our soft new uniforms for want of clean sleepwear, and they were miraculously unwrinkled now. So all we needed to do was pull on boots and belts and run hasty fingers through our hair before we were presentable enough to learn what was happening.

Or so I thought.

Until one of the ties I’d left in the bottom of my trunk caught me around the neck as I reached for the door handle.

A wise person knows when to pick their battles. Ameline and I straightened each other’s ties, Bryn insisted hers preferred to be askew, and we finally burst into the hallway.

Other kids, all of them likewise wearing uniforms, were walking in a single direction down the corridor. There were far more people than we’d seen yesterday, and I wondered if we’d found the missing firstborns from previous years. Excitement fluttered in my chest.

Maybe we were about to get answers.

I needed to use the bathroom, but curiosity urged me forward. The three of us followed the crowd.

We made our way downstairs, passed the turnoff that led to the dining hall, and turned instead into a wider, grander passage with vaulted ceilings and nook after nook of antique treasures.

Over the sea of heads, I could see a set of imposing double doors and Glenn and Glennys beside it. The golin said something to the nearest students, then threw the doors open.

Beyond them was the manicured lawn I’d glimpsed from our bedroom window.

Outside.

A mere two hundred yards from the perilous forest.

To my amazement, the first students stepped through the doorway, and the crowd resumed its forward momentum. Kids hesitated but were urged on by Glenn or Glennys. I guessed it was a combination of muttered threats and kind assurances that drove them onward. But no screams of terror came from those milling on the lawn, and slowly the pace sped up.

I was beginning to regret my shortsightedness in not having gone to the bathroom.

When our trio reached the doors, the fresh morning air swept over me.

“What’s happening?” I asked Glennys.

“Your first class. Hurry now. Professor Cricklewood doesn’t like tardiness.”

Bryn leaned past me. “Did we miss breakfast?”

“Don’t worry about that, child. You’ll want an empty stomach for this lesson.”

With those foreboding words, we walked down the manor’s steps and onto the grass.

Everything I’d spied from our dorm room seemed bigger out here. The gardens, the topiary cats, the lake, and most especially the imposing wall of the forest hemming us in.

A wizened old man with a long white beard and an ornate walking staff half again his height approached the group, heedless of the swirling mists drifting in from the woods.

His watery blue eyes and kindly human features made him feel comfortable and familiar in this strange place. And I took a half step toward him, wondering if he might be the one to finally make sense of what was happening to us.

Then he opened his mouth.

“Look sharp, you liver-licking, shrimp-for-brains maggots! When I tell you to run, your hooves better be flying or I’ll teach you to regret it, you hear?”

He paced back and forth in front of our gobsmacked group, wielding his staff like a weapon.

Which upon closer inspection, it was. The spiked top was not decorative.

“I will force you sloppy snot-burgers into shape if I have to shove you through the meat grinder myself. Notice I said you and not me because I could lap you lazy scum-suckers running backward with my eyes closed!”

A poor hapless girl raised her hand. “Sir, I was just wondering, sir, um, whether we could run inside where it’s safe?”

He thumped his staff viciously into the ground at her feet, and she scrambled backward until she hit the kid behind her.

“You want to stay safe?” the professor roared. “Then. Follow. My. Orders!”

He paused for a moment, then conceded, “And stay on this side of the sentinel hedge cats.”

His voice reverted to a drill-sergeant shout. “Now run or I’ll eat you.”

A few of the students chuckled, but I had the distinct impression Cricklewood wasn’t joking.

I ran.

The grass felt strange under my feet. Soft and kind of springy compared to the asphalt and concrete I usually ran on.

Back home, I hadn’t known what to prepare for, so I’d tried to be prepared for anything.

Every day I jogged up the stairwell of the tallest remaining skyscraper, then ran a seven-mile route around the safe areas of the city. If someone in the community had a feasibly useful skill, I offered to perform odd jobs for them in exchange for learning it. I also read everything I could get my hands on.

The running, hard labor, and skill acquisition was harder than the reading. It was no burden to lose myself in stories of the Before. But I made sure I did both. And that discipline put me in good stead now.

I was at the head of the group as we jogged around the manicured lawn. After half a dozen laps, the only person beside me was the guy who’d caught my attention in the dining hall. The one who’d moved differently from everyone else. Mr. Knows-Something-We-Don’t.

We ran another dozen laps, the other kids falling farther behind.

I checked on my running companion. Out here in the daylight, his eyes were more gold than brown, and there was life on his face that had been lacking last night.

Like me, he was barely breathing hard, his strong athletic build demolishing the miles with ease. Plenty of capacity to talk then.

The real question was whether he’d cooperate. Time to find out.

“I’m Nova,” I said.

He didn’t respond.

I made my voice honey-sweet. “You don’t have to answer if you’re too short of breath.”

He shot me a look.

“I’m Klay.”

Well, that was two more words than I’d gotten out of him in the dining hall. He had an unusual accent too. One I couldn’t place.

“How long have you been here, Klay?”

“Since yesterday.”

Damn. Not that I’d really expected him to say otherwise, but if he wasn’t a firstborn from a prior year’s intake, then none of the kids puffing behind us were.

Then again, I wasn’t sure I believed he’d only just arrived.

“Do you know something the rest of us don’t?”

I glanced over to gauge his reaction.

“The balance of probabilities would suggest yes,” he informed me, and maybe his lips curved a fraction as he said it. “You’ll have to be more specific.”

I bit back a growl, wishing Ameline was here to win him over. Rapport building was not in my wheelhouse.

All right, smartass. “Do you know what’s going on here? Who the beings behind the Agreement are? And why they’d want to steal human firstborns from their families just to make them run around in circles for no apparent reason?”

“I know you should focus on Professor Cricklewood’s lessons if you want to live,” Klay said.

Then he put on a burst of speed in an unsubtle signal our conversation was over.

I could’ve caught up. But it wouldn’t have made him any more accommodating, and I wasn’t sure how long this exercise would go on. Smarter to pace myself.

Half a dozen laps later, Cricklewood whistled shrilly. “That’s enough of that, you miserable manticore snacks! I want to see thirty-seven push-ups. Seventy-four for anyone who doesn’t complete them in a timely manner.”

Thirty-seven? What was wrong with three dozen?

Was this guy an eccentric professor or—I swallowed as a new possibility occurred to me—a world walker?

Walkers in the stories were always beautiful. Cricklewood wasn’t. But he was a long way from your average human too. Maybe like Glenn and Glennys he’d been gifted by the “masters” here with powers.

Like the ability to curse a mean streak. And terrify teenagers into exercising first thing in the morning.

We dropped where we were, scattered around the track, and did as we’d been ordered. Most kids were strong enough from hand-hauling water and supplies around our communities. Life was tougher after the invasion. But as the son of a mayor, Jayden must have lived a life of privilege. His face was red and his arms were wobbling before he was halfway done. I knew this because I’d been about to lap him, and that meant he was disappointingly nearby.

Cricklewood stalked over to Jayden and rammed his staff into the earth an inch from the boy’s straining fingers. “Congratulations. Just for making me pity you, I’ll allow you to do seventy-four.”

Jayden’s cheeks darkened further, and he sat up. “Get lost. I haven’t even had breakfast yet.”

Cricklewood’s voice turned real quiet.

“Keep. Going.”

But Jayden crossed his arms. “No. You can yell all you want, old man, but you can’t make me.”

The elderly professor smiled then. “Oh but I can.”

And I watched as Jayden’s body jerkily returned to doing push-ups.

After runegates and sentient buildings and surviving the night this close to the forest without being eaten, it was hardly the largest display of magic I’d witnessed. But it sent unease spreading through my stomach all the same. Perhaps because it was the first time I’d seen magic used against us.

Well, apart from Millicent flinging me out of bed and sabotaging my shower.

Jayden’s eyes were wide, almost bulging, and his lips appeared to be glued shut. But that didn’t stop him whimpering when his underdeveloped muscles began to cramp.

I looked away. I didn’t like Jayden, but I didn’t want to watch Cricklewood bully him either.

Bryn was one of the other forerunners and completed her push-ups at the same time I did. Ameline had settled somewhere in the middle of the group. She might be curvy, but she wasn’t as soft as she looked.

“All right!” Cricklewood’s shout interrupted my survey. “Now that you’ve warmed up, we’d usually move on to weapons training. But as you pitiful wet-noodle-armed wretches have so aptly demonstrated, you don’t have a hope in hell of waving a sword without skewering yourselves. So you get to repeat all that again instead. Now run!”

Some kids whimpered, others groaned, but we all got up and started running. Even Jayden.

I was happy to move my legs again. It gave my mind time to churn over the implications. Weapons training? Sword? Were our new “masters” trying to make an army out of us?

The idea was so preposterous I almost snorted. It was more likely they were torturing us for sport. And yet… if there was any truth in the idea, it wasn’t funny at all.

We ran and did strength exercises and then ran again.

By the time Cricklewood called for a stop, almost everyone had made at least one trip to vomit into the bushes. The ones near the manor rather than the forest, naturally.

Ameline was pale and shaky. Bryn was sweat-soaked but determined. Jayden looked like he might have been crying. And knows-something-we-don’t Klay was barely winded.

Jerk.

Or maybe that was just my competitive side talking because I wanted to be the best.

I had to excel. How else could I convince myself I had some hope of pulling off my wild scheme?

And how else could I convince the targets of my scheme that I was willing and worthy and they should trust me with the intel that might bring them down?

Of course at this stage, we still hadn’t caught so much as a glimpse of those unknown targets.

Cricklewood eyeballed the ragged assembly of exhausted firstborns.

“I suppose congratulations are in order”—a few heads lifted in hope—“for being the most pathetic group of wretches I’ve ever had the displeasure of laying eyes on. Now get out of my sight. Breakfast is waiting for those that can stomach it. Meanwhile, I’ll try to forget your appalling performance so you can impress me anew this evening.”

There was a collective groan among my peers.

Few of us could’ve predicted the day was only going to get worse.


CHAPTER EIGHT
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Cricklewood had made it clear that showering would have to wait, which meant we were a sweaty and sorry lot of humans who trudged into the dining hall.

But whatever our uniforms were made of, they must have had magical properties because the enclosed space did not smell of body odor, dirt, or vomit. Instead, the delicious scents of breakfast wafted over us.

I’d darted away to use the bathroom and was now in a state to find the food appealing.

Glenn and Glennys were serving—helping the line move faster than it otherwise might with so many of us barely able to lift our arms—and repeating instructions to each student who came by.

“You have fifteen minutes before your next lesson. So eat quickly, and the wallpaper will direct you to your respective classrooms.”

Since Ameline, Bryn, and I didn’t know if we’d be in the same class, we separated as soon as we’d devoured our fresh-baked seed bread and platter of fruit. Which left me to face the wallpaper alone.

A unicorn tossed its head and pointed with its obsidian horn. A vaguely humanoid lump of a creature that looked like it had been molded by a half-blind artist pointed with his poorly formed finger. A hippogriff ruffled its feathers and refused to offer direction at all. And something that looked like the offspring of a confused giraffe and ostrich pointed with its feathered hoof.

At least one of them was lying.

Because I wound up at the dead end of a quiet corridor, and by the time I’d retraced my steps and found the right room, I was late for class.

Thank you, Millicent.

Not the first impression I wanted to make. I could only hope this professor would be more sympathetic than Cricklewood.

In case they weren’t, I drew in a deep, bracing breath, then pushed open the door. At least it didn’t require blood for entrance.

As soon as I slipped inside, I forgot about the professor’s personality.

An invisible line divided the classroom down the middle. The humans were on one side, including Bryn, who must have been late too because she was only just sitting down, as well as Jayden, Klay, and a girl who’d thrown up three times this morning.

On the other side of the classroom, though the seated figures were human in appearance and wearing the same uniforms as the rest of us, something other made the hair on my arms stand up.

Instincts buried so deep that I barely understood them. But on some primal level, I did understand.

They were predators, and I was prey.

World walkers.

I’d never seen one in my life, yet I knew it with utter certainty.

I glanced toward the professor and saw he was a walker too.

Which meant… our Agreement was with the walkers. The most monstrous of all the monsters that had brought about the end of the world as we knew it.

Except perhaps for the devouring darkness that destroyed Europe.

Oh, they didn’t look like monsters. My gaze drank them in. The male with ebony curls and eyes like wildfire. The female with hair the color of frost and flawless skin nearly as pale. The male at the back with cheekbones sharp enough to cut and eyes so blue they put the sky to shame.

I hated them.

Despite their looks, they weren’t angels or gods. They were beautiful, bloodthirsty monsters.

Somehow the fact they resembled us made it worse.

I knew that wasn’t logical. Knew too that there were plenty of monsters in history who were one hundred percent human. Yet fear and loathing and a sense of inevitability tightened my gut.

In that moment, it felt like I’d always believed somewhere in my core that the Agreement must be with the walkers.

But why?

What did they want with us? Why had they offered the Agreement when they did? Why had they offered it at all? Why hadn’t they offered it sooner? Before most of the human, bird, and animal populations had been wiped out?

I’d stood frozen for too long. Students on both sides of the classroom were murmuring. And the professor was frowning in my direction.

“You’re late, Nova.”

How did he know my name?

“Kindly find a seat and don’t delay us more than you already have.”

I swallowed. The walkers noticed the involuntary movement, I was sure of it.

They were predators, and I was prey.

But I was not helpless prey.

I stiffened my spine and found a seat right in the center of that invisible divide. Let them stare at me. Let them whisper. Let them wonder. I could handle it.

I’d been preparing my whole life for this. Training from the moment my mind had evolved enough to grasp the core concepts. To make that secret vow to myself.

I let my hair fall across my cheek to hide the determination setting my jaw and the tug of satisfaction on my lips.

Let them wonder. But let them not wonder why the hunted, helpless human had other things on her mind than running.

There was a fountain pen and notebook on the desk in front of me. I picked them up and copied down the title of today’s lesson in indigo ink.

The Strategies of Guerrilla Warfare.

The teacher rose to his feet with liquid grace. He was tall and striking with skin the color of burnt umber and a penetrating gaze that swept over the assembled teenagers.

“I am Professor Dunraven. And the next time a student is late to my class, they will be punished.”

Mercifully, he did not direct that comment solely to me.

“Now, I’m aware this is your first classroom lecture, so I will explain a few things about this institution before we delve into today’s topic.”

The walkers, I noticed, sat unnaturally still.

I tried to ignore them.

Dunraven went on. “You are about to commence an intense, three-month training and trial period, at the end of which, only the best will continue with the academy.”

“What happens to the others?” Jayden interrupted.

Dunraven’s dark amber eyes rested on him a moment too long. “You will find out if you fail.”

The knot in my stomach wound tighter. And I vowed then that I would be one of the best. One of the kids they selected. And I’d make damn sure Ameline was one of them too. Somehow.

But what Dunraven said next was worse.

“Not everyone is expected to survive the training. We do our best to keep casualties to a minimum, but we care more about the results than individuals.”

His gaze swept around the classroom again, meeting our shocked stares without flinching. As if he hadn’t just delivered a potential death sentence for the sake of results.

“So I suggest you apply yourselves.”

Again, I felt a strange sense of inevitability. I’d never expected my life after stepping through the runegate to be anything but harsh. That was one of the reasons I’d worked so hard to prepare for it.

Now I would learn whether that preparation had been enough. It would have to be enough.

“Both walkers and humans are expected to work together. The staff knows there is bad blood between the species, but we don’t want to hear about it. Here at this academy, you are on the same side—or you will fail. Do I make myself clear?”

A few heads nodded woodenly, and that was enough to satisfy Dunraven. He clasped his hands.

“Good. Then allow me to tell you about the Clarion war and the strategies we can derive from it.”

A walker raised his hand and waited until Dunraven nodded in his direction.

“Seriously, sir? We learned this when we were toddlers still growing in our teeth—”

Dunraven spoke with a quiet calm far more intimidating than Cricklewood’s shouts.

“Then consider this a lesson in patience.”

And everyone, walker and human alike, kept their complaints to themselves after that.


CHAPTER NINE
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We were given no time to absorb the revelations regarding the walkers or the academy.

The knowledge that we were here to be trained and tested.

That we were supposed to ally with the beings that had destroyed our world.

And that some of us wouldn’t make it.

Professor Dunraven flooded us with historic battles on other worlds, illustrating tactics a smaller force could use against a much larger one. It was a topic I’d barely scratched the surface of in my own reading, and it was all I could do to take notes so I could study them later. Then a mournful chiming of bells announced the end of the lesson.

Dunraven halted midsentence and dismissed the class.

Well, almost.

“Bryn, Nova, stay behind for a moment please.”

We stayed seated as our peers shuffled out. I had the urge to clutch my notebook to my chest in some kind of futile defense, but I left it on the desk.

“I heard you upset Millicent,” he said, coming over and touching a finger to a blank page of my notebook.

“Yes, sir.”

From his finger, green lines spilled onto the paper and arranged themselves until they formed…

A floor plan. Of Millicent Manor, I realized.

He took three steps and did the same for Bryn.

“So you won’t be late again,” he said.

There was no discernible benevolence in the gesture. He just wanted us to be on time for his class. Yet I felt a surge of gratitude, and it sat uncomfortably indeed to be indebted to a walker.

We thanked him and hurried out in an effort not to be late to our next class. The other students had already disappeared.

We paused to stare at our maps.

Dunraven’s green lines showed the complex warren of Millicent’s two main levels, as well as a set of stairs indicating a basement and the grand set of doors that led outside.

Most of the rooms were unlabeled, but the dormitories, bathrooms, and dining hall were identified in neat green print. There were also five classrooms pinpointed.

Rudimentary Magic; The Strategies of Warfare; Dangerous Magical Creatures 101; An Introduction to Botany; and Survival Skills.

I knew where we were thanks to the Strategies of Warfare label, but what was my next lesson?

As if in response to my unvoiced question, one of the classrooms shaded green. Okay then.

“What do you have next?” I asked Bryn.

“Survival Skills. You?”

“Dangerous Magical Creatures 101.”

Without having to rely on Millicent, we caught up with the other students traveling between classrooms.

The walkers glided through the halls, seemingly unhurried and yet outpacing the scrambling humans who had to check the wallpaper at frequent intervals. Or, in Bryn’s and my case, our maps.

I was pleased to make it to my next lesson when half the seats were still empty and even more pleased to learn Ameline was taking the same class. Her face brightened when she saw me.

I sat next to her, choosing the side toward the center of the classroom to show the walkers I was unafraid. “Did you get the same introduction to the academy as we did?”

Her mouth turned down. “I’m guessing so.”

I’d worried about that. “How are you holding up?”

She doodled something on her notebook. “My botany teacher was nicer than Cricklewood at least.”

I smirked. “That’s not saying much.”

Her mouth turned upward this time. “I didn’t get compared to snail gizzards once.”

I laughed and patted her arm, secretly relieved to see her smile. “A definite improvement.”

Then our teacher walked into the room. “I am Professor Wilverness, and I will be teaching you the perils and peculiarities of many dangerous magical creatures.”

She appeared to be a centaur, or something like it. Her human half had smoky gray skin with a texture reminiscent of bark, an ethereal face, and the most majestic set of antlers I’d ever seen. Her hair, both on her human head and horse’s tail, was thick and long, composed of tendrils of green ivy and strings of wildflowers. The horse’s coat was green too and had a mossy appearance.

“Who knows what I am?” she asked.

Her voice was dry and whispery, reminding me of wind through leaves. And in her presence, the classroom began to smell like the earth after it rained.

One of the walkers answered. “An Antellian,” he said.

“That’s right. Antellians are shifters who are able to take any form they like, though in every form they will bear the telltale antlers.”

Her hooves clopped quietly against the floorboards as she weaved her way through the desks, allowing us to gawk as she passed.

“Antellians can be extremely dangerous if hungry or provoked, but they are quite reclusive by nature. So if you do not threaten them or the forest they call their home, it is unlikely you will come to harm. Does anyone know what makes them vulnerable?”

Another walker raised her hand. “The only magic they possess is that of shifting. So while they’re fast healers and dangerous foes, a mortal wound will kill them.”

“Correct.” Wilverness nodded, sending her long hair swaying around her torso. Her tranquil expression gave no sign she was bothered by this academic discussion of murdering her people.

“If you did not already know the answer to that question, you should be taking notes.”

I shook myself from my stupor and hurried to write it down. When I looked up, the professor had morphed into a dragon. An antlered dragon but a frighteningly realistic one.

Metallic golden scales winked in the sunlight streaming through the arched windows. Wickedly sharp talons dug into the timber floor. And when the creature canted its head to eyeball us, I spied teeth as large as my forearm.

I suddenly understood why this class was held in a room that spanned the full height of the manor. The dragon was so large that when its wings shifted, a breeze stirred my hair.

Wilverness’s voice, though, was the same. “I expect everyone will know what this form is.”

I sensed rather than saw my peers nod along with me, my eyes fixed on the beast.

“The perils are obvious enough. Dragons possess enormous strength, lethally sharp teeth and talons, the ability to breathe fire, and their scales are almost impervious to harm. They are highly intelligent but rarely ally themselves with other species, and they’ll attack almost anything when they’re hungry. Would someone care to explain their vulnerabilities?”

I belatedly remembered to sketch and scribble again.

A walker girl with hair as bright as dragon flame answered.

“They’re cold-blooded, so if you can cool them down sufficiently, their speed turns sluggish and they can only huff smoke. Then if you can get close with a magical blade, you might be able to slay them. Some claim that if you convince them to eat meat laced with dragonbane, that the poison will kill them too.”

“That’s right, but the dragonbane theory is unsubstantiated. What if your aim is not to kill but to escape or avoid detection?”

I scribbled and sketched furiously as the lesson continued, barely able to keep up with the flood of information. A quick glance while I shook out my cramping hand proved Ameline’s sketches were far better than mine. Oh well. Maybe I’d borrow her notes when we tried to memorize this later.

For now, it was all I could do to follow along as Professor Wilverness shifted shapes and explained the dangers, inclinations, potential alliances, vulnerabilities, and best strategies for dealing with each creature. Thank the heavens my pen never seemed to run out of indigo ink.

The professor was like nature itself: beautiful and alluring, but wild and unpredictable too.

Yet she seemed intent on helping us learn, and I wondered why. If the Antellians were reclusive as she claimed, why had she agreed to help the walkers by teaching at this academy? Had they threatened her with something? Stolen her offspring or loved one? Why would she ally herself with the species that wrought so much death and destruction?

“Is anything not dangerous?” one of the human kids asked—after a slew of horrifying creatures that made my head spin.

At first I’d been excited by the information. Maybe a human could survive in the forest if they knew the ins and outs of the creatures that dwelled within. However, as the class stretched on, my excitement waned. It was all very well to know the best way to neutralize a chimera was to rub the spot on its belly that released copious amounts of endorphins, but if you were a human, you’d die long before you reached it.

In answer to the kid’s question, Wilverness transformed into what looked like a watermelon-sized ball of fluff with tiny hooves.

The class giggled and made aww noises before quieting to hear what Wilverness had to say.

“The flum are harmless enough. But they are bitter to eat and not much use for anything except to keep your feet warm during a cold night. Which is why we won’t be covering them in this class.”

She shifted into a troll. A big brute of a beast with beady yellow eyes and moist gray skin that was not the least bit adorable.

“My job is to prepare you to go out into the world and not become a predator’s breakfast. So pay attention, learn which creatures might be persuaded to help you and how to escape the rest, and you might survive until lunch.”

The human half of the classroom tittered nervously. One of the walkers yawned. But none went so far as to express boredom. Maybe Wilverness had won their respect too.

A human in the front row raised his hand. “What about the devouring monster that destroyed Europe?”

I saw Klay straighten in his seat.

The walkers stiffened.

Tension settled like a blanket over the room.

Of all the things the walkers had unleashed on our world, this, this was the most unforgivable.

Professor Wilverness had morphed back into her centaur form and was standing still and upright, like a deer on the verge of running.

“It is known as the Malus,” she said softly. “The word translates roughly to Devourer.”

“What are its vulnerabilities?” the same kid asked.

“None. That I know of.” She seemed to gather herself. “But the Malus is not yet on this continent, otherwise you’d already be dead. Therefore, it is beyond the scope of this introductory class.”

A shudder rippled along her flank.

“Those of you who continue at the academy may learn about it next term.”

And then the mournful bells broke the spell and called us onward to our next lesson.
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As the day wore on, it grew increasingly clear that not everyone felt the way I did toward the walkers.

Some of my female classmates giggled and swished their hair, sneaking covert glances at the beautiful monsters. A few of the guys sent them lovelorn stares or tried to show off by flexing their muscles or their egos.

Had they forgotten what the walkers had done to our world? Or was the unparalleled beauty of these walker teenagers enough to make them brush the past aside?

I’d never understood why people put so much stock in appearance. My grandmother had been blind, and she’d been the best judge of character I knew.

Other classmates wore their hatred for the walkers openly as if it were a badge of honor. Those kids stared too, but it was with clenched fists and faces tight with anger.

But no matter which side individuals aligned with, they still traipsed obediently from class to class.

What else could we do? There was nowhere to run except the lethal forest. The only escape offered there was death. And none of us had missed what Cricklewood had done to Jayden. They could force us to obey them if we didn’t cooperate.

Besides, as confounding and dangerous as our new lives were, the academy was better than most of the scenarios we’d had seventeen years to dream up.

But it didn’t seem to matter that every one of us—no matter how we felt about the academy or the walkers—were stuck in the same boat. Battle lines were being drawn. Cliques were being formed. Our human classmates were dividing themselves between hatred and infatuation.

My roommates and I landed somewhere in the middle. Ameline pointed out over lunch that if the walker students were as young as they looked, they’d had no more involvement in the invasion than we had. Bryn bristled, not over their past actions but the fact they possessed all this incredible magic and yet the best thing they’d found to do with it was “sit around and look tragically bored.”

As for me, I hid my own feelings deep inside. But my decision to seat myself in the gap between walkers and humans in the classrooms had been noted by both extremes.

The haters called me a walker lover. The infatuated sized me up like I was the competition.

I ignored both groups.

Part of me was aware that at seventeen, navigating teenage politics and young love should have been my biggest concerns. I’d read plenty of books from the Before demonstrating that. But romance and popularity had never been high on my agenda. I had bigger concerns. And I didn’t resent it.

Being raised as a sacrifice—being honored and grieved and cherished and isolated—knowing my path was not my own to choose, had given me a different perspective.

The element I did have control over was what I would do on the path foreordained for me. I’d decided what that would be a long time ago. The only thing left now was to figure out the details.

So I ignored my classmates’ fluttering eyelashes and drooling stares. The open glares and poisonous whispers.

The walkers, for their part, showed an utter disregard for their human counterparts. We were beneath them. No more worthy of note than a flea on a mountain lion. Or so they believed.

Good.

It was better that I was underestimated. Overlooked. Ignored. For the most part anyway.

I knew that eventually I’d need a way in. Need to somehow win the regard of a walker so they might spill their secrets to me. But I sensed they’d be far more intrigued if I went against their expectations.

If I acted like they were nothing to me. If I walked among them without showing fear or hatred or attraction. And certainly without throwing myself at their feet. Which was lucky, because while I might be able to tuck away my anger nice and neat, I couldn’t imagine feigning love for one of the monsters.

I used Dunraven’s map to navigate to my next class and soon discovered our Rudimentary Magic teacher’s attitude mirrored the walker students’.

Professor Grimwort was tall and angular even by walker standards, the overhead lighting casting his cold blue eyes and the deep hollows of his cheeks in shadow. He stood with unnerving stillness as we filed in, managing to look both bored and utterly contemptuous at the same time.

When everyone was seated and waiting attentively, he roused himself to speak.

“Today I will be teaching the foundations of magic use. Hollows, feel free to pursue your own studies so long as you do it quietly. Humans, pay attention. I don’t like to repeat myself.”

Hollows? I wondered.

A kid who was earnest but not particularly perceptive since he’d sat in the front row put his hand up. “But, sir. How are we supposed to learn magic if we have none?”

Grimwort lifted his hooded eyes heavenward. “Powers spare me the inquiring human mind. It’s like a blunt instrument hammering at the doors of enlightenment, not realizing the way is already open.”

The kid shrank back in his seat, and no one so much as cleared their throat in the silence that followed Grimwort’s statement.

At last he let out a deeply felt sigh and began to teach.

“Magic is in all things, but for some the path to access it is like a thick veil, never removed, while for others it is like an open archway, inviting and unencumbered. For still others, it is like a river, flowing inexorably through them as naturally as breathing.”

Grimwort’s gaze pierced the student unfortunate enough to question him.

“Humankind”—he spoke the word like it evoked a bad taste in his mouth—“have always had at least some magic, although the vast majority of you have been unable to access it. But since the world walkers chose to reside here, your world has become more magical. Soaking up our abundance of life magic so that the earth, the trees, and even the humans are becoming more magical with each passing year and generation.”

His tone turned scathing again. “Obviously, you have yet to learn how to harness it, but the academy is generously gifting each human student a thaumaturgy rod.”

A what now?

I wasn’t foolish enough to ask the question aloud.

His prominent nose wrinkled. “Or—in accordance with your historic fantasy lore—you may think of it as a thaumaturgy wand if it makes it easier to wrap your uncomprehending heads around the concept.”

Grimwort muttered something under his breath that sounded like “We might as well arm toddlers with tornadoes.” But he walked to the back wall of the classroom and touched his hand to the wallpaper.

The wall rippled, a large section of the wallpaper disappeared, and in its place was a velvet-lined, glass-fronted case displaying row after row of ivory-colored rods about the length of my forearm. Empty sections of velvet indicated that some of the rods—or wands—had already been taken.

Professor Grimwort slid the glass open and raised his voice so it carried across the classroom again.

“Thaumaturgy rods are an aid, a crutch, to allow you to do that which you cannot do on your own. And luckily for you, their use requires little power and even less skill.”

He stepped aside and regarded us. “So come and collect one, and take care to treat them with respect, for they are whittled from the bones of our people.”

I halted halfway out of my seat. They were made from the bones of walkers?

I wasn’t the only one who’d frozen at that pronouncement, and Grimwort glowered. “Don’t make me remind you that I dislike repeating myself.”

We scrambled into action, curiosity as much as obedience spurring us forward.

Upon closer inspection, the rods, or wands, or bones were carved into smooth cylinders and etched with runes or letters in a language I didn’t recognize. I’d planned to grab the nearest and dash back to my seat as fast as possible, but my hand was drawn to a different wand—four down and two across from the one I’d intended. When I released it from the velvet, it was both weightier and warmer than I’d expected. Like a length of steel that had been warmed by the fire rather than any bone I’d touched.

I opted to count that as a blessing since I really didn’t want to think about some dead walker’s shinbone every time I held the darn thing.

Grimwort waited for us to return to our seats before speaking again. Doubtless aware that we’d be too distracted to listen and, heaven forbid, he might have to repeat himself.

“The process of using your thaumaturgy rods is simple. Imagine what you want to happen—magic you can clearly visualize is easier than something abstract. Gather your will to make it so, and direct the rod at the object you wish to affect. You will find candles in your desk that you are to practice lighting. But before anyone tries anything”—he placed emphasis on the last as students began rummaging through their desk contents to find the candle—“there are several warnings you must heed.”

He held up a long finger.

“One, while the rods allow you to access your magic, they do not provide a pool of magic to draw from. That comes from you. And when your power reservoir is depleted, the rod will draw on your own body’s life force.”

He raised a second finger.

“Two, that means you must pay strict attention to how you’re feeling to learn your own limits and that you must not cast anything ambitious or dramatic until you have a firm grasp on your own constraints. Let me be clear. The average human has only a small reservoir of magic, so even several minor enchantments or a single moderate one can deplete you.

“Once your magic pool is empty, any spell you cast will take a physical toll. A little of that will not do any harm beyond what a good sleep can fix, and the body is wise and will try to knock you unconscious before allowing you to draw so much as to be dangerous. But if you attempt a powerful enough enchantment, the momentum of the casting will blow through your body’s safeguards and you will die.”

Shocked murmurs ran around the classroom, and my fellow human students gripped their wands more loosely. Like they might decide to bite.

Grimwort appeared bored. “Why don’t you all repeat this after me: I will not try to cast anything ambitious until I’ve learned my own limits, otherwise I will die.”

In a messy chorus, we echoed the words back to him.

A hint of amusement played across his sharp features.

“Good. Now you may practice lighting your candles. Then snuff it out and do it again. Anyone with an ounce of magic can use the thaumaturgy rods, but the better focused your imagination and the stronger your force of will, the less magic you’ll waste in the process.

“Each of you will also have an affinity in a certain area of magic. Within that area, casting will be easier and less costly for you. So strive to identify your affinity and become efficient in your magic use. Especially since you have so little to work with in the first place.”

He returned to the front of the classroom and folded himself into the chair behind his desk, apparently done with teaching.

“Oh, and remember to aim your rod at the candle. Millicent will not be pleased if you set the furniture or floor on fire.”
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By the time we’d completed our classes, it was all I could do to drag myself to the dining hall. Hours earlier, my right hand had started cramping so badly I’d switched to my left. The result being half a notebook of illegible scrawl I still had to study and get a handle on before lessons began all over again the next day.

It felt impossible. But what choice was there? Ameline and I needed to pass the trial phase. Compared to that, sleep was optional.

My fingers were cramping around my fork, my neck had a crick in it, and my legs were still tired from that morning’s workout. But my head was in the worst shape of all—so overwhelmed by the influx of information that I didn’t trust myself to form coherent sentences.

We were eating dinner in the dining hall—dinner that was probably delicious but I was too tired to taste—when Cricklewood’s voice blasted throughout the manor.

“All students to report to the front lawn in five minutes. Bring your wands. The first trial is about to begin.”

The faces around me morphed from hazy exhaustion to horror. I wasn’t alone in completely forgetting about Cricklewood’s promise to see us again that evening.

This evening.

But really? Were they kidding? They expected us to take part in a trial now?

As much as I wanted to believe it was some sort of joke, I rose with the other students and shuffled out to the lawn.

The walkers, who’d essentially spent the day lounging around through lessons that were as basic to them as breathing, perked up for the first time.

No need to lay bets on how this was going to go down.

Dunraven and Cricklewood were waiting on the grass.

At least Grimwort wasn’t there to add to our humiliation.

Dunraven made a short, sweeping gesture, and a gateway opened into the forest. Unlike the permanent fixture of the runegate in Los Angeles, this one had no physical structure. It was visible only because we could see what was on the other side, as if Dunraven’s hand gesture had pulled aside the fabric of reality and created a window.

The professor poked his head through it, a strange and unsettling view from where I was standing. Then his head reappeared and he waved us forward.

Ameline, Bryn, and I stepped through together. There was a moment of skin-crawling darkness, and just like that, we were standing in the middle of the forest.

The sentient, lethal forest.

The thick layer of rotting leaves felt wrong beneath my feet—even more so than the grass we’d run on that morning.

Fickle, slippery, untrustworthy…

It was impossible for me to imagine the desert my grandmother insisted used to surround Los Angeles. Not that we were necessarily in that region anymore, but since I had no clue where the academy was, I’d figured I might as well pretend my family wasn’t far away. Maybe it would help with how much I missed them.

Yeah right.

Movement rustled around us, and unfamiliar noises made my arms break out in goose bumps. After Wilverness’s lesson today, I could imagine all too well the nightmares that might be waiting for us.

Dunraven spoke again, raising his voice to carry to every student—and effectively alerting all the nearby monsters to our location.

“The trials are an opportunity for you to use what you’ve learned at the academy in a real-world environment. Knowledge, after all, is only powerful when it’s applied.”

Seriously? We’d been here a single day, and—based on the number of kids who’d pulled their wands from the provided belt-clip holders and were waving them around—I was pretty sure we’d learned just enough to get us into trouble.

“Your trial today is simply to traverse the two miles of wild terrain and make it back to the academy alive. No gateway magic allowed, otherwise everything is acceptable. Speed will be rewarded, but points will also be assigned for interspecies aid. So help each other. Work together. And nobody needs to die.”

None of the nervous gigglers chuckled this time. They did not doubt that this was real.

The only good thing about the fear was that it sent adrenaline pumping through our systems, making us more alert, more able to push past the fatigue.

Cricklewood, who was standing beside Dunraven like the wizened crone next to a fairy king, grinned in such a way that it showed every one of his teeth. I’d discovered he was a walker too, just a very old one.

“The pathetic excuse for snail slime who drags themselves back to the manor grounds last will be rewarded with a swim around the frigid lake bright and early tomorrow. So go ahead and surprise me by not failing miserably, why don’t you?”

Dunraven swept his gaze around the group. “We’ll see you all back at the academy.”

Then he and Cricklewood stepped through the gateway. And the window to safety, to our soft beds and new lives, snapped shut.

The walkers vanished immediately after the teachers, sprinting into the forest.

So much for interspecies cooperation.

I noted the direction they took. That was something at least.

Unless they’d known we’d be watching and chosen to deceive.

Ameline gripped my arm. “I don’t think we should be splitting up.”

I switched my attention back to the students I could still see. A few groups were being formed, and a cluster of guys with more daring than sense were stepping into the trees.

I raised my voice. It’s not like the monsters didn’t already know we were here.

“We’ll be stronger if we all stick together.”

The leader of the macho group scowled. “I’m not scared. And I’m not going to be the one swimming around that freezing lake.”

I inhaled deeply and counted to three. “I didn’t say you were scared. I’m saying your skills might benefit the rest of the group.”

He looked unconvinced, and in desperation, I gestured at Ameline. “Like maybe others are scared and would be really grateful if you stuck around to help.”

I felt Ameline shrink at the unwanted attention and whispered an apology.

“It’s all right,” she murmured. “They might be idiots, but they don’t deserve to die for it.”

The macho guys were drifting back to the rest of us now, drawn in by the fantasy of rescuing pretty damsels in distress. It was a stereotype I was loath to propagate but one that came in handy right then.

The other half-formed groups seemed to recognize the wisdom of safety in numbers and stayed put. Good.

That was when I realized that not all the walkers had sprinted off.

Two had stayed behind.

As much as it galled me, I knew they were our best chance of making it back to the manor without casualties.

So I swallowed my pride, approached the nearest one, and forced my hand forward. I almost managed to keep it from trembling. “I’m Nova. Who are you?”

It was not the question I wanted to ask. Not even in the top ten.

He frowned at my proffered hand for a second—just long enough for me to realize the custom might not transcend species—then extended his own.

“Call me Theus.”

His hand was warm and, to my surprise, callused. His grasp firm but with nothing to prove. If it hadn’t been for his momentary confusion and his too-perfect beauty, I wouldn’t have been able to tell the hand I’d just shaken was a walker’s.

And boy was that beauty even more striking up close. His face was open and appealing, with clear-cut features, dark expressive eyebrows, and the faintest smattering of freckles. He was just a couple of inches taller than me, giving me a direct line of sight into his moss-green eyes—so like the forest that they drew me into their depths.

I stepped back.

“Slow runner, Theus?” I inquired casually.

His perfect brow furrowed. “Sorry?”

I waved a hand at the students, most of them huddled together like sheep waiting for the big bad wolf to come and get them.

“You stayed behind while the others ran. There are only two ways to get points in this trial. Speed, or acting as savior to the poor helpless humans.”

“Oh. Right.” He glanced at the second walker, who’d remained behind. She was the frost-haired girl from my Warfare Strategies class, and she was ignoring us all, crouching over a trio of toadstools like they might hold the meaning to life.

“That’s Lirielle,” Theus said. “Her mind works differently than most, but it’s sharp enough, and she’s lethal in a fight.”

I’ll bet she was.

The girl rose with liquid speed and snapped her attention to us. “I will stand with you, prophesied one.”

Caught in the strange intensity of her smoky blue gaze, for a surreal moment I thought she was talking to me.

Then Theus said thank you, and I felt like an idiot.

I glanced from her lovely, delicate features to his. “Prophesied one?”

Theus shrugged uncomfortably. “Just some old thing no one really understands. Lirielle is… unique in thinking that it has anything to do with me.”

The way he’d said unique suggested he’d wanted to say wrong.

Right now I didn’t care.

I brushed my dagger hilt through the hole I’d put in my pants pocket and the thaumaturgy rod I barely knew how to use. Not convinced either of them would save us from the creatures roaming the woods. Not convinced I could trust the walkers to save us either.

But it was still the best shot we had.

“Okay, prophesied one”—I smirked to cover my fear—“how do we get everyone back to the academy alive?”


CHAPTER TWELVE
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The answer, of course, was with great difficulty.

It was a miracle we weren’t attacked in the long minutes it took to organize ourselves. Perhaps the teachers had somehow protected the clearing.

Perhaps we should stay there until they came to fetch us in disgust.

Or perhaps they’d let us die.

One thing was certain; none of us would be getting any points for speed.

Eventually Theus and Lirielle took the lead while Bryn, Ameline, Klay, and I formed the rearguard.

Bryn and Klay had both been first to light the candle in their respective magic classes, and I wasn’t letting Ameline out of my sight.

We crept out of the clearing, almost as slow as the snails Cricklewood had accused us of being. We’d gone three paces when I saw something move.

A raven maybe? They were one of the native species wily enough to thrive since the invasion. There was plenty of food for scavengers after all.

Stories said they would flock to the site of an oncoming battle as if they could sense a feast was imminent. Many cultures had considered them dark omens. Harbingers of death.

But was it just me or had that particular raven had antlers?

I didn’t point it out to Ameline, whose hand was trembling hard enough around her wand. Bryn in contrast was looking more cheerful than I’d seen her all day. Like this was some grand adventure.

I shook my head and concentrated on my own hands. My own senses. Keeping every one of them alert for incoming danger.

But I didn’t see the vine shoot from the canopy above and snake around a kid’s neck. I was facing behind us, monitoring for signs of pursuit.

The sound of a scream cut short made me whirl.

He was suspended a foot above the forest floor, his eyes wide and bulging, his fingers clawing futilely against the thick, sinewy vine cutting off his air supply.

For three heartbeats, I was too shocked to react. Then I forced my wand hand upward and visualized the vine letting go.

It was sloppily done, hard to make my brain focus on the image I wanted with the nightmare unfolding before me. I longed to make the evil thing wither but sensed that would use more power.

I was not alone in my casting.

At least two dozen spells hit it at once, and the vine burst into flames, flew backward, turned purple (who knew what that was meant to do), let go of its victim, and finally recoiled into the canopy.

All eyes were on the body of the boy sprawled in the leaf litter.

Then one of his hands lifted to gingerly touch his neck, and he sat up.

Alive!

A ragged cheer went up from our group.

The boy was shaken, his hair restyled by the flames that had ignited above his head, his neck bruised from the vine’s grip and bruised worse from being flung through the air along with it, but alive.

He climbed to his feet, and several kids ran to help him rejoin our ranks. No one said a word about the awful stench of burned hair. Our first altercation with the wilderness had been a success, and most kids were bolstered by the small win.

I kept my own thoughts to myself. That if the strangler vine been the nasty kind with thorns that sank into the victim’s flesh, we would have killed the kid, trying to save him. We were lucky we hadn’t anyway. And if I’d been alone and fallen victim to that strangler vine, I didn’t think I would’ve had the presence of mind or the focus to save myself. Not with magic anyway. Who could summon the clear imagining needed to spellcast while being dragged off to be eaten?

Instead of lowering morale by voicing any of that, I retrieved my dagger from its sheath for faster access. Then worked with the group to organize a rotating system for who was on wand duty at any given time and spread them throughout the crowd. Hopefully the next crisis would be dealt with more efficiently. In part to waste less magic, and in part to reduce the likelihood of harming the person we were trying to save.

We set off once more, everyone on lookout duty now. We made it all of three hundred yards before the group jerked to a stop.

“We need to back up and go a different route,” the green-eyed walker called from the front. “Tread lightly. There’s a terrant nest ahead.”

I swallowed. Professor Wilverness had taught us about terrants today. They were small but carnivorous ant-like insects that nested in the soil in huge numbers. I couldn’t remember if it was magic or mechanics, but the evil critters hunted by shifting the soil out of their way to form a kind of terrant-filled quicksand beneath the leaf litter. Their unsuspecting prey would step into this trap and immediately be feasted upon by the millions upon millions of devouring insects.

Oh, and worst of all, they could move their quicksand deathtrap, following vibrations on the forest floor to capture their prey.

“Nobody move,” I shouted back. “Theus, you might’ve noticed we aren’t as light on our feet as you walkers.”

It was amazing the terrants weren’t already moving toward us. Or maybe they were.

“Before anyone takes another step, we should use magic to kill them or hold them or—”

A tree branch crashed to the forest floor thirty feet to our right.

“Redirect them?” finished Theus.

Another tree branch fell, close to the first but a little farther away.

I hoped whatever lived in those trees wouldn’t want revenge. Maybe it was just a nice, normal squirrel.

Sure. Why not?

A minute passed, and then another, and nothing came screeching from the treetops. Theus and Lirielle announced the way was clear, and the group moved forward again, giving the recently terrant-occupied ground an extra-wide berth.

We traveled what I estimated to be a mile without further incident. Perhaps Theus and Lirielle were doing something with their much stronger magic to keep the monsters at bay. Or maybe the teachers were doing more than they’d admitted to.

When nothing was trying to feast on your flesh, the forest was eerily beautiful. I’d had dreams, sometimes, of walking through it. But my dreams were nowhere near as good as the real thing.

I began to hope we’d make it.

Nor was I alone in that. Around me, my classmates were showing signs of relaxation. Lowered shoulders. Wands clutched less tightly. Gazes wide with wonder rather than worry.

Then Misty, an absentminded girl who I suspected might’ve been responsible for turning the strangler vine purple, gasped in delight.

“Look, it’s a flum!”

She dashed over to the fluff ball of a creature, and contrary to what I expected, it didn’t run from her advance.

I adjusted my grip on the dagger in my right hand and the wand in my left.

Why wasn’t it running away? Her clueless approach ought to terrify a small prey animal. Was it injured? By a much meaner predator who was still lurking nearby perhaps?

Misty reached the flum and bent down to pet it or pick it up or something equally inadvisable.

“Don’t!” Theus snapped from the front of our group.

Then the earth exploded.

Misty screamed.

Clods of dirt pelted me in the face.

And the flum vanished as a humongous, hulking brute twice the size of a grizzly bear erupted out of the soil.

The monster looked a lot like an overgrown groundhog except for its giant jaw crammed full of vicious, triangular teeth.

The kind of teeth that specialized in shredding flesh.

Misty had been flung back by the force of the monster’s ascent and was crab crawling away still shrieking.

But the beast took only a fraction of a second to locate her. It lunged forward and down, its fearsome maw open wide.

There was no time for magic.

I hurled my dagger at the monster. It was like stabbing a grizzly with a toothpick, but maybe it would buy a few precious seconds.

My dagger lodged in the brute’s eye. A lucky shot. I was good, but not that good.

The gaping maw recoiled and snapped shut. Then opened again to bellow so loud and deep I felt it thrum through my bones—along with a good dose of terror.

But by now some of the other kids had gathered their magic focus, and they blasted the monster back. It roared again in fury, but Misty was scrambling out of reach, and more magic pelted the beast.

Even so, it wasn’t going anywhere. Our simple spells were no more than wasp stings. A painful nuisance, but the monster’s outrage would soon overcome them.

Should I try a bigger, nastier spell and risk knocking myself out? Or worse?

That was when the walker Lirielle glided over to stand between the monster and its prey.

She was average height but slender, with a loveliness that seemed too fragile for this world. And she was utterly dwarfed by the savage, snarling beast.

Despite myself, I felt a flash of fear for her.

Then she placed a dainty hand on her hip and spoke softly.

“Run, little one. I’ll give you three seconds.”

The monster dropped to all fours and shuffled back a step. Then another. Then, with a final bellow of frustration, it turned and loped away.

That was good.

What was less good was that the brute had stolen my dagger.

Misty staggered into the safety of the group and broke down in sobs. No doubt a mixture of delayed shock and fresh relief.

The nearest kids rubbed or patted her back, and after a minute, she wiped her eyes on her sleeve. “Wha… what happened to the… flum?”

Lirielle turned and canted her head at the girl as if in mild curiosity.

“There was no flum,” she stated in her musical yet oddly inflectionless voice. “The groundbeast uses its tail as a lure to attract other predators, then bursts out of the earth and devours them.”

“Oh,” Misty managed.

“It is fortunate you did not sink your teeth into the lure like a predator would have, or you would have been eaten in return.”

“Oh,” Misty said again. But she’d stopped crying now.

Lirielle seemed to interpret this as a natural end to the conversation and drifted back to the head of the group. Klay and Bryn assigned new kids to spell-casting duty on the side of the attack, and our shell-shocked group trudged onward.

I had a bad feeling I would regret losing that dagger.

The next magical creature we came across was already dead.

Decapitated, to be precise.

It was a dragon. A massive, glittering dragon, twice again the size of the groundbeast, its copper scales undimmed by death. The sight of such a terrifying yet magnificent creature slain hit me harder than I expected.

The other walkers must have done this.

The idea that they could—and had—bested such a creature, that they’d cut off its head rather than evading it—was perhaps more frightening than the dragon itself. And though I was pleased we did not have to face the legendary beast, a part of me grieved at its passing.

Ameline too looked upon its body with regret.

Bryn went up and poked at its teeth. “These things are huge!” She glanced over at us. “Anyone know if the scales are worth something?”

When no one answered, she rolled her eyes, tugged fruitlessly at one of the beautiful, glimmering scales, and stalked back to take her place in the group.

Fifteen minutes of trudging later, the manicured lawn of Millicent Manor could be spied through gaps in the forest’s undergrowth. I could’ve cried in relief.

A few of the kids did.

But we weren’t safe yet.

An eerie wail bounced off the trees, quickly followed by another, and another, until a whole chorus of yowls filled the air. So many voices. And whatever was responsible for making the racket had us surrounded.

Our handful of designated casters were not going to be enough this time.

“Everyone prepare to fight,” I shouted above the din. “But hold off so we attack as one. Pass the word.”

Ten seconds later, the chorus abruptly ceased.

The ensuing silence was heavy with dread.

And then a horde of six-legged beasts slunk from the trees. They were small but many, like fox-sized hyenas with glowing amber eyes and an extra set of legs for slashing. They outnumbered us a dozen to one.

Make that two dozen to one.

On my left, Ameline breathed a curse.

On my right, Bryn brandished her wand like she was itching to use it again and said almost cheerfully, “Well, it was nice knowing you.”

The ground trembled as someone, surely one of the walkers, made a wall of earth rise around us in an impromptu defense. It stopped at a height just low enough for us to see over.

“Wait for it,” Klay said loud enough for everyone to hear. “Target one beast at a time. And use the barest minimum of magic you can manage to get rid of them. Don’t panic.”

The jerk had the audacity to sound calm. I was glad for it.

Incredibly, everyone was holding off to attack as a united force.

Either that or they were frozen in terror.

The beasts circled, unperturbed by the new landscaping, and sized us up, searching for the weakest angle.

I shared a quick glance with Klay over Bryn’s head, and we spoke as one. “Now!”

Savage growls and high-pitched yelps erupted as dozens of spells hit the beasts.

As I’d feared, our attack only drove the pack to strike. Sure, some fell or fled, but many, many more came at us. They snarled and morphed into speeding blurs, leaping and scrabbling up the dirt wall four times their height like it was nothing.

The only upside to their sheer numbers was that they couldn’t all charge at once.

Beside me, Ameline’s wand flicked rapidly from one to another, and wherever she pointed, the beasts turned and ran. Maybe her rapport with creatures was somehow helping her.

Bryn was using a slower and less subtle method of lighting their furry ears on fire. But at least it worked.

I was still rotating through spell tactics. One I set on fire, another I choked with a mouthful of leaves, another I slashed across the nose with a magical blade, a fourth I trapped one of its six paws in the earth, and a fifth I distracted with the intestines of its felled pack mate. Every method worked, but none of them were as efficient as Ameline’s.

We couldn’t cast fast enough. Every beast we felled was replaced by three more, and an increasing number were making it to the top of the wall.

We were about to be overwhelmed when the barricade grew spikes. It skewered the most recent wave of ascending beasts, buying us precious seconds. But the ones behind simply clambered up their pack mates’ bodies.

Kids behind me began to drop like flies. Not from the predators but from the spells we were casting to keep them away.

At least I hoped that was the case since I didn’t think any of the creatures that had breached the wall had survived for more than a few seconds.

I cast a fear spell, then a slashing one. All the while, Dunraven’s guerrilla warfare tactics and all the ways we were failing to use them churned in the back of my head.

Never let your enemy choose the battleground. Never attack a larger force head-on. In an open field, a smaller force loses all its advantages. If you are taken by surprise, retreat and regroup to strike in more favorable circumstances.

“That’s all very well, Dunraven,” I muttered. “But what do you do when you’re outnumbered, taken by surprise, and can’t retreat?”

More kids behind me dropped. Almost a third of our number now.

In a desperate and dangerous move, I thrust my wand at the wall and imagined the spikes growing another six inches.

A fresh wave of the beasts skewered themselves upon the extended spikes, and I swayed, suddenly exhausted.

I’d used too much power. I’d lost my damned dagger. And the beasts were still coming.

One of them leaped over the wall and latched onto one of the unconscious kids. I lunged, grabbed it by the ruff of its neck, and flung it at one of its pack mates.

Three more took its place. I cursed and lunged at the nearest, planning on grabbing it and repeating my move, but it spun and snapped at my hand. I wrenched my fingers back from bloodstained teeth and, for want of a better weapon, smacked the beast over the head with my wand.

Kids who’d been focused on casting spells shrieked and leaped out of the way now that the nasty, vicious brutes were on our side of the wall. Too scared to use their wands or do anything but dodge, occasionally treading on the unconscious.

Bryn joined me in wrestling the beasts, then Klay did too. They at least both had daggers.

What the hell were the walkers doing? It hadn’t escaped my notice that a lot more kids on their side of the circle were still standing, but if they could slay freaking dragons, then surely they could do more than this lousy wall.

“Theus, Lirielle, do something!” I yelled. “Or we’re going to have casualties back here.”

I dived at a beast that had clawed its way up a screeching girl’s back. Their bites were nasty enough, but if they went for our jugulars, they’d be fatal. I wrenched it off her and swung it at a second who’d chosen easier prey in one of the unconscious kids. Both beasts slammed into the wall.

One crumpled, the other used the barricade as a springboard to vault back at me, four of its six sets of claws aimed for my face.

I dodged and spun. One claw caught my uniform and raked a stinging line across my skin. The fiend whirled in midair to face me again, but I was ready this time and caught it upon its landing with a wand to the skull.

Hoping no walker witnessed the way I’d just used the bone of their ancestor, I spun again, expecting to find a fresh target. But only humans moved within our makeshift stronghold. I wiped sweat from my face and forced my trembling legs to straighten so I could look over the wall.

A minute earlier, the earth beyond had been bare but for leaf litter and the occasional shrub. Now it was a dense jungle of bramble canes. Hundreds of beasts were trapped inside, letting out little yips as they squirmed through the thorns to free themselves. Others had been impaled by the canes and would never move again. But in either case, they were no longer trying to get to us.

I turned to stare at Lirielle and Theus, unsure whether to thank or curse them. Why the hell hadn’t they pulled out that little trick sooner?

A nearby moan drew my attention back to more important matters. Ameline and Bryn were both scratched up but still standing. The relief of that made my knees weak. Or maybe that was my bone-deep weariness.

But many of our classmates were not so lucky.

I wiped my hair out of my face with my least-bloody forearm. “Good work, everyone. We’re almost safe. So whoever has the strength to help carry one of the knocked-out kids, now’s the time.”

Jayden was one of the still conscious—unfortunately. “I’m exhausted.”

I glared at him. “We’re all exhausted.” I didn’t mention the two obvious exceptions. “Suck it up. We’re not leaving anyone behind.”

No one else complained. Not even the burned-hair, half-strangled vine victim who looked barely able to carry himself.

With a third of our number down, it was going to be a long, hard slog to the academy. I just prayed we wouldn’t be attacked along the way and that every one of those downed kids was merely unconscious.

I didn’t have the heart to tell people to check.

Besides, even if they were dead, I didn’t want to leave them here.

The walkers cleared a path through the brambles like Moses and the Red Sea and led us forward. Neither of them had broken a sweat.

The fact they were shoulder-carrying a couple of kids each made me less sour about that.

Three grueling minutes later, we collapsed on the lawn of Millicent Manor.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
[image: ]


We were rewarded for our courage and teamwork…

With Cricklewood comparing our speed unfavorably to that of a lamed turtle’s. Then promising us all extra laps the next day.

The real reward was simple.

Nobody died.

Dunraven handed out an antiseptic healing salve for smaller scrapes and cuts. The unconscious kids and those with more serious injuries were taken to the infirmary.

Once Ameline, Bryn, and I had recovered for a minute, we staggered our way up the steps of the manor and straight to the girls’ bathroom.

I didn’t have the strength to fight with Millicent for hot water, so Ameline filled a bucket for me, and I used that to wash away the sweat, grime, and blood.

Afterward we slathered ourselves in the healing salve and fell into our beds. I don’t think I was asleep before my head touched my pillow. But I was dead to the world three seconds after.

I woke some hours later to the drumming thunder of rain and lashing wind that rattled the window in its frame. No light leaked around the curtain, so it was still dark outside.

My body was heavy with fatigue, but I forced myself to sit up.

I didn’t think the intensity of our studies was going to lessen anytime soon. And I wasn’t about to waste the three months I had here mindlessly following orders until… Well, whatever was coming after the trial phase occurred. Assuming any humans survived that long.

I needed answers. Needed to know what was really going on here. Why on earth were the walkers arming us with knowledge and wands when it was clear to everyone that humans were inferior in every way the walkers cared about? Why were we competing in a series of deadly trials just to earn the “right” to continue at the academy? And if at least some human students supposedly made it through this three-month trial period, where were all the kids from previous intakes?

My heart twisted in my chest the way it always did when I thought of Fletcher. The boy next door. The eldest of four brothers. The gentle giant who’d always been there when I needed him—whether that was getting me in or out of trouble.

If I’d had a second best friend growing up, Fletcher was it. Until two years ago when he’d stepped through that damn runegate. Vanishing from my life like all firstborns did to their families.

I’d been hoping ever since that I’d find him here.

I swung my feet out of bed. Somebody had to put an end to the Firstborn Agreement. I had to put an end to it. And if I was going to work toward that impossible goal, there was no time like the present.

Besides which, the noise of the storm would do an excellent job of covering any sounds I made snooping.

Millicent didn’t light up the lamps on the walls as my feet touched the floorboards. Good. Better that Bryn and Ameline stay sleeping.

Bryn had stoked up the fire before collapsing into her own bed, so I could see enough in the warm glow of the embers to find my cloak, notebook, and wand. Lucky for me, Millicent hadn’t made the door disappear either.

As soon as I’d slunk through, I imagined my wand emitting a faint light. I wasn’t sure whether it’d work since I couldn’t point the wand at itself. But just like that, I had myself a lantern of sorts.

As little as I liked the walkers, I had to admit their bones sure came in handy.

Now for the real test. Would Millicent rat me out? There was no one around to see her wallpaper gestures and she didn’t seem to talk, but she had flipped me out of bed, so a sleeping teacher or golin wouldn’t pose much of an obstacle. But would she rat me out? How much did she understand? Even if she knew enough to realize I was breaking some kind of rule, would she care? Or did she only care about damage to herself?

I remembered Grimwort’s warning about setting the furniture on fire and decided I’d best avoid damaging anything she might consider hers in this snooping expedition.

Checking Dunraven’s map, I headed for the nearest unmarked room. My bare feet were already turning cold against the floorboards, but I thought I might be appreciative of their stealth later, even with the lashing rain and howling wind as cover.

There was a visible door. That was a good start. The rooms I’d passed that had been marked as dormitories on the map hadn’t been visible from the corridor, and I’d wondered whether my late-night exploration would be over before it began.

I tried the cool brass knob and felt a thrill of anticipation when it turned. Until it opened to an empty room. That explained why it was unlocked.

I moved to the next unmarked room and found an unused classroom, the chairs and tables collecting dust against the wall. The third room contained an assortment of long-dead plants. All right then. Interesting but not useful. The fourth doorknob I tried was locked.

If I hadn’t drained my magic reserves to nil a few hours ago, I might have tried my wand. But caution made me reach for my dagger sheath. My dagger was gone of course, but the holder concealed a few other useful tools, including my set of lockpicks.

A local guy had made a study of locks so he could open doors, padlocks, and safes whose keys and owners had been lost in the invasion. I’d traded the information for chopping up a winter’s worth of firewood and lugging a backbreaking amount of water. The result being that I knew how locks worked. Not that I had the gear on me to crack a complex safe right now.

But the old doorknob was no challenge—a simple pin tumbler lock that my tools made short work of.

I’d half expected it to eschew mundane locking mechanisms altogether for some kind of walker magic, but then Millicent had doubtless existed a long time before the walkers moved in. Not in sentient form of course, but the point remained.

Luckily for me.

Inside was someone’s office. I closed the door behind me and checked my map again. If vicinity was any indication, it might have been Grimwort’s office.

I grimaced. Best not to imagine what he’d do if he caught me snooping.

Wand light outstretched, I ventured deeper into the room. Bookshelves lined the back wall, but the titles I could see were all in foreign languages, and the shelves held as many trinkets as they did books. On my right were two matching wardrobes, and on the left was a generous rosewood desk. I moved toward the latter.

There were no drawers to rummage through, but the surface held a stack of the notebooks they’d provided us with, an oversized golden quill, the skull of a creature I didn’t recognize, and a small iron chest.

I flicked open a few of the notebooks in case they’d belonged to a prior student, but the pages were blank. My gaze landed back on the small iron chest. It was intricately etched with a labyrinth of tiny, delicate leaves, but what caught my attention were the two locks that bound it shut.

One was of human make, a complex pick-resistant padlock with seven pins and an unusual, narrow keyway that would take a good five minutes and most of my skill to unlock. A different league altogether than the one on the door.

The second lock must have been magical in origin. A miniature dragon, impressively lifelike but made of solid steel, had its tail wrapped around the padlock loops. When I drew near, the dragon yawned, displaying rows of needle-sharp teeth, and opened violet eyes to regard me.

A violent gust of wind rattled the window and I jumped, unable to stop myself glancing around the room. No one was there. Of course.

Chiding myself, I turned back to the chest. I would focus on the magic lock first. If I couldn’t convince the dragon to let me in, there was no point unlocking its mundane counterpart.

Experimentally I poked a pick inside the dragon’s mouth to learn if it had any recognizable locking mechanisms. The tiny steel teeth chomped down and snapped the tool in two.

I snatched my hand away and cursed. I should’ve seen that coming. But at least I had other picks. Not that I’d be using them anywhere near the little monster’s mouth.

Instead, I retrieved my wand light from the desk. “Okay, wandy, we’ve been through battle now, you and I, right? We’re on the same team?”

My wand—or more accurately, the walker’s bone I was borrowing—did not answer.

I aimed it at my quarry and visualized the miniature dragon unwinding its twining tail from the padlock loops.

The dragon snarled and spat a ball of flame at me. I didn’t have time to dodge.

The tiny fireball hit my stomach, but our uniforms must’ve been burn-resistant as well as sweat, stain, and tear-resistant, because the flame died.

“Yikes.” I patted the smoking spot on my shirt and chewed my lip in contemplation. “Okay, tough guy. Don’t like being told what to do, is that it?”

Wilverness had said real dragons rarely deigned to cooperate with other beings.

“But I bet you must get hungry, sitting here guarding your treasure day in and day out?”

The dragon’s eyes narrowed, but it didn’t spit more flame, and I thought there might’ve been a flash of a tiny forked tongue across its teeth.

I’d conjured fire out of thin air. How hard could it be to conjure a chunk of raw meat?

Or would it only work if I conjured a miniature prey animal the dragon could chase around the room? If so, I might have to give up on unlocking this chest and return to bed. I doubted my power reservoir had refilled yet, and my feet were freezing.

So I pictured a cube of raw meat. Imagined the smell, the color, the texture (but not the taste) and aimed my wand just in front of the dragon.

Sure enough, a chunk of meat appeared, albeit a little smaller than I’d intended.

Wow.

No wonder the walkers hadn’t given all humans wands like these. We wouldn’t be dependent on them if we could conjure our own food.

Not that I knew whether magically created food had the nutritional value of the real thing. And maybe it wouldn’t be sustainable even then, because I felt the energy leave my body. Either I hadn’t recovered yet, or making something out of nothing was costly.

But the dragon’s eyes widened and it made a little rumbling sound. Almost like it was purring. Then it unraveled its tail of its own accord and climbed down the chest for its midnight snack.

I was simultaneously delighted and dismayed. How much time had I just bought myself? Perhaps I should’ve picked the mundane padlock first after all.

I set to work. The narrow keyway made the unpicking especially awkward, and I had to stop and recast the spell two more times before the greedy lizard curled up and went to sleep on the desk. But at last I got the chest unlocked.

Abruptly nervous, I took a steadying breath and opened the lid.

Inside the chest was a single object. An elegant ebony circlet resting on a pillow of green satin.

I tried to imagine Grimwort wearing it and snickered at the image.

So why was it here? Sure, it was pretty enough, but the walkers weren’t short on jewels or riches. Why go to such lengths to protect it? Sentiment?

I brushed my fingers over its cool, polished surface and felt the sudden need to try it on. To wear it. Just for a second.

My hands moved before I’d finished processing the strange compulsion, and I placed the circlet on my head.

Darkness swallowed me.

It was not the darkness of night. It was less, and it was more. It was the absence of all. A nothingness so thick I could choke on it.

Fear squeezed my lungs, my throat, and yet I was no longer sure I had a body. That I had ever possessed a body. I waved my theoretical hand in front of my eyes and saw nothing. Not a stir. There was a metallic taste on my tongue. The pressure of the void heavy in my ears. If I indeed possessed either. And the fear.

That. That was real.

Real and growing. Rising. Building and ascending in some crashing, clamoring, monstrous crescendo I could not hear.

I couldn’t breathe. Did not know if I needed to.

And then it came. I knew not what it was, only that it was hunting, ravenous. And coming for me.

I stumbled backward, unable to pant in fear for I had no breath to expel. My body, or my sense of such an odd construct, was being crushed under the weight of the darkness.

Then something brushed against the fingers I did not have. Something breathed hot, hungry breaths that pierced even the nothingness. And I stumbled backward another step, wishing with every fiber of my being that I could scream.

I fell instead. Smashing my head against timber. And the horrendous, terrifying blackness was replaced by the dark of night. Three paces away, my wand light still glowed. And by its illumination I had just enough time to see the circlet on the ground beside me before the wardrobe I’d apparently fallen into slammed shut.

I didn’t even care. I sucked in greedy, panicked breaths, and the timber against my back became more solid. The pain in my oxygen-starved lungs and limbs more apparent.

Or maybe it was more than that. Every muscle ached and trembled. My mouth was bloody where I’d bitten my tongue. And it took long minutes for me to recollect myself.

I was in a wardrobe. In an office I’d broken into. With an evil circlet thing lying far too close for comfort.

I forced my trembling legs beneath me, shifted swathes of fabric aside to make room, and pushed myself into a standing position. It took a lot more steadying breaths before I could stop leaning against the wardrobe for support.

When I could stand unassisted, I shoved at the door.

It did not open.

I shoved harder, putting my shoulder into it.

The timber didn’t so much as budge.

I groaned as realization set in.

Millicent had locked me in the cupboard with the circlet I was desperate to get away from so I would be caught for trespassing.
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I’d somehow dropped both my wand and my lockpicks when the circlet had compelled me to wear it. And when I fumbled for a lock in the dark, I could find no mechanism to unpick regardless.

“This isn’t funny, Millicent,” I muttered. “Let me out.”

The horror of… Well, whatever that had been was sticking to me like the world’s worst spiderweb, and I wanted to get the hell out of this dark cupboard now.

Screw it then. I felt each side of the wardrobe, searching for the weakest component. The rear panel was the thinnest.

Hoping there was at least a small gap between the cupboard and the wall, I pressed my back against the stupid door that refused to open, and used the leverage to kick the rear panel with every bit of strength I could muster.

My heel went through with a satisfying crack, letting in a smidgen of the light I craved. I didn’t even care that the noise might be audible over the pouring rain. I repeated the process a few more times until I could rip away large pieces of the splintered wood with my hands.

So much for not breaking anything.

I didn’t know how much the manor understood, but just in case, I hissed, “For the record, Millicent, I wouldn’t have damaged the wardrobe if you hadn’t trapped me inside. This one’s on you.”

Somehow I didn’t think she’d be swayed around to my way of thinking.

There were only a couple of inches between the wardrobe and the wall it sat against, but with persistence and a great deal of shoving and wriggling, I managed to shift my temporary prison far enough to enable my escape.

I squirmed out of the jagged hole I’d created, shuffled sideways around the wardrobe, and returned at last to the rosewood desk where it had all begun. Thank every saint of thieves and snooping. Despite the exertion, my breaths came easier out here.

But I didn’t have time to linger. Someone might’ve heard me, and if not, Millicent might be mad enough to throw a professor out of bed.

I retrieved my wand and lockpicks, then did a quick survey of the room. For bonus points, breaking out the back of the cupboard meant whoever this office belonged to—aside from Millicent herself—might fail to realize what I’d done. For a while at least.

I was so exhausted a magical repair attempt was out of the question. It was a miracle my wand was still glowing.

But if I wanted a chance of my break-in going unnoticed, that open, empty iron chest was another matter entirely.

My heart started galloping like a three-legged horse. The circlet. I had to return it.

I groaned. I didn’t want to so much as go near it again. There was no damn way I was about to touch it.

So I selected a book from the shelf, slid my wand into my belt clip, and returned reluctantly to the wardrobe. On the off chance it had unjammed itself since my escape, I tried the door first. It swung open without resistance.

Relief and annoyance fought for dominance. I chose gratitude. A wary kind of gratitude in case Millicent was planning to smack me with the door that just opened, but still. It wasn’t like I couldn’t escape a second time. And it would be a lot easier to remove the circlet without accidentally touching it this way.

The evil thing was still where it’d landed—thrown from my head as I’d fallen backward into the wardrobe. Even looking at it made me uncomfortable, so I averted my gaze and clasped it between the pages of the book.

Hands outstretched, I carried it gingerly over to the waiting chest, dropped it inside, and shut the etched iron lid. The miniature dragon climbed up the case and wrapped his tail around the padlock loops before returning to what seemed like ordinary, lifeless steel.

My shoulders relaxed a fraction. But if someone was coming for me, I wasn’t sticking around to greet them.

I snapped the second lock into place, shuffled the hangers in the wardrobe to hide the gaping hole, and shoved the whole thing back into place against the wall. A final glance around the office didn’t reveal any obvious signs of my intrusion except for my map of Millicent, which I grabbed. It would have to do.

Fatigue pulled at me as I slipped from the room, urging me toward my bed. I felt less horrible than when I’d first been released from the circlet’s power, but that wasn’t saying much.

Besides, Millicent clearly did care if I was snooping. Or her grudge meant she wanted to thwart me at every turn regardless. Either way, I wasn’t going to get far unless I could convince her we’d just gotten off on the wrong foot.

But coming up with a way to reconcile with a sentient building was beyond my current abilities. So I gave up fighting the fatigue and headed for my dorm room.

Which was when Theus found me.

He’d been walking through the halls without the aid of a light, which would’ve made it easy to spot mine. Darn walkers and their superior everythings. And when I turned down a junction of the corridor, there he was.

My overwrought heart started galloping again. Did he know what I was up to? Would he throw me to the wolves (or the professors—which might be worse) if he did?

How could I explain my presence? The bathroom was in the opposite direction, so that explanation was out. Unless he’d believe I was stupid enough to forget.

Yeah, that might work.

Except my notebook was still open to Dunraven’s map. And who knew what state of dishevelment I was in after the dragon flame, the circlet, and the wardrobe?

He, on the other hand, was just as striking as I remembered. His only concession to the late hour being his chestnut hair that was slightly more unruly than usual.

Then my instincts kicked into gear, alerting me I was in the vicinity of a predator, and my mind went racing off in another direction.

What if the academy ruse was just an odd game they liked to play before they ate us? Or a distraction to keep the livestock from panicking while they picked us off one by one? After all, chronic terror couldn’t do good things for the quality of one’s meat supply.

And if we were here to be slowly consumed, what better place to single one out from the herd than in the middle of the night with the storm to cover my screams?

But Theus did not attack me. Nor did he threaten to call the teachers. Though I couldn’t rule out the possibility he’d done so through magical means beyond my ability to sense.

Instead, he said, “You’re the girl from the trial. The one that saved the flum kid with quick thinking and an impressive throw. Nova, right?”

I wet my lips, uncertain whether him remembering me was good or bad.

“That’s me.” The words came out a smidgen higher than I’d have preferred. “And you’re the one that saved all of us. Eventually.” I couldn’t help but amend.

Then I remembered my resolution to play nice—but not too nice with the pretty walkers, and added, “Hope the points were worth it.”

His eyes crinkled, but he didn’t elect to comment. “What are you looking for?” he asked instead.

I had the distinct feeling that answering my bed wouldn’t cut it. So I lifted my chin. Why should I bother hiding the truth? Or at least part of the truth. I wasn’t the one in the wrong here.

“I wanted to find the firstborns that came here in previous years.”

All of them, but one in particular.

Theus went against my expectations by offering me information. Sort of.

“They’re not here.”

“Then where are they?”

“It’s not my place to say.”

I clamped down my frustration. Why the hell was everybody at this academy so damn secretive? What were they afraid we’d find out? Or do with that knowledge?

I reframed the frustration in my mind. If they were secretive, they had something to hide. And if they bothered to hide it from the pathetic humans, then logic suggested the walkers must be vulnerable. Somewhere. Somehow. A vulnerability I might one day exploit.

If I played my cards right.

So I allowed Theus to evade that question and asked instead, “Are they alive?”

“Most of them.”

The lack of hesitation in his answer gave me some small measure of hope. Then he murmured something I didn’t quite catch, something that sounded like “sort of,” and I tried to clamp down on hope too.

Still, this walker seemed to have more time for humans than the others. Plus he was polite enough not to comment on my unkempt state. Either that or he hadn’t noticed—maybe the comparative imperfection of human features always looked messy to walkers.

But even if he’d been as condescending as the rest of them, the undeniable truth was that without his and Lirielle’s aid in yesterday’s trial, many of us would’ve been killed.

“Why’d you do it?” I found myself asking.

“Do what?”

I shrugged, trying to pretend the answer didn’t matter so much. “I don’t know. Save us in the trial. But not until the last possible minute.”

After we’d pushed ourselves to the breaking point, protecting ourselves with unfamiliar magic, and a full third of our number had passed out.

“How much do you know about world walker culture?” he asked.

“Around as much as I know about the mating rituals of unicorns.”

Theus looked puzzled. “Do you know a lot about the mating rituals of unicorns?”

The joke had gone straight over his head, but somehow I was the one blushing.

“No, nothing!”

He seemed to accept that. “All right. In walker culture, honor and strength are paramount. They’re valued far above trivial, transient things like fear or risk, and it’s considered humiliating to be so weak as to require rescue. Which is why I didn’t want to step in unless I had to.”

He studied me for a moment, his deep green eyes unreadable. “Or until you asked.”

Until I asked?

Really?

I recalled that desperate fight inside our increasingly overrun dirt walls. The air thick with blood, my limbs heavy with exhaustion, and the dread that seized my chest as I’d realized in a horrid moment of clarity that some of the kids around me were going to die.

Unless the walkers intervened.

I’d asked all right. In desperation, I’d cried out for help that I wasn’t sure would come.

And in the present, I managed—barely—to restrain myself from throttling Theus.

“Besides,” he continued after I failed to muster an appropriate response, “swarmcats are relatively nonlethal compared to most of what the students are going to be facing here. It’s best that the first time you bloody your blade—or wand in this case—you do so against an easy foe. They’ll be grateful for it later.”

That at least made a disturbing sort of sense. One that didn’t leave me with any warm fuzzies about the upcoming trials.

“But I saw you fight. You would have survived even when not everyone else did.”

He said this like it was supposed to make me feel better. And the ludicrousness of that finally got my tongue to work.

“That doesn’t make it okay.”

He looked at me without comprehension. Or maybe I just couldn’t read him.

“All your questions are about the welfare of strangers,” he said. “From what I was taught of human sentiment, I thought you would be more concerned about your family.”

I stared back at that beautiful face, equally uncomprehending. How could this be difficult to understand?

“It’s not an either-or proposition,” I pointed out. “I love my family and would give anything to see them again, but that doesn’t mean I can’t care about strangers.”

If he couldn’t grasp why it mattered to me if kids died at my side, I didn’t feel like explaining it to him.

But he went against my expectations a second time.

“I could allow you to see them—your family—through a visual gateway, if you like?”

“You could?” The words slipped out before suspicion overcame me. “Why would you do that?”

He shrugged, an oddly elegant gesture on a walker.

“Because it is my understanding that humans place more importance on family ties than walkers do. Because it will cost me little and may mean a great deal to you.”

“What do you want in return?”

He smiled faintly. “For you to look at me with less suspicion when I’m trying to help you would be nice. But you will owe me nothing. Not even that.”

I bit my tongue on my next words. Why then? Why would you do me this kindness when your kind have done nothing but harm to mine?

I was here to learn. Here to play along. To play nice. Until I’d gleaned enough information to formulate a plan and execute it. And if I wanted more information than the crumbs they fed us, I needed a “friend” among the walkers. They kept their secrets close to their chests. Which meant the only way to learn them was to get close too.

And if it was a trap? How better to determine the nature of your hunter than to follow him meekly into the snare and let him tighten it around your neck?

By watching what happened when he laid it around someone else’s neck, I supposed.

But I was the only one here.

And the lure he’d placed in the trap was well chosen.

So I nodded and said, “Then I would like that very much.”
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The “hunter” led me to the girls’ bathroom.

Okay, that was sort of weird. But either Theus was taking me somewhere it would be easier to clean up the blood, or he needed a mirror as he claimed.

I was about to find out which.

“Why the girls’ bathroom?”

“They’re cleaner. Trust me.”

“And you really need a mirror for this? I mean, you can walk across worlds and open gateways with a wave of your hand, but you need a freaking enchanted mirror like in Beauty and the Beast?”

He shrugged. “I’m not sure what Beauty and the Beast is, but any ordinary mirror will do. And if we weren’t inside this particular manor, I wouldn’t need one of those either.”

I wondered if that might prove important one day. “What’s different?”

“Gateway magic is protected against inside these walls. Only the professors have the override.”

That was good to know. If you took out the teachers and staged a coup, the manor could be used as a stronghold. One where the walkers couldn’t just use their magic to appear behind you and slit your throat.

I hoped Theus wasn’t being so open with me because he was about to slit mine.

We pushed through the bathroom door, and Millicent lit up the room. Maybe she was pretending to be good in front of the walker.

He went straight to the nearest mirror.

“A former student figured out the mirrors are a sort of loophole. Or a form of gateway magic the professors didn’t bother to ward against. It allows us to see out but no more than that.”

I trailed up behind him, and our eyes met in the reflection. It felt strangely intimate.

Then he pulled out a knife.

“I’ll need some of your blood as a link to your family, otherwise we’ll spend all night trying to locate them.”

As soon as I’d recovered from my minor heart attack, I snatched the knife from him. It wouldn’t take much to reopen the latest Millicent bite on my finger. But come on, what was with this place and everything needing blood?

What I asked aloud was, “Where do you want it?”

“On the mirror.”

I smeared my bleeding finger on the glass. Would the magic drink it like Millicent seemed to? Or would I have to clean it up when we were done?

Theus concentrated on the bloody smear and placed his palm against the mirror beside it.

Then I forgot all about Theus.

Because there in front of me, almost life-sized, were my brother and sister.

Reuben’s face was serene in sleep, stripped of the attitude he displayed during the day. And though he was going through the phase where he was too cool and tough to hang out with his little sister in public, there was Mila curled up beside him.

Actually, curled up was a misleading description. She might be little, but she was a chronic bed hog.

My back had borne testament to that many a time after I’d wound up sleeping awkwardly over the edge of the mattress to accommodate her sprawling limbs. And it looked like poor Reuben’s back would pay the same price come morning.

I smiled so hard my teeth hurt.

Mila too looked serene in sleep, though a smudge of dirt under her chin suggested she hadn’t changed her daytime behavior any more than Reuben likely had.

The last handkerchief I’d given her was clutched tight in one small fist.

How could seeing them simultaneously hurt so much and yet fill the hollow ache in my chest I’d been carrying ever since I’d left them behind on that rooftop?

I stared at them. I don’t know how long, drinking in every detail.

And then their beloved figures faded back into an ordinary mirror.

A mirror that showed far too clearly that I’d been crying. I hadn’t noticed. And Theus had been standing right there, watching me cry.

Dammit.

I swiped my eyes and faced him in the flesh instead of the reflection. “Thank you. That did mean a great deal to me.”

And perhaps because I’d so recently been staring at two of the people I loved most in the world, for a moment I saw Theus differently. Saw him as I might have had the invasion never happened and he’d been just a boy I met on the street.

I wasn’t the swooning type, but damn, he was beautiful. Maybe not by walker standards, but I liked him more for his tiny imperfections. The unruly hair that never sat quite right. The freckles that dotted the bridge of his nose and scattered across his cheeks. The eyes that were not the brilliant, glittering green of other walkers but a deeper, richer shade, exquisitely framed by his dark lashes.

And through that temporary lens, I could’ve sworn I saw sadness and understanding in those eyes.

If my life had been my own, and if he had been human, I knew with utter certainty that I could have loved the young man before me.

But my life wasn’t.

And he wasn’t.

Not even close.

Exhaustion—both emotional and physical—hit me like a felled tree.

I headed for my dorm room.

Theus kept pace beside me but did not feel the need to fill the silence between us. Something I appreciated more than usual as I tried to hold on to that idyllic, heartwarming image of my sleeping siblings with everything I had.

Ugh, another reason to feel grateful to a walker.

It was only when I reached the red serpent that guarded my room that a new thought entered my sluggish brain. “Could you show me someone else?”

I was thinking of Fletcher. What I wouldn’t give to see his face and know that he too was okay.

Theus’s lips twitched. “Some other time maybe.”

I nodded, not about to argue when I was already swaying on my feet. “Okay. Well, thanks again. Good night, Theus.”

“Good night, Nova.”

I watched him glide silently down the corridor into the darkness and then pressed my fingers to the wallpaper.

Millicent bit me extra hard before letting me inside.
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I’d thought I’d gotten away with the night’s snooping.

I was wrong.

I’d also expected to wake up face-first on the floor with my mattress on top of me after the wardrobe incident. But I was wrong about that too.

Ameline beat Millicent to it.

“Where the heck were you last night?” she demanded, concern etching her features. “I woke up and you were gone. And when I tried to go looking for you, Millicent wouldn’t let me out.”

I thought about that for a moment and figured it must have been when Millicent had me locked up and wanted to prevent anyone coming to my rescue.

Or maybe she just wanted to prevent her favorite Ameline from getting into trouble.

“Um. I went to the bathroom?” I tried—not sounding the least bit convincing.

It was way too early for an interrogation.

Ameline crossed her arms. “I waited up for you. For ages. But you were gone so long I must’ve fallen asleep.”

By now, Bryn was stirring from her own slumber. She sat up, rubbing her eyes and making no attempt to pretend she wasn’t listening with avid interest.

“Out with it,” Ameline ordered. “All of it.”

Bryn smirked. “Yes, I’d like to hear it too.”

People often mistook Ameline’s softness for weakness. I knew better. She might be sweet-natured and amiable about most things, but once she drew a line in the sand, so help you if you crossed it.

I could see by the set of her jaw that this was one of those times. So I told them.

The set of Ameline’s jaw did not improve throughout my tale. Meanwhile, Bryn was all but bouncing on her bed—especially when I described breaking my way into the locked chest.

When I’d finished, Ameline gave me a dark look. “We’re supposed to be in this together. You could’ve been hurt!”

“Yes,” Bryn added, “and if you’re going to go on fun life-endangering adventures in the middle of the night, the polite thing to do would be to invite us along.”

Ameline’s gaze flitted to Bryn—something I was grateful for just then.

“Um, well, missing out on fun wasn’t exactly what I was afraid of, but I suppose the end result is the same.”

Her gaze returned to me.

“You’re not to go sneaking off alone again. You either cease your nighttime activities, or you take us with you.”

The stubborn set of Ameline’s jaw was still there, and Bryn was throwing her knife, spinning it into the air and catching it again, hilt first. Perhaps to signal she’d be a useful companion on a late-night jaunt. Or because she had trouble sitting still.

Either way, it was obvious they weren’t about to take no for an answer.

I wanted to protect Ameline. Needed to protect her. But maybe in this case, that meant bringing her along.

The first trial proved we were stronger together. It also proved that the danger Dunraven had warned us about was real. And since no one would tell us what happened to those who failed the three-month trial phase, we had to be among the students that passed. Both of us. Because the thought of one of us continuing at the academy and the other…

Well, separation was not an option.

That meant any advantage, any edge, any foreknowledge our snooping might reveal, we needed. Not just for the first three months but for whatever came afterward too.

Even so, I made one last attempt to dissuade them. Or Ameline at least.

“You would have to break a lot of rules,” I pointed out. “You hate breaking rules.”

She scowled at me like she knew exactly what I was trying to do. She probably did.

“Nice try. But they threw the rulebook out the window when they magicked us into the middle of the freaking forest and told us to find our way home. Besides, they haven’t explicitly forbidden us from exploring the manor.”

Hmm. That was a good point. I wasn’t sure they’d forbidden us from anything actually. Except making Grimwort repeat himself.

“Fine,” I said. “Next time I go snooping, I’ll take you with me.”

Triumph flashed across both their faces.

“But before we try again, we need to work out a way of winning over Millicent.”

Bryn snorted. “Why bother? If she wants to hold a grudge, let her. We can handle it.”

Ameline shook her head. “Weren’t you listening? She almost got Nova into serious trouble. Besides, do you really want cold showers the entire time you’re here?”

Bryn missed the catch, and her dagger thudded blade-first into the floor.

Ameline snatched it up. “We’re trying to win the manor over, not infuriate her further.”

“All right, all right.” Bryn conceded. She returned her butt to the mattress.

Or tried to. But the whole bed scooted out of the way so she landed on the floor. Right next to where the blade had bitten into the wood.

I bit back a snicker.

Ameline, who was, as ever, a better person than me, got straight back to the business at hand.

“Okay. So Millicent got mad at you for damaging her walls. Maybe fixing or restoring something for her will work. Have you noticed anything in bad shape?”

I grimaced.

“I might have destroyed the back of a wardrobe last night.” I’d neglected to mention that detail in my retelling. “But only because she locked me inside.”

Ameline pursed her lips. “I don’t think repairing something you broke will go far in winning her over, but it might make her less mad at you at least. What else?”

She gave both Bryn and me a dirty look. “Something one of you aren’t personally responsible for breaking.”

I thought my way around the manor—or the parts of it we’d been to. “It’s not broken exactly, but the stairwell by the dining hall has very creaky steps. Maybe we could tighten them up?”

Ameline rewarded me with a smile. “Good idea. We’ll do it tonight then.”

“Tonight,” Bryn and I agreed.

And then we prepared ourselves for another morning of being tortured by Cricklewood.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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That day’s classes were more of the same, only worse.

The storm had tempered, but it was still raining hard while we ran around being yelled at by Cricklewood. That combined with our lingering exhaustion from the trial and the shell shock from everything we’d learned the day before meant it was a muddy, wet, and grueling two hours.

One kid sat down and refused to get up. Cricklewood didn’t bother to argue. He simply plucked one of the long hairs from his chin, and the horrid thing grew and morphed into a gray whip that chased the rebel around and thwacked him soundly anytime he dared to slow.

I was so appalled I ran into one of the sentinel hedge cats, which rustled its leaves and hissed.

The sole highlight was that Cricklewood didn’t promise to see us again that evening.

Maybe they wouldn’t give us trials every day. A smart move if they wanted any of us humans to survive.

Then again, it was even odds they didn’t.

I dragged myself from one classroom to the next, trying to cram my head with information while simultaneously wondering whether our plan to win over Millicent would work.

All right. And sometimes my thoughts drifted to Theus.

What were his motives for helping the humans? The trial I could understand since it was one of the ways to get points. But last night? No one had been around to assess him then, and I could think of nothing he might’ve derived from showing me my family.

So why offer?

Because it will cost me little and may mean a great deal to you, he’d said. And then claimed he’d wanted nothing in return. Like he was doing it out of pure benevolence.

I didn’t believe that. Not for a second.

The Firstborn Agreement—the reason I was here right now—proved that the walkers didn’t do anything for free. Let alone the way they’d rocked up fifty years ago on our world’s metaphorical doorstep and demanded we accommodate them. Then proceeded to destroy most of the planet when we didn’t respond the way they wanted.

So why then? Could Theus have his own agenda for gaining my trust? The way I hoped to gain his?

He’d been so much on my mind that when I walked into my Rudimentary Magic class and saw him seated there, my first instinct was to pretend I hadn’t. Last night he’d watched me cry. Seen my heart wide open as I’d looked at my siblings. He’d seen me vulnerable. And in the light of day, that felt acutely uncomfortable.

But regardless of his agenda, I needed him for my own. I couldn’t afford to alienate him. So I waved a greeting and received a tug of a smile in response.

Was he amused by me or being friendly?

Grimwort stood up, and I switched my attention to the lesson. We had to direct a droplet of water through a series of small obstacles on our desks—without allowing its surface tension to break. It was a delicate task requiring oodles of finesse we didn’t have, and every time my focus wavered, the droplet would burst and scatter in every direction. At which point I had to go through the painstaking process of re-forming it before starting over.

Under other circumstances, I might’ve enjoyed the challenge. But our lives were on the line, and it was difficult to see how this would help us survive the next trial.

Grimwort insisted superior concentration and self-control led to superior magic, then napped behind his desk for the rest of the lesson.

I exerted a great deal of self-control in not setting his chair on fire.

But I supposed I should’ve been grateful he wasn’t accusing me of breaking into his office.

The walkers, of course, did not bother with the exercise. Between the frustrating attempts with my water droplet, I noticed that with the exception of Lirielle, they largely ignored Theus. Almost as if he were beneath them the way they believed humans to be.

Was that because Theus was consorting with the livestock? Or some other inscrutable reason? He’d said honor and strength were of utmost importance in their culture. Had Theus somehow lost his?

I was concentrating on floating my water droplet through a paper tube when Lirielle drifted over to my desk.

“Beware,” she said without inflection. Her smoky blue eyes fixed on mine with an intensity that mismatched her languid, dreamy manner. “The silent stares will bring you grief.”

“Excuse me?”

She frowned. “The offense is not mine to excuse.” Then she drifted away again without clarifying squat.

I glanced around. No one in the class was staring at me. I tried for half a minute to decipher the meaning behind her cryptic words, decided that way lay madness, and returned my attention to the water droplet.

That walker girl was not normal.
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Bryn, Ameline, and I made it through the rest of our lessons, crammed in three extra hours of study and wand practice after dinner, then finally allowed ourselves to tackle the Millicent problem.

We all agreed that our first priority had to be our performance in class and the trials. As much as we wanted to uncover the truth behind this academy, it would do us no good if we failed the trial phase. Or worse, failed to survive the trial phase. So we’d settled on:

Survival first.

Passing second.

Snooping third.

The corridors were quiet, but it was still early enough they weren’t entirely empty. It didn’t matter. There was no need for stealth since no one could object to our fixing the stairs.

I held my wand over the bottom step of the ancient timber staircase and realized the flaw in our plan.

I had no idea how to go about this.

Pursing my lips, I walked the span of the step to find the creakiest point, aimed my wand, focused my imagination and will, and shifted my weight.

The timber groaned beneath me.

Well, I shouldn’t have expected winning Millicent over would be easy.

I suspected she’d enjoy seeing me grovel, and I needed to get a better look at the step, so I got down on my hands and knees. Then gave up on that and lay flat against the floor.

It was going to be embarrassing if anyone walked past right now.

“If you’re that tired, you really ought to go to bed,” Bryn suggested sweetly from the top of the stairs.

She’d started at the other end, and I assumed by her lack of boasting that she wasn’t having any better luck than me.

“I’d be less tired if you didn’t snore like a pig choking on a donkey,” I retorted. Actually, when she snored, she sounded almost dainty. But she didn’t need to know that.

I wriggled until I was eye level with the step. “Ameline, walk up and down over this a few times, would you?”

Given she was already in Millicent’s good books, Ameline had a supervisory role.

She obliged, and I saw the timber sag beneath her boot, shifting against the supports with an ominous groan. So I pointed my wand again and imagined the timber tread strengthening, visualizing it becoming as unyielding as stone so it would not bend or shift.

“Try again.”

Ameline came down again, and this time the last step didn’t make a peep when it bore her weight.

“Ha!” I crowed.

I had to take my victories where I could get them.

Bryn cheerfully lowered herself to my level, and with Ameline as our tester, we completed the whole staircase in about ten minutes.

I didn’t know how long the magical strengthening would last. But I supposed if it wore off, we could always do it again.

Now to learn whether Millicent accepted our peace offering…

I was dusting myself off—already daydreaming about being woken by a gently rocking mattress rather than flung to the floor—when Glenn and Glennys came trotting up the staircase.

They got about a third of the way before their expressions changed. Not to one of pleasant surprise at the newly silent stairs. No. It was a look of horror.

One that quickly changed to pity on Glennys’s face and a smirk on Glenn’s. If you’ve never seen a golin smirk, count yourself lucky.

“What have you done?” Glenn asked.

“And more importantly, can you undo it?” Glennys added.

“Um,” I said.

Ameline jumped in. “Nova and Bryn wanted to do something nice for Millicent. You know, after the, ahem, wall incident?”

Bryn crossed her arms. “We fixed the noisy old stairs for her. Why on earth would we undo it?”

Glenn’s smirk widened into something more disturbing—though it was probably still supposed to be in the range of a smile. My supposition was confirmed a moment later when he did the braying laughter thing.

“Oh, you poor dears,” Glennys said. “I’m afraid you’ve just upset her further. Millicent likes her stairs and floorboards to be creaky. It’s the closest thing to an audible voice she has, you see. She uses them to express herself.”

Glenn paused his guffawing to explain. “Think about it like trying to apologize to someone by stuffing your dirty magical sock in their mouth.”

I looked down at the golin’s bare, clawed feet. What would they know about socks?

Unfortunately, they knew plenty about Millicent.

I groaned. Then groaned again when for some reason Lirielle’s warning popped into my head, and this time it made sense.

Beware, the silent stairs will bring you grief, she’d said. I’d thought she’d meant stares and totally missed the point.

The walker girl might not be normal.

But that didn’t mean she was wrong.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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Two entire weeks passed by in a blur of lessons and practice and very little sleep.

Undoing our magic on the stairs had proven harder than applying it in the first place, but thanks to Ameline, the whole fiasco hadn’t been a complete waste. She’d had the presence of mind to ask the golin what Millicent might accept by way of apology, and Glennys had told us she liked gifts.

Not that we’d had any time to action the knowledge. We were spending every spare moment cramming more information into our heads or practicing our magic exercises until we’d drained our power reservoirs dry. And we weren’t the only ones.

Despite the difficulties of this odd magic school with its side dish of death—the homesickness, the constant fear of the next trial, living alongside the monsters who’d destroyed our world, and suddenly being able to perform magic—most kids had adapted surprisingly well to their new lives.

Perhaps in part because they were too exhausted to question the purpose behind it all, and I wondered if it had been planned that way. But humans are good at acclimatizing. If you live in constant fear and exhaustion, you get used to it. The emotions lose their edge, and you keep going because that’s what has to be done.

So the second trial when it came was easier than the first. We were a little less incompetent, a little less unnerved, and this time each human was paired with a walker.

No one made any friends, but with the walkers’ success dependent on keeping their human partner alive, no one died either.

Jayden came the closest when his inattentive walker had gotten distracted and forgot for a moment that Jayden existed.

The trial acted as a sort of wake-up call for Ameline, Bryn, and me. Yes, surviving and passing had to take precedence over snooping, but if we weren’t careful, the three months would come to an end before we’d even managed to win over Millicent.

So that evening, given we were too exhausted for study anyway, we came up with a new plan.

“What kind of gifts might a building like?” I wondered aloud.

We were sitting around the fire that Bryn had made way too hot as usual, and I was beginning to sweat.

Ameline kicked me. “She doesn’t like to be called that, remember?”

I bit back my first response. “Sorry, Millicent.”

Not that verbal apologies had done me any good in the past. Still. That was why we were having this conversation.

“A piece of furniture?” Ameline suggested. “A pet? A nice non-hazardous plant?”

Bryn, who never seemed to get too hot, was sprawled out on the floor in front of the fire. “Maybe she likes jewels or other valuables. Pretty trinkets from the Before—”

“The problem,” I said, bringing my companions back to reality, “is how we get our hands on any of that. Might I remind you how hard it is to conjure up something from nothing?”

Manufacturing cubes of meat for hungry dragon locks seemed to be about the limit of my abilities in that regard.

“I don’t think we can magic a grand piano into existence for her. Though come to think of it, I bet she’d love something noisy like that. Imagine how much she could express herself then.”

Bryn looked wistful. “It’s a pity. If I had the run of some ruins, I could rustle something up.”

“Oh?” I raised an inquiring eyebrow and waited. We still knew very little about Bryn’s past. Maybe she felt like talking.

“That’s what I spent most of my life doing before I came here. I was a treasure hunter or a retrieval specialist or a scrap scavenger or whatever you called it in your colony. The easy pickings were long gone, of course, but I never much liked easy anyway.”

She grinned. “Easy doesn’t give you an excuse to use explosives.”

“Explosives?” I shared a concerned look with Ameline. Having a roomie who was a firebug was worrisome enough. I wasn’t sure how I felt about the explosives thing.

But it did sound like a cool job.

Bryn either missed our shared glance or chose to ignore it.

“Sure. Huge sections of the city were ruined, and like I said, the easy pickings—anything simple to get to—was already gone. So I would make a nice big explosion to shift some of the rubble, and bam, I’d have a whole new world to explore.”

“Did your dad teach you that?” I asked. “Um, when he wasn’t drunk, I mean.”

Her happy excitement drained away, and I immediately regretted the question.

“The only thing my father taught me was how to dodge him when he was drunk and how to sit around on my ass and carve chunks of wood into prettier chunks of wood. That’s what he did for trading when he was sober. But I never liked sitting around. I preferred any activity that got me out of the house.”

“Ah.” I couldn’t help but compare her experience with my own father. Stars, I missed him.

Bryn jammed another log onto the already chock-full fireplace.

“I suppose that’s one thing I could do.” She sounded reluctant. “If we could get some timber and one or two tools, I could carve something for Millicent.”

Ameline was far more enthusiastic. “That’s a great idea.”

“Or,” Bryn said, “I noticed there’s a timber section of the external wall where we run laps every morning that’s looking damp and prone to start rotting. I could char it with fire to preserve it.”

I didn’t even need to glance at Ameline this time. No way were we letting Bryn loose on Millicent with a magical flamethrower. We spoke in unison.

“Let’s go with the first thing.”

Ameline managed to wheedle a mallet, saw, and chisels out of Glenn and Glennys, and we went to bed early. Not to get a full night’s sleep. Who had time for that? But so we could wake in the middle of the night to carry out the next step.

When that ungodly hour came, Millicent did not illuminate the wall lamps for us. But Bryn threw more wood on the fire so we didn’t waste magic on lighting while we made our preparations.

There was no rain or wind to cover the noises made, so we walked through the hallways with careful steps and kept conversation to a whisper. Ameline’s wand lit the way.

We visited the office I’d broken into all those fateful nights ago first. No one had interrogated me or thrown me into a basement dungeon in the days since, so it seemed my intrusion had gone unnoticed. But if we wanted to win Millicent over, repairing the wardrobe seemed like a necessary step.

Bryn and Ameline stood lookout while I picked the lock, and a moment later we were inside.

Unease trickled through me. Probably because of my horrifying experience with that damn circlet. Few nights passed without my waking in a cold sweat from a nightmarish echo of what I’d felt under its influence.

The same unease didn’t affect my companions.

“Cool,” Bryn crooned, running her fingers over the nearest trinkets and treasures.

Ameline was staring at the bookshelf on the far wall like she was wondering whether the professor would notice if a few volumes went missing. But she stayed by the door. It didn’t matter that no one had forbidden us from exploring the manor. Entering a locked office was almost painful to her rule-abiding nature.

I left them to it and strode to the wardrobe. It opened without resistance. Ignoring my reluctance to lean inside, I pushed aside the hangers of fabric to see the damage.

Except there wasn’t any.

My heart sped up. There was no doubt this was the right room. Which meant someone or something else had repaired that wardrobe.

I was wrong. My intrusion hadn’t gone unnoticed. They just hadn’t figured out it was me yet.

My gaze flew to the desk. The small iron chest wasn’t there.

I backed up. “Let’s get out of here. Now,” I hissed. “Someone else repaired the cupboard.”

Ameline’s eyes widened, and I joined her at the door. Bryn caressed a gem-encrusted vase a final time before joining us too. Then we distanced ourselves from the scene of the crime as quickly and quietly as we could.

It didn’t take long to reach the large double doors we used to access the manor grounds every morning. Millicent made no attempt to stop us going through them.

The manicured grass and looming forest were even eerier at night. But with the three of us armed with wands and our resolve to stick close to both each other and the sentinel hedge cats, we’d be okay. At least that’s what we were counting on.

Bryn had declared all the firewood we had in our room too dry for carving. So we were here to find a suitable starting piece.

We’d anticipated being outside after dark would be creepy. The moon hung heavy in the sky, illuminating the mist drifting over the grass and the breath exiting our lungs. The night was cold but still, and the stillness meant we could hear every rustling leaf and snapping twig and hair-raising growl or shriek.

We also heard something we didn’t anticipate. Voices.

Two kids, the hoods on their cloaks concealing their identities, were standing at the edge of the forest, arguing.

We spotted them before they noticed us, so we crept nearer, using one of the giant hedge cats to cover our approach. We halted when the words became audible.

“They’re close. I can feel it.”

I knew that voice. Smooth and confident and a little slimy. Jayden, the mayor’s kid from Lewiston.

“Then why not wait here until they arrive?”

I recognized the second voice too but didn’t know his name. One of Jayden’s crew.

He sounded scared.

“Because!” Jayden’s tone changed to a vicious hiss. “I don’t want to spend one more night in this dung heap. We’ve already proven we can survive the forest with the help of these wands. Do you really want to test yourself against whatever they cook up for the third trial?”

“Well… no, but—”

“If you don’t come with me, I’ll tell everyone you’re already dead. So they won’t bother coming for you. Not ever.”

Understanding dawned. Jayden thought his daddy’s promised rescue party were nearby and wanted to run off into the forest to meet them.

That took guts. But then if he was oh so confident in his plan, why was he trying to intimidate this other kid into going with him?

I shared a glance with Bryn and Ameline, and we stepped out into the open.

I’d never had much tolerance for bullying.

“Going somewhere?” I asked.

The two guys jumped like I’d tossed a bucket of ice water over their heads. Their packs thumped against their backs, and Jayden’s pale face flushed with anger or embarrassment.

“What’s it to you, walker lover?”

I flashed my teeth. “If you leave, Jayden, the whole academy will celebrate. But there’s no need to drag this poor kid to his death with you.”

“I’m not going to die, dumbass. I’m going to be rescued and get the hell out of this place.”

Bryn snorted. “Rescued, huh? I suppose you are a bit of a damsel.”

Jayden’s face got more flushed.

The slender, red-haired kid with him looked from Jayden to us and back again. Then sidled a step closer to us.

In actual fact, I didn’t want Jayden to run off into the forest, betting on a rescue party that might never come. But I was hoping if we could prevent his unwilling companion from going with him, Jayden would chicken out. Would see reason and realize his plan was a death sentence.

I softened my tone. “Seriously, guys. The only reason we survived the first trial in the forest was because we were all together. Even then we might have died without Theus and Lirielle’s aid.”

It was the wrong tack to take.

“The walkers!” Jayden spat. His fists clenched so hard they shook. “They’re the whole problem, not our freaking saviors!”

The other kid sidled another step nearer to us.

I inclined my head. “We know that. But you’re still more likely to survive the next few days here at the academy than you are in the forest. Like your friend said, why not wait for the rescue team to arrive?”

Jayden stamped—actually stamped—his foot like a three-year-old. “No!” He lunged forward and grabbed the second guy’s cloak. “C’mon, Noah. Let’s go.”

It was ridiculous, but Jayden was hauling the smaller boy backward, out past the protection of the hedge cats, so I lunged forward too and grabbed his arm.

If the disagreement hadn’t been so deadly serious, I would have laughed at this absurd game of tug of war.

Jayden gave up reasoning with us and focused back on Noah. “If you ever want to see your parents again, you better stop dragging your feet and come with me right now.”

Poor Noah’s face flickered with uncertainty and longing. Jeez, I knew how that felt.

“That’s enough,” Bryn snapped. Her wand was pointed at Jayden’s face. “Let go, or I swear I’ll blast a ball of fire straight into your pretty face. Imagine the scarring.”

Jayden’s pretty face twisted into something that wasn’t pretty at all. His wand arm came up.

“You know I’ll be faster,” Bryn said. “I’m good at fire.”

Jayden’s wand faltered. He let Noah go.

“Fine, stay here, you stinking cowards. I hope you die and have your blood sucked out by the walkers.”

He turned and strode into the forest.

We watched him go in silence. I think we all expected him to come back. That it was just a bluff.

But his solitary figure was soon swallowed by shadows the moonlight did not penetrate.

Five long minutes later, he hadn’t returned.

Ameline broke our shocked vigil. “Are you okay?” she asked Noah.

“I-I guess. But… what if he’s right?”

“He isn’t,” Ameline said simply. And Noah seemed to take her at her word.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
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The next morning, we found Jayden’s body—or what was left of it—on the lawn.

In fact, everyone found Jayden’s body on the front lawn. We were spilling out of the manor for Cricklewood’s class when the first girl screamed.

The class was canceled. And some of our classmates threw up for reasons other than too much exercise.

Noah was one of them.

“Is this our fault?” Ameline whispered. “Maybe we should’ve fetched a professor.”

I shook my head—even though my own gut was one giant knot of misery.

“No. Jayden was, for all intents and purposes, an adult.”

Not a very mature one, but still. No one sent here to trade their life for their family’s should be treated as a child.

“He had the right to make his own decision, and he wouldn’t have thanked us for taking it from him.”

Ameline looked only mildly reassured.

“Besides,” I added, “even if we’d run to the nearest professor, we might’ve been too late. Or they might not have bothered to do anything. They’ve made it clear our lives aren’t the priority around here.”

Ameline’s frown deepened like the possibility of uncaring teachers had never occurred to her, but she nodded.

I hugged her. “We saved Noah. Concentrate on that.”

Then we went to the dining hall to stare at the breakfast neither of us would eat.

Bryn was already there, shoveling food into her petite frame like a reverse magic trick. I didn’t know if that made her strong or uncaring. Or maybe just hungry. She had spent hours last night carving the mahogany wood we’d found before she’d finally returned to bed.

I didn’t tell her or Ameline my other thoughts about Jayden’s death.

The lawn thing bothered me. If a wild animal had killed Jayden, why would it drag its kill onto the manicured lawn that stank of humans and walkers? For that matter, how would it have gotten past the sentinel hedge cats that kept the academy grounds safe?

Was it possible one of the walkers had been responsible? A teacher even? And if so, for what reason?

Maybe it was a warning. To stop anyone else from trying to run. Or maybe I was being paranoid.

I had no proof, nothing remotely concrete, and what it insinuated scared the hell out of me. Which was why I wasn’t about to put the idea in my friends’ heads unless or until there was something we could do about it.

We needed to learn more. To find answers. More than two weeks had passed, and we were no closer to understanding the walkers’ motives. To knowing what was coming after the trial phase. To being able to protect each other and prepare ourselves.

But for any of that to happen, we needed to do more snooping. Which meant our first step hadn’t changed. We had to win over Millicent.

But before that, we had to get through another day of classes.

No one had particularly liked Jayden, but his death hit the students—at least the human students—hard all the same. The mood was somber. A few of the faces we passed in the hall were tear-streaked, others unusually pale, and almost no one was joking around. Conversations, when they took place at all, were conducted in whispers.

Yet except for that one canceled class, everything continued as normal, leaving us little time or headspace for grief.

Theus approached me after our Rudimentary Magic lesson. “Are you all right?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Because you smell of the forest. And one of the humans was killed in there mere hours ago.”

I tucked away the information that walkers had a sense of smell to rival a dog’s, and instead of answering I asked, “What do you know about that?”

He studied me, perhaps trying to work out what was behind my question. Suspicion? Curiosity? Reluctance to answer his question?

I wasn’t entirely sure myself.

“Very little,” he said after a pause. “I don’t understand why the boy would leave the safety of the academy grounds when he was not strong enough to defend himself.”

He left to get away from you, I thought. Not Theus specifically, but walkers in general.

I rummaged around for a more acceptable response. “I’m okay, I guess. Thanks for asking.”

“Of course,” he said and made to leave.

On a whim, I asked, “Are you okay?”

If he was going to pretend to be my friend, it was a fair question. Even though I couldn’t imagine a walker being affected by the snuffing out of a human life.

His lips tugged upward in the way I never knew whether to interpret as amusement at the strange human or something more genuine.

“I am. Thank you.”

Within a few days, the bulk of the students went back to being too consumed with their own troubles to dwell on Jayden’s death. There were rumors flying around that the next trial was imminent. And where before Jayden’s body had shown up, every day that had passed without a trial had been greeted with relief, now each passing hour without the next trial being announced only added to the mounting tension.

It was illogical, really. It was not as if Jayden’s death had been caused by the academy. Not directly. Yet his sudden and violent demise made our own mortality feel far too real. And our successes in the last two trials were no longer as reassuring.

None of that stopped Bryn working on the gift for Millicent though.

The night she completed it, the three of us snuck out of our room. We might have waited until daylight, but Bryn didn’t want the other students knowing she was the artist, and she’d designed it to hang above the manor’s front doors.

Millicent did little to impede our passage. I chose to take that as a good sign.

It was strange to be outside after dark again. None of us brought up what happened three nights ago just fifty yards away. We just clustered together on the steps and appraised the manor’s entrance.

“How are we going to hang it?” Ameline asked, voice quiet.

It was beautiful. An ornate letter M carved from rich mahogany timber. Bryn might not like woodcarving much, but she was darn good at it.

“Magic maybe.” I didn’t like the idea of marring the piece of art with a nail, and I didn’t want Millicent taking offense if we dared to hammer something into her mortar.

“Magic,” Bryn agreed.

She was too short to reach the top of the doors. But magic provided a solution to that too. She and I aimed our wands together at the beautifully embellished M. We wanted to demonstrate the gift was from both of us, and we also didn’t want to send it smashing to the steps because of a momentary distraction.

The M floated up without a hitch and neatly adhered itself to the stone surface.

“How’d you make it stick?” I asked her.

“I didn’t. I thought you did that?”

The three of us stared at Bryn’s handiwork. The carved mahogany timber resting against the pale stone backdrop looked good. Like it had always belonged there.

“I think Millicent must have accepted your gift,” Ameline proclaimed in a proud parent sort of way.

There was one way to know for sure.

We rushed on quiet feet to the girls’ bathroom.

Bryn, in honor of her hard work, went first.

“Ohhh,” she moaned in bliss under the steaming showerhead. “It’s hot. And it’s freaking marvelous.”

I grinned and turned on my own tap. Sure enough, the water that came out was warm. I ran my fingers through it to make sure.

Yes!

My body hummed in delicious anticipation, ready to enjoy my first wondrous experience of a hot shower. A luxury Ameline had been trying not to rave about too much for the entire two and a half weeks since we’d arrived out of consideration for my feelings.

Still grinning, I stepped under the spray.

For a fleeting second, I experienced what the others must every time they stepped into one of these stalls.

Then the water turned freezing cold.

My eyes sprang open at the shock of it, and I swear I saw ice chips swirling down the drain.

Damn, damn, and double damn.

Millicent had only forgiven Bryn.
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I spent the next week lamenting that in all my efforts to prepare for life after the runegate, none of the skills I’d acquired were useful for winning over a snotty, grudge-holding sentient manor.

Funny how I hadn’t anticipated the need for that.

I was beginning to wonder if Millicent might enjoy holding a grudge more than any gift I could conjure up.

I mean, I had helped with the carving. At least I’d tried. I’d helped find the piece of mahogany timber. I’d gone with Ameline to talk Glenn and Glennys into giving us the tools. And I’d fetched Bryn her meals and read our study notes aloud until my voice went hoarse to buy her time for carving.

I was getting desperate.

Time was speeding by, the season growing colder with the approach of winter. Some mornings the frosted grass crunched under our boots as we ran laps around the lawn.

We were almost a third of the way through the trial phase, and I was no closer to understanding the sinister purpose underlying it all, nor what would happen at the end of it.

How could I protect Ameline, protect anyone, if I didn’t know what was coming?

What if excelling at our studies and the trials wasn’t enough? What if—despite what Dunraven and Theus had claimed—there weren’t supposed to be any human survivors? Because nearly a month after stepping through the runegate, I hadn’t seen hide nor hair of a single surviving firstborn from a previous year.

Not to mention Bryn was threatening to go snooping without me unless I thought of something fast. And she’d probably drag Ameline along with her.

I walked down the noisy, creaking stairway, trying to come up with fresh ideas. Maybe I could slay a creature in the next trial, preserve its skin, and stretch it over a pot to make a drum for Millicent to bang. Since she liked expressing herself so much and all.

Unfortunately, I knew how long it took to cure a skin. Maybe I could speed up the process with magic…

I was trying to work out if that was feasible when I literally tripped over a new idea.

The dining hall rug.

Ameline and Bryn had sent me to return the carving tools to the golin as if that might change Millicent’s mind about me.

I’d agreed mostly because I was feeling restless, chafing at the delays. Chafing at my ever-increasing list of unanswered questions.

I eyed the frayed edge of the rug I’d just tripped over. Maybe my luck was about to change.

The eclectic pattern in reds and blues would’ve been glorious once. It stretched across the center of the room, softening the large space and adding an opulent, luxurious feel that matched Millicent’s ornate high ceilings and the painstaking care that had been given to every detail.

At least it would have done back in the rug’s heyday.

But it was faded now, worn in patches and stained in others. It served little purpose other than to muffle students’ footsteps.

I would never be able to create something like this from scratch. But maybe, just maybe, I could restore it to its former glory.

I smiled, suddenly certain this was it. Maybe Millicent had even shifted the rug to trip me and draw my attention to it.

Tools forgotten, I climbed onto one of the dining tables for a better view and studied the carpet’s faded hues, imagining how they had once shone bright and bold. Visualizing the pattern as it would appear in those rich, vivid colors without the stains marring their geometry. Pictured the fibers whole and unthinned by time.

Then I aimed my wand.

The magic caught me around the neck and dragged me into darkness.


CHAPTER TWENTY
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I woke in the infirmary, the scents of herbs and chemicals pungent in my nostrils. I was tucked so tightly to the bed that at first I thought I was restrained there.

What had happened?

Memory returned and I flushed, feeling stupid. I’d almost killed myself prettying up that darn rug for Millicent. And for all I knew, she didn’t even appreciate it.

Whatever magic affinity I might have, it didn’t include fixing things. Could breaking things be an affinity?

I struggled free of the constricting sheets and sat up. My head swam. My mouth felt like I’d been chewing on Glenn’s furry face. And I wanted nothing more than to press my finger against Millicent’s wallpaper and see how hard she bit me.

I wondered if they had a mental health wing of the infirmary.

Given the way the room was wobbling, I stayed where I was.

Slowly my vision stabilized, bringing my surroundings into focus. A giant tree dominated the circular space, its trunk a pale silver, its branches stretching to occupy every inch available beneath the glass ceiling. Dozens of narrow hospital-style beds claimed the space below. Not just the floor space either. The beds hung in the air, suspended on silver thread from the branches above.

No wonder whoever was in charge here tucked their patients in so tight.

My own bed was on the second level of floating mattresses. High enough that an uncontrolled landing would hurt but not so high that I couldn’t climb down.

Well, under normal circumstances anyway. Right now my body wasn’t offering me peak performance.

The room was quiet. Almost eerily so. I could see only one other bed that was occupied.

“Hello?” I called.

No answer.

I heaved out a sigh. How long would they expect me to stay here lying quietly? I had things to do, buildings to befriend, and more homework than you could wave a wand at.

My next thought was disconcerting. How long had I already been here? An hour? A day? More?

I glanced at the sole other patient three beds across on the just-above-the-floor level. He looked like he’d been here for ages.

A reddish-brown beard adorned his face, too straggly to be intentional, and yet the length suggested at least two months of growth. His hair too was overlong. But beneath the untidy jumble of beard and hair, he looked young.

My age. And human given the imperfection of his facial hair.

Except I didn’t recognize him.

The academy was large enough that I didn’t know everyone’s names, but their faces were all familiar. His wasn’t one of them.

So who the heck was he? And why was he here?

Curiosity overcame the wisdom of resting any longer. I shed the last of the covers, swung my legs over the side of the bed, and tried for a controlled descent.

What I got was a crash-landing with the blankets tumbling down around my head.

Newly grateful that no one else was here—no one awake that is—I wrested myself free of the bedding a final time and made my way over to the mystery man.

“Hey,” I said.

He didn’t respond.

I “accidentally” bumped the bed. “Are you awake?”

Nothing.

I shook his arm gently. It was warm at least, but he didn’t stir a whit.

Feeling faintly irritated (okay, so I get cranky when I’m sick), I poked him in the ribs. Hard.

Nothing.

Which was about the time I came to realize he was probably not just asleep.

Drugged then, or unconscious. Maybe even comatose.

He was thin, and the circles under his eyes were so dark they appeared bruised. But there were no physical injuries that I could see. Pulling back the blanket to check felt like a step too far even for me.

“Oh, Nova, you’re awake.”

I whirled in the direction of the speaker to see a walker woman entering the room. She was dark and willowy with a kind but stern face and clear gray eyes.

“I’m Healer Invermoore, and I expected you to be out longer yet.”

She smiled as she said it. Like it was a pleasant surprise rather than an inconvenience. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine,” I told her, more because I wanted to return to my friends than because it was true.

A trace of amusement suggested she saw right through my deception. But she was unruffled by it.

“That is good news.”

Something about her was more approachable than the other walkers. Something that made me try my luck by waving my hand at the unconscious guy in the bed and asking, “Who is he? I don’t recognize him.”

“A student from a previous year.”

Shock and my lingering weakness made me grab the bed rail for support.

The sole firstborn that anyone’s seen from another year, and he’s comatose?

“What happened?” I asked. “Did he fail one of the trials?”

Healer Invermoore’s expression remained serene. “No, he passed them all. He was one of the few selected to continue.”

My gut tightened. The still figure in the bed was one of the successful kids?

“Then what happened?” I asked again.

Theus had told me most of the kids from previous years were still alive. Had he lied? Except the guy behind me was technically alive. And I remembered Theus modifying his answer with a muttered “sort of.”

Is this what he’d meant?

The healer stepped up to the bed and looked down at the guy in question. The patient she must’ve cared for, tending to all his bodily needs, for months. Maybe years.

She straightened the blankets around his motionless form—the ones I’d mussed in my ill-considered attempts to wake him.

If I wasn’t so afraid of what his comatose state might signify, I would’ve been feeling rather embarrassed about that now.

The silence stretched too long. Long enough that I thought she wasn’t going to answer.

But at last she said, “Those who are selected to continue with the academy undergo a kind of transformation ritual. He came out of his like this.”

She finished adjusting the blankets.

“But he may yet wake up. One day.”

She shifted her gaze to me then and must have caught something in my expression that made her realize she’d said too much. Shock. Horror. Confusion. I didn’t know what my face showed. But hers shut down as a result.

She wasn’t going to say another word. Not on the topic of the comatose kid.

But she did have plenty to say about taking care of myself.

I barely heard a word of it. Over the past month, the majority of my focus had been on surviving and passing the training and trial period. And on doing everything I could to make sure Ameline passed the trial period with me.

Sure, I’d wanted to know what was coming afterward, wanted to gather information so I could devise my own plans. But I’d always assumed we’d figure it out eventually.

Now—for the first time since Dunraven had given us his little introductory lecture—I wondered if knowing would not be enough to save us.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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Millicent forgave me.

But my joy over that accomplishment was tempered by the news we had a trial tonight.

And the haunting image of the boy in the bed. Utterly unresponsive.

I suppose his fate was better than Jayden’s. But Jayden had been a coward, a bully, and a fool. Spoiled by his father and unprepared for life at the academy.

All this time I’d been thinking that if I could just be good enough, perform well enough, prepare hard enough, and bide my time long enough, I might have a chance at bringing down this whole institution.

But the comatose kid, he’d been good enough. He’d been selected. And now he was stuck in that bed, unable to open his eyes, let alone fulfill his heart’s secret desires.

Between Jayden and me, maybe I was the bigger fool.

But I didn’t have time to dwell on that now, because I had a trial to get to.

Healer Invermoore had recommended I stay in the infirmary and sit this one out. I’d come close to killing myself fixing that rug, blowing through every bit of power I had and most of my physical life force besides. She said the closer you came to flaming out, the longer those stores took to replenish. So I needed to be extra cautious about expending too much magic.

But Ameline and I had promised each other that we were in this together, and I wasn’t about to let her risk her life alone. So I joined my roommates and the rest of the students assembled on the lawn.

Unfortunately, my good intentions didn’t count for much.

All the professors were there, but it was Grimwort who stood before the tables piled high with a large assortment of peculiar equipment. He graced us with a pinched look that suggested patience was a virtue he hadn’t mastered and announced, “Each student will be facing the next trial alone.”

Dammit.

Was it too late to slink back to the infirmary?

I exchanged glances with my companions. A worried one with Ameline. A raised eyebrow with Bryn.

“Oh, that reminds me…” Bryn detached a wrapped dagger from her belt and offered it to me. “I know you lost yours in the first trial. I’ve been using my new Millicent privileges to acquire a few things.”

I thought acquired might mean pinched, but it didn’t stop me from sliding the weapon through my pocket into the sheath on my thigh.

I’d missed my old dagger, but there always seemed to be more pressing matters than working out how to replace it. Except somehow Bryn had found time to do it for me.

My throat tightened at the gesture. “Thank you.”

The blade’s weight was especially welcome now. I would be facing this new trial with very limited magic.

My attention returned to the front and found Grimwort’s cold gaze aimed our way.

Oops.

He resumed his bored droning. “This challenge will test your wits and your ability to conserve your magic. So use your meager supplies of both wisely.”

I grimaced. As opposed to nearly killing yourself prettying up a rug, I supposed he meant.

“The difficulty of the trial will be adjusted according to your magical capacity. By now you should each have identified where your affinity lies. I suggest you make use of that knowledge.”

His suggestion made sense. Casting spells within your affinity meant more powerful magic with less drain.

The problem was, I still hadn’t figured out my affinity.

Everyone else’s had been obvious after the first week of Rudimentary Magic lessons. People tended to instinctively use tiny amounts of magic in their everyday lives without realizing it. Ameline’s affinity was with animals. Bryn’s was with heat, flames, and explosions—no surprises there. And mine?

Well, it definitely wasn’t with the restoration of old rugs. Beyond that, I had no clue.

My saving grace to date was that I had more magic than most. But that wasn’t going to help me now when the difficulty was adjusted accordingly.

I was really starting to regret getting out of that nice, comfy infirmary bed.

Even if it had been hanging from a tree.

“You may now come forward and select one item from the tables to aid you in your challenge.”

“What will we be facing in the trial?” someone asked.

Grimwort showed his teeth in something that wasn’t a smile. “You’ll find out once you’ve chosen your item.”

Bryn rolled her eyes. “Typical.”

But she looked more excited than exasperated. She was an odd duck.

Grimwort raised his voice over the chatter as everyone pushed toward the tables.

“After you’ve chosen your item, see one of the professors, who will translocate you to your individual test. The trial begins as soon as you arrive.”

After the speech Grimwort just gave, most students were choosing an object that aligned with their affinity. Bryn picked up some kind of explosive powder, Ameline chose a sack of grain—animal feed presumably—and a kid who had a knack with plants selected a packet of seeds.

But I didn’t have that option. I mulled over the items, trying to think. To logic my way through the dilemma.

Without an affinity for it, a sackful of grain wasn’t going to do me much good, and the same rationale ruled out a bunch of the other items. I wandered back to the weapons tables again.

The last two trials had mostly been about fighting and defending ourselves. And recent history revealed walkers were a violent lot. Not to mention Grimwort was a jerk who made it clear he believed teaching humans magic was a waste of time. He wouldn’t care if there were a few less kids to teach.

My hand hovered over the bow and its quiver of arrows. I had the dagger Bryn had given me. Whether or not Grimwort knew I had it was beside the point. So should I opt for a long-range weapon to complement it?

I’d learned to use bows and Before-style guns and was a decent shot with both, but I was better with a dagger. Bullets could only be used once, and arrows broke, or fletching got damaged when you trained. Whereas a dagger could be used over and over again and only needed to be sharpened afterward.

The weapon I was considering was a shortbow, but it would still be unwieldy if I had to run or scramble through the tangled forest undergrowth with a monster on my heels. I wasn’t cocky enough to think myself above fleeing.

That and the fact bows needed both forewarning and distance to draw made me leave it on the table.

Grimwort had been talking about magical affinities, but I would follow his advice in the physical sense.

I was best with a dagger.

They were useful at short and medium range, weren’t unwieldy, and could be used indefinitely. So long as you didn’t lose them anyway.

The daggers were of just as fine make as the bow. I picked up an unadorned one—made for utility rather than decoration—and tested the balance of it appreciatively. It came with its own belt sheath, so I strapped it beside my wand.

Half the students had already disappeared, waved through gateways by one professor or another. I rejoined Bryn and Ameline where they were hanging back at the end of an informal queue, waiting for me.

This was it then. We’d each be facing whatever lay on the other side of those gateways alone.

I forced a note of cheery confidence into my voice.

“Good luck.”

The words were so feeble, so inadequate. But I couldn’t bring myself to even consider the possibility that one of us might not come back.

“And try not to wear yourselves out. We’ve got snooping to do tonight now that Millicent no longer wants to bury me beneath her basement.”

Bryn snapped a mock salute. “Yes, ma’am.”

Ameline choked on something that was half laugh, half sob.

I hugged her and spoke into her ear. “I love you. No matter what happens, we’re still in this together, okay?”

She nodded against my shoulder. “Right back at you.”

We turned as one and hugged Bryn too.

“Eww, get off me, you pervs,” she protested. But she hugged us back, and I thought she might’ve swiped at one of her eyes afterward.

Then we were at the front of the line and the teachers were waving us forward. Ameline went to Professor Fenfurrell, our botany teacher. Bryn to Cricklewood.

I went to Dunraven. “Your only objective is to reach the ground alive,” he told me quietly. “Speed is less important than magic conservation and wits.”

Still processing the words, I stepped through my personal gateway. And almost went plummeting to my death.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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I was standing on a small, circular platform about three feet in diameter. Beyond that, there was nothing but air.

Low-hanging clouds—at least I hoped they were low-hanging—floated around me, smearing my vision. But in the distance I could see dozens and dozens of ivory-colored columns stretching into the sky.

Many were shorter than mine, and I could just make out kids standing or crouching on top like I was. Some farther away extended far past my own.

All of them were too tall to fall from with any hope of surviving.

Guess that’s what our magic was for.

I should have chosen the rope.

I sank into a crouch to lower my center of gravity and leaned over the edge to gauge the distance.

The dizzying height made me curse. Then curse again. I was about three hundred feet up.

I supposed I should be grateful that I’d spent too many years jogging up and down skyscraper stairwells to be afraid of heights.

Still, I’d have to be a fool not to fear this one. There were no safety rails. No Before-style rock climbing harnesses. And no way down except one I might conjure for myself.

I huddled into my cloak to ward off the chill and tried to think. Even if I had selected the rope, there wasn’t anything to secure it to. Were the items we’d picked a distraction? Or were they just making sure the trial wasn’t too easy if you were lucky enough to pick a useful object?

I kept my senses alert to my surroundings in case of attack, but I had a sinking suspicion that this test wasn’t about fighting. Which meant the dagger was about the worst object I could’ve chosen.

Forget my weapons then. I’d figure something else out.

I considered my options. My minimal magic options.

Even if I hadn’t flamed out so recently, there was no way I had enough power to fly or float down. Grimwort had made us practice summoning a small amount of wind to blow our books off the desk, then catch them as they fell. It had been challenging and exhausting.

Moving objects with telekinesis was easier than mastering the wind, but I hadn’t moved anything half as heavy as myself. If moving oneself was even possible. I didn’t have magic to spare for experimenting now, and if it worked, I wasn’t about to trust my life to being able to maintain it all the way down.

It was a very, very long way down.

Could I shrink the pillar itself? Compress it somehow? Or sink it into the earth maybe? I peered over the edge again and discarded the plan. The column might only be three feet wide, but it was incredibly tall. And that made for a lot of volume to morph or bury. Too much.

Growing a plant to spring up from the earth and save me was equally unfeasible. I knew from my botany classes that I had about as much knack for growing things as an egg has for flying.

So what else did I have on hand?

My daggers might be useless, but perhaps my leather belt that held the newest one at my hip would help. I could lengthen it with magic, and it would hold my weight. But extending a piece of leather to hundreds of times its original size was beyond me.

I chewed my lip.

I’d heard about how people used to climb trees with the aid of a rope or strap. They’d loop it around the trunk and their own bodies, then use it for leverage to work their way up and down. But the technique relied on the tree’s textured bark for grip—to stop their feet and the strap from slipping.

The platform beneath me looked smooth. Too smooth.

In case appearances were deceiving, I ran my hands over the surface. The material was unfamiliar. It had the appearance of stone but felt almost warm beneath my fingers. And though it was hard, not giving at all beneath my weight, it felt less solid, less dense than stone might. Like it was porous and would weigh less than stone. Maybe less than timber.

It was, however, as smooth as it looked.

Ugh.

Frustrated and acutely aware of time passing, I stabbed the stupid pillar with my useless dagger. The tip of the blade slid in with little resistance. Like a fork into an uncooked potato. Pulling it out required equal if not more force.

Interesting.

I stabbed the pillar a bunch more times, testing different sections, angles, and weight-bearing capacities. The weird properties of whatever material it was might just offer me a way down.

A non-magical way down.

Well, they wanted us to conserve our magic, didn’t they?

It was the best idea I’d had.

That didn’t mean it was good.

But hey, if it didn’t work, I had such a long way to fall that I might come up with a better one on the way down.

I drove my two daggers deep into the side of the pillar and prepared myself to descend. I magically stretched and strengthened my leather belt. I secured my cloak so it wouldn’t get in the way. And I put my wand between my teeth, trying very hard not to think about what it was made from. No creatures had attacked me from the sky yet, but both my hands were going to be occupied, and I didn’t want to be left defenseless.

Then I lowered myself over the edge.

To my intense relief, the blades stayed lodged in the pillar as I hung the full weight of my body from the dagger’s handles.

I swallowed. Maybe for the last time. Here goes nothing.

I yanked one of the daggers out and slammed it in again two feet below the first. Then, painstakingly switching arms and blades to hang from, I repeated the process with the dagger on the left.

Damn. This was going to hurt.

I was strong and fit, but the mechanics involved put intense strain on my arms. And I found a new appreciation for all the strength exercises Cricklewood made us do.

Thirty feet down the pillar, I decided this was a terrible idea.

Every two feet I descended sent lances of pain spiking down my shoulders and back. My limbs were trembling, and I was so far off halfway that it might be smarter attempting to climb back up than continuing down.

I needed to think about something other than the pain. The mind was powerful. And when the need was great enough, the body could dig deep and accomplish feats that seemed impossible.

So I thought about how my friends were doing. Imagined meeting them at the bottom. Ameline’s face lighting up when she saw me safe. Bryn smugly pointing out how she’d saved my ass with that dagger.

Each thrust of my blades into the strange, porous surface reminded me of that first day with Millicent.

If these columns turned out to be sentient, I didn’t want to even begin to imagine what I’d have to do to earn a pardon.

I’d made it another thirty feet.

But despite the cold air and the colder wind, I was starting to sweat. Not a good combination when my grip on the daggers was the only thing between me and death.

It wasn’t long after that before my sweat-dampened fingers turned numb from the cold.

Numb, slippery, and fatigued. What could possibly go wrong?

I’d made it another thirty feet and was now about a third of the way down.

I needed to rest.

This was what I’d lengthened my belt for. I’d envisaged hooking it over the two dagger hilts and then looping it under my butt as a sort of swing seat, leaning my back against the warm pillar and resting my arms.

But I hadn’t envisaged having to orchestrate all that with wet, frozen fingers and tortured muscles that burned with the fire of a thousand suns. Or maybe just one of Bryn’s blazing fires, but still.

I yanked out the topmost dagger. I needed them side by side, about a foot apart, for my swing seat thing to work. But as I prepared to drive it into position, my hand spasmed around the hilt.

The blade fell from my deadened fingers.

Instinct made me lunge to catch it, but I pulled up short before I followed its tumbling descent.

Instead, shaking with exhaustion and adrenaline and dawning horror, I wrapped both hands around the hilt of my remaining dagger.

I was barely a third of the way down. And completely stuck.

Only magic could save me now.

Magic… or a nice quick plummet to my death.

I let go.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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I used both feet to shove myself away from the pillar and toward my target.

Wind roared around me, my cheeks, my hair, as if it were trying to push me upward. But it was only the result of how fast I was falling.

I had to slow myself down.

Focusing was near impossible, but I’d done half of what I needed while I’d still been hanging from the pillar. Awkwardly using my wand to affix my cloak to my wrists and ankles, and detach it from my neck.

Now I rolled until I was doing the world’s largest belly-flop and spread-eagled my arms and legs.

My cloak streamed behind me, flapping and twisting to catch the least air possible. The exact opposite of what I wanted. I twisted my neck to aim the wand, still clenched between my teeth, at the thrashing fabric. And visualized it stiffening and smoothing out, like a rectangular, body-sized umbrella. Or an upside-down magic carpet.

I felt when it worked. My rapid descent slowed. Not enough, but some. And the noise of snapping fabric ceased, leaving just the roar of the wind.

My eyes were squinted and tearing against the air’s assault, but I scanned the forest below. The forest I was fast approaching. There. A large fenbrosia tree, the kind I knew to have slender but densely packed branches that might help break my fall without breaking my body simultaneously.

Maybe.

I had about two seconds.

One.

I rolled so my stiffened cloak hit first. Branches smashed, bashed, scratched, and walloped me. I protected my head and prayed I’d survive. That I wouldn’t be paralyzed or skewered. But I could feel myself slowing down. The tree’s beatings coming a little farther apart. Then I slammed into something and stopped.

It was so quiet.

I drew a cautious breath, taking stock. Everything hurt. My head, my back, my front, and every single limb. I supposed I should be grateful they were still attached. My skin was on fire. Actually, there were probably more scratches than skin now. And when I breathed, pain shot through my abdomen.

Okay, a couple of broken or fractured ribs then. But if that was the worst of it, I’d gotten off lightly.

Then again, maybe shock was keeping the worst of the pain at bay.

I opened my eyes. My vision worked, and all my organs were still on the inside. Another excellent result.

Then I looked beyond my poor, broken body and realized I hadn’t made it to the ground yet.

I was still seven feet up, caught in the lower branches of the tree. And the thought of using my abused hand, arm, and back muscles to climb down made me want to cry.

Screw it. Perhaps it was the shock or the concussion, but I sat up, rib cage screaming, head spinning, and arms hanging dead at my sides, and let myself fall the final seven feet to the earth.

The jolt of the impact made everything worse. A lot worse. But I had to get to Ameline. To Bryn. Had to know they were okay. So I forced myself to stand up. Take one step. Then another.

Dunraven rescued me from torturing myself further. He popped his head through a newly formed gateway and beckoned me back to the lawn.

Ameline and Bryn rushed toward me as soon as my feet touched the grass. I was so relieved to see them both alive that my knees gave way.

They caught me. One on each arm. And I realized they were better than just alive. They looked whole and unharmed. Maybe even perky.

“How’d you get down so fast?” I asked.

Bryn smirked. “With an explosion, what else?”

I raised an eyebrow in question.

Even that hurt.

“I used the explosive powder plus a spark of magic to blow out the base of my pillar, then clung on and magically cushioned myself while it teetered and crashed into a neighboring column. A bit of fire melted and stuck the two together, and then I rode that baby down like a slippery slide. It was so much fun I wanted to do it again.”

Her tower couldn’t have been half as tall as mine for that to work, but it was a gutsy solution.

Ameline smiled and shook her head. “My technique wasn’t quite so—”

“Dramatic? Sensational? Electrifying? Spectacular?” Bryn supplied.

“—I was going to say destructive.”

Bryn smirked again. “That too.”

“I saw a griffin flying overhead and lured it down with the sack of grain. They’re omnivores, you know. Then I used my magic affinity to suggest that if it flew me down to the ground, I would get it some more.”

As simple as that.

“Wow. Well played. Both of you.”

I was impressed and a tad embarrassed I’d dragged myself out here to protect Ameline and then been so thoroughly trounced.

Bryn eyeballed me. “How did you get down?”

“I think I’d better go see Healer Invermoore,” I said.

It was true, but more than that, I wanted to postpone the humiliation. So being careful not to breathe deeply nor move my arms (or eyebrows for that matter), I limped my way back to the infirmary bed I never should have vacated.
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Needless to say, we did not go snooping that night. Or the next.

Healer Invermoore managed to knit up my ribs, fix my concussion, and soothe my tortured muscles, but she was limited by my body’s meager reserves. She could use magic to greatly speed natural processes, but she couldn’t do any more than a patient’s life force could provide energy for.

I was healed enough to hold a pen, but that was the extent of my physical activities for a few days. Magically aided healing required rest. Flaming out required rest. And falling hundreds of feet into a tree required rest.

I was even excused from Cricklewood’s classes, though he made me sit in the rain and watch.

We never had progressed to weapons training. I didn’t know if Cricklewood had been messing with us on the first day, or he still thought we were too pathetic to hold a blade. I supposed by walker standards, even our new levels of strength and fitness didn’t amount to much.

Millicent’s forgiveness was the only silver lining of the whole ordeal. I was looking forward to snooping and finally getting some answers to my many, many questions. But more immediately, I spent every moment I could in the bathroom, soaking under an unending stream of hot water.

My skin wrinkled to the point where if I’d cut the beard off Cricklewood’s face and glued it to my own, I could’ve passed for the old coot.

When I finally recovered, we set about to snooping with a vengeance.

Over the next few weeks—whenever classes and fighting for our lives in the trials hadn’t left us too exhausted—we explored every room in the manor. From the ancient wine cellar in the basement to the hidden crawlspaces in the attic and everything in between. Everything, that is, except for the blood-locked dormitories and the few rooms we couldn’t find a way into.

But we turned up very little.

There was a small arsenal of medieval weapons locked up on the second floor—which was useful since, despite owning the same dagger for ten years growing up, I seemed to keep misplacing them here. There was a large territorial plant in the attic. And in the professors’ shared wing, there were piles of books in different languages and many objects we couldn’t fathom the purpose of.

But all in all, the manor appeared to be what the walkers claimed. A training ground for students housed in a repurposed and now-sentient manor from the Before. There was a bunch of antique furniture shoved into storage rooms, a few cloth-covered painted portraits of a family who probably lived here before the stairs began to creak, and a salt-damp problem in the basement.

We magicked up the salt damp for Millicent over several nights, careful not to overtax ourselves, and she in turn allowed us free rein. Occasionally she would even warn us when someone was coming.

We’d marked Dunraven’s map as we went, and there were very few rooms we hadn’t found a way into. But I supposed that if there were places the walkers didn’t want us to find, he probably wouldn’t include them on the floor plan.

It was only when we’d exhausted our own avenues of investigation that we thought to ask Millicent for help.

“Millicent, do you know what the real purpose of this academy is? Why did the walkers bring us here?”

Ameline spotted it first. A flying lizard with feathers like some long-extinct dinosaur was flapping its wings on the wallpaper. As soon as it had our attention, it began to fly. Through the wallpaper, that is. Other creatures ducked and leaped out of the way. Some waved their paws or puffed up fur or feathers in protest. But the lizard-bird flew on undeterred.

We followed it.

None of us were really surprised when our guide led us down to the basement. That’s where all the creepy things are. There was no wallpaper down here, and the lizard-bird was flying across the rough-hewn stones of the manor’s footings. It drew us to a corner we’d poked around in before. Not far from the salt-damp problem we’d cleared up.

Then it stopped, perching on one of the stones and ruffling its feathers as if to say Here, this is what you asked for.

Except there was nothing there.

Ameline, Bryn, and I glanced at each other, unsure what to try next.

Then an entire section of the wall sank into the floor in near-perfect silence.

Bryn sent a sphere of fiery light into the opening where the wall had just been.

What that light illuminated made my blood run cold.

There was a hospital bed in the middle of the room, one that was similar in style to those in the infirmary. But there the similarities ended.

Where there had been daylight and airy openness, there was darkness and unbroken stone walls. Where there had been a feeling of nurture and well-being, there was an ambience both sinister and disturbing.

The walls were unadorned rough-hewn rock. The floor was the bare earth. And spread around the bed was some kind of arcane circle of creepy objects.

Thick black candles offered the only source of potential light. Various bones, including several human-looking skulls, were carved with hundreds or thousands of tiny runes. Blood-red feathers that appeared too perfect to have come from nature rested upon the soil without any signs of dust. And then there was a locked iron chest. Much like the one that had held the evil circlet I still had the occasional nightmare about.

I was leaving this chest firmly closed. Whatever nasties were shut away in there could stay locked up.

I backed away a step.

“Basilisk’s balls,” Bryn breathed beside me.

Somehow I’d completely forgotten she was there. Too transfixed by the creepy room to remember softer, happier things like friends and light and life.

I leaped half a foot in the air like a sprayed cat. And then felt a surge of gratitude for her and Ameline’s companionship.

The lizard-bird guide was still here too—waiting on the section of wall that hadn’t sunk into the earth.

Why had Millicent brought us here?

To scare us?

To warn us?

To keep her company over the long nights by ensuring we might never sleep again?

But I remembered the question we’d asked her: Why did the walkers bring us here? And thought again of the comatose boy in the infirmary. Of Healer Invermoore’s words to me. That the successful students would go through a transformation ritual and that he’d come out of his like that. With so little left that he hadn’t moved since.

And I had a horrible feeling that this was where that “transformation ritual” took place…
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Millicent showed me one more thing about a week later. Just me this time.

She nudged me gently from sleep (I was so glad we’d gotten past the flinging-me-onto-the-floor thing), and when I saw she hadn’t woken Bryn or Ameline, I decided to trust her choice.

Even if the others would kill me when they found out.

The lizard-bird guide was back. It led me down to the first floor, near one of the old servant entrances that were usually kept locked, and guided me into a small room that might’ve once been a walk-in pantry.

I stood quietly in the blackness, waiting to learn why Millicent had brought me here. Then I heard something. The faintest scuff of a shoe over floorboards. And a pinprick of light appeared at eye level before me.

A peephole.

Not even breathing, I pressed my eye against the new aperture.

Then he stepped into view.

My stomach dropped all the way to my ankles.

Fletcher.

I hadn’t seen him in two years, but I knew him instantly. Every part of me screamed in recognition.

And yet…

Though his face was exactly the way I had remembered—except for a small scar above his right eye and his black hair longer than he used to keep it—some instinct warned me he was not the man I once knew.

It wasn’t the new muscles, or the strange clothes and weapons, or the extra inch of height.

It was the way he moved. Like he was walking from one nightmare into another.

It was the lack of expression on his achingly familiar face. The one I’d loved to watch because it so rarely stayed still for more than a moment.

It was the lack of light or warmth in his dark brown eyes. The bleak dullness that had replaced it.

My chest felt tight and my own eyes burned.

What had they done to him?

If the order of his birth hadn’t ripped all choice from him, Fletcher would’ve been a teacher. The man I remembered was gentle and kind and good, with a smile that brightened any room he was in. And that smile would always include everyone.

He might not have been conventionally attractive, but affection colored him handsome. Fletcher never left anyone out. His unfailing warmth extended to everybody, and kids used to follow him around to bask in his presence.

Next to him, I’d always felt that everything would be okay. No matter what else was going on. No matter what our futures held.

But this Fletcher? This version of my friend?

I dug my fingernails into my palms, throat too constricted to swallow.

A large part of me—the part that had grown up with Fletcher’s teasing and laughter and support—wanted to shove open the door and run to him, but I didn’t move.

The man in front of me wasn’t my Fletcher. I didn’t know who he was. Not anymore.

Besides, Millicent had hidden me here for a reason, and I didn’t want to betray her trust.

So I stood frozen in place, eyes burning but dry, and watched him knock on the door at the end of the corridor.

Cricklewood opened it and ushered Fletcher inside. The door shut me out of their conversation but not before I heard Cricklewood order, “Report.”

Had I been left to my own devices, I might’ve stood there for as long as it took to catch one more glimpse. But my lizard-bird guide urged me back to my dorm room, and I complied on wooden legs.

Minutes later, I crawled into the soft comfort of my bed. Sleep would be a longer time coming.

From day one, the goal had been for Ameline, Bryn, and me to excel at anything the professors threw at us. To distinguish ourselves and make the cut. And except when not knowing my affinity had led to a near-disastrous third trial, I was pretty sure our results had been above average in both trials and classwork.

But seeing Fletcher tonight and the creepy transformation room last week made me second-guess everything.

Now I didn’t know what was worse. To succeed and continue with the academy—which meant undergoing the transformation ritual that had put one guy in a coma and destroyed everything I’d loved about my childhood friend.

Or to fail and face a future that was even more unknown.
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More weeks passed, classes continued, and the shock of seeing Fletcher gradually faded in my memory. Perhaps I’d overreacted. The hallway had been dim and shadowy, and we hadn’t actually spoken. Maybe my fears had colored the way I’d perceived him.

Even if that wasn’t the case, our lives were on the line every time we faced a new trial. The walkers had made it clear they valued results over any risk of death. So if our choices were between winning or failing—winning seemed better for our health.

So we stuck with the plan. We stuck together. And we hoped it would be enough.

Theus had been right. The trials only got harder. But we were growing more competent along with them.

The three of us were shoveling down dinner on yet another Wednesday night when it happened.

The beginning of the end.

All the professors, who usually dined by themselves in a smaller, more elegantly appointed room on the other side of the manor, strode into the dining hall. The walkers moved like a lethal pack of wolves. Wilverness clopping along in her centaur form didn’t quite fit in.

There was no need for them to call for our attention. The hum of conversation sputtered and died of its own accord.

Our months at the Firstborn Academy had taught us to fear surprises.

Dunraven stepped forward. “For many of the human students, this will be your last meal at Millicent Manor.”

There was a collective intake of breath, and one poor kid started choking on their food. Shocked murmurs rippled around the room. The human side of the room anyway. The walker students had known this was coming.

“In two hours, you will undertake the final trial. Your performance in which will determine your future. Come dawn tomorrow, two lists will be posted in the dining hall. The students on one of those lists will continue with the academy. The students on the second will depart immediately.”

I was abruptly regretting eating so fast. Or eating at all. My food sat in my stomach like a wet brick that was trying to work its way back up my throat.

How had this snuck up on us? It must have been three months since the day we’d first stepped through that runegate and given Millicent an excuse to torture Bryn and me for the next couple of weeks. But in everything that had happened to us since—the homesickness and fear, the danger and deaths, the magic and monsters, and the revelations and friendships—time had blurred, and somewhere along the way I’d stopped keeping track.

Three months ago we’d just wanted the training and trials to be over. Now it felt too soon. Too sudden.

My breathing glitched. What if our names were on separate lists?

Ameline must’ve been thinking the same thing, because she reached out and grabbed my hand hard enough to hurt.

How many times had we made the promise to each other?

We’ll stick together, no matter what. They might take everything else, but they can’t take that from us.

I squeezed her hand back, wishing I could still believe that. Still believe that we had the power to keep that solemn vow.

Bryn noticed our gripped hands, and as brave and independent as she was, I grabbed hers too.

Her composed expression didn’t waver, but she gripped just as hard as Ameline did.

This was it then.
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We stepped through the gateway from the floodlit lawn into the dark forest.

The trial that would determine our fates was similar to the first.

Only this time, instead of dozens of kids pooling their magic and skills, there was just the three of us.

This time the walkers were sitting on the sidelines. An anomaly that made me wonder whether any of us were intended to survive.

And this time, instead of clearing our path of apex predators as the professors had apparently done the first time, they’d be ensuring our paths crossed.

Oh, and it was nighttime. Bringing out a whole bevy of less familiar monsters who could see, smell, and hear better than we could.

In this trial, we would not be assessed on speed and survival alone. No, we’d been trained in strategy, endurance, knowledge of creatures and plants, magic use, and strength of mind and body—and that was what we would be judged by.

Every student was being watched. Every team monitored to ensure they’d be appropriately challenged.

In other words, we were like chess pieces in the walkers’ game, and they would throw everything at us just to see how we’d react. To decide who was worthy to continue at their little academy.

Our reactions, our performance, would determine not just whether we lived through the night but our entire futures. And worse, whether we would face those futures together—or the walkers would separate us.

They had ripped me away from my home, my life, and my family. I was not sure I could survive them snatching the only precious things I had left. Ameline. And now Bryn too.

Not with my heart intact anyway.

They stood beside me now. The walkers had allowed us this one small mercy at least. As part of testing our ability to strategize, they’d let us choose our small teams for the final trial.

The forest was eerie at night. The verdant beauty that drew me to it during the day was absent, cloaked in shadows. Leaving only the promise of danger.

Jayden had been the first but not the last of our classmates whose lives had been snuffed out by its perils.

The darkness was so thick I could feel it infiltrating my lungs with every breath I took. Making the next harder to draw.

Or maybe that was fear.

But we’d all learned to master our fear in the past three months. The few that hadn’t had died in their trials—or wound up in the infirmary with an illness of the mind rather than the body that Invermoore couldn’t heal.

So I continued breathing in that darkness, senses alert for attack, until my eyes adjusted.

Thank heavens the sky was clear and the moon was shining. Not that much of its light trickled through the canopy.

But we couldn’t afford to create our own light. It would only draw the monsters to us. So once I could make out as much of our surroundings as I was going to, I shifted my focus to practical matters.

“All right,” I murmured with a confidence I didn’t feel. “Let’s avoid as many of the nasties as we can tonight. To spot them before they spot us, we’ll need to use our second sight.”

Second sight was one of the more advanced magic techniques we’d been taught by Grimwort. It gave us an alternate way of viewing the world, a kind of secondary vision that overlaid our physical sight and varied from person to person.

Bryn could see the heat signatures of both living and nonliving things. Ameline could locate and identify mind signatures of living beings. And I could see life force energy. Kind of.

None of our magical perceptions were infallible. Bryn’s heat vision was unable to see through solid masses. Ameline was blind to minds so different from her own that they were incompatible with her communication magic. And both of them had to be looking in the right direction to see anything coming.

I could sense life force energy in a 360-degree circle around me, but indistinctly, like candlelight flickering behind closed eyelids. It was so faint I needed my eyes shut to perceive it, and for some reason no one would explain, I couldn’t see walker students at all.

Still, the combination of our second sights was a heck of a lot better than our naked eyes in this dark forest.

“Let’s not do too good a job at avoiding the monsters,” Bryn countered. “The walkers want a show, so we’ll give them one.”

“You just want an excuse to burn things.”

Her teeth flashed in the gloom, unrepentant. “That too.”

Still, she aimed her wand at her head to enable her second sight, and Ameline did the same.

Knowing they were temporarily distracted, I skimmed our shadowy surroundings again.

We were in a small clearing enclosed by trees and tangled undergrowth. Thirty feet to our right, telltale twin trunks that shared a single canopy were actually the legs of a giant black locust bird whose plumage resembled green foliage and whose diet was the flesh of any creature foolish enough to wander beneath its “leaves.”

Like a tree-sized heron, only fishing in the forest instead of shallow waters.

A few months ago, we would’ve unwittingly walked right beneath its savage beak. But they were easy enough to avoid if you knew what to look for.

And weren’t fleeing for your life from some other beast hunting the shadows.

Ameline touched my arm. “Your turn.”

We’d bound our wands to our nondominant forearms so we could aim them while keeping both hands free. It was still sort of clunky but a small enough price to pay for having magic that might protect us. I pointed my left arm toward my face and imagined unmasking my second sight.

Shutting my eyes went against my instincts, but I trusted my companions and looked around. A large flicker of light confirmed my identification of the tree-bird. Behind me, lots of small, muted flickers suggested a large group of something nesting in the trees. Things I hadn’t spotted with my own eyes.

That left one direction that seemed clear. Or did it? I thought there might’ve been the faintest flicker in that direction too. Faint because it was weak? Far away? Hidden somehow? Or was I just imagining things?

Somewhere in the distance, someone screamed. Something else roared. One of the other teams had run into trouble.

My eyes snapped open. I spared a quick prayer that everyone would make it back safely, then returned my focus to the one part I had any control over. My own team.

“What do you guys see?”

Ameline answered first. “Black locust bird over there. A troop of masked wailer monkeys in the trees that way.”

That was bad news. Masked wailer monkeys were highly territorial. They weren’t nocturnal, but it wouldn’t stop them attacking if we ventured near. And they were spread through a good half of the surrounding canopy.

“Bryn?”

“That would account for all the heat signatures I’m seeing in the vicinity too.”

I wasn’t confident enough in my own second sight to trust I’d seen anything in the remaining direction. “Then I guess we go this way.”

Still, as a final precaution, I chose a long stick to test the ground before me. Some dangers weren’t detectable by second sight. “I’ll lead. You guys keep scanning.”

But I’d only made it ten paces when my stick sank deep into the earth. Too deep. When I pulled it back, the end was shorter and crawling with small insects.

“Terrants,” I hissed.

I hurled the stick fifteen feet in front of us as a decoy, hoping the nest would move toward it instead of us. Then I backed away with extreme care. We’d learned to tread quietly and with minimal disturbance to the forest floor in our Survival Skills class, but they’d likely still be able to locate us.

Bryn was backing up just as carefully behind me. “Their heat signatures must’ve been blocked by the soil.”

“I still can’t see them either,” Ameline reported. “Or communicate with them for that matter.”

I closed my eyes for a moment. The flicker was clearer this time, perhaps because I was closer. “I can see them, but only just. We better choose a different route fast.”

“I can probably convince the black locust bird to move to different hunting grounds,” Ameline offered.

Bryn was just as quick to volunteer. “Wilverness said they’re quite flammable, so I bet I can convince it to move along.”

Fire was her solution for just about everything, but the idea had merit. The black locust birds had an aversion to fire.

“How about we use a combination of both to conserve your magic? Bryn, you can light a small fire that will kick the bird’s instincts into gear, and Ameline, you can play on those instincts to convince it to move.”

“Spoilsport,” Bryn muttered. She lifted her arm, and a small fire sprang up at the base of the twin trunks.

But I knew from her lack of further protest and the modest size of those flames that she agreed with my compromise. Conserving magic would be vital in this trial.

Ameline frowned in the bird’s direction, and one of those “trunks” uprooted and stomped on the patch of flame.

It went out.

I checked the ground we’d just retreated from for terrants—employing both another stick and my second sight. The insects were advancing toward us. But slowly. Perhaps unsure of our location now we’d stopped moving.

We were safe enough for now. I let my friends concentrate on their own tasks.

“Can you light a fire halfway between us and the bird?” Ameline asked. “It might be birdbrained, but it has useful preservation instincts.”

Another small leaf fire broke out. And a moment later the second “trunk” uprooted. This time it didn’t stomp out the flames; it moved away instead.

The bird was so large that its first step carried it ten feet. By its third, we had enough room to dash out of the clearing.

“Nice,” I said. “Let’s get out of here before anything comes to investigate that fire.”

Or the terrants suck us into the earth and devour our flesh, I added silently. At least the nasty little insects weren’t particularly fast.

I led the way again, my companions forming an arrowhead formation behind me. Their superior second-sight scouting abilities provided a valid reason for me to take point, but it was the position I would’ve wanted anyway. If we ran face-first into danger and had no time for magic, I was best equipped to handle it.

Bryn was fearless and competent enough with her daggers, but her petite frame did her few favors when it came to fighting. My tall athletic build was better for strength and reach, and I was more practiced with a weapon. Not to mention Bryn was a tad too fearless to make a good leader.

And Ameline… Her magic affinity with creatures was incredibly useful. But three months at the academy had not changed the fact that she was good and gentle and kind. Too gentle and kind for the fate of the firstborns. It didn’t matter that most of the beasts we dealt with were bloodthirsty monsters. Ameline wanted to live in harmony with them all. She was the only student who, despite all the trials we’d faced, had gone the entire time without resorting to bloodshed. Two things had made that possible: her affinity with creatures and my stepping ahead to do the dirty work anytime I could.

Because protecting Ameline from physical harm had only ever been half my ambition. I wanted to protect her wonderful, gentle soul and her warm and tender heart too.

So I would lead the way. And anything that tried to get to Ameline would have to do so over my dead body.

Not that I told her that.

Then again, it wouldn’t surprise me if she already knew.

As soon as I judged we’d put sufficient distance between us and Bryn’s smoking fire, we slowed to search for vinegar moss. A common species that smelled even worse than it sounded but was otherwise harmless.

Not everything hunted by sight. So we rubbed the stinking moss all over us to conceal our scents, singeing our nostrils in the process. We also strived to keep noise to a minimum, although there was only so much we could do walking on leaf litter.

We skirted the edge of a colony of hellwings, avoided the creeping snakeberry vines, and steered well clear of an embercat’s den.

Then Ameline paused. “Can you smell that? Like bitter melon and rotten lime?”

In truth, I’d been trying very hard not to smell anything at all. But I sniffed the air obediently, relieved to find my nose had grown accustomed to the vinegar moss’s obnoxious odor and was now filtering it out.

Sure enough, I smelled the acrid fruitiness too. Not a pleasant scent, but a distinct one, and far more agreeable than our own fragrance.

Sleepwood shrubs.

With luck, we might still be on the right side of the season to make use of their seedpods.

We’d learned about them in our botany classes—if burst while still green, they released toxic spores that caused instant paralysis in anything that inhaled them. They were a last-resort kind of measure because if the wind changed at the wrong moment, you’d be the one lying helpless on the forest floor. And your target—who was likely bigger and nastier than you—was also likely to regain function of its limbs before you did.

Still, we may yet need a last resort tonight.

We checked the area for night crawler spiders, which fed on the sap of the same plants to sharpen their venom and often made their lairs nearby. Even with our second sight, the coast looked clear. So we scoured the shrubs and found two seedpods still green enough to work.

The seedpods were oblong and as large as coconuts, making them awkward to carry without piercing the hard shell. But Bryn and I cut a strip of fabric from our cloaks and tied them to our belts.

We’d barely progressed another fifty yards when Bryn cursed quietly. “Something very large and hot enough to breathe fire is coming in at two o’clock.”

Ameline squinted in that direction, trying to identify the threat.

She blanched. “A shadow stalker. Start climbing!”

Shadow stalkers were a vicious fusion of dragon, leopard, and dinosaur and had the reputation of being one of the most lethal predators in the forest.

Even if we somehow survived an encounter, we’d be drained and defenseless and never make it back. There were too many miles of dark and dangerous forest between us and safety.

So we dashed to the nearest climbable trunk and scrambled upward. The monsters hunted by sight and smell, but their hearing was relatively weak and they were too heavy for tree climbing. Which meant if we could ascend high into the branches and stay very, very still, we might just escape its notice.

“Incoming,” Bryn warned.

We froze where we were.

A second later, the shadow stalker prowled into view.

Its dark body was long and sleek with four powerful legs that moved with leopard-like grace and speed. Impenetrable armored plating and squat, razor-sharp spikes covered its back—which was too close to our hiding spot for comfort—the spikes lengthening into increasingly dangerous weapons the closer they came to its head. The head itself bore the ferocious reptilian characteristics of a dragon and was equally capable of breathing fire. And as if that wasn’t enough, the monster had a brutal club tail we’d been told it could wield with bone-breaking accuracy.

From terrifying head to equally terrifying tail, it was about thirty feet long, though its club tail made up half of that.

All we could do was stay frozen and hope the leaves we’d rubbed into our skin would conceal our scent, hope that we’d climbed high enough, and hope none of us would be overcome by the sudden urge to sneeze.

If it saw or smelled us, it would burn down the tree or smash the trunk into splinters with its tail.

The monster moved with impossible quietness for a creature so large, advancing through the undergrowth with barely a rustle. We held our breath and prayed it would not look up.

It stopped beneath our tree, nostrils flaring.

Cold dread trickled through me. Curse the fates, we had not survived all these months at the academy just to become this thing’s meal.

The giant beast resumed prowling, and after its tail receded from view, I resumed breathing too. But we still didn’t move. Still didn’t count ourselves safe yet.

Shadow stalkers always hunted in pairs.

A long, long minute passed before the second one appeared.

It was larger than the first, closer to our hideout. Its spikes glinted wickedly in the moonlight. This stalker too paused beneath our tree. Just in case our frantic hearts hadn’t had enough of a workout.

But it moved on.

We waited another five long minutes, Bryn and Ameline making sure the stalkers were well out of range before we returned to the earth. My limbs had gone weak with relief—which wasn’t ideal when I was relying on them to convey me down the trunk.

That had been close.

We resumed our cautious journey through the forest.

I was leading the way after an uneventful half mile when Ameline shrieked.

I spun to see her airborne. Grasped in the creepy fingerlike feet of a giant bat crossed with something more nightmarish.

I leaped at Ameline’s trailing legs. The bat thing was big, but could it carry both of us?

Apparently it could.

But as much as the leathery wings labored, we were no longer gaining height. Instead, we were being swept along, five feet off the forest floor, our legs tangling occasionally with the undergrowth. I freed my dagger from its sheath.

Ameline had recovered from the shock and had her wand arm aimed at the creature. Whatever she was trying didn’t seem to be working. A fireball smacked into its back from where Bryn was racing below, singeing the scattering of fur there and worsening the already unpleasant musty odor. The bat thing screeched but did not release us.

Until I hauled myself upward and hacked off its foot.

We tumbled to the earth together and landed in unkind shrubbery.

It hurt less than falling off a tower anyway.

“You okay?” I asked.

I was hoping the crashing sounds growing nearer was Bryn and not some new predator.

Ameline didn’t look so good. Her skin was scratched by the bushes that had broken our fall; her complexion was white and her eyes wide.

I mistook the cause of her fear.

“Fine,” she said. “But look. Are those night crawler threads?”

Fine silken threads were strung all around us, barely visible in the gloom. We’d found another patch of sleepwood shrubs. And these were already claimed.

I closed my eyes, just for a moment, and saw hundreds of faint flickers.

Night crawlers did not hunt like normal spiders. Their webs were not hung to catch their prey but as the sensors of an alarm system that detected when a meal had been gracious enough to wander into their hunting ground.

They were also the size of rabbits and hunted in force.

“Run,” I hissed, just as the frontline of the night crawler army scuttled into view.

Ameline and I ran, calling out to Bryn as we did. But we weren’t running in terror. Well, not just terror anyway. We were running toward the flowing water we could hear down the slope.

Night crawlers hated water. So that was where we’d make our stand.

Amazing how much information you could retain when your life depended on it.

Of course, we had to make it to the river first. The spiders were rushing after us in a swarm so large they looked like thick, viscous fluid flowing down the hill.

Somewhere off to the side, Bryn was fighting to join us.

The night crawlers were going to reach us first.

But the river was in sight now. And so was Bryn. She was running—downhill from the encroaching landslide of leggy, venomous arachnids, yet with more distance to go.

Then Ameline went down. Hard. Her foot catching on a concealed root and sending her sprawling facedown into the leaf litter.

Heart in my throat, I skidded to a stop and dashed back up the hill in a race to prevent the oncoming horde from burying her alive with their furry bodies.

Bryn saved us both. A wall of flame erupted a bare six inches from where Ameline was shoving herself to her feet.

The swarm shrank from the fire.

I lunged to help Ameline up. The flames were already dwindling. I couldn’t imagine how much of Bryn’s power that had drained.

We ran, Ameline limping now, my arm around her waist, trying to lend what support I could. Behind us, the wall of flames went out.

The horde resumed its hunt.

We reached the water’s edge and spun to face the oncoming throng. The river was too wide to leap across, and Wilverness had warned us that worse things lived in the forest’s waters. Warned us not to dip so much as a toe into any waterway we came across.

But the spiders would avoid it too, effectively giving them only one direction to attack us from.

Thanks to her wall of flame, Bryn reached us half a second before the first wave of night crawlers did. Without needing to confer, we took up position on either side of Ameline. She was far more effective using her magic than she was a blade.

Then the swarm hit.

I kicked the forerunner into the one behind it, feeling its soft abdomen splatter against my boot, and stomped on the next, which left, oh, about a dozen jumping and racing up my legs, biting as they went. I’d already drawn both my daggers, which made short work of the immediate encroachers, along with those that had slipped past me to Ameline.

Ameline’s wand arm was stretched outward, her attention fixed in the distance where the rear half of the horde had stopped. She was holding them back.

Bryn was focused on those closer to us, setting the leaf litter on fire beneath them and stomping and swiping at any that broke through.

But any we killed were replaced with a dozen more.

I poured magical speed into my limbs. I didn’t have an affinity, but I’d found enhancing my physical capacities was an efficient way of using my power. I slashed and stabbed and kicked and stomped until I was slipping in spider guts.

They kept coming.

The night crawler venom was taking hold, turning my limbs increasingly numb. Not paralyzed, not like the sleepwood seedpods. But the lack of feeling was making me clumsy, making me fumble. And I could no longer feel the skitter of legs up my pants and over my back or the needle-like fangs sinking into my flesh.

Their venom wasn’t deadly. Just incapacitating. Because night crawlers liked to keep their prey alive while they feasted on it.

Sometimes over multiple days.

The venom prevented their victims from going into shock and dying, and the spiders’ saliva prevented them from bleeding out.

The crawlers wanted their meals fresh and warm.

Now would’ve been an excellent time to use one of our last-resort seedpods. Except thanks to the night crawlers’ symbiotic relationship with sleepwood shrubs, they were one of the few creatures immune to the spores’ effects. That, and the wind would blow it straight back in our faces anyway.

So we fought on.

I dropped one of my daggers and couldn’t find it again in the mess of slime and bodies at my feet. I punched or threw or slapped instead.

Bryn must have run out of fire or sufficient fuel because she’d switched to fighting purely with her own weapons too.

Ameline was still holding back over half the horde, sweat beading on her forehead from the effort.

At this rate, it wouldn’t matter.

Then something splashed behind me, the hair stood up on the back of my neck, and as one, the spiders turned and fled.

It was not Ameline’s doing.

Heart thudding in my ears, I swiveled to see what had made them run.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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An elemental was rising from the river in the watery likeness of a woman.

The figure towered over us, so large it had lowered the level of the river to build its current shape. Watery hair hung long and loose, and a flowing dress was formed from thick, swirling ribbons of more tightly controlled water.

Without taking my eyes off the creature, I aimed my wand at the ground beneath us and buried our boots in the soil before setting it like concrete.

Then the elemental struck. Too late I realized the long, twisting rivulets I’d mistaken for a dress were tentacles. They smashed into us with the force of a wave, grabbing us and sucking at us, trying to pull us into the river.

Our feet held firm.

But as the water slapped and splashed around me, I began to wonder if we could drown standing upright on supposedly dry land.

My dagger was useless against a being of water. Bryn dredged up the spark of a fire that was instantly drenched. And though Ameline’s arm was pointed at the elemental’s head, the assault kept coming.

Ameline’s affinity could steer and leverage the natural instincts of many creatures. But her level of influence was affected by the power and intelligence of the other entity. She could still attempt to communicate with greater beings through images and sensations, but the elemental would find it easy to ignore her. And it was doing just that.

Even so, and luckily for us, the thing did not make a concerted effort to drown us on dry land. Instead, realizing that water alone could not tug our anchored feet free, the elemental solidified.

The watery likeness of a head morphed to one that possessed real skin, eyes, and hair the color of a dark stagnant pool. The liquid tentacles hardened into wet flesh complete with suction cups. And this time, when they wrapped around us, they did it with near bone-crushing force.

The elemental was more formidable now, more real. But it was also something we could fight.

I found enough breath in my lungs to gasp, “On the count of three, we strike together. Three. Two. One.”

Bryn seared the now able-to-be-burned flesh.

I poured strength and speed into my arms and hacked off the tentacle around my waist, then caught and stabbed the one that swung at my head.

Ameline blasted the elemental with a mental attack that made the tentacles recoil. Only for a moment. But that was enough.

I made the ground spit us out, and we used that moment to dash out of reach.

The elemental emitted a gurgling shriek of thwarted intent and plunged back into the river with the crashing thunder of a waterfall.

We stopped thirty yards from the bank and took a few minutes to recollect ourselves. We were trembling with shock and exhaustion, and none of us had much to say.

I retrieved a third dagger from the extra sheath on my lower leg. I’d learned how liable I was to lose them and brought a backup blade for this trial. Just as well, it seemed. Though Bryn had managed to hang on to both of hers. We also splinted Ameline’s twisted ankle, the numbness from the crawler’s venom making the fiddly task difficult.

When the shakiness had subsided and our labored breathing returned to normal, we pushed on.

For the next mile we hid, fled, and tricked our way past a series of monsters. We weren’t trying to be heroes. We just wanted to make it to safety.

Every one of us was weary, limping, and almost completely drained of magic by the time we saw the brilliant lights of the academy shining through the trees. I couldn’t afford to lose my night vision, so I only glanced at the welcome sight before returning my gaze to our immediate surroundings. Even from afar, the sentinel hedge cats were visible, standing out in stark relief against the bright backdrop.

I knew better than to relax until we crossed that invisible line, but I felt the stirrings of relief all the same.

Until Grimwort emerged through a short-distance gateway to block our route.

“Congratulations,” he said with the enthusiasm of a kid on toilet-cleaning duty. “You’ve almost completed your final trial. But since no true mission goes to plan, you have one last challenge to overcome.”

Then the bastard opened a gateway beneath our feet.

We fell through it. Landing somewhere else entirely. Trees still surrounded us, stretching high overhead, but they were not the ones I was used to seeing. That together with the three inches of snow on the ground told me we’d traveled a great distance in one fleeting moment.

Which meant we were now far, far from safety.

Too far. A distance untraversable by foot. Especially in our current condition with no supplies.

More snow was drifting from the sky, but my eyes landed on an old runegate in the middle of a clearing. A glowing runegate. Through its archway, I could see the inviting expanse of Millicent’s lawn.

But no relief washed over me.

Because prowling between us and our only way home were two lethal shadow stalkers.

And this time there would be no way to hide.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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Fear spiked through me. Followed by anger. Followed by more of both.

But I pushed my anger at the walkers deep down where I stored the rest of it. Anger for the destruction of our world. For the slaughter—directly and indirectly—of billions of human lives. For the sorrow and sacrifice and grief and pain of the Firstborn Agreement. For all the families that had been broken, never to be whole again. For my father, sister, brother, and mother who I’d been torn from forever. For draining Fletcher of the warmth and light that had once defined him. For forcing Ameline into situation after situation that threatened to darken her soul too. For putting our lives so needlessly at risk in this trial. Even for poor Jayden who should’ve lived out his coddled existence within the overindulgent arms of his family.

Now was not the time to channel that anger.

But that time would come.

I’d make sure of it.

However, to do that, I first had to make sure my friends and I survived.

A task that seemed impossible. We were magically and physically spent. The runegate was in the center of a giant clearing that started just fifteen yards down the forested slope we were standing on. Which meant there would be no trees to climb this time. No cover of any kind. And there was zero chance we could sprint the eighty yards across the clearing to the runegate without the shadow stalkers running us down.

The beasts were showing no sign of moving on either. In fact, they were behaving unusually. Like they were guarding the runegate.

Or like they knew we were coming. That if they only waited, we’d save them the trouble of the hunt and serve ourselves up to them.

To finish it all off, the below-freezing weather meant we didn’t have much time to plan.

In short, we were royally screwed.

Unless…

The sleepwood seedpods.

If there was ever a time of last resort, this was it.

I checked the wind’s direction. Perhaps our luck was finally about to change. So long as the wind didn’t.

Working slowly so as not to draw the stalkers’ gaze with rapid movement, I cut the seedpod I was carrying from my belt. My hands were too numb from the night crawler venom to bother fumbling with the fabric ties.

I suspected if they hadn’t been numb, they would’ve been hurting from the cold. But if this succeeded, we were less than a hundred yards from home.

“If I lob this close, do either of you have enough magic left to crack it open?”

Ameline nodded. “I do.”

“Great.” I checked the wind again. Still blowing toward the shadow stalkers and away from us.

Lucky it was only a faint breeze since that meant we were upwind. I wasn’t sure how well our vinegar moss perfume would be holding up after our encounter with the water elemental and the sweating we’d done before and since.

In any case, it didn’t need to hold up much longer.

I eased myself down the slope to find a vantage to throw from. My friends followed just as cautiously. When I stopped, Ameline surveyed the nearby trunks.

“If this doesn’t work, we’d better be prepared to climb fast.”

“Good point.” I located a good climbing tree just to my left, then sent a tiny trickle of magical strength down my right arm. I was usually a good throw, but with so much riding on this, I was worried.

I checked my friends were ready, checked the wind a final time, and threw the seedpod into the clearing.

My aim was near perfect. It hit the ground ten feet in front of the closer shadow stalker, bounced once, and came to a stop.

The monster snapped its head around.

Ameline aimed her wand arm, and the seedpod broke in half.

Maybe the shadow stalker recognized the threat for what it was. Or maybe it was the beast’s go-to method for dealing with any unknown, but it unleashed a torrent of flame from its dragon-like jaws. When the flames cleared, nothing but ash remained.

We held our breath. Not because we worried the spores would reach us but because we were hoping that despite the miniature firestorm, they might yet reach the nearest shadow stalker.

Nothing happened.

Apparently the flame had incinerated or neutralized the paralyzing spores.

I closed my eyes for a few seconds, failure and cold and fatigue dragging at me, willing me to lie down and give up. I kept my eyes closed a moment longer so my friends wouldn’t see my despair.

Our last resort had failed.

I tried to rally myself. I was not going to stand here on the perimeter of this damn clearing, so close to safety, and die of exposure.

Despite the fire show, the shadow stalkers were showing no sign of hunting us down. They were sticking close to the runegate.

“Ameline, can you communicate with them?”

She shook her head. “No. I think… it’s like their minds have been messed with. They’re protecting the runegate like it’s a third life mate. And they’re operating on pure instinct. Furious instinct.”

Fabulous.

Shadow stalkers were notoriously protective of their life mates. If you messed with one, you’d better be prepared to deal with the wrath of both.

Oddly enough, they were far less attached to their offspring.

“All right.” I temporized. “You stay back and do what you can to mentally distract them whenever we need help.”

Ameline bit her lip. We both knew the shadow stalkers were no mere night crawlers. That if Bryn and I walked into that clearing, we probably wouldn’t return. But I turned my back on my childhood friend before she could object.

I shifted to focus on Bryn, to learn whether her bravado, her sense of adventure, her reckless courage was somehow still with her. Whether she would go with me into battle. I could use a dose of her feisty, irrepressible spirit right now. “How do you want to—”

Except she wasn’t there.

She was running. Down the slope. Into the clearing. Toward the shadow stalkers.

What the hell?

Then I saw the item she was concealing from the monsters and realized what she must be intending. Behind her back, she clutched the second seedpod.

Bryn was planning to take down one of the stalkers. And she would take down herself with it.

At first the nearest shadow stalker only stared. Too stunned to react—like I was.

Her plan, her running off without consulting us first, only made sense if she didn’t intend for us to tackle the second monster. Which could mean only one thing.

She was sacrificing herself to bring down one of the shadow stalkers in the hope that its life mate would be so distracted that Ameline and I could reach the runegate.

I would never have expected Bryn to do something like this. She was street-smart, independent, and she put herself first. She’d had to do that to survive her upbringing. It didn’t mean she didn’t care about anyone else. She did. I’d seen that. But this was something else altogether. She was throwing her life away for Ameline’s and mine.

The shadow stalker recovered from the shock faster than I did.

Bryn, who was getting close, slowed to a casual walk. Probably trying to encourage the beast to eat her rather than incinerate her.

The shadow stalker lifted its head to catch her scent, then dashed forward.

“No!” The word tore from my throat.

And then I was running too. Already knowing that I was too late to save her.

Time slowed to a crawl.

I watched in horror as the monster bore down on my friend. It was so enormous that it would take just two bites to devour her.

Only one to kill her.

The reptilian head reared back in preparation to strike, the fearsome maw opening wide to reveal long rows of serrated teeth.

Bryn waited until that moment to slam a blade into the seedpod and hack it open.

Time slowed further, crawling now like a dying insect dragging itself over viscous mud.

The giant head snaked toward her.

She tried to throw the seedpod to meet it, but she was already swaying from the spores’ effects.

The seedpod slipped from her fingers and tumbled to the snow.

Bryn and the shadow stalker followed an instant later. Only luck and inches preventing the monster from crushing her beneath its weight.

Time snapped back.

The paralyzed stalker’s life mate let out a cry that rent the air before it charged into action. Vengeance.

That was when I realized Ameline was running beside me.

“Stay back,” I snapped. “I can’t protect you both!”

But she didn’t stop running. And despite her injured ankle, she was almost keeping up.

Her jaw was set. “Getting yourself killed isn’t protecting me, you idiot! Having you around will always be more important for my well-being than anything else.”

Geez. Her words hit me like a physical blow.

“Give me a weapon,” she demanded.

There was no time to argue. I gave her the dagger already in my hand.

But I did find a moment to feel guilty for committing the same sin as everyone else. For underestimating Ameline.

For underestimating Bryn too.

It only made me more determined to save them…

The second shadow stalker was barreling toward Bryn and its mate. I sprinted to intercept it.

The sleepwood paralysis did not knock you unconscious. She was lying there completely aware of what was happening. Of what she was sacrificing. Of her imminent death. And she was unable to move so much as a finger to prevent it.

Tears I did not have the liberty for blurred my vision.

Dammit, Bryn. What a time to choose to become a martyr.

I’d started running without a plan. Now I had one, but it wasn’t much of one.

Wilverness had taught us the only place where heavily armored shadow stalkers could be taken down with an ordinary weapon. It was just impossible to get to. Tiny ear holes located way up on the side of their giant snake-necked, sharp-toothed, fire-breathing heads.

The shadow stalker saw me coming and veered to meet me.

I dashed right, felt its jaws snap inches from my back, and flung myself at its leg. This particular specimen was about the size of a bus. But the armored plates, which would deflect almost any weapon, also provided something to cling to.

My arms all but wrenched from their sockets as the beast’s momentum met mine. But it was slowing to turn and charge after me, and all that exercise on the tower trial and under Cricklewood’s tutelage had done me some good, because I didn’t let go.

Instead, I clambered my way up to its knee and then its shoulder. And then I was on its back. There was just enough room between the spikes for the width of my body.

I flattened myself to its armored ridges as the sledgehammer of a tail swung at me, the force of its passing whipping my hair around my face as it missed me by a mere inch.

Crap. I hadn’t counted on that complication.

The shadow stalker evidently did not appreciate me on its back. It bucked and spun, and it was all I could do to hold on, then flatten myself again as the tail took another swing.

I had to get out of range. But the tail was long. Maybe there was no such thing as out of range.

I scrambled toward the beast’s head. The spikes on its back grew longer and more closely packed as I inched toward its neck. Dodging them as well as the swinging tail while holding on for dear life was going to be problematic.

The next time the sledgehammer tail whipped around, I dodged a fraction of a second too late and it caught the back of my left ankle. Pain exploded on impact. Probably bone too. And if it weren’t for the remaining numbness from the damn night crawlers, I might’ve blacked out.

Instead, I dragged myself toward the creature’s neck, staying low and keeping as much of myself pressed against the shadow stalker as I could.

Ameline was on the ground, yelling and waving her arms, trying to split the beast’s attention between her and me and definitely not Bryn, who lay motionless in the snow.

To my relief, the stalker seemed more preoccupied with me than either of them. I hauled myself forward another few inches. Those neck spikes now represented safety. It wouldn’t be able to wield its tail against me if I could squeeze between those longer spines. Not unless it was prepared to damage itself to get to me.

I grasped the blunted base of the first spine. The point was sharp, but the lower half I could grip without cutting myself. My other hand wrapped around the next one, and I used them to haul myself up its neck like some sort of dangerous playground equipment.

That was when the stalker slammed its head up and back. Driving one of those spikes into my gut.

I screamed. The sound went on far longer than I wanted it to. And time slowed for a second instance.

I saw Ameline’s eyes widen in horror. Then narrow with something else altogether.

I saw that Bryn’s face was now dusted with snow that was still falling from the sky. The image oddly peaceful in the roaring pain and chaos and the blackness encroaching at the edges of my vision.

And I saw that I was now only two feet from the shallow indentation that indicated the ear hole. My target.

I shoved myself off the spike.

My front was cold and hot and wet and numb and on agonizing, endless fire all at once.

But my friends were relying on me. My friends who were risking their own lives for mine. And dammit to hell if I would let the walkers win.

I forced my leaden limbs to move. It was like slogging through cold molasses. Only with more pain and a violent, bucking beast beneath you.

Ameline ran forward screaming a war cry—armed only with a useless dagger, her ineffectual wand, and a love greater than I could bear.

I dragged myself another foot.

The stalker’s attention was—momentarily—fixed on Ameline. Its body briefly still as it calculated how best to kill her.

My own limbs were trembling. With pain or blood loss or fear and fury for my friends, I did not know. But I made that moment count. I forced myself across that last seemingly insurmountable distance, grasped my remaining dagger from its sheath, and sent the last trickle of energy I had into my right arm.

The edges of my vision darkened further. Unconsciousness beckoning.

I felt rather than saw the shadow stalker’s muscles bunch beneath me as it prepared to snap Ameline in half.

I struck first. Driving the dagger into its ear and hoping desperately the weapon would be long enough to reach its brain.

The blade bit deep, sinking all the way to the hilt. And the shadow stalker toppled. Only thirty feet from its fallen partner.

From Bryn.

The impact of the ground against my mortal injuries turned my world completely black.

Sheer determination forced my eyes to open, and the edges of that blackness receded slightly.

I had to know.

Ameline’s tear-stricken face swam into view. “Don’t you dare die on me, or I’ll tell everyone you were killed by a bush turkey. Is that what you want?”

I cracked a smile. Hell’s breath, it hurt. Everything hurt. But I managed to croak out the question I needed answered.

“Bryn?”

“She’s okay. I’ll bring her over here to stop your bleeding. Hang on.”

I rolled my head to watch. Ameline ran the ten yards to Bryn and leaned down to say something. Beside them, the paralyzed shadow stalker twitched.

The effects of the sleepwood spores were wearing off.

A fresh wave of fear coursed through me. But even the fear was weak now. All I could focus on was the pain. The cold blackness sucking me in and downward.

I tried to call out a warning, but my voice had stopped working. Everything was stopping working.

Ameline had seen the twitch though. She stood up, retrieved the borrowed dagger from wherever she’d stashed it, and slammed the blade into the beast’s ear. Just like that. Her expression was grim, but she spared no tears for the slain stalker. For what she’d just done.

Through the miasma of pain, distant but unmistakable, I recognized my shock. My sorrow at the loss of her innocence. My pride at her courage and pragmatism.

Then she dragged Bryn over to me and propped her into a sitting position. Bryn, still paralyzed, her eyes unable to so much as blink, dredged up the last of her magic to cauterize the hole in my gut. To put an end to the flow of lifeblood pumping from my body and staining the snow red.

Real fire collided with the blaze of agony already there. I smelled burning meat. And surrendered at last to the darkness.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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I woke on the other side of the runegate. In the infirmary.

The beds were full.

The glass ceiling showed it was still dark outside, but soft yellow light illuminated Invermoore’s workspace.

The healer must have labored through the night. Her stern face was drawn, her gray eyes clouded with fatigue, and the state of her hair and clothes an utter mess by walker standards.

But while I ached all over, my formerly shattered ankle was whole and my stomach barely hurt any more than the rest of me.

Bryn was stretched out in the bed beside mine. I’d never been more delighted to hear her gentle snores.

Later I learned that she’d pushed herself into unconsciousness to stop my bleeding. To keep me alive long enough for Ameline to drag us both through the runegate to safety. A Herculean task in itself.

Later I learned I’d been branded forever by that final trial. Not just the scars on my skin, but the marks left on my heart by what my friends had been willing to sacrifice for me.

But right then all I felt was relief.

We’d done it. Survived the three months. Completed the final trial. Not everyone could say the same.

Some would never say anything again.

Now we just had to hope it would be enough…

I closed my eyes to snatch a few last hours of sleep before we learned our fates.


CHAPTER THIRTY
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Ameline came to collect us. The sky above the glass ceiling was streaked with gray. Almost dawn.

“They’re posting the lists in a few minutes. Are you well enough to walk?”

Was I? Around me, many of the beds had emptied, and other kids were rising from their mattresses or waiting for their beds to be lowered so they could leave too. A few remained unmoving. Too injured to wake. The comatose boy from another year’s intake of firstborns somewhere among them.

Bryn shoved her blankets back. “Hell yes. I’m not going to miss this.”

A large bruise covered her left cheek, and her usually golden complexion had an ashy pallor to it, but her eyes sparked with determination. Ameline looked worse for wear too, like she’d spent the night tossing and turning alone in the room she normally shared with us. Perhaps wondering if we’d made it through till dawn. Her blond halo was mussed and dull and the circles beneath her eyes purple.

I was sure I wasn’t about to win any beauty contests either. If they were handing out prizes for zombie costumes, however…

I pushed off my blankets and struggled into a sitting position. The three of us had been through hell together, and we would face whatever was coming side by side too. My friends were strong. Stronger even than I’d given them credit for. But we were stronger together.

We probably didn’t look it though as we forced our unwilling bodies to trudge through Millicent’s corridors. The journey to the dining hall had never felt so long.

When we reached it, Dunraven was departing and a sea of kids were clustering around one section of the wall.

We had to wait our turn. I swayed on my feet, and Ameline steadied me.

Our classmates’ expressions when they turned away from the wall were confused, cautious, like they still weren’t sure of the outcome. Yet they left the dining hall with purpose.

Then it was our turn.

Two lists of names written in the same graceful script were stuck to the wall on ordinary sheets of paper. So mundane for objects upon which the courses of our lives would turn.

There was no indication which list was which. Of who had passed and who had failed. But one list of names was noticeably longer than the other.

I scanned the shorter list as fast as I could, needing to know and figuring this was the quickest way of finding out. Klay’s was on top, which probably meant this was the one we wanted to be on. I saw my own name first. Nova. Bryn’s name was six down from mine. Heart in my throat, I kept scanning.

And scanning.

And scanning.

And there, right at the bottom, was the third name I’d desperately wanted to find. Ameline.

“We’re on the same list!”

We whooped and hugged and carried on like excited eight-year-olds. Very stiff and sore excited eight-year-olds anyway.

We would be sticking together. I was so relieved that I almost didn’t care which group we were in. Those that would stay or those that would depart immediately.

But no, that wasn’t true. I did care. I wanted to win. In part because we’d worked so hard for this. In part because we still had no idea what happened to those who failed. And in part because staying at the academy was a far better position to destroy it from.

At least we didn’t have long to wait. Beneath our names were instructions for all the students listed above to make their way to one of the bigger classrooms. The kids on the second list were directed to go to the largest tower room.

We gathered in the specified classroom, my body gladly sinking into one of the seats, and waited to learn what our future would hold.

Professor Grimwort was already there. Apparently he would be the one to deliver the news. Was that a good sign or bad?

He waited up front for everyone to trickle in and then be seated and silent before talking. Or perhaps he was aware of how taut our nerves were and was enjoying screwing with us.

“If you are in this room, you have been deemed the strongest, fittest, most skilled, and magically gifted among your human peers. Congratulations.”

His words were congratulatory. His tone was not. But despite that and the chilling details we’d uncovered about the transformation ritual, I felt a surge of triumph.

We had made it! All three of us had defeated the odds, overcome everything the professors had thrown in our path, and demonstrated our strength, skill, and resilience.

Only a third of the original students had managed the same.

“In short,” Grimwort was saying, “you have distinguished yourselves as the most suitable candidates for this academy’s ultimate purpose.”

My curiosity spiked. I’d been trying to figure out what was really going on here since I’d first arrived. Maybe they would finally tell us.

“Which is…” Grimwort paused. He had our complete attention. “To form and train a specialized contingent of elite warriors.”

My brain churned over the revelation. Given the content of our classes over the past three months, it wasn’t a complete shock. Yet it made zero sense in the context of reality as I understood it.

Who would we be fighting? The walkers already ruled the world.

Someone else asked the question aloud. “Sir, who or what will this contingent be fighting against?”

Grimwort glowered at the interruption. “You’ll find that out soon enough. The question that should’ve occurred to you is why the walkers would bother training humans to be part of this warrior unit.”

Ding, ding, ding. That’s exactly what I was wondering. We might be the best of the best among the human students. But the weakest walker—even stooped and ancient Cricklewood or the pixie-like girl shorter than Bryn who spent most of her lessons magically altering her hair color to alarming hues—would beat us in any sort of fair fight. Most unfair fights too.

Were they that desperate for soldiers?

But if we were here to be cannon fodder—a distraction for the enemy to play with while the walker troops moved into position—why kick out two-thirds of the students?

Unless…

Anxiety crept over me. Unless the “enemy” was humankind. Unless they needed our insight or ability to blend in or—

But no. That didn’t make sense either. Not unless the rich and powerful humans that fled fifty years ago were coming back equipped with something so powerful I couldn’t conceive it. The timing didn’t work regardless. The Agreement had come into place thirty-seven years ago. Surely if a war had been waging all that time between the humans that fled and the walkers that had taken over, we’d know about it.

Grimwort cleared his throat to silence the whispers of speculation.

“If we left you in your natural state, you would indeed be useless to us. Which is why, before we begin the next phase of your training, each student in this room will undergo a transformation ritual. The ritual itself is not without risk, but assuming you survive, it will unlock great power beyond the conception of most of your kind.”

This time the hum of speculation was louder. A mixture of shock and nerves and excitement.

The excitement seemed to be winning out. Our classmates hadn’t seen the creepy transformation chamber. Or the changes in my old friend.

“Those of you here are the strongest of your cohort both mentally and physically. That gives you a superior chance of surviving the transformation. Even so, it is best that you prepare your bodies for the ordeal.” Grimwort swept his hawklike gaze over the captive audience.

“From the time you leave this room until sundown three days hence, you will be excused from all academy activities. You will fast, drinking only the precious revitalizing nectar you’ll receive from Glenn and Glennys. Endeavor to prepare your minds as well. Do whatever you must to find peace. It may be the difference between dying and coming through the transformation process. Healer Invermoore will come for you when it is your time.”

Grimwort took a step toward the exit, then halted. Turned back.

“Those of you that survive will begin the advanced training next week and receive the answers to your remaining questions then.”

The professor disappeared out the door, and the buzz of conversation turned into a roar.
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Bryn, Ameline, and I headed for our dormitory where we could dissect the news in private.

The students on the second list never came out of the tower room.

The corridors felt empty with the human population reduced by two-thirds. The walkers now outnumbered us three to one.

What had happened to those who’d disappeared? Or departed as Glennys had put it when we’d collected a dose of the nectar.

Misty had been on that list. The girl who’d mistaken the groundbeast’s lure for a flum. William, who’d had the unfortunate claim to fame of setting his desk on fire. Twice. Zoe, who’d started as the slowest endurance runner in Cricklewood’s class and ended up fitter than Bryn. Noah, who we’d saved from going into the forest with Jayden.

Each of them had come here to protect their families. They’d tried and trained and survived. And now? My plan had focused on saving future firstborns from being sacrificed to uphold the Agreement. But what about the current year’s kids? Or the previous ones?

If I ever succeeded in bringing the Agreement to its knees, I would try to find them. Try to return them to their families. If they still lived. But I couldn’t do anything for them now.

I forced myself to focus on the present, the positive.

Bryn, Ameline, and I had defied the odds and made it through together. And whatever was coming next, we’d get through that together too.

Even if at the moment we could barely walk.

We reached our dorm room, and Millicent let us in with the lightest of pinpricks.

Theus was waiting inside.

He was standing by the window. At some point in the past few months we’d pulled aside the heavy burgundy drapes and left them there so we could enjoy the view. The forest did not hold the same level of fear over us as it once had.

Theus was apparently enjoying the view too, but he turned as we entered. His posture was casual, relaxed, nonthreatening. The expression on his beautiful face friendly.

That meant nothing. A walker could change in an instant. Could slit your throat while still smiling casually. And though he’d never lifted a finger against me, had in fact saved my and other human lives on multiple occasions, Theus was the most dangerous of all. Because sometimes, just for an instant here and there, I’d begun to feel safe in his presence.

Walkers could not be trusted.

Not that I feared he would kill me. If he’d wanted me dead, all he would’ve had to do was stand back and watch during that first trial. I would’ve died trying to save everybody. And if he’d wanted the pleasure of killing me himself, he’d had ample opportunity that night he’d caught me snooping.

But if he was playing the long game like I was, the fallout would be spectacular.

I must keep my guard up.

Except I was so incredibly weary just then that my guard was weak. Weak enough to notice the way the sunlight from the window danced over the handsome lines of his face and lit up those unfathomable deep green eyes.

Ameline told me he’d been the one to carry me to the infirmary after our final trial. Part of me wished I’d been awake for it.

The other part of me had had enough.

After the roller coaster ride of the last twelve hours, my emotions were all over the place. Desire, shock, confusion, irritation, and curiosity rushed through me.

Irritation won.

“What are you doing here?” I demanded.

And why had Millicent let him in?

One of Theus’s expressive eyebrows lifted at my tone. “Lirielle and I thought you might have questions.”

I snorted. “What, and you couldn’t wait outside? How’d you get in?”

His lips quirked. “Those weren’t the sorts of questions I had in mind.”

I tamped down my irritation as what he was really offering penetrated my tired skull. Answers. There was nothing I was hungrier for right now.

Except maybe sleep. My body was pushing me toward my bed, but I remained standing.

Ameline and Bryn stood with me. I glanced at them, and they both nodded. We all wanted answers.

I leaned my back against the wall to hold myself upright and wondered where to start.

Bryn jumped in first. “I’ve got one. How does this transformation ritual work exactly, and why do you need such a creepy room to do it in?”

Theus’s dark eyebrows rose again. Both of them this time. “You know about that?”

“You’re the only one who’s volunteered to answer questions here.”

Theus inclined his head. “True enough. All right. As Grimwort has covered in Rudimentary Magic, a lot of power is carried in the blood. And as basic biology teaches, blood is vital and almost omnipresent within the body, its influence reaching far and wide.”

Yes, I’d come close to learning exactly how vital my blood was last night.

“So the ritual uses a blood exchange and complex, ancient ceremonial magic to transform yours into something more powerful.”

My brain caught on two words. “Blood exchange? What exactly do you mean by that?”

Theus considered us. Perhaps wondering whether to tell us the truth or fabricate something more palatable.

“You won’t be awake for it. A healer will place you in a deep sleep, and then during the course of the ritual, your blood will be drained out, circulated through a walker’s veins, and then given back to you.”

Oh, and that wasn’t the least bit creepy.

A new idea occurred to me. “Wait, who do we do this exchange with? The walker students? Will we be linked to them in some way?”

Like giant blood-controlled puppets, I was thinking.

But Theus shook his head. “No, they’ll bring other walkers in just for the ritual. The students aren’t suitable.”

“Why not?”

A strange expression passed over Theus’s face. One I’d never seen before. If I didn’t know better, I’d call it haunted. “Have you not heard the professors call us hollows? Each walker student underwent a similar transformation ritual before we arrived.”

“To make you more powerful?”

“To make us harder to kill,” he corrected.

“You seem plenty difficult to kill already,” I observed. “So why do you need humans? Will the ritual make us as powerful as your average walker?”

That at least would make sense. A convenient supply of powerful soldiers they didn’t have to breed themselves.

But Theus shut down the notion. “Not usually, no. In most cases, the transfer simply enhances a human’s natural affinity. Think of it like concentrating the magic already in your blood. In that one area of affinity, you may be more powerful than an average walker, but your ability to perform magic outside of it will be weak at best, often nonexistent. However, for one in fifty cases, the results are unpredictable. To borrow a human term, they’re like wildcards. For those outliers, the outcome is random. Their magic might be extinguished, remain untouched, change to a completely different affinity, or transform into power of a type and magnitude that even walkerkind have never seen.”

I was unimpressed. Maybe to some extent because I still didn’t have an affinity that I was aware of. And sure, the incredible wildcard power was fun to imagine, but by Theus’s account, half the wildcards ended up with less power rather than more.

“So by that reckoning,” I summarized, “at least forty-nine out of fifty students walk out with powers that will never match up to a walker’s. That’s not accounting for the ones that never walk out at all.”

Which meant the walkers were going to an awful lot of trouble—developing and maintaining the Agreement and this bizarre academy—just for warriors that couldn’t measure up to their own kind and an occasionally useful wildcard. And they were putting kids and their families through hell to achieve it.

Theus was watching my face, trying to guess at my thoughts. “Yes. Though perhaps it would comfort you to know that the ritual is dangerous for the walkers involved too.”

While I was glad to hear it wasn’t only the humans taking the risk, it was a cold comfort when I thought of the comatose kid in the infirmary. Of Fletcher completely changed. And of how bleak my future would look if Bryn or Ameline didn’t come out of the creepy chamber.

“Then why?” I asked. “Walkers already have more power than anyone should need to possess. Why do you need us? Why rip us from our families and force us through all this pain and suffering and risk for what sounds like a mediocre result?”

“And who is this enemy that has the walkers so scared?” Bryn added.

Theus’s expression shut down. “I’m afraid I can’t tell you that yet. You’ll find out after your transformation.”

I was trying to keep my frustration under control. I really was. But the absurdity of that made me want to scream.

“That makes no sense! If we’re allowed to know once we complete the ritual, why can’t we know now? If we die, the knowledge dies with us, and if we survive, you’ll tell us then.”

Theus was quiet for a long moment before he answered. And when he spoke, his tone reflected none of my anger back at me. It was aggravatingly calm.

“I have learned that when something seems to make no sense, it is often for lack of understanding rather than lack of reason.”

I scowled. “And I’ve learned that when people refuse to give straight answers to perfectly reasonable questions, those reasons are never good!”

Theus winced.

“What aren’t you telling us?” I pressed. “And why? Does the ritual change who we are? Do we become mentally enslaved to you or something?”

“No. Nothing like that.”

I waited, but when he didn’t elaborate, I flung up my hands in exasperation.

“Why should we believe you? I saw my old friend from a previous year. He was completely changed.”

Understanding flickered in Theus’s moss-green eyes. “I suppose you’re too young to have seen what war does to people. One cannot be exposed to its brutality and remain the same. That was true on your planet even before the world walkers came.”

He paused, then met my gaze directly.

“I don’t know your friend, but it would have been the war that changed him. The ritual doesn’t affect your personality, your mind, your humanity—anything that makes you who you are.”

For some reason I believed him.

And my heart ached for Fletcher all over again. What horrors had he lived through to wrought such a change in him? Was it possible that some of the old Fletcher I knew remained buried deep inside?

“I have a question,” Ameline said.

Theus smiled at her. “Go ahead.”

“What happened to all the others? The kids on the second list. Where were they taken?”

“I can’t disclose their location, but there’s no need to worry on their account. They will live out their lives in relative peace.”

“Uh-huh,” Bryn countered. “And just how long will their supposedly peaceful lives last?”

Theus’s face registered amusement at her pointed question.

“Their natural durations. Look, I know it’s hard to believe after everything you’ve been through and all the secrecy around what was going to happen to the kids that failed. But the professors intend it to be unknown and unnerving so that no one tries to throw the results. If the truth was revealed from the start, very few, if any, would strive toward the path you’re on.”

I was less sure whether I believed that as well. But I hoped it was true.

Regardless, there was nothing I could do for them. Nothing more than what I was already doing, than I’d ever planned to do. To plot, scheme, and play nice until I could bring the Agreement and everything it entailed to its knees.

And to make sure Ameline and Bryn survived to see it.

So I glanced at my friends in silent question, and when they shrugged, I turned to Theus once more. “Thank you.” The words sounded stiff and ungrateful, so I added, “For answering our questions.”

“Most of them anyway,” Bryn tacked on, voicing my own mental amendment.

Theus recognized his cue to leave. “You’re welcome. I hope it allows you to be well rested before the ordeal.”

He glided across the room toward me, stopping only when he was so near our breath mingled.

“Lirielle asked me to give you this.”

He pressed a piece of parchment into my hand, his warm fingertips brushing mine, and let himself out.

“What is it? What does it say?” Ameline and Bryn asked. They were doubtless remembering Lirielle’s cryptic but accurate warning about the stairs like I was.

With a mixture of trepidation and curiosity, I unfolded the note and scanned the single line there. Then I threw back my head and laughed.

Take heart, Wildcard. Your magic will shake the worlds.
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Three months ago, we’d stepped through that runegate in complete and utter ignorance. We’d feared servitude or torment or slaughter—whatever it took to save our families. The worst of those hadn’t happened, although it hadn’t been too far off in some ways either.

But we’d survived.

We’d learned.

We’d become stronger.

And we would go through this transformation ritual and become stronger still.

I smiled to myself as Healer Invermoore led me down to the basement. Yes, we would continue to learn. Continue to grow and survive. And maybe, just maybe, we’d make it so that one day, no one else would have to step through a damn runegate in complete and utter ignorance again.

But I was keeping that hope to myself for now.

So I pretended not to know where Invermoore was leading me. Pretended to be surprised when the wall slid beneath Millicent’s foundations. Pretended not to know what was coming.

And then I stepped voluntarily inside my creepy transformation chamber. One of many, I understood now.

I would play along. I would let the walkers gift me with the power to destroy them.

Why not?

They’d damn well regret the day they did.

Healer Invermoore touched my temple, and I slumped onto the waiting bed and let oblivion claim me.
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Three days later, though I didn’t know it at the time, my eyes opened to darkness.

And I felt effing fantastic…


SHADOW WITCH
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My mind was still my own when I woke.

Theus hadn’t lied then. The transformation ritual did not change who we were. Only our magic. And according to Lirielle, my wildcard gift would shake the worlds.

But my immediate concerns were much smaller. Relief that I’d survived washed through me, followed immediately by the overwhelming need to see my friends. To know that they too were okay.

Actually, seeing anything would be a good start. Wherever I was—probably the creepy transformation chamber if I had to guess—was as black as the gullet of a shadow stalker.

Whatever my new powers might be, they apparently didn’t include enhanced night vision.

“Hello?” I couldn’t hear anyone in the chamber with me, but you never knew with world walkers.

No answer.

“Millicent?” I asked.

There was still no answer because I was talking to a building—or a manor as she preferred to be called. But Millicent was sentient and understood me just fine.

“Um, would you mind opening the wall?”

Light cracked into the room, painfully bright. My eyelids weren’t thick enough, so I flung an arm over my face as well.

While I waited for the light to stop hurting, I assessed what sort of shape I was in. We’d been told we would wake up weak, that we’d require bed rest. Yet the only way I felt different was, well, better.

I felt oddly energized. Bouncy even. Rather than as if my blood had been drained out, filtered through the body of one of the beings that had destroyed most of the human race, and put back in again.

Huh.

As soon as I could open my eyes without them watering, I sat up and swung my legs over the side of the narrow bed.

That was when I saw the woman’s body.


CHAPTER TWO
[image: ]


My fingers were on the woman’s throat, searching for a pulse before I realized that world walkers might not have an artery there. I’d seen them bleed. At least I’d seen one of them bleed. So they probably had a pulse. But I detected no fluttering heartbeat beneath my fingers. And the skin I touched was cold.

I angled my ear to hover above her nose and mouth, trying to feel the tickle of breath or hear even the barest whisper of shifting air.

Nothing.

I rocked back on my knees. Who was she? What had happened to her?

The stranger was strikingly attractive. Most world walkers were. The old stories had it wrong. Monsters were not gruesome misshapen things that repelled you on sight. They were arresting, bewitching, more beautiful versions of ourselves who possessed the power to destroy the world and had zero compunctions about doing it.

Humankind had learned that lesson at the cost of most of the earth’s population. We should have shot first, should never have indulged our curiosity or the desire to feast our eyes upon their splendor. But the realization came too late.

This walker’s strong but elegant features would have befitted the beloved warrior queen of some war-torn kingdom. Her face somehow still fierce and compelling even as she lay motionless and vulnerable in the dirt.

I was troubled by her death—if that’s what it was. Not so much for her sake as for what it might mean. Theus had said the transformation ritual was dangerous for walkers too, but I hadn’t really believed him. Hadn’t thought he’d meant the lethal sort of danger.

Now I was forced to reassess. And it made what I’d been told about the Firstborn Academy’s purpose even more nonsensical. Why on earth would the walkers go to such great lengths—the Agreement, the academy, and the transformation ritual that apparently risked their own lives—just to acquire a few humans with above-average magic?

They’d revealed a few days ago that we would be trained alongside the walker students to become a specialized contingent of elite warriors. They had not revealed who we were being trained to fight against.

I couldn’t imagine an enemy that would warrant such efforts by the incredibly powerful world walkers.

More pressingly, what did this walker’s death mean for me? Would they blame me for it? Had the ritual been completed, or was I still just me?

Maybe that was why I felt good. Great even. Like I’d woken up from an especially invigorating nap. Her death might have had nothing to do with the ritual. Perhaps she’d simply keeled over and died from whatever walkers die of, like clogged arteries or something, before she could begin.

I snorted at my overly optimistic train of thought. Unlikely.

Still, they couldn’t blame me for her death, could they? They were the ones who’d forced the ritual upon me. I’d had no choice in the matter. The fact I’d gone willingly, hoping to gain a power that might help overthrow them, was irrelevant.

I knew it was callous to find a stranger dead at my feet and think only of the repercussions to myself. But she was a walker. They were responsible—directly and indirectly—for the deaths of billions of humans.

Except Ameline’s question echoed in my head. Was this walker responsible?

I looked her over again. She seemed too young. If she was human, I’d guess she was in her thirties, but walkers aged differently, so she might have been significantly older. Old enough to have been there fifty years ago.

Even so, my attention fell on her luminous dark eyes that stared unseeing at the ceiling, this horrid cell the last thing she would ever see. And I found myself wondering about her family, her loved ones. A foolish way to think for someone who was hell-bent on taking them down.

Kneeling beside her body, I realized in all my secret scheming to overthrow the walkers, I’d never envisaged the dead I might leave in my wake.

I stood up, unwilling to pursue that train of thought any further. If the woman at my feet was truly dead—and I had a sick certainty that she was—then there was nothing I could do. And her stillness, her sightless dark eyes, fueled my need to escape from this creepy cell and find Ameline. Find Bryn.

So I left the stranger lying there on the dirt floor of the chamber and fled. Out of Millicent’s basement. Along the first-floor corridor. Toward the dorm room I’d shared with my friends for the past three months.

Except I didn’t make it.

“What’s going on?” Professor Grimwort accosted me in the corridor. “How are you walking without assistance? Where’s Kyrrha?”

“Um, I don’t—”

Without waiting for an explanation (admittedly I didn’t have a good one anyway), Grimwort seized my arm in an iron grip and dragged me back the way I’d come.

“You will accompany me until I get to the bottom of this.”

“I need to see my friends,” I protested.

He shot me a glare that might’ve shriveled the insides of a lesser mortal. His deep-set blue eyes were always shadowed and often contemptuous, and combined with his tall, angular build, the professor had excellent glaring capabilities.

“And I need to see mine,” he said. “Why isn’t Kyrrha with you? What happened during your ritual?”

I swallowed. “I don’t know. She was like that when I woke up—”

“Like what?”

But I didn’t need to answer, because he could now see for himself.

The woman’s body, lying there where I’d left her.

Grimwort drew in a sharp breath. And when he spoke again, his voice was laden with command and tightly leashed fury.

“Sit. Down.”

He jabbed a finger at a corner of the basement without taking his eyes off the body.

I sat.

Within a few minutes, three other professors had joined Grimwort. Each one followed the same pattern of behavior. They would look at the dead woman, blanch or show some other sign of shock, then turn to stare at me.

The most disconcerting thing was not the stares themselves but the emotion behind them.

Fear.

Except for Professor Cricklewood. In his eyes? I’d read speculation.

Neither reaction made any sense to me.

And now the professors were muttering among themselves. Too quiet for me to hear, except one word that was repeated enough times that I eventually made it out: Malus. The name the walkers had given the monstrous, devouring darkness they’d brought with them that had wiped out life from Europe and beyond.

But the Malus hadn’t made it to our continent. Not yet. So that made no sense either. Did they think the monster had somehow crossed thousands of miles to kill this woman in the middle of my transformation ritual?

I was growing increasingly ill at ease. What the hell was going on?

The professors murmured some more, the conversation seeming to grow contentious yet no louder than before. Not loud enough to overhear.

If they hadn’t been throwing frequent glances in my direction, I might have tried sneaking out.

I should have tried anyway.

Grimwort stalked over to me and grabbed my arm again. “Come with me.”

His eyes were hard and wet, and every one of my instincts screamed that following him was a bad idea.

But refusing him was probably worse. So I cooperated.

He towed me to one of the tower rooms that spanned the full height of the manor. It was the room I’d arrived in when I’d stepped through the runegate all those months ago. A single window high above allowed cold winter light to shine down on the threadbare rug that covered the ancient timber floor. Aside from the rug, the only furnishings were an antique writing desk and a high-backed timber chair upholstered in faded velvet. No fireplace, no wall lamps, and no decoration but for the eccentric wallpaper that graced almost every one of Millicent’s rooms.

It was still more pleasant than the basement.

Professor Grimwort shoved me through the doorway and spoke in a voice rough with grief.

“Millicent, do not let Nova out of this room under any circumstances until I say otherwise. Do I make myself clear? Disobey me in this and we’ll strip you of sentience so fast you won’t be able to twitch a floorboard, then burn you to the ground out of spite.”

He wheeled and left, slamming the door behind him with enough force to rattle.
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The door vanished, becoming just another part of the wall. Millicent did things like that. And after the threat Grimwort had thrown her way, I couldn’t blame her.

I paced the sparsely furnished room. I needed to see my friends, dammit. And instead they’d shut me in here without explanation.

I was confused. I was frustrated. I was famished. Worst of all, I was starting to feel scared.

Grimwort had never paid me any special attention, never given any human student more than the bare minimum of his notice that I’d seen. He acted as if we were beneath him, as if we were wasting his time. But his dislike was impersonal.

At least it had been.

That had changed from the moment he’d seen his friend Kyrrha on the floor. Now he noticed me, all right. And I didn’t like it one bit.

What on earth was going on? What were they planning on doing with me?

Hours passed without answer.

I paced. I sat. I contemplated attempting to escape, then concluded I couldn’t do that to Millicent.

She’d survived hundreds of years of human industry and then the end of our world. Who was I to bring about her downfall? Besides, after a rough start, we’d become friends of sorts.

In the window high above, the sky grew dark.

And with no interior lamps for Millicent to adjust, the room grew dark too.

The need to know whether my friends were all right was a physical ache in my chest.

At least the dark I could do something about.

When we’d first arrived, Ameline, Bryn, and I had explored every inch of this room, searching for an escape or a key or lever to reveal a secret door. We hadn’t found one, but I remembered a candle in the desk drawer. I retrieved it now in the thickening gloom.

There were no matches, and I didn’t have a thaumaturgy rod (a.k.a. a wand carved from the bone of a walker that allowed humans to access magic), but the transformation ritual was supposed to increase our abilities. We’d been told it would unlock power beyond the conception of most of humankind. And if a walker’s bone allowed ordinary humans to use magic, surely a walker’s blood flowing through my veins would do far more.

So I did as Grimwort had taught us in our Rudimentary Magic lessons. I focused on the candle’s wick, visualizing it igniting into flame with as much clarity as my mind’s eye could muster. And then, since I didn’t have a wand to aim my magic through, I mentally shoved toward the candle.

Nothing happened.

I tried again.

A third time.

Then I threw the candle to the floor and slumped down beside it.

Your magic will shake the worlds, Lirielle had told me. Lirielle who was inarguably strange but had been right the last time she’d predicted something.

Yet I couldn’t even light a freaking candle.

Sometime later, the two-headed golin who served as the academy custodian found me still there.

The creature was six feet tall and walked upright on two powerful legs, trailed by a long and heavy tail. Large armored scales covered most of its body except for where black fur graced the underside of its jaws and continued down its belly. Its two heads were oddly cute—with large dark eyes, small rounded ears, and long, tapered snouts that ended in delicate noses. The cuteness factor was offset by the sheer size of the creature and the razor-sharp claws on its two forelimbs.

“What are you doing sitting in the dark, dear?” asked the head on the left, Glennys. She was the nice one.

I mumbled something about having less power to light up a room than a glowworm. Then I realized the custodian’s presence might mean my situation had changed and scrambled to my feet.

“Wait, am I allowed out now? Where’s Ameline? Where’s Bryn? Are they all right? What’s going on?”

Glenn, the head on the right, curled his lip back in the golin version of a grimace. “So many words and yet not a single one of appreciation. Here. We brought you this.”

They dumped a steaming bowl of stew down on the desk behind me.

“Oh, thank you. I’m starving. It’s just—”

“We know, poor thing. You must be quite out of sorts. From what we understand, no one’s told you anything.”

“Yes. Can you—”

“No one’s told us anything either.”

“Oh.”

“Not that we haven’t deduced a great deal,” Glenn added, “but we’re not about to gossip with the students.”

“Glenn’s right, I’m afraid,” Glennys agreed. “It’s not our place. Besides, we might be wrong.”

Glenn sniffed haughtily at that last part.

I waited until I was sure I wouldn’t say anything I might regret, then unclenched my jaw.

“Can you at least tell me whether Ameline and Bryn survived their rituals?”

“Oh, of course they did,” Glennys reassured me.

My heart soared—

“Only one student died this time.”

—And plummeted. Like a bird flying beak-first into a window.

Only?

“Who?” I asked.

“Petra.”

Petra. A scrappy girl with an affinity for water magic that I’d seen freeze the wings of a harpy-like monster to save her teammate. I hadn’t known her well, and I felt a rush of sorrow for her life cut short, tinged with guilty relief that it wasn’t Ameline or Bryn.

Glenn peered down his long nose at me. “One student and one walker.”

I swallowed. Hard. But I straightened my spine and met his gaze.

The news put my own problems into perspective. They were substantial, I thought, remembering Grimwort’s anger and the other professors’ fear, but I wasn’t dead. Not yet.

And neither were Ameline and Bryn.

So I accepted the bowl of soup and a candle, blanket, and chamber pot with what little grace I could muster and settled in to see what would happen next.
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The next time the door materialized and opened, it was Professor Cricklewood who entered my makeshift prison cell. He was carrying—of all things—a fluff ball of a creature known as a flum under one arm and a potted plant in the other.

I was huddled on the floor under the blanket, trying not to freeze. We’d just entered the last month of winter, and the weather had shown no signs of easing yet. If anything, it had grown colder. And sharing a dorm room with Bryn the firebug had accustomed me to sleeping in a room with a roaring fire. I’d also become accustomed to the luxury of my soft mattress.

“Right, kiddo,” Cricklewood said, “time to learn whether we’ve all been making a fuss over nothing.”

“Kiddo” was the nicest thing he’d ever called me. But with everything so uncertain right then, I almost wished he’d stuck to convention and called me maggot brain or something.

When I’d first seen the wizened old professor with his long white beard, watery blue eyes, and kindly human features, I’d thought he might be an ally in the unfamiliar place. He’d quickly disillusioned me of that hope, turning out instead to be a cranky drill sergeant of a teacher who hurled orders and insults in equal measure. He’d earned second place in my hypothetical worst-teacher awards, beaten only by the bored and contemptuous Grimwort.

Now he plonked the plant and the flum in front of me. The fluffy creature, which was about the size and shape of a watermelon, took three tottering steps on its tiny hooves, then sank onto the corner of my blanket.

The plant stayed motionless.

I remembered our Dangerous Magical Creatures teacher, Professor Wilverness, saying that flum weren’t good for anything but keeping your feet warm, and wondered for a crazy fleeting moment if that’s what Cricklewood had brought it for.

Then it occurred to me to wonder if Wilverness had meant as a living companion or skinned and made into slippers.

Damn it was cute. Dumber than a bunch of rocks, but adorable. The species wouldn’t have survived in a world full of lethal predators if they hadn’t evolved to taste so bad that most of those predators only tried flum meat once.

“Pay attention,” Cricklewood snapped.

I’d been distracted by the fluff ball sharing my blanket but fell easily into the familiar rhythm of following orders.

“You see life force energy through your second sight, don’t you? Pull it up and look at me.”

Second sight was one of the more advanced magic techniques we’d been taught, and after my failed attempt at lighting the candle, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to use it. But I closed my eyes and tried anyway.

“Now look toward me,” Cricklewood ordered. “Can you sense where I am?”

“Yes.” I could do more than that. His life force energy shone like a beacon in the darkness. A walker-shaped beacon.

Yesterday, or however long ago it was that I’d entered that transformation chamber, my sense of others’ life force had been vague, like a flicker of candlelight through closed eyelids. And unlike almost everyone else using their second sight, I’d had to shut my eyes to be able to make out anything at all.

Today I could see Cricklewood’s golden energy so clearly that I knew when he leaned toward me just slightly before asking the next question.

“Good. What about the plant?”

I shifted my focus. Waited. Maybe my sight needed time to adjust to the relative brightness. Sort of like my physical eyes did.

Yes, there. A dim light, so transparent it was easily missed between the brilliant glare of Cricklewood’s energy and the much weaker but still evident life force of the flum.

“Barely,” I reported. “But the flum is much clearer.”

Cricklewood shifted again in my second sight. And distantly, my ears picked up the corresponding rustle of fabric.

“Focus on the flum then. Can you tell me anything about it?”

“Um. It’s a lot smaller and less bright than yours. But the shape follows its basic physical form like yours does.”

“Uh-huh. Can you encourage it to come toward you?”

“How?”

“Whatever feels natural. Keep your focus on the life force though. I don’t want you communicating with the flum or using physical magic to move it.”

I tried. Nothing happened.

Cricklewood didn’t give me any further instructions, so I tried again.

After a few minutes of attempting everything I could think of without eliciting so much as a twitch of response from the flum’s life force, I sighed in disgust. It was like the stupid candle all over again.

The flum squealed and my eyes shot open. Cricklewood had a fine stiletto in his hand, the point of the blade touched with blood.

“What did you do?” I protested. Was he trying to motivate me?

The flum looked unperturbed now, and I couldn’t see how bad the injury was past all its fluff. It raised one hoof to scratch awkwardly at its head, overbalanced on its three remaining hooves, and fell onto its fluffy backside.

It squealed as it landed, the same noise as before, then resumed scratching from this new position.

“I barely nicked it,” Cricklewood growled, and after witnessing the flum’s self-inflicted “injury,” I was inclined to believe him. “Try again.”

I closed my eyes. The flum’s life force was brighter now, as if piercing its skin made its life energy more accessible. Instinctively, I tried to gather the creature toward me, away from the professor and his sharp knife, into my arms where I could keep it safe.

This time it came.

I opened my eyes, triumphant.

Only to see the flum still on the corner of my blanket. It was lying down now. Or…

No.

Cricklewood looked from me to the crumpled body of the flum and back again. “Well I’ll be damned. It’s true then. You’re a reaper. You can drain life force from other beings as easily as drinking from a glass. So long as they’re bleeding.”

I felt sick.

I’d been trying to protect the flum. Yet somehow instead I’d called its life force over to me and left its body behind. Killing the poor creature in an eye blink.

Which was supposed to be impossible. Not even healers could transfer life force. Their ability to heal was constrained by what the patient’s life force could provide energy for.

And I had absorbed the flum’s life force into my own. I felt it. My body grew warm for the first time in hours, and I was energized as if I’d actually managed to sleep. It felt good, and that made it all the more sickening.

Cricklewood nodded, a self-satisfied smile breaking across his crinkled old face.

“You’re either the one we’ve been waiting for or a horrifying aberration that ought to be put down.”

He ran a hand down his long, long beard.

“Now I just have to convince the cowards to give us the chance to learn which.”


CHAPTER FOUR
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I did not sleep again that night.

Cricklewood departed, thankfully taking the poor flum’s body with him, and I huddled in my prison cell, wondering what they’d turned me into.

I had now taken two lives without trying to. Kyrrha’s, the walker woman. I hadn’t even been conscious when I’d apparently drained her life force. And the flum’s. I’d just been following Cricklewood’s orders, unaware of the consequences.

But I was aware now, and I felt dirty. Nauseated.

I’d killed before, but only ever as a matter of survival. There was little nature had to offer more harmless than the flum, and this was the first time I’d taken another life without good cause.

I’d certainly never killed a human being. The walkers were a long way from human, but far closer than a night crawler spider was, and like me, Kyrrha had only been following orders.

Maybe my self-reflection was pointless anyway. From what Cricklewood had said, the professors had not yet decided whether to let me live.

Which was the other reason I couldn’t sleep.

I didn’t understand. This was what they’d wanted. They had done this to me. Transformed me. Given me this terrifying new power. Terrifying, yes, but perfect for the warrior they were supposedly crafting me to be.

What the hell was their problem?

Maybe they were afraid I’d turn against them.

I wrapped my blanket tighter around me and scowled into the darkness. Maybe they were right to be afraid.

Maybe I would.


CHAPTER FIVE
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Grimwort had ordered Millicent not to let me out. He’d failed to mention anything about letting others in.

So an hour before dawn, just as the section of sky I could see through the window was shifting to a gloomy gray, four figures snuck into the room.

Figures I actually wanted to see. Two of them at least. Ameline, my best friend since forever. And Bryn, who was fast becoming just as dear to me.

The other visitors I was less sure about. Two walker students, Theus and Lirielle.

Ameline immediately rushed to my side and joined me on the floor. Her stride was shorter, stiffer than usual, her movements cautious as if they pained her, and by the messy state of her golden halo of hair, she hadn’t taken the time to brush it before coming to visit me.

My heart swelled as it always did when I saw her familiar face after an absence. Jeez, I loved her. She was gentle and generous and kind, and I wished with everything I had that I could offer her a world where she could be safe and happy, where she didn’t have to harden her wonderful nature just to survive.

But I couldn’t. And she’d proven herself able to cope with that reality. She’d charged into a battle she had no hope of winning and bloodied her hands to save our lives.

Bryn sauntered over as well, hugging herself against the chill. She was small and slight beside Ameline’s curves, and her short black hair hung straight and sleek above her shoulders. But even in the meager light of the candle, I could see that her lips were cracked and her complexion was off. Not just because of the old bruise that colored her left cheek a sickly green either.

Bryn couldn’t have been more different from Ameline. Bold, reckless, and often self-serving. She’d grown up rough and had adopted a take-no-prisoners attitude to her dealings with the world. But that hadn’t stopped her from being willing to sacrifice herself—to be paralyzed and torn apart by beasts—to save my and Ameline’s lives in the final trial.

My friends’ actions in that harrowing test were forever imprinted on my heart. I didn’t know what I’d done to deserve their love or loyalty. But having them here with me, seeing them safe for the moment and their beloved characters unaltered by the ritual, was a balm to my soul.

A lump formed in my throat and my eyes stung. I was so, so glad to see them.

Then Bryn set the antique writing desk on fire with a casual wave of her wandless hand. “There. That should take the chill out of the air.”

“Bryn!” I protested. “You know how Millicent feels about damaging—”

“Relax. It looks like fire, it feels like fire, but it won’t actually burn anything. Handy new trick I picked up recently.”

“You wouldn’t believe how much she’s been showing it off either,” Ameline added. “Or maybe you would.”

We sniggered and Bryn plonked herself down beside us, utterly unaffected by our amusement. “Go ahead and laugh. I’ll bask in your envy like a cat before a hearth.”

That caused us to snigger some more, and Bryn grinned. She had a way of grinning that was entirely hers, the expression flashing quick and sharp across her heart-shaped face.

Ameline sobered first. “Are you okay?” she asked me. “I can’t believe they stuck you in here straight after your transformation ritual without even a bed to recover in.”

I shrugged. “The ritual didn’t leave me exhausted the way it was supposed to.”

It had energized me in fact. I still didn’t completely understand why, but I’d come to the queasy conclusion it had something to do with sucking the life force out of the walker woman. Kyrrha.

On the topic of walkers, Theus and Lirielle were hanging back by the door, unnaturally motionless as their kind tended to be.

I waved them over. “You might as well get comfortable too.”

I wouldn’t classify them as friends, but they’d been… collaborative rather than condescending. And though I didn’t trust them, if I had to have a walker standing at my back, I would choose one of them.

“Please tell me you’re here to explain what the heck’s going on,” I said.

It wouldn’t be the first time Theus had taken the time to answer questions no one else would. But even then he only told us some of what we wanted to know. As if abiding by an incredibly frustrating set of rules only the walkers understood.

He’d told us the truth about the transformation ritual, for example, but he’d refused to tell us why on earth the walkers would need humans for their elite warrior unit and what those warriors would be fighting.

Theus sank gracefully to the floor six feet away and sat with his legs folded and back straight, looking like some sort of god in the flickering light of Bryn’s flames. His handsome face was open and appealing, with clear-cut features, dark expressive eyebrows, and deep forest-green eyes you could lose yourself in. But it was his unusual kindness—especially rare in a walker—that drew me to him. That had formed an uneasy bond between us.

He was the walker I trusted most. Which was still less than any human left alive on our ravaged planet. But he’d helped us, saved us, and even allowed me to see my family through a visual gateway. Some part of me I didn’t want to acknowledge sensed that if he’d been a human rather than a walker… Well, it didn’t matter, because what he was would never change. And right now we had more pressing concerns.

“We will do our best to make things clear,” he said.

Lirielle remained standing, staring at me as if she saw something far more interesting than anyone else did.

She was slender and delicate, her features almost ethereal, with hair the color of frost and skin nearly as pale. Her smoky-blue stare was unnerving, but she was a strange sort, and I knew my discomfort wasn’t her intent.

“Did you get my note?” she asked abruptly.

Her note about my wildcard magic shaking the worlds, she meant.

“Yes.” I’d been encouraged by those words before the transformation ritual. Now I wasn’t sure what to feel.

She nodded once, more to herself than me. “Good.”

Ameline was snuggled into my side, her head leaning on my shoulder. Bryn wasn’t as open in her affection, but she was still sitting close enough that her arm brushed mine when she waved her hand in a dramatic flourish toward Theus. “Please, enlighten us.”

“What would you like to know?”

Good question. There was so much I didn’t understand, that didn’t make sense. And I’d had hours of solitude to drive myself mad with those unknowns.

“What’s going on? Why am I in this room? Why are the professors treating me like I’m diseased when they’re the ones who compelled me to do the transformation ritual and who supposedly want us to be warriors? And now that we’ve undergone the transformation, I believe you promised you’d tell us what mysterious enemy we’re going to be fighting.”

Theus took a moment to absorb all this, then said six words that flipped my world upside down.

“You’re here to fight the Malus.”

What?

I shook my head, certain I must have misheard, that he must be joking.

But there was no trace of humor on his face, nor Lirielle’s. And on my right, Ameline’s expression was one of horror.

On my other side, Bryn—Bryn who was always fidgeting, even in sleep—had gone still.

The last, more than anything, convinced me I hadn’t misheard after all. That this was no joke.

But that was absurd. Terrifyingly, sickeningly absurd.

When the invaders came, human civilization had been at the pinnacle of technological sophistication, more advanced than at any other time in history. Our ancestors from the Before had weapons, technology, and resources that those of us who’d come afterward couldn’t even comprehend. They’d ruled the earth, they’d outnumbered us at least a million to one, and they’d thrown everything at defending themselves from the Malus and the rest of the invaders.

And they’d been massacred.

My grandmother had recounted the video footage she’d seen before technology had failed. Nukes did nothing to the monstrous darkness that was the Malus. And any soldiers that got close—no matter what protective gear they wore or armored transports they entered in—died. Collapsing to the ground like puppets with their strings cut, and not a mark on them.

Those who lasted a little longer screamed and screamed, releasing a volley of bullets at nothing before falling alongside their comrades. Civilians didn’t stand a chance. Nor did animals, plants, or even cockroaches.

The entire continent of Europe had been wiped out by that unstoppable darkness while the rest of the world watched on, helpless. Then international communications failed, and no one knew what happened after that.

The Malus was an enemy beyond my conception. And they wanted us to fight it?

Waves of shock and horror crashed over me until I was drowning in them. What on this forsaken planet were a bunch of barely trained teens supposed to do?

I forced myself to inhale. To breathe. Then I exhaled and did it again, trying to think. React. Reason.

The walkers who’d founded this academy must be certifiably insane.

Insane or… desperate.

That was a terrifying thought. What would it take to bring the all-powerful walkers to the point of desperation?

Either way, the outcome was the same. We were going to be slaughtered.

I sucked in a few more lungfuls of air. All right then. No point speculating when I had someone offering to answer my questions right in front of me.

“Explain,” I ground out. “Human history places the Malus as your ally. Did your nasty monstrosity turn against you?”

Theus flinched as if I’d struck him. “No. We did not come to your world to destroy, but to protect.”

I laughed without an ounce of humor. “Well you did a bang-up job of that.”

Theus shook his head. “The Malus was never our ally. It is our greatest enemy. Our opposite in every way. We are predators, yes, but we give back more than we take. Our magic is, at its essence, that of life. It sustains life. Magnifies life. That is why nature has increased in immensity, abundance, and power. It is why Millicent is sentient. Why humans are developing their own magic. We are predators, yes, but there is balance.”

His green gaze seared mine, imploring me to understand.

“The Malus. It’s not like us. It drains the life force from any and every living thing and gives nothing in return.”

My heart pounded in my ears even though I was sitting completely still. How could that be true? How could any of that be true?

We’d thought the Malus was a walker weapon. A terrible weapon. But the idea of it not being under their control was actually worse. A lot worse. The walkers, as foreign as they were, could be understood, reasoned with. The Malus as far as anyone knew wanted only to devour life with an unending alien hunger.

I shook myself, throwing off Theus’s wild claims. “We saw you working with it,” I pointed out. “Before our communication technology went down. Walkers seized territory beyond what the Malus had already taken over. You forced people from their homes or killed them if they refused to leave. You burned everything to the ground!”

Theus bowed his head. “We did that. It’s true. But not to claim territory. It’s the only tactic we know to hold back the Malus from advancing. Like a wildfire, if you take away its fuel, you can slow it down or even contain it for a while. We had to kill those that would not evacuate. If we left them, they would’ve fallen to the Malus and made it more powerful.”

Ameline’s body was trembling against mine. Bryn’s magical fire had tripled in size and was threatening to burn down the wall. Or it would have been if the flames were consuming fuel.

“You’re lying,” I snapped. “You came as invaders. You brought thousands of creatures with you that attacked our kind. And if you do have life magic, you used it only for death.”

Lirielle canted her head, her expression one of mild puzzlement. “The Malus destroyed their world. Our world. We had to bring them with us or doom them to extinction by starvation. And while casualties were high, most of the species we brought only kill in defense or the need for food. Humans are rare in that they do not follow the same pattern.”

“But in bringing them here you threatened us with extinction!”

Theus cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Actually, there are still many of your kind left. And we are ensuring you and the other species native to this planet survive even now. That is where those that fail at the academy go. The Preservatorium. Perhaps—if the Malus is defeated—we can one day return the planet to a semblance of its natural state.”

I opened my mouth and shut it again. I didn’t even know where to start.

“I know it’s a lot for you to take in,” Theus said quietly, still calm and rational, like they were the good guys. Like humans had gotten it wrong for the past fifty years. “But whatever your parents or grandparents told you, whatever mistakes were made—and there were plenty on both sides from what I gather—you need to come to terms with the idea that we’re now fighting the same enemy. An enemy that could cause mass extinction of this entire world.”

His utter conviction robbed my fury of some of its heat. There was no way he was telling us the whole story. No way I believed this overly prettified version of history. But that last part, the part about us fighting the same enemy? The fear that if we failed, we would all be wiped out? He believed it entirely.

Which made me start to believe it too.

And even if the Malus was their own creation that had turned against them, the outcome now was the same. We were in more trouble than any of us had previously understood.

“Let’s say, hypothetically, that I believe you.” Even though I did kind of believe him, I almost choked on the words.

“If the Malus can rip out the life force from anything and anyone, if it has already destroyed your world, and you superpowerful walkers haven’t found a better strategy than to freaking well slaughter and burn everything in its vicinity to slow it down, what the hell is the plan here?”

Theus gazed back, still earnest.

“It’s not quite as hopeless as that. Our elite warriors have been able to hold off the Malus’s advancement on key strategic fronts and even weaken it a little. And there is one way to protect against the Malus’s life-force-ripping power. That was one of the purposes of the transformation ritual you underwent.”

“How?”

“Your life force has been separated from your body and anchored elsewhere, which means when you come face-to-face with the Malus, it can’t just reach out and drain you. Its power is constrained by distance. Which is why the clearing method works. And why it hasn’t wiped out this continent yet.”

I tried to process this. “Then why not do that to every person?”

“Because we want to save all living things. And the procedure of separating someone from their life force is complex, risky, and comes at a steep price. Besides, in the long run, even that will not be enough to protect us from the Malus. That’s why we need wildcards.”

Theus had explained to us before the ritual that in most cases a student’s magic would be strengthened and concentrated, greatly increasing their abilities in the one area of their affinity. But for one in fifty cases, the results were unpredictable. And for those outliers, those wildcards, their magic sometimes transformed into power of a type and magnitude that even walkerkind had never seen.

I grappled to understand how that applied to what we were now talking about.

“So let me get this straight. Your entire strategy is just to slow the enemy’s advancement and hope that one day someone will come along with a wildcard gift that holds the key to defeating the Malus?”

Lirielle beamed, as if my anger and incredulity had flown completely over her head. “Yes!”

Theus’s reaction was more subdued. “That’s about the sum of it.”

I swallowed. And noticed Bryn’s fire had guttered out. She resolutely set it going again.

“Has anyone come close to succeeding?” I asked.

Theus shook his head mutely.

“You know the definition of madness, right?”

“Walking between worlds without packing your favorite sandwich?”

“What? No. It’s doing the same thing over and over again and expecting a different result.”

Theus raised an eyebrow. “Sounds like the definition of foolishness rather than madness. But I take your point.”

“So explain it to me. You’re saying almost forty years of stealing human firstborns and putting them through the transformation ritual hasn’t gotten you anywhere close to success. What the hell sort of strategy is that?”

“First of all, we didn’t steal firstborns. We traded them according to the terms of the Agreement.”

I bit my tongue. Hard. Now was not the time to veer off on tangents. Even if the subject of those tangents made me see red.

“Secondly, we’ve been trying different approaches with the firstborns, and you’re growing more powerful, more magical with each intake. We’re hoping that will make the difference.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

His mouth tightened. “Then we die.”

Something that had been niggling at the back of my mind throughout this conversation jumped to the forefront.

“How long?” I asked.

“How long what?”

“How long did it take the Malus to destroy your world?”

“A hundred years.”

I did the math. It had been fifty years since they’d arrived here and overturned our civilization with unfathomable casualties.

“Fifty then,” I said. “We have fifty years left to figure out how to stop this thing.”

Theus shifted uncomfortably and dropped his gaze to the floor, something I’d never seen a walker do.

“Your world is smaller than ours. We’re estimating ten.”


CHAPTER SIX
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My stomach plunged downward. All comfort I’d gleaned from being with my friends, all triumph I’d felt from making it through the trial phase of this academy, vanished.

Despite everything we’d been through, everything we’d survived to come this far, we would be helpless in the face of the oncoming disaster.

Ameline’s gentle warmth would be snuffed out, leaving a void I couldn’t begin to contemplate. Bryn’s fiery spirit would be forever extinguished.

The news was world shattering. So much worse than anything I’d imagined. And here I’d thought I’d already imagined the worst. Thought the world had already been shattered.

We couldn’t stop the Malus. It was impossible. Billions of lives had proved that.

And every life left would prove it a second time.

My heart seemed to falter.

Because when we inevitably failed, my family would die.

My family wasn’t supposed to die. I’d surrendered myself to the walkers to secure their futures. To keep them safe. But there was no future. No safety.

Mila would never even reach my own scant age of seventeen. She would never experience adulthood, never realize her full potential, never learn who she was and what made her beautiful and unique. Hell, she would never even grow to her full height. And if Reuben lived long enough to marry and start a family of his own, it would be just in time to watch them die.

Grief scrabbled down my throat, scraping it raw and filling and filling me until I choked on it.

I hadn’t even realized how much knowing Mila and Reuben would have happy lives, that I’d secured that much at least, had kept me going until now. Until I felt so, so deflated. Defeated. Despairing.

All my life I’d railed against the Firstborn Agreement. But this was worse. So much worse. And I didn’t have a hope of stopping it.

Theus stood.

“We’ll leave you three alone to process the news. I know it’s a lot.”

“Wait,” Bryn said. “If wildcard gifts are so crucial to your big strategy, why are there rumors going around that the teachers are thinking of killing Nova? Why is she trapped in this room instead of in her bed like everyone else?”

Theus froze and looked down at me with… Was that pity in his eyes?

“You have Malus magic, Nova.”

His words hit me like a collapsing building.

I had the same magic as the evil monster that would kill us all. That would kill my sister. My brother. My father. My mother.

Theus continued to address me even though it was Bryn who’d asked the question. “It’s the opposite of walker magic. Of life magic. It consumes and devours without end. And every life it takes, it uses to strengthen itself. It uses the strength of our fallen against us. That power is anathema to our kind.”

He swallowed as if tasting something foul.

“It’s hard to describe how much we’ve come to loathe it. We’ve had a hundred and fifty years of war and death to cement that loathing.”

A hundred and fifty years of war and death.

Only ten to go.

It was my turn to swallow as if tasting something foul. The movement hurt my raw throat. If Theus’s story was even partially true, things were beginning to make an awful sort of sense. I recalled Cricklewood’s words to me.

You’re either the one we’ve been waiting for or a horrifying aberration that ought to be put down. Now I just have to convince the cowards to give us the chance to learn which.

My wildcard magic was of a type the walkers abhorred with a hundred and fifty years of accumulated bitterness.

But nothing else they’d tried had worked. Maybe it would take Malus magic to defeat the Malus.

Theus shoved a hand through his already tousled hair. He seemed distressed. At his vicinity to me and my hated magic? Or the prospect of my execution?

“There is one last potential issue,” he said. “Although you were likely unconscious at the time, you did take a walker’s life.”

Bryn bared her teeth. “So what? That doesn’t even begin to even the score.”

Theus met her gaze squarely. “I know. And I disagree that it should come into consideration of Nova’s fate. But you should be fully informed of the factors in play here.”

Ameline stifled a sob and Bryn made a growling noise in her throat. I just sat there, feeling wretched.

“But despite everything, I believe consideration of the greater good will win out over any personal feelings. It usually does with walkerkind. And, Nova, it’s clear to at least some of us that you’re an asset. Even if you are a dangerous one.”

“And if those in charge don’t agree?” Bryn demanded.

Theus’s perfect brow furrowed, and even the imperturbable Lirielle looked agitated, losing some of her inherent stillness.

“I-I don’t know,” he said finally. I hadn’t seen him lost for words before. “But I don’t believe it will come to that.” He was silent a moment before adding, “It can’t.”

I was no longer sure whom he was trying to convince.

His green eyes fixed on mine, and for a moment it seemed that they were laid bare before me.

“For the little it’s worth, I am deeply sorry for the harm we’ve caused you,” he said. Then he strode out of my prison cell with Lirielle beside him.

When the door had vanished behind them, Bryn released a torrent of curses, and Ameline released her own grief in the form of sobbing.

But I was numb, hollow. As if someone had scraped out my insides and sewn me back up and I was still sitting there but most of me was missing.

In that moment, with the sky the color of charcoal, fatigue dampening my spirit, and the shocking revelations of the past half hour whirling around my brain, it seemed to me that we were all doomed to die.

And my plans to protect my loved ones, to end the Agreement, to bring the walkers down and reunite the surviving firstborns with their families, burned to ash on that impending funeral pyre.

I closed my eyes and prayed I was wrong.


CHAPTER SEVEN
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They came for me an hour after dawn. Every professor at the school except for Grimwort, who was noticeably absent. Their faces were stern and unsmiling, including the only non-walker among them, Professor Wilverness, who hung back in her antlered centaur form.

Dunraven acted as spokesperson. He was tall and striking with skin the color of burnt umber, a closely trimmed goatee, and a penetrating gaze that always made me feel as transparent as a window.

“It has been decided that Kyrrha’s death and the magic you possess shall not be held against you. Provisionally.”

My breath came out in a whoosh of relief. Theus had been right. I would not die, not today. And I supposed that a conditional pardon was generous, because I still held each and every student death against them.

“You will be expected to develop magical proficiency fast and prove to us you’re able to keep the power under strict control. If you fail to contain your magic, if you harm anyone else at this academy, or if you put so much as a toe out of line, there will be no second chances. Do you understand these provisions?”

My mouth was dry and tacky, like I’d eaten some of the ash from my hypothetical funeral pyre. “Yes.”

“Good. You missed an assembly this morning. But after your unauthorized visitors earlier, I imagine you already know what you’re here for.”

I waited, expecting reprimand or punishment, but he only said, “Classes start in ten minutes.”

I pushed to my feet. I felt wobbly on every level: physically, mentally, and emotionally. My purpose, the one that had shaped so much of my life and formed such a large part of my identity, was on precarious ground. The history I’d grown up hearing and my understanding of the world and our futures was at threat of being overwritten. But Bryn and Ameline had only left when the bells had chimed for that assembly, and their companionship had done me good.

The despair that had seized me had loosened its grip, and I was left shaken but resolute.

I would fight until the end.

Even if it was futile.

So I willed my limbs and my expression not to betray me and swept past the professors out of my makeshift prison cell.

Regardless of my, Bryn, and Ameline’s feelings toward the walkers, it was clear that the Malus needed to be destroyed. It was also clear that at least Cricklewood and Theus believed my unique wildcard magic might somehow make that possible.

So I would choose to believe it too. Because otherwise I would crumple in a heap and be no good to anyone.

My friends needed me. My family needed me. The world needed me—at least to try.

So what if it was impossible? My first goal had been impossible, and I’d pressed on undaunted.

I would do the same now. Even if I was only going through the motions.

Perhaps if I bluffed long enough, I’d start to believe it for real.

So while I didn’t trust the walkers—didn’t trust their version of history, their motives, or the limited truths they fed us—it was rational to learn what I could from them.

Which meant the game hadn’t changed much. We would play nice. We would squeeze every bit of knowledge, skill, and power we could from this academy and walkerkind. Since if they were to be believed, they’d been fighting the Malus for one hundred and fifty years. Who better to learn about this new enemy from?

And then? Well, it was too soon to plan that. But I’d seen the fear in the professors’ eyes. They were afraid of me. Which didn’t make sense when Theus claimed they’d found a way to protect themselves against life-force-stealing magic. But I hadn’t missed the bigger implication: fear meant they must be vulnerable.

So I would learn about that too. And when the time was right, I wouldn’t hesitate to use that vulnerability against them. The enemy of my enemy might be a temporary ally, but it didn’t pardon the millions of lives they’d taken directly and indirectly, nor all the families they’d torn apart since.

Families they’d apparently torn apart for the occasional wildcard. Like me.

Shrugging that off for now, I rushed through the hallways to the bathroom. I had ten minutes until my next class, and I was determined to spend eight of those in the shower.

As I sped through the manor, it was obvious that rumors of my Malus magic preceded me. A few human students I didn’t know well gave me a wide berth or even changed direction to avoid associating with me.

The walker students’ reactions were worse.

Someone hissed “abomination” as I passed. Others leveled glares my way like I was the Malus itself. And one walker, despite the inbuilt fluid grace they all shared that allowed them to run through the forest in near silence and kick serious butt in combat, brushed too close and sideswiped me with their elbow. Hard.

I didn’t let it bother me. They were the bad guys here. I lifted my chin and glared right back.

But I was glad to make it to the sanctuary of the nearly empty bathroom. I shed my clothes and ducked beneath the blissful stream of hot water, letting it wash away my tension, aching muscles, and residual nausea—not to mention the odor after being stuck in the transformation ritual for three days and the holding cell for another. I stayed under that soothing stream for every one of those eight minutes.

Then I jogged outside to Millicent’s manicured lawn and joined… no one. I halted, my breath sending puffs of condensation into the cold air, wondering if our lesson location had changed and no one had remembered to tell me. But muted voices led me around the side of the manor, and there, in front of an old outbuilding we’d never utilized before, I found Professor Cricklewood and the rest of the human students.

The class was much smaller than it used to be.

I was late. But instead of chewing me out for being tardy, Cricklewood merely nodded at me.

Huh.

Some of the kids started whispering, but I joined Ameline and Bryn and felt my mood lift anyway.

Cricklewood ignored the whispers and did his pacing thing in front of us, his voice raised in its usual drill-sergeant shout. “Now you lot know why you’re really here, I expect you to work harder than ever before.”

The communal groan I anticipated didn’t come, and I looked askance at my friends.

Bryn filled me in. “Morning assembly was a shorter, prettier version of what Theus told us. Everyone’s either scared witless or so enthralled with their new magic they think they’re invincible.”

Cricklewood thumped his staff against the frosty ground, only then making me realize he hadn’t brought it with him, hadn’t needed it the night he’d visited me in my holding cell. I’d quickly figured out it was a weapon as much as a walking aid, but I hadn’t guessed he could get around fine without it.

The wiry old walker was scowling, his scraggly white eyebrows wriggling their disapproval.

“You might be feeling cocky after making the cut and being endowed with your fancy new powers. So let me disabuse you of the notion.”

Five minutes ago, I wouldn’t have imagined anyone’s confidence would need disabusing after hearing about the Malus, but glancing around at the students, I saw Bryn was right. Some were barely paying attention to the lesson, too busy playing with their new powers. One kid was sending electricity crackling over his hands. Another was toying with a ball of water behind her back.

Cricklewood paused in his pacing to eyeball us. “Make no mistake, the scum that rises to the top of a pond is still scum. When you eventually face the Malus, at least one of you will wet yourselves and the rest of you will disgrace yourselves. So climb down off your conceited little high horses and come and choose a weapon.”

Well, Cricklewood sure knew how to give a motivational speech.

Without any apparent action on his part, the barn-style doors of the outbuilding flung themselves open, revealing three walls’ worth of weapon racks.

Our group moved forward, some kids breaking into a jog to get first pick.

“Not with your eyes, you foolish flea-feeders! Close them if you need to. Feel the pull. These weapons are special, and they’ll select their wielders as much as you them. I’d prefer to go into battle backed by any one of these over the entire lot of you twig-armed twerps.”

The vast array of weapons was impressive. Swords, staffs, spears, maces, flails, axes, bows, crossbows, cudgels, daggers and more in all styles and sizes. If it was good for slashing, stabbing, smashing, or shooting, it was there.

I wandered over to the long-range weapons on the left wall first. If I needed to draw blood before using my dubious reaper magic, then why not do so from a distance?

But nothing called to me.

I saw Ameline running her fingers over a slender recurved bow, and when I searched for Bryn, I saw her hefting an axe way too big for her. I winced, hoping she would pick something more suitable.

But no matter where I wandered or which weapons I inspected, my gaze kept being drawn to a long, obsidian-colored blade with an elegant but unadorned cross guard. Whatever the black metal was, it made the sword stand out as unique even among the huge assortment of weapons.

My first thought was that selecting the only black blade for myself when half the people at the academy believed I was the dark scourge of the Malus in human form was a bad idea.

My second thought was that I might select it for just that reason—to send them the unsubtle message that I didn’t give a rat’s backside what they believed.

But in the end, I didn’t pick the obsidian blade for either of those reasons. I chose it because it called to me, just like Cricklewood had said. And when I did lift it from the rack, it was lighter than I’d expected. Light enough to wield one-handed but with a pommel generous enough for two when needed. The sword’s length combined with my height would give me a better reach than many opponents, while its surprising lightness would allow me to wield it with speed and precision.

Its double-edged blade glinted wickedly in the weak sunlight, and I didn’t feel inclined to test its sharpness.

Feeling strangely certain of my decision, I slid the sword into the provided sheath and returned to the lawn outside. My friends were already there. Ameline had chosen the same bow I’d seen her admiring. Or perhaps it had chosen her. And Bryn was holding a different battle-axe. It was double-headed and even bigger than the last.

“Right,” Cricklewood shouted. “These weapons will practically wield themselves and lend you strength while they’re at it. So long-range weapon holders will be learning speed and strategy, and you miserable cretins that chose close-combat weapons will focus on footwork.”
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Cricklewood was right. My blade was a dream to use, giving me far more skill than I had any right to lay claim to.

The professor had us apply a clear, goopy substance to the sharp edges of our weapons to blunt them, then paired us off to practice the footwork and combat techniques he’d assigned us. Periodically he’d shout to swap partners so we would face opponents of different strengths, speeds, and weapon types.

Bryn and I paired off first. Her smaller form and dancing feet made her a difficult target, and her giant axe smashed into my blade with bone-jarring force. Somehow my new sword absorbed the worst of the impact of each strike. But even so, my entire right arm was going numb by the time Cricklewood called for a swap.

I faced a boy with a spear next. Josef, I thought his name was. The reach of his weapon made it difficult to get close, but anytime I darted inside his guard, the long and pointed spear became unwieldy. That didn’t stop him smashing the steel haft into my stomach, but I gave better than I got.

A girl with twin short swords and the ability to flip through the air made a dangerous and unpredictable opponent. And a muscle-bound hulk of a guy swung his mace with strength enough to break bones—if this had been more than training and I’d allowed a single one of his blows to land.

So I was panting but mostly unscathed when Cricklewood called for another swap and Klay stepped into my field of vision. I grinned in greeting. This should be good.

He and I had been the standout students (among the humans anyway) in nearly all the physical challenges from day one, and though he was a lone wolf, we had a friendly rivalry going on.

But Klay didn’t grin back. His handsome face was set in a glower, and he didn’t wait for Cricklewood’s order to come at me.

I parried, surprised by the attack and the ferocity behind it. He had chosen a great sword as his weapon. Longer and broader than my own. And he had both speed and strength in his two-handed grip. Perhaps he was feeling extra competitive.

That was fine. I would meet his challenge and up it then. He wasn’t the only one who’d trained with a sword before today.

The world narrowed to the clashing of our blades, mine black, his silver. The ripple of movement in his torso that forecast his intentions. The skip of our feet over the grass. We circled, and a sudden flash of sunlight off the steel of his blade made me miscalculate his next move by a hair. A slight but costly error that allowed his sword to land its strike against my side.

Klay did not pull his blow.

It smashed into my left arm so hard it sent pain lancing through the bone. Broken? Fractured?

Instead of stepping back to give me a chance to recover—something every partner I’d faced had done without needing to discuss it, this was training after all—Klay rushed to press his advantage.

I blocked the next strike. Just. And learned the bone hadn’t fractured since my two-handed grip didn’t cause me agony. But this game wasn’t fun anymore.

Klay’s expression was determined, set, maybe with a hint of satisfaction as he worked to land another blow. Worked to hurt me again.

What on earth was his problem? Was he angry about my new magic too? Klay had always held the walkers in higher esteem than the rest of us for some unfathomable reason, and not in the lovestruck sort of way some of the kids had either. But he was acting worse than the walker students. Why would he take it that far if he was only following their lead?

So the reason must be personal then. Maybe it wasn’t even to do with my new magic.

I blocked another strike, and another. Losing ground as I tried to master the pain still echoing through my arm and the greater sting of his sudden hatred.

Maybe he just didn’t like the shape of my nose or something.

Yeah, that’d make for a refreshing change.

“Did I do something to upset you?” I ground out as I blocked a strike to my neck that might have seriously injured me had it landed, blunted blade or no.

But his only answer was to intensify his attack.

I fought to keep my temper in check. To avoid hurting him in return. At least not until I understood the reason behind his abrupt shift in attitude. That didn’t mean I couldn’t take the offensive.

My new sword sang through the air, a wicked, dark blur of motion my eyes couldn’t follow. I drove Klay back a step, and another. We were down to instinct and training and the magic of our weapons. And somehow I sensed that my blade was more powerful than his.

Klay’s teeth were bared as he fought to defend himself. I probably wasn’t doing much to lessen his newfound dislike toward me, but right then I didn’t care. I wouldn’t wound him. Nothing more than his ego anyway. But I would teach him not to mess with me.

Cricklewood called for another partner change, and I reluctantly lowered my sword.

Klay did not. He swung with frightening precision at my unguarded neck. I threw myself backward and felt rather than saw the steel tip part the air an inch from my collarbone.

Freaking hell.

I growled and rolled to my feet as he advanced again. My sword was still in my hand, and I’d managed not to cut myself in my unplanned collision with the ground. Magic indeed.

I thrust it upward to deflect Klay’s overhead swing and almost flung it into the sky when it met no resistance. Klay’s great sword… no, Klay himself was frozen in place.

Cricklewood entered my peripheral vision and glared at us both.

“Save your bloodlust for the battlefield, children.”


CHAPTER EIGHT
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I should have guessed my day wasn’t going to get any better.

Bruised and exhausted, we walked into our next class. Where I learned I’d come close to unwittingly killing everyone my first week here.

The lesson began ordinarily enough. Professor Dunraven had written three words on the board.

Know Thine Enemy.

Theus looked glad but unsurprised to see me and lifted a hand in greeting. Lirielle didn’t see anyone since she was staring out the window. We all took our seats before the second chime sounded, and Dunraven rose and tapped the board with one long finger.

“This morning you learned what awaits you at the end of your training.”

Probable death? I thought but didn’t say.

“Every person in this room is here because of their natural talent and magic, and by the time you face the Malus, those gifts will be honed into a power to be reckoned with. But that will do you little good if you do not know your enemy. If you are not prepared.”

I caught myself leaning forward. This was what I wanted to learn.

“The ritual you have undergone prepared your bodies—so that the Malus cannot simply rip your life force from you. But I am here to prepare your minds, your souls, because that is what the enemy will attack next.”

Dunraven’s penetrating gaze swept over the assembled students.

“One of the greatest weapons of the Malus is fear. Fear is a disease that will kill more surely than any blade or claw. It overrides logic, wipes out hope, and cannot be outrun. Fear will follow you back to camp, it will tax you—mind, body, and soul—when you fight and when you attempt to rest. And fear can kill even those that survived the battle.”

Now didn’t that sound fun?

“There is no true antidote to the level of fear the Malus will throw at you. But we can condition you, prepare you for it.”

That was when Dunraven pulled out a small iron chest. A familiar chest etched with tiny, delicate leaves. One that reminded me an awful lot of the one I’d broken into three months ago in the office I’d thought was Grimwort’s.

Maybe the chest only looked similar. Craftsmen made products with similar likenesses all the time. But this chest featured the same security measures I remembered as well. The magical dragon lock turned violet eyes toward me expectantly, as if I might feed it some fresh cubes of meat, and I had a bad feeling that this was the chest.

That bad feeling was confirmed when Dunraven unlocked the mundane padlock and persuaded the dragon to unwind its tail from the loops holding the lid shut, because he withdrew an ebony circlet on a cushion of green satin.

Was it just me, or did it look like he was trying not to touch the thing?

“This circlet is a training tool,” Dunraven announced. “A highly specialized team managed to capture a tiny piece of the Malus and contain it inside. A walker gave their life to acquire this resource. To allow students like you to build up a resistance to the Malus’s fear influence in a relatively safe environment.”

He placed the cushion with the circlet still on it on the nearest firstborn’s table. “I say relatively safe because too long under the circlet’s influence has driven some students mad. And if anyone were to try it before their ritual, they would risk being taken over by the Malus and used to devour every spark of life force within this academy and, in time, the continent beyond.”

My palms pricked with sweat and my throat went dry. Was it coincidence that Dunraven’s eyes had landed on me during that last part?

Did he know?

I’d put that evil thing on my head. Had felt pulled to do so. And though months had passed, I remembered the horror of that smothering alien darkness like it had been yesterday. The disorientation, the forgetting of everything I was. The forgetting of everything that ever was—except for the fear. The overwhelming, all-encompassing, bone-melting fear.

How close had I come to destroying us all in my ignorance?

The only thing that must have saved me was that I’d stumbled backward. No. Not that. I’d stepped backward, and Millicent, who’d been holding a grudge against me at the time, had tripped me, sending me sprawling into a wardrobe. A wardrobe she’d considerately opened for me to fall into, then locked me inside. Boy, had I been mad about that at the time.

Except… that fall had been what had knocked the circlet from my head. Had been what had saved me and the entire academy. The entire continent.

Had Millicent understood? Done it on purpose? Rescued me?

I swallowed a lump in my moistureless throat, certain somehow that she had.

The first student raised the polished ebony circlet and placed it on his head. His face drained of all color, his mouth opened in an unvoiced scream, and fifteen seconds later, Dunraven pulled it off, using magic rather than his own hand.

Then he landed it on the desk of the next nearest student. This guy’s scream was given voice, and it went on and on for the full fifteen seconds.

Dunraven dumped it on the next desk.

Even when the evil thing had been removed, the victims remained off-color and shaking. Dunraven might have been more encouraging with his words, but that delicate circle of Malus dampened my classmate’s spirits far more effectively than Cricklewood’s “pep talk.”

I watched the room grow increasingly subdued, watched bold Bryn grip her desk and grit her teeth as the circlet did its nasty work, watched silent tears fall down Ameline’s sheet-white face, and waited for my turn with a tight knot of dread.

It was only after I’d had it, only after that dark awareness seemed to recognize me, that a new terror unfurled in my gut.

What if it was my unprotected exposure to the circlet that had caused me to gain Malus magic?

What if I was being used by the Malus and just didn’t know it yet?


CHAPTER NINE
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The classroom was no place to voice my fears to my friends. So I shoved them down deep and made it through the rest of the lesson.

Professor Wilverness’s class was next. And with the horror of the Malus so fresh in my mind, I thought I might understand why she, an Antellian shapeshifter—a species known for being reclusive and peaceful—was here helping the walkers build an army.

She began the lesson by morphing into a frightful tusked creature we hadn’t come across yet. But one of the students raised their hand.

“Yes?” Wilverness’s voice was dry and whispery, reminiscent of the wind through the leaves, no matter what form she took. And her majestic antlers changed in scale but remained constant in every shape too.

“How come we’re still learning about dangerous magical creatures when our ultimate target is the Malus?”

The creature swung its tusks around the room and somehow managed a pitying look despite its terrifying maw.

“Ah. I suppose Dunraven hasn’t gotten to that part yet. The Malus has two ways of using its victims. Most often, it will rip the life force from its prey with frightening speed and use that energy to add to its power. But when the Malus needs a particular task done that it cannot do itself, for example when it is being attacked by life-force-protected combatants and wants to retaliate, it is also capable of using its prey as a sort of puppet. The exact details of how it does this are not understood. What we do know is that the Malus can take possession of a creature’s life force inside its body instead of ripping it out and can then, for a limited time, control that creature as an extension of itself.”

Murmurs of horror ran around the classroom.

“Mercifully, victims taken over in this way do not seem to last long. Perhaps a week at most. We’re unsure whether the Malus then drains the life force as usual or if that life force rapidly degenerates from unnatural use. But in any case, you should be able to see why learning about all types of dangerous creatures is still relevant.”

Everyone listened attentively—in a morbid sort of way—after that. Until the bells chimed again and we headed for Professor Grimwort’s class.

Advanced Magic. The one where I would hopefully learn the control over my wildcard power that my stay of execution required.

The general mood began to edge toward excitement. Despite the bleak revelations of the day, my human classmates were excited to master their greatly increased magic.

I was feeling less enthusiastic. But since my life, and perhaps everybody else’s, depended on my ability to harness my wildcard gift or curse, I was determined to apply myself with all due diligence.

I was tucking myself into my chair beside Ameline when Grimwort spotted me.

He stalked over, his manner hostile enough that I wished briefly for my new sword.

“Get out,” he hissed.

“Excuse me?”

“Get the hell out of my classroom. You’re not practicing the evil abomination of a thing you call magic in this class.”

His breath was hot and strangely sweet on my face. His sharp, shadowed features rigid with fury and disgust.

“I will not have you endangering more innocent lives. I will not watch your repugnant magic blossom. Go outside and practice on something trying to kill you.”

I stood. If there was another option available, I couldn’t see it.

Ameline made to rise too, but I pushed her gently but firmly back into her seat. “Stay here and learn for the both of us,” I murmured for her ears alone.

Then I walked out of the classroom.


CHAPTER TEN
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I was shocked. I was angry. Worse, I was worried Grimwort was right to banish me. And I didn’t know what the heck to do.

Dammit.

I slumped against the wall of the corridor, grateful at least for Millicent’s silent strength.

No matter whether Cricklewood or Grimwort was right, whether my wildcard power was a gift or a curse, I needed to master it. But I’d assumed I would have help.

Now?

I’d managed to bluff my way through the day so far, but my willpower was wearing thin. Finding myself alone, the despair I thought I’d gotten a grip on began trickling back in.

Behind me, something on the wallpaper prodded or patted my shoulder. I wasn’t sure which. But Millicent was right.

I’d made the decision to fight until the end. I’d stick with it.

The concept seemed so straightforward. The reality was harder. What should I do? How should I “fight” this?

Go outside and practice on something trying to kill you, Grimwort had said.

Well… maybe I would.

But if I was going to venture into the forest, I was fetching my handy new sword first.

I pushed away from the wall, offering a quiet thank-you, and went to our dorm room where we’d stashed our weapons between classes. To my relief, the goop Cricklewood had made us apply to the sharp edges peeled off okay. I grabbed my cloak too since it was colder outside, and thus prepared, I returned to the front lawn.

The day was chilly and gray, with weak winter sun filtering through patchy cloud cover and an occasional gust of icy wind. The man-made lake that was part of the manor’s gardens hadn’t frozen over, so the wind rippled along its dark mirrored surface, scattering the reflected sky.

I hesitated before stepping past the twelve-foot sentinel hedge cats whose leafy-green haunches marked the edge of Millicent’s grounds. Was this a mistake? Was I playing right into Grimwort’s plans by putting myself in harm’s way and entering the forest alone?

I suspected he’d celebrate if I died out there. And it wasn’t more than two and a half months ago that Ameline, Bryn, and I had watched another kid enter alone. The next morning, we’d found the remains of his body scattered about the lawn.

He’d been the first but not the last classmate whose life had been claimed by the forest’s perils.

But I’d been in there multiple times now and survived. Not alone, it was true. But that was before I’d undergone the transformation ritual. Before I’d been given an enchanted sword or eerie magic that could suck the life force from almost any creature so long as I managed to nick it with my fancy new blade first.

Besides, how else was I going to learn?

I would be smart, proceed with caution, and stay close to the edge.

I drew my sword from the sheath at my hip and stepped past the hedge cats, a prickling awareness of danger wrapping around me. The same awareness I always felt when I passed the safety of Millicent’s grounds.

My senses were on high alert as I tried to scan everywhere at once. Any step I took would risk falling prey to one of the many creatures, plant and animal alike, that hid beneath the leaf litter and ambushed unwary passersby, dragging them into the earth to devour. The canopy above sheltered strangler vines and various flying and tree-dwelling creatures that could be preparing to plunge down and strike at the soft flesh of my throat. And of course there were plenty of beasts moving through the undergrowth as I would be doing. Many of them predators and all of them better evolved for our surroundings.

It wasn’t like jungles I’d read about, where raucous birdsong and howling monkeys filled the air with a riot of sound. This forest was mostly quiet, leaving me to twitch at every noise. The wind moving through the leaves, a twig snapping under something’s unseen weight, and the occasional death scream or savage growl of an encounter between two of the local residents.

I felt exposed without Bryn or Ameline beside me, without their second sights scanning for incoming threats. I’d only been able to use my own second sight in short bursts since I’d had to close my eyes to make out the faint flickers. But Cricklewood and the flum had appeared in vivid clarity last night so maybe that had changed.

I placed my back against a sturdy tree trunk—using our botany lessons to make sure it wasn’t one of the carnivorous kinds first. With the rough bark digging into my shoulder blades, I kept my eyes open and called on my second sight.

The life force signatures appeared as a confusing sort of overlay to my natural vision. The faint light of the insentient plants was almost invisible, making them easy to ignore, but even discounting them I was astounded and a little creeped out by the sheer abundance of life in my immediate vicinity. An abundance I’d been blind to a moment ago. It made me think of Theus’s claim about walkers’ life magic feeding and magnifying everything around them.

Maybe it hadn’t been a lie, but it didn’t do anything for those they’d killed. Those they’d made vulnerable. And those who’d been hurt when they’d leveraged that vulnerability to separate firstborns from their families.

A vivid golden blur of life energy appeared in my periphery. Moving fast. Coming straight at me.

I readied my blade, the press of the scalloped bark at my back reassuring.

A giant cat shot out of the trees, enormous strides flying over the ground. Unlike the hedge cats, this one was all muscle and fur and flashing teeth. I’d known from my second sight it was large and fast, but the confirmation with my natural eyes snatched the air from my lungs.

The predator leaped. Claws extended. A terrifying snarl rippling from its throat.

My enchanted sword might’ve trembled a little.

But it struck true, slicing the cat’s neck. Only the beast’s incredibly fast reflexes saved its life. It twisted in midair, evading the worst of the blow and letting out a yowling screech that made my ears bleed—or at least feel like they were bleeding.

That change of direction saved my life too, the three-inch claws missing my left shoulder by a far too narrow margin.

I spun, ready to defend myself against another attack, but the cat continued running. Hopefully to find easier, less-pointy prey.

Then somebody spoke.

Ugh! What in the fifteen flaming squares of Hellius did you go and do that for?

I spun again, searching for the speaker and finding none. I scanned for a likely presence with my second sight but came up blank there too.

“Um, excuse me?”

First you have the audacity to wake me from a perfectly pleasurable dream, and worse, you elect to do it by bathing me in blood and gore?

Blood? Bathing? I looked down at the sword in my hand in stunned disbelief and wondered whether I ought to drop it.

Don’t you dare drop me in the dirt like common refuse! What kind of inconsiderate cad of a species are you?

My hand froze around the hilt. Had it just read my mind?

“The human kind?” I answered while my brain spun its cognitive wheels trying to catch up. I was so dumbfounded my statement came out like a question.

Well, I’m so glad you’ve got that much figured out at least. The voice was heavy with sarcasm. Flying carrion, they don’t make them like they used to, do they?

It was fortunate that the cat hadn’t returned for a second try, because even with my enhanced sword-wielding abilities, I would’ve been hard-pressed to defend myself right then.

“Make what like they used to? And um, are you… the sword?”

Yes, obviously. Brilliant deduction there. And I’m talking about wielders, of course. I was forged many millennia ago by ethereal, godlike beings that your limited functions could barely comprehend. Over eons, my makers passed beyond existence. I remained. Since then I have seen countless battles, wielders, and worlds, and you wouldn’t believe how far the mighty have fallen.

“Sounds lonely,” I observed.

The voice—or my sword—made a sort of coughing noise. Which I took to mean my observation struck true.

“Besides, I thought you selected me as your wielder this morning?”

At least Cricklewood had suggested as much.

Does the flame ever choose the moth? I can’t help it if you’re drawn to me.

Ouch.

“But you were helping me during combat practice,” I pointed out.

Pfft, I can do that in my sleep. Literally, in case you didn’t pick that up.

Fabulous. In that case I wished he’d stayed asleep, but to say so would be impolite. I chewed my lip. “Well, I suppose I can put you back on the weapons rack so you can return to napping if that’s what you’d prefer…”

No! Ahem, I mean, never mind, that’s all right. What’s your name?

Ha. Got him.

“Nova. What’s yours?”

Galladrius Mordenaare Kindroth Sorfildur.

I was never going to remember that. “Hmm, those godlike beings that named you had a lot of time on their hands, did they? What does it mean?”

Illustrious Slayer of All That Must Be Smote.

“Well, nice to meet you,” I lied.

My sword made a sniffing sound. I wish I could express a similar sentiment.

I ignored this and plowed on. “I think I’m gonna go ahead and call you Gus.”

Gus? Really? It sounds most uncouth.

“I could make it Mord the Sword if you’d prefer.”

Do that and I’ll fillet you myself.

“Gus it is then.”

Gus sighed.

“Think about it as modern,” I advised.

My sword sniffed again. What’s to like about modern? The godlike beings I was forged by were made of light and shadow and ether and umbra. Their enemy’s blood tasted of starlight and frosted dew and the colors of creation. But the modern blood you just forced me to sample tastes of iron and excessively salted dirt.

“You’ve only tasted the blood of one creature,” I said, though I suspected his conclusion was correct.

And that was one too many.

I wondered if the godlike beings that had created him hadn’t actually faded from existence but instead left him behind on purpose.

I heard that, he informed me. So long as I’m on your hip or in your hand, I can speak into your mind as I’m doing now and may also choose to listen to your thoughts. It’s useful in battle. But fear not, both your existence and your mind’s ramblings bore me.

Oddly enough, I did find that last reassuring.

Wonderful. His tone was drier than desert dust. You had best be planning on cleaning me later.

I frowned. Of course I’d been planning on cleaning him. It. Whatever. I kept very good care of my weapons. Except for when I lost them, anyway.

I wondered if I might be inclined to lose Gus in the near future.

Then I wondered if he’d heard that.

But he was superb in a fight. Even if he complained about it copiously afterward.

It occurred to me that this strange and ancient sword might require a different sort of care than my mundane blades.

“What do you prefer to be cleaned with?” I asked.

Got any nectar of life?

“Uh, no…”

Essence of the cosmos?

Oh boy. “Just ran out this morning.”

You’re not as funny as you think you are. Milk from the blessed celestial yak?

Seriously? Was he making this stuff up?

“None of that either, sorry.”

Gus let out a heavy sigh. Even though he possessed no lungs to do it with.

Then a mixture of milk and honey will be fine.

Milk and honey? I mean, I guess it tasted better than blood, but I wasn’t sure what Glenn and Glennys would say when I asked them for the supplies.

I held in my own sigh. “Okay. Do you need to be oiled as well?”

Gus snorted. I’m not some second-rate hunk of metal prone to rust if I don’t get any of your fumbling assistance.

“Good to know.” I was beginning to suspect the less time I had to spend in the sword’s company, the better.

And on the subject of time, I knew instinctively that I’d lingered too long. Nothing positive would come of presenting a stationary target for every predator in the woods.

It was only as I prepared to move that realization hit me. In the ferocity of the cat’s attack and the surprise of my sword’s “awakening,” I’d completely forgotten to practice my life-force-draining magic.

Ugh.

On the upside, some other monster was sure to try to eat me soon.

Which was when I heard it. The quiet sound of leaf litter compacting under significant weight, approaching behind me…


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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I drew on my second sight to get a gauge on whatever was approaching behind me. Except according to my second sight, nothing was there. Nothing close and large enough to be responsible for the sounds I’d heard.

The idea of something with the power to cloak its life force made the hair prick on the back of my neck.

“Prepare to taste some more blood,” I breathed to Gus. Then lunged around the tree to face the new threat.

What I saw made me pull up short.

“Theus? What are you doing out here?”

His unruly hair and the color of his cheeks had been touched by the wind, and there was a light in his eyes that had been lacking indoors. They landed on my raised and bloodied blade, and his lips curved in a half smile.

“I came to offer you backup so you can focus on practicing your magic. But it seems my protection might be superfluous.”

It was telling that I felt relief. Telling and a little disturbing. When had I come to trust him to protect me?

“Actually, backup would be great,” I said. Because I had to say something, and because it was true.

Oh please. Stop pandering to him. I’m the one that just saved your neck.

“For which I’m grateful,” I hissed, “but why don’t you go back to that pleasant dream you were having?”

Gus made a rude noise.

You’d think a being that had existed for millions of years would be above such things.

Theus was eyeing me in concern. “Are you all right?”

To divert his attention, I blurted the first question that came to mind. “Why can’t I see you with my second sight?”

I’d learned during our snooping that the walker students were invisible to this peculiar second vision, but at the time, I’d just chalked it up as yet another mystery and not a very important one.

But my abilities had been far less powerful then, and with my wildcard magic heavily intertwined with life forces, it seemed more important for me to understand now.

Theus’s dark brows rose, surprised maybe.

“You already know the answer. Like you, my life force has been sundered from me in preparation to face the Malus.”

Great. So his surprise had been at my slowness to connect the dots.

But the reality of what that meant—to have been separated from our life force—was only now sinking in.

Before it had been an abstract idea, a theoretical detail buried beneath the deluge of shocking revelations they’d piled upon us in the past week. But seeing Theus’s body without the life force apparent in every other flesh-and-blood creature I’d looked at made it real for the first time. Made me realize just how grave our transformation rituals had been.

How was it even possible to separate a living being from their life force and for that being to go on living?

“Then how are you not dead?” I asked. “And for that matter, how am I not dead?”

Amusement flickered in his deep green eyes. “Are you so sure you’re not? Humankind have thousands of tales about zombies and the other undead.”

I gaped at him, and he cracked a smile.

“I’m jesting. It’s complicated, but the short version is that our life force is still whole, it’s simply been moved and anchored elsewhere. We’re still connected to it by a thin thread of energy. If you look hard enough with your second sight, you might be able to see it.”

I brought up the sight again, feeling it becoming easier with repetition, and peered intently at Theus. Sure enough, there was a delicate golden strand leading off into the distance. This was the reason we could stand before the Malus without being instantly drained.

“Wow. I see it.”

I remembered the fear in the other walkers’ gazes. Fear and loathing, yes, but why would they be afraid of me if they were invulnerable to my Malus magic?

“Can I affect it?”

Theus shrugged. “You shouldn’t be able to, but we don’t really know since you’re the first person to ever manifest this gift.”

He seemed remarkably unconcerned about the possibility.

“I might let you try later… once you’ve had a lot more practice.”

I decided he must be jesting again and focused on the more immediate implications.

“So Cricklewood hasn’t gone through the same ritual then? Because I could see him as clear as the sun.”

“That’s right. None of the teachers have. Hollows—that’s what we call walkers who’ve been separated from their life force—are too valuable to waste teaching.”

That explained why some of the professors seemed more afraid than the students. But it raised a new question.

“Wait. If hollows are so important, why are you all hanging around twiddling your thumbs at the academy?”

Theus glanced down at his thumbs. “Ah, I’m afraid that’s a human idiom I’m not familiar with.”

I hid a smile. “It means wasting time, like you’ve got nothing better to do than fiddle with your thumbs. It’s obvious to everyone that the walkers aren’t challenged by the lessons or the trials. Not so far anyway.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Sometimes keeping you humans alive is hard work.”

I snorted. “Tell me about it.”

It was strange to share a joke with a walker. But his expression sobered quickly enough.

“We are at the academy for a purpose. To form relationships with the same warriors we will one day be fighting beside.”

I frowned. “Then why are you and Lirielle the only ones making an effort?”

“Because most seventeen-year-olds are cocky and stupid?” Theus suggested, but then he shrugged. “They’re mingling among their own kind well enough, which is part of that purpose. Perhaps they’ll pay our human counterparts more attention now that everyone remaining has passed the trial phase and undergone the ritual.”

He didn’t sound optimistic.

As fascinating as our conversation was, I was growing increasingly uncomfortable that we were having it while stationary. I’d stayed in this location for too long, my scent and unusual behavior a call for nearby creatures to investigate. Time enough for a pack of hunting beasts to surround us or an intelligent predator to set up a trap.

It said something about how much safer I felt with Theus beside me that I’d lingered. Something I didn’t want to analyze too closely.

So I suggested we walk onward, and Theus fell into step beside me. His movements were graceful and confident, and his superior senses scanned our surroundings. I did not let my own guard down altogether but enough that I could watch his face when I asked, “Can I ask you a personal question?”

Theus lifted a shoulder. “So long as I can choose not to answer.”

I rolled my eyes. “There are few things walkers are better at than not answering.”

This made him crack another smile, so I asked, “Why are you different?”

He didn’t answer for a long time. Then he exhaled heavily.

“I don’t know. I’ve never been well liked among my own kind. Perhaps that has given me a different perspective.”

“Lirielle seems to like you well enough.”

Amusement danced across his face. “Yes, but she has never been afraid to stand out or go against the status quo. I’ve tried to adopt her unflappable attitude but with less success.”

His tone was admiring, which caused me to wonder. “Are you two together… like, in a romantic way?” I regretted asking as soon as the words had left my mouth. What business of it was mine?

“No. She’s just the only one who believes I’m worth more than my meager powers suggest.”

Ouch.

Theus was considered weak? Neither his muscled, athletic form nor the magic I’d seen him wield seemed to match that claim. But there was something in his statement that puzzled me more.

“The only one?” I asked. “Not even you?”

He hesitated before answering. “When you’ve been raised bringing shame to your family, it’s hard not to be at least a little messed up. I suppose it’s in part why I’m fascinated by human culture. Your species is much less obsessed with objective measures of success or power. Most relational bonds are oddly sentimental. And you don’t perceive walkers as any more valuable than yourselves, no matter how they might outperform you at every turn. I’ve come to see that you have a different sort of strength. One I’d like to better understand.”

I didn’t know what to say. There was no comfort I could offer. Nothing meaningful anyway. A human girl telling him his kind were a bunch of bastards wasn’t likely to offset his entire upbringing.

So instead I went with, “You’re here, aren’t you? You said yourself hollows are vital. That must mean something.”

“It does mean something. Just not what you think.” He shoved a hand through his hair. “Hollows are vital, it’s true, but the cost of separating life force is much steeper for walkers than it is for humankind.”

“What do you mean? What’s the cost?”

“Being distanced from our life force strains us. It cuts our lifespan in half.” He glanced at me, guessed that I wouldn’t know what that meant, and added, “From two centuries down to one.”

“Oh.” My mind reeled, trying to grasp those numbers. To comprehend what that meant for each and every walker kid at the academy.

Let alone what that meant for the human students’ life expectancy. Supposing the Malus didn’t devour the entire world in ten years anyway…

“It doesn’t work the same way for humans because your blood is mixed with ours, which increases your vitality and lifespan. The net effect ends up being neutral.”

It was hard to celebrate the news when the case was so different for the man beside me, the person protecting my back in the forest.

“But far worse is that it tethers us to this earth forever. The ritual cannot be undone. And while we can step through gateways on this world and stay linked to our life force, if we tried to leave, the connection would instantly snap.”

I was trying to understand why there was so much pain in his voice as he said this. It sounded like bad news for humans, for the planet they’d invaded, but why was it so bad for the hollows?

“I don’t get it. Why is that worse than cutting your life in half?”

“Do you know what it means to be a walker? Or what it used to mean, before the Malus?”

“No. Not really.”

“We were made to walk between worlds. Every part of us yearns for it. Imagine the thing you love most, the thing that gives you the greatest joy, the thing you were born for, and then imagine being barred from it forever.”

I’d experienced something of that when they’d ripped me from my family. But I didn’t say so. I still hoped to get back to them someday.

From what Theus was saying, the equivalent of that was an utter impossibility for him. And the pain in his voice made me pay attention even if I couldn’t wrap my head around the cause.

“Before the Malus, our kind were world walkers. With stars in our eyes and wings on our feet, we skipped merrily between worlds, like a bird between the branches.”

His eyes sparked with a fierce joy and longing as he described this. Longing, and grief.

“And now?” I asked.

His face fell, the grief winning out.

“Now we are the hollow ones. Bound to the earth but not of it. Bound to war but not victory. Bound to blood and death.”

A creeping sort of horror was settling over me. The more he talked, the more it took hold. “Then why would anyone choose to undergo the ritual?”

“Few do. Most of us have the choice made for us by our parents. Every breeding couple must offer one of their children for the fight against the Malus.”

That took me aback. If they were prepared to demand that of their own kind, it put the Agreement with the humans in a startlingly different light.

“Do you have any siblings?” I asked, feeling the pang that always struck me when I thought of my own. Perhaps the night Theus had enabled me to look through the gateway to see them, he’d understood my need to know they were okay more than I’d given him credit for.

“Yes. Three,” he told me. But no warmth, no joy, no love touched his features. There was only pain there.

He noticed me staring and elaborated.

“I do not enjoy the relationship you do with your brother and sister. They are each powerful, perfect, as they are supposed to be. I hold nothing against them, but it was painful to watch my parents look upon them with pride.”

His usually beautiful voice, deep and resonant, was strained.

“Most of those chosen to become hollows are sent to the academy at seventeen with great honor, respect, and grief. It is difficult for a parent to select a child, knowing that their years will be halved, their life bound to this world, and their future filled with the bitterness of war. But in this age, standing against the Malus is also where the most stature can be obtained. Hollows are honored for working to restore the balance.”

He swallowed like it hurt. “For my parents, the choice was easy. They were only too happy to send me off to become a hollow, to get their weak son out from under the noses of those that judged them for my shortcomings. In fairness, they hoped the ritual would transform me, balance out my weakness. But when that failed…” He broke off.

Sympathy welled in me. An emotion I’d never expected to feel toward a walker. It’s hard to feel sorry for someone that thinks themself superior to you. But Theus had never treated me that way. Never treated any human that way that I’d witnessed.

When he’d stayed behind in that first trial, I’d believed he’d done it for tactical reasons. To gain huge amounts of points by saving all the useless humans. But that had been my own assumption, born out of my preconceived ideas of walkers rather than from anything he’d said or done.

Now I felt sorry for him—and ashamed of myself. Neither of which I wanted to feel. So I pushed back against those emotions, reminding myself of all the wrongs the walkers had done to us.

Except Theus was seventeen. He hadn’t been there for any of it.

Dammit, I was a mess. But I couldn’t afford to feel things for a walker. Not when my plan was to take them down. Not when they’d come so close to destroying our world—no matter what they claimed about protection.

Yet here was Theus, raised without love or worth, separated from his family as I was from mine, only in a way that could never be mended. And he’d somehow overcome the prejudice and history between our species, overcome everything he’d been forced to sacrifice, and every single wall between us, to reach out to me. He was walking though the damn forest, guarding my back, with no conceivable benefit to himself.

In fact, now that most of the walkers hated me and my magic, any association with me would harm his status further.

Neither of us had chosen to be on this path. Both our lives had been shaped and shoved around by forces bigger than us. But at least I’d had seventeen good years with my family first…

And what had it cost him, really, to look at my family through that mirror that night? Had he sensed the love he’d lost out on?

“I’m sorry,” I said at last, knowing there were no words that would heal his wounds.

“Don’t be,” he said. “None of it was your doing. And your presence in my life has brought only good.”

I smiled brightly at him, but inside, my heart cracked. Because no matter how sweet and kind this one walker might be, I couldn’t let him stop me from doing what I must.

And in doing so, I would become one more person in his life who rejected him and everything he’d earnestly offered.


CHAPTER TWELVE
[image: ]


Theus and I traipsed around the forest, waiting for something to attack.

Our conversation had petered out into a comfortable sort of silence, and now we were killing time, hoping to attract the attention of a hungry predator.

Nothing tried to eat us.

And I felt unreasonably aggrieved by the fact.

My grievance was in part because I needed to practice my magic and in part because it was a long time to lug around my naked sword for no apparent reason. But mostly it was because the things Theus had told me had put me in the mood for a fight.

I wanted to punch something. A big ugly nasty something, preferably on its big ugly nasty nose.

Anything was better than mulling over what I’d learned. The sacrifice Theus and every snotty walker student in the school had made. The revelation that the walkers were asking no more of humankind than they’d demanded of themselves. Arguably less in fact. Theus’s tragic upbringing. And my inability to do anything about it.

I found myself hating the walkers both more and less. Nothing was black and white anymore. It was incredibly confusing, and damned inconvenient to my plans.

But it was impossible not to see the walkers in a new light. Impossible not to see that there were aspects of beauty, nobility, and honor in their actions. And at least equal amounts of dark and shameful ugliness, of flaws and mistakes.

Which made them seem… well… human.

Ugh.

Why did the world have to be so messed up anyway?

I supposed the Malus had an awful lot to do with it. Which brought me back to wondering about my wildcard magic. Could it really be the key to somehow turning the tide in the war? I was dubious at best.

But a sliver of possibility was better than none, and there was zero chance of my magic being useful if I didn’t learn to master it.

Which was why I needed a monster to attack me so I could practice! Hence, my grievance.

When the chimes rang for lunch, I rubbed my neck, which had grown stiff with frustration. I mean, honestly, the one time I want something to attack and I’m left in peace.

Maybe that was the secret to surviving the forest. Emanate violent tendencies.

Theus on the other hand moved with a free-flowing grace, as if our stroll in the dangerous wilderness had soothed and replenished him. Then again, I’d yet to see a walker move with anything less than smooth precision.

“I’ll join you again tomorrow,” he said as we returned to Millicent’s lawn. “And, Nova?”

“Yes?”

“I’m glad that they didn’t… that you’re okay.”

I wasn’t sure why he’d decided my life mattered to him, but I gave up on kneading the tension out of my neck and smiled, a more genuine one this time.

“I’m glad you’re okay too,” I said, hoping he’d know what I meant. “And for the record, I agree with Lirielle.”

That he was worth more than whatever perceived weaknesses his kind saw in him.

His return smile cracked my heart a little bit more.

I wiped the worst of the blood off my blade and sheathed it before walking into the dining room, where I would not only find my own lunch but some milk and honey for my peculiar sword as well.

That wouldn’t be embarrassing. Not at all.

At least Gus had stayed mercifully silent for the remainder of our uneventful foray in the forest. Perhaps he’d returned to his pleasant dreams.

Ameline and Bryn were already eating, but Ameline waved wildly when she spotted me, and I saw she’d dished a plate for me too.

“Are you all right? Did Theus join you like he told us he would? How did using your magic go?”

I didn’t feel like talking yet, so I brushed the questions aside as quickly as possible.

“Yes, yes, and I didn’t get a chance to try. How was your Advanced Magic lesson?”

“Brilliant,” Bryn enthused. Then snapped her mouth shut. Had Ameline just kicked her under the table?

“It’s okay. You don’t have to pretend it sucked just so I don’t feel like I’m missing out.”

Ameline looked at me with sympathy. “Let’s just say it beats trials and leave it at that.”

But something moved beneath her hair, and the hooked beak and bright beady eyes of a bird of prey angled toward me.

“Um, did you know you have a bird in your hair?” I asked.

“Ameline found out she has mind magic,” Bryn blabbed. “Mostly attuned to animals, but she should be able to mindspeak to familiar people one day too. Grimwort told her she should practice constantly, so meet Pig, her practice buddy.”

“What?” I didn’t know which piece of news to react to first.

“I already told you I’m not calling him Pig,” Ameline protested. She lifted the bird off her shoulder. Except it wasn’t a bird.

“He’s a pygmy griffin,” she explained. “Professor Wilverness found him after a predator ate the rest of his family, and she was helping him survive to adulthood.”

I hadn’t known such a creature existed, but as soon as she said griffin, it began to make sense. Except Pig, or whatever his name was, looked more like a hawk crossed with a spotted house cat—or kitten rather—instead of a giant eagle and a majestic lion.

Aside from his diminutive size, his plumage hadn’t quite come into its own yet, and the effect was cute and comical, not at all fierce.

While Ameline’s attention was fixed on her new companion, Bryn pushed her nose up into a pig’s snout and winked at me.

I snickered and felt some of the tension slip away. As much as it was disheartening to compare Ameline’s Advanced Magic lesson discoveries to my own useless traipse around the forest, it was good to be among friends.

The thought made me glance over at Theus and Lirielle’s table. From day one, they’d always sat alone except for each other, and I’d assumed it was by choice.

Now I saw that in a different light too.

“Would you mind if I invite Theus and Lirielle to sit with us?” I asked.

I didn’t know whether they’d want to sit with us. It was likely better for their street cred if they didn’t. But I thought Theus might at least appreciate being invited, and it seemed a small gesture in return for all he’d offered me.

Bryn raised a brow and shoved another bite of the crispy fish and greens and mango salad into her mouth. “Sure.”

“That would be a nice thing to do,” Ameline agreed.

Their eyes shone with curiosity, but neither pressed me for details.

“I’ll fill you in later,” I promised.

Then I pushed back from the table and spotted Glenn and Glennys by the door that led to the kitchen. I supposed it was as good a time as any to make my strange request. But I hesitated.

“By the way,” I said in the same casual tone I’d used to ask about inviting Theus and Lirielle to join us, “do your new weapons, um, talk to you?”

I guess I was looking for reassurance that I wasn’t losing my mind. Cricklewood had said the weapons would “practically wield themselves.” Maybe they’d all been imbued with teaching personalities of some sort. Like the artificial intelligence grandmother had tried to explain to me once except with magic.

But Bryn frowned. “Do you mean by helping guide your muscles to wield them?”

I bit my lip. “No. Actual conversation.”

“Ha, no way. It might be a magic axe, but it’s still just a hunk of metal. Wait. Does yours? What does it say?”

Darn. Maybe it was because they hadn’t gotten blood on theirs yet, but I had a bad premonition that Gus was just… special.

“He told me he wanted to be bathed in milk and honey,” I admitted.

Then I bolted from the table before my friends could ask me any follow-up questions.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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By the time I’d wrangled supplies from the kitchen, Theus and Lirielle had almost finished their meals. I extended the invitation to join us anyway, and Theus responded with, “Thank you, perhaps next time.”

The look in his eyes said more, and I thought he understood the gesture I was trying to make.

The rest of the day’s classes passed without further incident. Beyond the glares leveled my way and odd whisper of “abomination” that is.

Still, it was a relief after what might’ve been the longest twenty-four hours of my life. The worst part of my afternoon was the messy and sticky job of bathing Gus. (If you’ve never tried to wash an incredibly sharp thirty-three-inch blade in milk and honey, don’t judge.)

Afterward, I needed to wash myself. So once Bryn and Ameline managed to pick themselves off the floor where they’d been laughing at my expense, we headed to the bathroom.

Pig, who Ameline had yet to offer an alternative name for, flapped his way under Ameline’s shower spray and then perched on top of the stall to preen his bedraggled feathers while his wet tail lashed back and forth. That part of him must be more bird than cat.

My friends finished before I did. They hadn’t been covered in milk and honey for a start, and I’d come to love hot showers. They were the favorite part of my day at the academy, and I found them almost meditative. Not to mention handy for easing tight muscles.

Ameline called over the shower door. “We’ll meet you back at the dorm. Don’t stay too long or you’ll turn into a prune.”

“Yes,” Bryn agreed. “Plus you should hurry up because you owe us loads of news and we’re not letting you sleep until you give it to us.”

I ignored them both.

When my skin had indeed become so waterlogged that I resembled a preserved stone fruit, I finally shut the water off and headed back to our dorm room.

After the sticky endeavor of cleaning my new weapon, I was rethinking my relationship with Gus. It hadn’t occurred to me to wonder at the time of our introduction, but if he was everything he claimed—a millennia-old magical blade that would never need sharpening or oiling—why would a walker let him out of their familial armory to offer to a bunch of human teenagers?

Perhaps Gus was delusional. Perhaps he wasn’t even a sword. Just a ghost attached to it.

A delusional ghost sword. Yeah, that’d be my luck.

He was made out of a material I didn’t recognize, and I hadn’t seen any rust or blunted edges or so much as a scratch on his surface. But the existence of walkers and the Malus and other worlds made it clear that there was much I hadn’t seen before. It didn’t mean Gus was everything he claimed to be.

Maybe I’d ask him why his last wielder or their descendants had given him up for a mere human to wield the next time he annoyed me.

No doubt that opportunity would come quickly.

I was so absorbed by the puzzle my talking sword presented that I almost tripped over a walker student.

She was lounging against the wall, slender arms folded in a deceptively casual pose, and she looked me up and down with interest.

Unsure what to expect, I returned her regard.

She was about my height and almost dainty, but body type made little difference to the strength of a walker. Her flame-red hair was piled high on her head, showing off her elegant neck and the perfect oval of her face, and though she stayed in her casual pose, there was something about her effortless posture and grace that reminded me of a ballet dancer. Captivating light hazel eyes, a petite nose, and full lips completed the package.

If I’d met her in the Before, I would’ve thought she was an angel. Or a succubus.

Of course, I knew better.

“You’re the wildcard, right?” she asked in a silken voice that mirrored her languid beauty. “The one everyone’s talking about?”

I supposed there was no point in denying it, so I lifted my chin and braced for a fight, wishing I hadn’t left Gus to air-dry.

“Yes.”

But the walker kept her arms folded and made no move toward me. Instead, her beautiful face twisted.

Was that sympathy? Pity?

Maybe I’d gotten milk in my eyes.

“I heard Grimwort’s refusing to teach you. Tough break.”

I was suspicious, but I tried to give her the benefit of the doubt. This girl was a hollow. No matter how snotty or smug or careless she might act, somewhere underneath was a kid who must be wondering why me?

So I didn’t edge farther away or let my hand creep closer to my dagger. All I said was, “That’s right.”

She extended a hand to shake mine. An utterly human gesture that looked contrived on her perfect form.

“I’m Ellbereth of House Neryndrith.”

Ellbereth. She was rumored to be one of the most powerful walkers here, and I recalled she’d been among those that had played games with the humans who’d fawned over them in the early days of the academy.

“Nova,” I returned stiffly. “To what do I owe the honor of your attention?”

I wasn’t sure whether I wanted her to pick up my sarcasm or not. So much for benefit of the doubt. But it was hard to feel anything but dubious after months of being ignored by this girl and almost every one of her kind, only to gain their notice now. So far, very little of their attention had been good.

Ellbereth’s hazel eyes narrowed. “I’m here to help you.”

That’d be a first.

“Help me how?”

She leaned toward me. “There’s a way out, you know. To free yourself of your terrible magic.” Her words were sincere. Her expression soft and inviting. “Free yourself from this academy. From ever having to dance with the Malus.” She leaned closer still and all but whispered the last words. “We’ll even help you get home to your family.”

For a moment, just a moment, I experienced what that would feel like had it been true.

The hope.

The immense joy. Of returning to my lumpy old mattress where I’d spent so many nights curled around my little sister. Of getting to see my brother grow taller each week and being able to scruff his hair just to irk him. Of how incredible it would feel to have my father’s arms wrapped around me in that all-protective bear hug one more time.

And the relief—so great I could’ve wept—of leaving this burden on someone else’s shoulders.

It was too good to be true. I knew that. But still I heard myself ask, “How?”

Ellbereth smiled. The way a dragon might smile as a fat, juicy knight approached its lair.

“There’s a procedure. Not unlike the transformation ritual really, except instead of increasing your magic, it will take it away. You’ll be cleansed of the cursed dark power that never should’ve been awakened within you, and since you’ll be no use to the academy without your magic, I’ll make sure you get home. It’s simple enough for me to open a gateway after all.”

I wasn’t really considering it.

Was I?

I couldn’t leave Bryn and Ameline to face the Malus alone. Couldn’t throw this magic away if there was a chance it might be the wildcard gift that could end the destruction of the Malus. And I couldn’t trust this walker girl as far as I could throw her in all probability.

Which was why I asked, “How dangerous would this procedure be?”

She waved a hand. “Hard to say. It’s never been performed on a human before.”

That was an evasive answer if I’d ever heard one.

“How dangerous is it on walkers?”

Her smile thinned. “Risky. But you’ve survived everything the academy’s thrown at you so far, haven’t you? I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

I closed my eyes. Thankful perhaps that her answer hadn’t been, no risk at all! That it hadn’t tempted me further.

My mind was made up. If there’d ever been a choice. But I thought it best not to deny her outright.

This wasn’t Klay I was dealing with here. I was outmatched in every way.

“Thank you for the offer. I’ll have to think about it.”

So fast I barely saw her move, Ellbereth seized my arm in a grip hard enough to bruise.

“There’s no time to waste. We must act tonight.”

“Ouch.” I jiggled my arm, attempting to loosen her hold.

But her fingers didn’t relax even a fraction. And she started hauling me down the corridor.

“Let me just sleep on it,” I countered, dragging my feet to buy time.

What was the rush? Did she fear if I learned how to use my magic properly, I’d become too powerful to manhandle? Or—I remembered the brief high I’d felt when I’d pulled the flum’s life force into myself—that I would become addicted?

Surely one night would make no difference in either case.

But Ellbereth didn’t slow down. “No. I’m going to help you now.”

Even with my dragging feet, we were traveling at a good clip down the corridor.

I looked around for something or someone to turn to my advantage. Help certainly wasn’t about to come from my new oh-so-feared gift that was utterly useless against hollows. But what was I going to do? Stab her with the dagger concealed in my thigh holster?

Not unless I had to.

That was when I saw the wallpaper move. Millicent.

A horned bear-like creature held up one digit on its paw. One. A bird with a wicked beak lifted two of its four wings. Two. A kraken held up three of its tentacles. Three.

I planted my feet just as one of the floorboards jumped up right in front of Ellbereth’s boot. She stumbled, loosening her hold on me as she fought to regain her balance.

I wrenched my arm back and didn’t give her a chance to retake it, sprinting in the opposite direction.

Unfortunately, I didn’t get far.

My skin prickled and then a rope of magic locked around my ankles and yanked me backward. My hands and torso slammed to the ground even as my legs hauled me toward Ellbereth. Ouch.

“I was trying to be nice about it,” she said. “But for all your evil magic, you are powerless against me.”

And I was.

I clawed at the ancient timber floor, trying to find purchase. Millicent lifted one of the boards, allowing me to wrap my fingers around it and cling on.

Until the board snapped in two.

Ellbereth wasn’t even looking. She strolled down the corridor, certain I would follow.

I bit back a cry. Of frustration. Of helplessness. Of fear.

Dammit! The transformation ritual was supposed to make things better, make me more powerful and give me a fighting chance against the walkers. Instead, I was stuck in this academy with a terrifying magic surrounded by the few people in existence unaffected by it.

And now a bunch of those people wanted to kill me. Or strip me of the magic, which would probably have the side effect of killing me.

I wished I could go back to being ignored.

“Ladies.” It was Dunraven’s voice. I craned my neck to see, and the pressure on my ankles abruptly ceased.

The professor eyed us disapprovingly. I don’t know what he thought I had to do with this, but he gave me the exact same look he gave my tormentor.

“It’s late. Best you return to your dorm rooms and get some sleep.”

Ellbereth smiled sweetly. “Yes, professor. Great idea.”

I realized I was wasting precious escape time and leaped to my feet. “Good night,” I blurted, then sprinted for my dorm room without looking back.

I expected magic to snatch my feet out from under me again at any moment, but I made it to the familiar section of wallpaper and offered my finger to the fanged ruby-red serpent. It tasted my blood, and for the first time I was glad for the layer of security. Millicent wouldn’t let Ellbereth in. Even if she disguised herself as someone else.

I shoved through the door and collapsed on the other side.
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Bryn and Ameline had been about to come looking for me. But neither were reassured when I burst inside and slid panting to the floor.

Bryn’s expression turned ominous. Not toward me but whatever had threatened me. Ameline’s was worried.

Their moods did not improve when I recounted what had happened.

Even if they’d come looking and found me, would it have done any good? My own magic was impotent against Ellbereth, and Ameline’s communication magic, for all its uses, wouldn’t have fared much better. Bryn’s fire was impressive. But could she have single-handedly gained the upper hand over a walker? Without burning them to a crisp? Or harming Millicent for that matter.

At least we knew Ellbereth wasn’t working with the teacher’s permission. Perhaps one of my friends could run to get help. If it happened again.

I had a feeling it would.

Apparently my friends believed the same. “You’re not to go anywhere alone,” Ameline ordered. “Not even to the bathroom in the middle of the night.”

Bryn smirked. “That’s right. I’d love to keep you company while you take a leak.” Her expression hardened. “That simpering snot is going to come after you again. And we’re going to make sure you’re not an easy target.”

Ameline was nodding in agreement, and I suspected dissuading them otherwise would be impossible.

I felt a pang of gratitude for that, followed by annoyance and worry. They were so concerned for my well-being they hadn’t stopped to consider their own.

I both loved and hated them for it.

“We all need to carry our weapons everywhere too,” Bryn continued. She looked at me. “Even if you have to give yours daily milk baths.”

I groaned and pushed myself off the floor. “All right, all right. But can we take Dunraven’s advice and go to bed? I’m done in.”

After a brief rundown of what had happened in my own Advanced Magic “lesson,” my friends assented to get some sleep. My brain had other ideas. I’d escaped Ellbereth’s grasp, but I found it harder to shake off her insinuations.

They aligned far too closely with my own deepest fears.

I lay in the dark, going over and over them in my mind like a wheel spinning uselessly in the mud.

What if my wildcard magic was no gift, but a result of my unprotected exposure to the circlet? What if the Malus was using me somehow?

I had stepped through that runegate, strived to succeed in every trial, and walked willingly into the transformation chamber with three goals in mind.

One, to pay the blood price for my family to live out their lives in relative safety.

Two, to protect Ameline from whatever we’d face.

And three, to save future generations and families from the horror of having to sacrifice their firstborn child for the others’ survival. To save them from the brutal marring of what should be a joyous celebration of new birth. From living under the heavy shadow of guilt and grief. And to save the firstborns from their uncertain fates.

But I hadn’t known the looming threat of the Malus then.

What if my hope for a brighter future was impossible? What if the best thing I could do for the good of humankind was to let the walkers take this terrible magic from me? I knew it was brazen to dream that I might achieve peace, redemption, freedom. But what if my striving wrought only devastation instead?

It was one thing to risk myself. I’d been raised as a sacrifice. I’d been prepared to hand over my life to the unknown holders of the Agreement so that my family might survive, thrive even.

But now I was playing in an arena far larger than the one I’d imagined. With stakes greater than I could comprehend.

If the walkers were to be believed…

My sheets were a tangled mess from all my tossing and turning before sleep at last claimed me.
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I woke up cold. Apparently the pygmy griffin had opened the window in the middle of the night to sit on the sill and survey the darkness. It was just as well Bryn kept our room so hot as a matter of course, or we might all have turned into human ice sculptures by morning. Ameline promised to communicate our human need for warmth and security to him and find another avenue for his late-night energies.

My loyal and overprotective friends flanked me to every class and every trip to the bathroom. We lugged our weapons around with us like we were living in some kind of medieval adventure tale.

It was kind of embarrassing.

Worse, it meant Gus could make disparaging comments all day long whenever the mood struck him.

Which was often.

I felt and saw Ellbereth’s gaze on me numerous times, but she didn’t try anything. Not yet.

Then it was time for Advanced Magic.

I shoved my friends inside the classroom (it helped that Ellbereth was already there), assuring them that Theus would guard my back and hoping I was telling the truth.

Not only because the forest was dangerous. But because it struck me that an hour walking through it alone offered an excellent opportunity for Ellbereth or those who felt the same way she did to ambush me where help would not come.

Theus was waiting on the lawn, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

“Thank you for being here,” I said.

He smiled, the expression lighting up his often somber features. “My pleasure.”

Damn, I didn’t want to return his kindness with betrayal.

Together, we passed the hedge cats and stepped into the forest.

Yesterday I’d traipsed around for an hour and only attracted a single fleeting attack. Today I’d barely pulled Gus from his sheath when a deep, rippling snarl from multiple throats made all the hair stand up on my arms.

I used my second sight to narrow in on the threat and saw a blazing light stalking our way.

Theus stepped behind me. “If you’d like my assistance, just ask.”

My head snapped around in disbelief, but only for the briefest of moments—because I didn’t dare lose track of the approaching energy. Damn walker pride! And yet a part of me—a foolish part—did want to see if I could face this alone.

I had a fancy new weapon, didn’t I? And magic that meant I only had to get a single cut in before I could drain the predator’s life force.

Then the creature emerged from the trees, and I took it all back.

The form was that of a shaggy black wolf. Except it was huge, easily larger than a cart horse, and mounted on its muscular shoulders were three savage heads.

Each wolf head was big enough to use me as a chew toy, and the unwanted image of being seized by all three of them and torn limb from limb flashed through my brain. Blood glinted red on their white fangs, making that fate even easier to imagine. And when I finally tore my gaze from those bloodstained fangs and the three sets of amber lupine eyes that were locked on me, I noticed the tail.

It was not a wolf’s tail.

It was longer for a start, arching above the monster’s back to aim forward, which meant I could see it clearly. The shaggy black fur petered out, morphing into the chitinous segments and vicious spear-like stinger of a scorpion.

I swallowed. Then attempted to bolster my courage by recalling my father’s lesson that the smaller the scorpion, the worse the poison. Maybe the same rule of thumb would apply here and I’d barely feel it.

Yeah right.

Behind me, Theus murmured, “The stinger will cause immediate excruciating pain. Avoid it if you can.”

Fabulous.

The creature stalked toward me, its legs bent to keep its belly low to the ground—as if it were possible I hadn’t already spotted the enormous predator bearing down on me.

It was all I could do to stand my ground.

Damn. I knew I should’ve chosen a long-range weapon.

That reminded me of my dagger. It was my fifth in three months, but I was practiced at throwing it. I reached for where I kept the handy weapon strapped to my thigh.

“I wouldn’t bother,” Theus said. “Its pelt is too thick and wiry for a thrown blade to land.”

That wasn’t great news, but I only needed to draw blood. Maybe I’d get a lucky shot into one of the wolf beast’s eyes. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d managed a throw like that, and my odds had to be better than average since it had six of them.

The monster sensed my hesitation. Took it as an invitation. Because it switched its creeping advance into a ground-eating trot.

I abandoned my dagger and took a two-handed grip on Gus.

I suppose this would be a good time to tell you that my religion is against killing.

If the monster hadn’t been speeding toward me, I might’ve dropped the sword in shock.

“Are you serious? You didn’t think to mention this before I lugged you around all day and I’m about to become monster food?”

It seems more pertinent now.

I growled in my throat.

Neither the monster nor the sword were daunted by it.

“I thought you said your name meant Illustrious Slayer of All That Must Be Smote!”

Well, I didn’t choose it. Besides, beings change over millennia, you know.

I dove around the trunk of a large tree to buy time, cussing under my breath with every expletive I’d ever heard.

Neither the monster nor the sword were daunted by that either.

The beast padded up to the other side of the tree and paused. A moment later, one wolf’s snarling maw snapped inches from my left shoulder while a second set of white fangs snapped a hair’s breadth from my right.

Hell’s breath.

I was going to die unless my sword would cooperate.

But… I didn’t need Gus to kill the creature. Merely make it bleed so that my magic could take over.

“What does your religion say about hurting?” I asked, leaping backward to avoid another lunge by the head on the left.

That’s fine.

Ugh. “You could’ve led with that information!”

The monster was growing impatient of my little game. Faster than I thought possible, it savaged the trunk with all three of its heads, sending splinters of green wood flying. It would tear through the entire tree in a few more seconds.

A little surer my blade wouldn’t sabotage me, I used the beast’s brief distraction to dart forward and slash at the nearest unprotected paw.

I sliced off a claw, but no blood dripped from the wound.

Great. I’d just trimmed the monster’s toenails.

The great beast roared, apparently not appreciating the manicure. The sound was so loud it set my body quivering like a harp string and muted the rest of the world. As an added bonus, despite the remnant of tree trunk still between us, I copped an onslaught of dog breath to the face. It smelled of blood and decay and… blueberries.

The damaged trunk cracked. Then the entire tree began to lean alarmingly to the right.

I dove and rolled in the opposite direction, leaf litter swirling around me.

“What if your wielder is in a situation where it’s kill or be killed?” I asked my pain-in-the-ass pointy companion.

Lucky Gus spoke directly into my head as my ears were no longer working properly.

Depends who I like more, he said.

Well that was reassuring. I had the distinct feeling that winning over Gus, the Pestiferous Slayer of None, would be even more challenging than convincing Millicent I was worth befriending.

I heard that, he grumbled. You’re not such a desirable companion yourself.

The tree smashed to the earth with a tremendous crashing and cracking of limbs that even my damaged eardrums could hear, and then the monster was once more stalking toward me.

I raised my blade. “And how are you predisposed toward this three-headed wolf thing? Might I point out that if I die, it’ll leave you in the woods to rot.”

I wouldn’t rot.

“Consider it a figure of speech.”

Retreat was getting me nowhere. I had to stand and fight, relying on the magic of my weapon and my intermediate-at-best footwork to draw blood without dying first.

Or I could ask Theus to rescue me. I hadn’t seen him since I’d first laid eyes on the monster, but I assumed he was still around.

But to ask for help now was to give up without even trying.

I angled my body at the oncoming beast, abruptly glad I’d chosen a longer sword. Perhaps I could keep just enough distance between me and the three heads to retain all my limbs.

I slashed as the central head lunged, lips curled back to reveal every one of its teeth. It evaded my blade with the lightning-fast reflexes of… well, a magical monster, and I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved it feared my sword or concerned I’d never get close enough to land a blow.

The head on the left lunged before I’d finished my swing, and I danced back to give myself the fraction of a second I needed to reverse my strike. Neither the monster nor I drew blood. This time. But I was expending a helluva lot more energy to keep it that way. And it was driving me backward without giving me a chance to look over my shoulder.

Sooner or later I would trip over an unseen obstacle or my speed would be eroded by fatigue.

You’re never going to get the chance to practice your magic if you merely defend yourself, my sword pointed out unhelpfully. Why don’t you just slash the creature and suck out its life force already?

I darted back again as the right head dove at my unprotected side. It was like fighting three opponents at once.

“Trying!” I yelled, slashing at each of the snarling heads to buy myself another second of life. Dammit, all I had to do was nick the darn thing! But it was hard to get around all three sets of snapping jaws, and anytime I got close, I saw the freaking stinger hovering above, ready to strike.

Call me crazy, but I wasn’t stoked about the idea of instantaneous agony.

Gus was right though. The jerk. I had to take the offensive, had to risk a hole in my own defense to give me a chance of wounding the beast, or I’d lose this fight anyway.

So I backed up a few more steps while I waited for an opening. Then threw myself at the monster.

My plan was to dive under the beast’s three heads, between its front legs, to the relatively safe position beneath its belly. In my experience, few creatures could back up at anywhere near the same speed as they could go forward. And I would need those few precious seconds to drain its life force.

Assuming I could.

What actually happened was the creature tore off a chunk of my dominant sword arm on the way through, causing me to drop Gus as the limb flopped uselessly at my side. The pain almost made me pass out, but I remembered my dagger, and reaching awkwardly to my right pocket, I snatched it up and drove it into the beast’s belly.

The wiry fur turned aside my thrust, but the point came back red.

A heavy paw smacked into me as the monster backed up. I flattened myself to the ground to present a smaller target and focused on my second sight.

It wasn’t hard to see the beast’s life force. It was harder not to be blinded by it this close.

I pulled at the glowing energy.

The monster seemed to pull back. A resistance I hadn’t encountered with the flum.

I tugged harder, desperation spurring me on as one of the wolf heads snapped at my defenseless body in the physical realm.

And suddenly I was transformed. The life force slammed into my body like a felled tree. Except a happy, wondrous tree.

It was like the one time I’d tried coffee only magnified about a thousand times.

The beast collapsed at my feet, the amber eyes abruptly lifeless.

And I realized I was standing. My sword retrieved and raised in victory. By an arm that was completely healed.

That was when the three-headed wolf monster’s mate showed up.
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The second and very alive wolf-scorpion monster was one and a half times the size of the first.

Yet with its mate’s energy coursing through my veins, I felt no fear. Every cell and nerve ending was alive and singing. My vision was clearer. My lungs felt like I was inhaling the freshest mountain air after a heavy rain. And this new beast seemed slower than the last. Perhaps due to its greater size.

I rotated my wrist, admiring Gus’s wicked blade sweeping through the dappled sunlight.

“Come and get me, big guy,” I invited under my breath.

The monster came to get me.

A faint breeze stirred against my teeth, and I realized I was smiling. I crouched, readying myself to spring, and waited for the rushing beast.

When it was close enough that I caught a whiff of its breath, I leaped. Landed precisely between the creature’s shoulder blades. And cleaved off all three of its heads in a single sweep of my blade.

Blood spattered my face and clothes as the headless body stumbled and fell. Everything happened so fast I didn’t have time to consider taking its life force too.

Then Theus was there, his eyes wide. “Stars and suns, that was… something. How do you feel?”

I took stock, puzzled by his reaction. Until my thoughts caught up with my body’s actions.

I had just leaped eight feet high to land with perfect precision upon a charging predator’s back and then lopped off three heads in one stroke. No matter how slow the monster had been, that was impossible.

And now as I watched Theus, who also appeared to be moving more slowly than usual, I wondered if it wasn’t everyone else who’d slowed down but me who’d sped up.

I was panting but unharmed despite the savage wound I’d taken a few minutes prior. And energy still buzzed beneath my skin like a million wasps that wouldn’t be ignored. Except good wasps.

I didn’t know how I felt about that. Didn’t know how to answer Theus’s question.

Slowly I wiped the blood from my face, wondering if I’d need to bathe my skin in milk and honey too.

Which was when I remembered.

“Um, sorry, Gus. I know you said your religion was against killing…”

Did swords even have religions? Who founded them? Propagated them? Could Gus speak to other weapons?

Yes, well, he said, sounding reluctantly impressed. That was a feat worthy of an exception.
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The bells chimed before I’d had a chance to collect myself. And when Theus and I returned to the academy grounds, we found everyone assembled on the lawn at the edge of the perfectly round lake.

I glanced down at my uniform, which was soaked liberally in blood, and felt my stomach turn over. Looks like I wouldn’t get a chance to change.

Resigned, I joined Bryn and Ameline, whose eyes widened at my state (even the pygmy griffin appraised me with uncommon interest). But there was no time for conversation.

All the teachers were out here with us, and the only times that had happened before were for the life-and-death trials that had required a lot of magic to set up. I’d thought we were done with those.

Apparently not.

Dunraven raised his voice, and everyone fell silent to listen.

“On your first day at the academy, we told you that walkers and humans would be expected to work together.” He let his gaze pass over each of us and then grimaced. “So far, this has been met with only the most feeble of efforts. From this day forward, that has to change.”

My eyes flicked to Theus and Lirielle. I didn’t mind working with them. But I couldn’t imagine anything “changing” with the likes of Ellbereth.

“Make no mistake,” Dunraven continued, “on the battlefield, you will live or die by the cohesion of your unit. And this world will live or die by your unit’s efficacy. So you must leave your differences, your grievances, and your history behind and learn to trust one another. Because your life and that of others will depend on the faces you see around you today.”

I realized then why in all our trials we had never fought one another. Competed, yes, but never fought.

“That interdependency and trust starts now.”

At this pronouncement, the surface of the lake trembled and then the water level started dropping. Rapidly.

It was soon apparent that the sides of the lake were no more natural than its too-perfect shape. Smooth ivory-colored stone walls revealed themselves as the water drained away. Lower and lower until the smooth surface altered into stylized carvings of battle scenes. Some sort of trailing waterweed with small star-shaped leaves clung to the rock here and there, but aside from that, the ivory walls were strangely clean.

Dunraven waited for the gasps and whispers to subside before speaking again. “Inside the arena, any wound sustained by your teammates will be made real in your own flesh. So work together. Communicate. And protect each other as if your life depends on it.”

Here, Cricklewood, who was leaning on his staff beside Dunraven, cracked a toothy smile. “Because it does.”

The old professor pointed at three nearby kids. Two walkers, one human. “Let me demonstrate.”

The three unlucky students stepped forward, and Cricklewood snapped some sort of bracelet around each of their wrists. The bands resized themselves to fit. Or to prevent their wearers from taking them off.

While the last kid was still staring at their new piece of jewelry, Cricklewood withdrew a stiletto (one I recognized from that night with the flum) from his sleeve and sliced the boy’s cheek.

It was only a small cut. Half an inch long and just deep enough to bleed. But that damn gash was mirrored exactly on the other two students’ cheeks.

Murmurs rippled through the crowd. Even the hollows reacted this time, while the sudden draining of the lake had elicited no response from them.

Cricklewood thumped his staff on the ground. “What are you all just standing there for? Everyone get your bigoted, grudge-grasping goat brains up here so we can divide you into trios.”

Well, it was nice Cricklewood spoke the same way to the walker kids as he did the humans.

I stepped forward with everyone else but somehow wound up at the front. Cricklewood gave me an odd look and snapped a copper-colored band on my wrist. “Your group can go first.”

He nudged me toward the gaping pit where the lake had been. Or the arena as Dunraven had called it. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to get down until I drew close enough to clear the rim and saw the narrow staircase hugging the rounded wall.

All right then.

I trotted down the steps, drawing Gus as I went. Two walkers, both tall, bright, and handsome and wearing identical bands to my own followed.

When my boots touched the sandy floor—sand that was perfectly dry, I noted—I stopped and looked around. The circular space was about sixty yards in diameter with the ivory walls stretching four or five times my height above me. On a section of the wall that had been hidden from my prior vantage point, there was a rack of giant weapons too large for a human or walker to wield. Huh.

A thud sounded from above and echoed around the cavernous space. I craned my neck upward to see Cricklewood peering down at us.

“Ready?”

There was no opportunity to ask for what? Because a noise like the grinding of giant rocks set my teeth on edge, and then the earth began to shake.

But the walls of our little sinkhole were not collapsing.

Instead, a dozen hulking creatures of mud and stone and various organic materials erupted from the sandy floor. They were vaguely humanoid in shape, with shadowed depressions for eye sockets and lumpy protrusions for noses. One was made up of mostly tree roots with a sharp beak of a mouth and long arms that ended in oversized clawlike hands. Another was all stone with a craggy brutish face and giant boulders for fists. A third had a moss-covered skull for a head, two vicious horns, and an extra set of arms.

A quick check with my second sight confirmed my suspicion. They were not alive. Held together and animated by magic alone. But the weapons they collected from the walls looked real enough. And I was willing to bet their ability to harm was plenty real too.

If I hadn’t just decapitated a three-headed wolf monster, I would’ve been worried.

“Good news, Gus,” I murmured conversationally. “These guys aren’t alive, and they don’t even have any blood you’ll need to taste.”

I’d jump for joy, but unfortunately I don’t have any legs, he informed me, his humor as dry as his blade was sharp.

In perfect sync, the golem creatures turned their misshapen heads toward us, their eye sockets fixing with unerring accuracy on me and my teammates.

The two walkers stepped in front of me. Tall, bright, and handsome number one pushed me backward while number two faced the golems.

“What the heck did you do that for?” I growled.

Number one pushed me again so that my back hit the ivory wall. “You can thank us later.”

I would have liked to shove his head up his ass, but the band on my wrist put a real dampener on that idea.

Tall, bright, and handsome number two turned to glower. “Just stay back where it’s safe and try not to get in our way or get yourself killed.”

Arrogant jerks. Screw that for a plan.

The magical constructs charged. The sound of shifting earth and grinding stone and creaking wood accompanied their movement. Despite their size and ponderous appearance, they did not lack for speed.

I didn’t hesitate. I kicked off the wall, executed a perfect somersault over my condescending comrades’ heads, and ran to meet the oncoming assault with a feral grin.

My sword caught the leading golem’s giant mace, diverting the stroke that might’ve smashed my skull like an overripe watermelon, and in one fluid motion, I raced up his body like a monkey up a tree. His knee provided a launch pad, his craggy side plenty of handholds, his elbow a useful swing, and in no time at all I was standing on his immense shoulders.

Then I swung my sword at his rocky neck.

I expected resistance. Gus was a blade I’d never seen an equal to, but stone was stone after all.

The golem’s neck gave way like butter.

A glance at my “comrades” showed they had yet to move from their starting positions.

I leaped from my first conquest’s falling form to the next golem before I could lose too much height and repeated my new favorite sword stroke.

It felt amazing. Like a choreographed dance my body knew all the moves for without my brain even having to engage. And the movement, the performance, soothed the buzzing wasps under my skin. They loved it, reveled in it. So I did too.

It took mere seconds before every golem lay in formless piles upon the arena floor.

My companions were gaping at me.

I was spattered in mud and clay and their blades weren’t even dirtied.

They were probably offended that I’d aided them without their permission. Walkers hated accepting help or being rescued. Theus had explained it to me as a culture thing where honor was everything and weakness was despised.

Served these two right.

I smirked at them both and left them to lick their wounded egos as I made my way out of the arena.

But my smug satisfaction drained as rapidly as the water when I crested the rim and saw the rest of the academy. Hollows. Humans. Teachers. Many of whom were scared of my new power and wanted me dead rather than to remain in possession of it.

They now stared at me in stunned silence. Like I might be more monstrous than the animated beings I had felled.

And then the whispers started.

My eyes were involuntarily drawn to Ellbereth’s.

Her gaze was full of promise.

Without taking her eyes off me, she murmured something to her companions. As one, six heads nodded.

Crap.

Lirielle chose that moment to stand—oblivious as usual to the reactions of everyone else and the thick tension that had stolen over the assembly.

“That,” she declared loudly, “was awesome.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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There was a cost to my new magic. A steep one.

A lesson I learned with a vengeance a few hours later.

And that was not even counting the inevitable reckoning when Ellbereth and her followers made their next move.

For every ability and sense I’d had enhanced by the influx of life force, the withdrawal was tenfold worse. I’m pretty sure I wasn’t actually blind, but it hurt so much to open my eyes I might as well have been. And I couldn’t keep anything in my stomach, not even water.

Over those long, crawling minutes, I would have done almost anything to make the pain go away. But I drew the line at killing Ameline’s pygmy griffin, and I was in no shape to drag myself out to the forest to find other prey.

I gained a sudden empathy for anyone who’d ever battled with an addiction. Grandmother had told me there were all types of addiction in the Before, and I’d seen firsthand they hadn’t gone away. Only the substances had changed.

But mine was the first I’d heard of that required sucking the life force from someone.

Well, unless you counted vampires anyway, and as far as I knew, they were still fictitious.

I groaned. Then stopped because even that hurt.

That was the first hour.

The second hour was better. Like being thrown into a pit of fire ants is better than being eaten from the inside out by subcutaneous beetles.

I wondered if the Malus experienced the same withdrawal symptoms. If that was the reason behind its insatiable appetite for life energy. Could all that destruction—the devouring of entire worlds if the walkers were to be believed—really be caused by something so basic?

If the withdrawal became worse the more life force you took or the longer you avoided enduring it, could the Malus die of shock if we starved it?

Could I?

But no, the walkers had already tried that.

Sometime around the sixth hour, my brain was functioning well enough that I came to a few realizations.

That night after Cricklewood’s visit in my makeshift prison cell, I’d thought I’d felt sick over what I’d done to the flum, but at least some of my nausea must have been because its modest energy had quickly worn off and my body had gone into withdrawal. It had been far, far more mild than this. So the severity of the withdrawal must depend on the amount of life force I’d pulled into myself.

Except what about Kyrrha, the walker woman who’d performed my ritual? The woman my professors blamed me for killing. She was vastly more powerful than the flum, which meant the blood exchange must have made it work differently, her blood in my veins offsetting the withdrawal somehow.

Or—for all I knew—I’d never taken her energy.

Or I had, but it had mostly worn off before I woke. Bryn told me my ritual had lasted the longest of all the students, and I’d been locked in that chamber for three days. Maybe that was why I’d woken feeling good but without the potency of the wolf monster’s energy.

I shrugged away the uncomfortable subject of Kyrrha’s death. I was feeling plenty uncomfortable enough as it was. And if there was one thing anyone who lived in our post-invasion world knew, it was that you couldn’t change the past.

So there was no point dwelling on it.

Of course, my future wasn’t looking a whole lot better right now. Just what was the point of my new magic anyway?

With the high long gone, so too was my excitement.

It was all very well to gain amazing fighting abilities, but that wasn’t what our world needed. The walkers were already incredible warriors. If that had been all that was required to defeat the Malus, the war wouldn’t have spanned a hundred and fifty years.

We needed to be competent enough to defend ourselves, yes. But that was it. Physical prowess alone would never overcome the Devourer.

So what would? Was I supposed to cut the Malus, make it bleed, and then try to suck all that life force it had gathered over a hundred and fifty years?

Did it even have blood?

I remembered the resistance of the three-headed wolf monster’s energy and didn’t think it would be that simple. If it came to a magical wrestle over life force, the Malus would win.

And if for some reason I won, I suspected the withdrawal from that much power would kill me.

I groaned and turned over in my sweat-sodden sheets.

Whether I wanted to or not, I would find out eventually.

So long as my provisional pardon wasn’t revoked and Ellbereth and her cronies didn’t kill me first.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
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I was weak but upright by morning. I managed to eat some fresh berries and drink fennel ginger tea. Even more worth celebrating, I managed not to throw them up afterward.

I felt much less excited about weapons practice.

Poor faithful Ameline wasn’t looking a whole lot better than me. She’d stayed up most of the night, listening to me moan, pressing cool washcloths against my forehead and changing out buckets I’d vomited into.

Gus on the other hand, bathed in his favorite milk-and-honey concoction and with no ill effects from yesterday’s feats, was far too chipper.

I’ve had wielders who fought unceasing battle for seven days and seven nights and they pulled up with less drama than you did.

I wasn’t sure I could deal with his attitude this early in the morning.

“Yeah well, I’ve had blades that I kept far longer than seven days and seven nights without wanting to throw them in the river. What’s your point? Besides, how did that work if you didn’t let them kill anyone?”

That was before I’d embraced my religion.

I rolled my eyes so hard it hurt. Or maybe everything just hurt.

We were walking to weapons practice, Bryn and Ameline once again flanking me. And I couldn’t help but compare Ameline’s bundle of fluffy and feathery cuteness to my own self-important companion.

“What do you talk about with Pig?” I asked.

He was sitting on her shoulder, cat claws digging into her uniform for grip and his scraggly wings lifting occasionally for either balance or imagined flight.

“I’m not calling him Pig,” Ameline reiterated for what must have been the dozenth time.

In truth, after seeing him guzzle down smoked fish at breakfast, I thought the name kind of suited him. But my loyalty lay with Ameline.

“Ah, sorry. Do you have any ideas for what you might name him?”

“Um…”

“How about Featherhead?” Bryn suggested. “Or Meow?”

Ameline huffed and scratched the tiny griffin’s neck. “Just ignore her. You deserve a dignified name.”

The hawkish eyes slitted with pleasure while the catlike tail swished.

After dubbing my sword “Gus,” I wasn’t sure I was any better at names than Bryn was, but Ameline seemed stuck on ideas, so I asked, “What about Griff? That’s a real name at least.”

Ameline chewed her lip. “I don’t know. Griff the pygmy griffin?”

“Better than Pig the pygmy griffin,” I pointed out.

Bryn shot us a mock glare. “Hey, that’s a matter of opinion, and I’ll thank you not to insult my personal preferences.”

Ameline sighed. “All right. Let’s go with Griff before Pig gets any more entrenched.”

The griffin ruffled his feathers in apparent agreement.

Bryn shrugged and trailed her fingers lovingly over her battle-axe. “At least I got to name my own weapon.”

“Oh?” I asked. “What have you called it?”

“Choppy.”

We were all smiling when we reached the lawn and spotted Cricklewood.

But mine faded as Klay’s angry gaze locked on me. My unwise display of my power yesterday had likely poured gasoline on his newfound hatred. And he was doubtless feeling fresh and perky. Could I protect myself from him when my legs were still wobbly?

A bunch of the other kids were stealing glances at me too. And I realized that even for those who thought my magic was enviable rather than evil, I’d painted myself as the student to beat. For the boasting rights of defeating the golem slayer if nothing else. Which meant they would all be extra eager to grapple with me and win. Just when I felt least capable of dealing with it.

I resolved to fight Klay first, before what little strength and stamina I had gave out.

Cricklewood had us reapply the edge-blunting goop to our weapons, and I kept an eye on Klay to make sure he did his properly. I was pretty sure he only wanted to hurt rather than kill me. After all, he hadn’t used his magic to gain the upper hand or tried for a thrust that would’ve been lethal even with the goop. But I wasn’t going to chance it.

When Cricklewood ordered us to pair up, I made straight for Klay and hoped I wasn’t making a grave mistake. There was a gleam of anticipation in his angry stare.

My plan was to go in hard and fast and win the fight before it really had a chance to start. I just didn’t know how I was going to pull that off.

I know a good trick to help, Gus volunteered.

I weighed my sword’s offer as Klay lifted his own sword in readiness. Should I be suspicious or grateful? I had cleaned him before my withdrawal began, so that was a point in my favor. On the other hand, he’d been no more impressed with the taste of mud and stone golems as he’d been with the taste of wolf-scorpion-monster blood, so he might be cranky. And I had sort of threatened to toss him in a river a few minutes ago…

Gus sniffed. You’re making me cranky by doubting my noble intentions.

Since I had no way of knowing when Gus was monitoring my thoughts or preoccupied with his own, I felt the need to respond aloud.

“All right. Let’s do this.”

With luck, Klay would think I was talking to him and Gus would understand otherwise.

Follow my lead.

Gus grew abruptly heavier, a lot heavier, and with the balance completely off.

What the?

Cricklewood ordered us to fight, and Klay came at me. Under the guidance of my brilliant, millennia-old, gods-forged sword, I stumbled forward, lost control of my blade, and plunged it point-first into the grass.

“Good trick,” I muttered dryly. “You can stop helping at any time.”

But as I wrenched the blade free of the soil to meet Klay’s strike, a clod of dirt hit him square in the face.

It was a dirty tactic but an effective one. I rushed to take advantage, dodging Klay’s now-blind swing, tripping him on his own forward momentum with the flat of my blade, and following his descent to the earth to press Gus’s point against his throat.

Well, we’d never been told to stick to “proper” swordsmanship. There was no such thing in battle.

“What the hell is your problem?” I growled, shoving Klay’s shoulder with my boot so I could see his face for this exchange. Because I was damn well going to make sure we had an exchange now that he was at my mercy.

Klay stayed silent but gave me a glare worth a thousand words. He’d always been hard to pull into conversation, but this was ridiculous.

“I’m not letting you up until you explain yourself,” I said, readjusting the tip of my blade against his throat. Sure, it was dulled with goop, but it was still dangerous with enough pressure.

“I know words are hard for boys who haven’t grown into men yet, but go ahead and try.”

More hostile silence.

I was getting seriously fed up now. “What have I ever done to you? I thought we had a friendly competition going on.”

“That was before you had Malus magic!” Klay spat, more venom in that one sentence than I’d heard from him in the three grueling months at the academy.

“Magic I’m going to use against the Malus,” I pointed out.

“Ignorant idiot, you know nothing!” His face was twisted with hate. “You have no idea about the evil of the magic you wield. No idea what you’re up against.”

“And you do?”

“I’ve seen it,” he said as if this too was somehow my fault. “Seen it kill my parents right in front of me.”

Crap. But I was too angry at him not to ask, “Then how come it didn’t kill you?”

“Because”—he was forcing each word through gritted teeth—“a hollow frontline unit snatched me up before it reached me.”

Oh. Well that explained a lot. Why he’d been more familiar with the academy than the rest of us. Why he respected instead of despised the walkers. Why he never once complained or seemed angry about what they were putting us through.

I withdrew Gus and let Klay up. “I’m really sorry about your parents. But the walkers have been fighting the Malus for a hundred and fifty years. If they think they might need a gift like mine to turn the tide, who are you to decide otherwise?”

His only reply was a grunt. But he didn’t lunge at me when I released him, and I thought maybe, just maybe, his scowl softened a smidge.


CHAPTER TWENTY
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After weapons training, it was a relief to sit in a classroom and have to wield nothing more than my pen.

Even if I could feel Ellbereth’s eyes boring into my back.

Unfortunately, my reprieve lasted only until it was time for Grimwort’s Advanced Magic class.

The last thing I felt like doing was traipsing out to the forest and using my new magic. But to my guilty dismay, Theus and Lirielle were waiting on the lawn for me to do just that.

Theus gestured at the ethereal walker girl. “I invited Lirielle to join us today. I thought it might be wise after everyone’s reaction to your performance in the arena.”

Lirielle beamed at me. “Oh yes, that was brilliant.”

Either she didn’t grasp that I was now in more danger than at any other time since arriving at the academy or that fact had no bearing on her appreciation.

“Thank you,” I said to both of them, meaning the words. Except their presence meant I couldn’t crawl back to bed and just pretend I’d practiced my magic.

My brain scrambled for an alternative plan. One that wouldn’t risk another night in withdrawal. Should I stick to smaller prey? Those with weaker life forces? Or… I remembered the plant Cricklewood had carried into my makeshift prison cell. Had he thought I might be able to draw from that too? The Malus was undiscriminating in its victims.

“I thought I might experiment with botanical life force today.”

It wasn’t a complete cop-out. Now that I had a basic understanding of how my gift worked, it was sensible to learn whether I could draw from other sources.

Theus nodded in easy acceptance. “All right. But we should still go into the forest. Neither Millicent nor Glenn and Glennys will be happy if you put dead patches in the lawn or destroy their flower beds.”

Hard to argue with that.

So a few minutes later I was outside the academy grounds, staring at a small sapling like it might make a sudden move. I’d managed to isolate its faint light in my second sight, and that done, I cut into its slender trunk stem until sticky sap oozed to the surface. Sap was the lifeblood of a tree after all, right?

Well, this is a dangerous foe if I’ve ever seen one, Gus commented.

Perhaps I should’ve used my dagger, but I’d wanted to be ready in case we were attacked in the middle of my experiment.

“Shut up, I’m trying to concentrate.”

Luckily by now, Theus had grown used to me muttering to my sword, and chances were Lirielle wouldn’t think it strange in the first place.

I can see why you have so few friends.

“Still more friends than you.”

I’m rather constrained by the fact I can only speak with my wielder. What’s your excuse?

I growled. Gus snickered.

But the faint light of the sapling had not grown brighter since the cut.

I tried to draw on the energy anyway.

Tried and failed.

It wasn’t like the resistance I’d felt with the wolf monster. I just didn’t feel anything at all. Like I could not so much as touch the sapling’s life force. Let alone grasp it and merge it with my own.

“I don’t think this is going to work,” I said in a louder voice so Theus and Lirielle would know I was talking to them. “But maybe I’ll try a carnivorous plant, just in case.”

I searched for a tree that glowed brighter than the rest. There were several varieties that were more sentient, more magical than others, and they were known for the way they hunted, dragging their hapless victims into the earth still breathing to nourish their roots. One of those would do nicely.

The trick would be conducting the experiment without the tree getting me first. I wished again for long-range weapon—or maybe a piece of string to attach to my dagger so I might drag it back after throwing it.

With a sigh, I tried to discern which amid the jumble of hazy, glowing roots beneath the soil belonged to my chosen target and edged closer, sword at the ready. Even with my second sight, trying to preempt the tree was going to be near impossible. There were too many roots to keep track of, and when the tree struck, it would do so swiftly. Attempting to monitor them all at once was making me dizzy.

Had that one just moved? Or—

“Somebody’s coming,” Lirielle announced, just as a root erupted from the earth and snaked around my ankle. I sliced it in half before it could drag me far, but the tree’s magic had already shifted the soil to bury my foot. I wrenched back, trying to free myself as another root came at me. I cut that one too, sending it recoiling, and tried to grasp the tree’s life force with my magic.

Nothing.

I slashed another two roots and yanked my foot harder. The earth released me and I fell backward, landing in an undignified heap on my butt.

Gus snickered.

I ignored him, brushed myself off, and moved to join Theus and Lirielle, who were staring into the forest toward whomever they’d determined was a greater threat.

Ellbereth? Her cronies? Some new enemy I’d made from my display in the arena? Klay?

We waited.

Then Fletcher emerged from the trees and I forgot to breathe.

Lirielle raised her sword.

“No, it’s okay,” I said quickly. “I know him. Could you um, give us some space, please?”

Theus gave me a sharp look but acquiesced. And then I walked on trembling, wooden legs to greet my childhood friend.

The boy next door, the one I’d laughed with, played with, gotten into trouble with. The golden-hearted gentle giant who’d always been there when I needed him. Until he’d stepped through that runegate to honor the Firstborn Agreement two years before I had and left a gaping hole in my life. One I’d hoped might be filled when I stepped through the runegate myself.

But that distant hope hadn’t eventuated. There’d been no sign of him or any other prior intake of firstborns. And then when Millicent had snuck me through her hallways in the middle of the night to catch a glimpse of him at last, he’d been a heartbreaking meld of the boy I’d remembered and an utter stranger.

“Nova.” My name across his lips was half statement, half question.

“Fletch?” My own voice was sort of squeaky. There was so much I wanted to say, to ask, to do, but I was all too aware of the distance between us. A few mere feet, and two years of the horrors he’d lived through on the war front.

My eyes raked over him, noting again the new muscles, the extra inch of height, the small scar above his right eye, the black hair that was longer than he used to keep it. But it was the lack of warmth in those dark brown eyes that made my heart ache.

He did not move to embrace me, so I refrained too, standing so close to the person I’d missed so much, with my arms hanging stiff and awkward at my sides.

“How… Are you all right?” I finally asked.

“I am alive,” he stated flatly. There was no sign of his good nature or the affection I associated with him.

But unlike the bleak dullness I’d spied in Millicent’s hallway, there was life in those eyes now. A wild, strange, perhaps desperate sort of life.

“Is it true?” he asked. “That you have magic capable of manipulating life force?”

I swallowed, uncertain of what he wanted to hear. Uncertain about the man—because he was a man now, not a boy—before me. Of what he would do if I gave him the wrong answer.

The only thing I knew for sure was that my wildcard gift had a way of polarizing people. Hate or hope. And I didn’t know which side Fletcher would fall on.

I must have stayed silent a long time, because he reached out then, his large hands wrapping around my stiff, awkward arms, and shook me. Gently, but with an impatience that was new.

“Tell me.”

My hand touched Gus’s hilt for reassurance. A tiny gesture that felt like a betrayal of everything we’d once shared. “It’s true,” I admitted, bracing myself for his reaction.

His eyes—his beloved brown eyes that were both so familiar and so foreign at the same time—lit.

Hope then.

“I always knew you were special,” he breathed, and for a moment I thought I glimpsed my old friend lurking deep inside the stranger. “When you graduate, I want you to join my unit. The Raptor unit. Promise me you’ll request it.”

My head spun, but I nodded. “I pr-promise.”

He squeezed my arms where he’d gripped them to shake me seconds earlier. “I must go. But, Nova, I’m so glad you’re here. That you made it through. Seeing you again is like glimpsing the sun after months of darkness.”

I swallowed, unshed tears stinging my eyes, and watched him until he disappeared.

That was the best part of my day.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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Ten days passed before Ellbereth struck.

I was fast asleep when it started. The first I knew of anything amiss was when something scuttled across my face.

Only semiconscious, I brushed it off. Then sat bolt upright, searching in the glow from the fireplace for whatever had woken me. If that had been a bug, it had been huge.

I spotted it when the thing darted over my sheets and jumped for my face again. A white spider the size of my palm.

I managed not to shriek. Barely. And swatted it away mid-leap.

This time I saw where it fell. And as I watched the eight-legged arachnid struggle to right itself, I realized two things.

One, it was faintly luminescent.

Two, it was made of paper.

When it came at me a third time, I caught it.

The spider unfolded itself in my hands. The crinkled but flat square of paper I was left with contained a note. And now I understood the reason for its luminescence. Ellbereth had considerately included that magical feature so I could read her demands without turning on a light.

We have Ameline. Surrender yourself to us at the southwest edge of the lawn, alone and unarmed, and she will go free. Deviate from this in any way, and I’ll ensure you’ll never find her.

It was signed with Ellbereth’s name, and I wondered at her audacity until the paper flew out of my hands and into the fireplace.

Then my brain unstuck and I didn’t give a crap about the details of her evil scheme.

Ellbereth had Ameline.

I could see the truth of that claim by Ameline’s empty bed, and the weight of that knowledge sank cold fear deep into my bones.

Cold fear and hot anger.

I wanted to curse, to growl, to bellow my outrage. But I had to keep all my angst inside lest I wake Bryn. Because no matter what the note said, she wouldn’t stay behind if she knew what I was about to do.

Dear, sweet Ameline whose warmth had been there when I needed it on every one of my darkest days.

Had they hurt her?

How had they managed to snatch her? I didn’t believe for a second that Millicent would let them in. So she must have left our dorm, probably to visit the bathroom. I’d been banned from going alone—even in the middle of the night—but if Ellbereth and her cronies had been watching our door, they would’ve realized the same rule didn’t apply to my roommates.

So they’d worked it to their advantage. Outsmarted us.

Because it had never occurred to me Ellbereth would stoop so low as to go for my friends.

It should have.

But—

I hauled my butt out of bed. Quietly. Trying not to wake Bryn. There was no point beating myself up about the things I’d failed to foresee. I had to go. Had to surrender myself. Because there was no way I would ever let Ameline die in my place.

And then maybe after I’d done that, I’d figure out a way of rescuing myself too.

I swallowed past my constricted throat, pulled on my shoes, and slipped out of our dorm room, leaving Bryn and Gus and most of my hope behind.

When I reached the designated meet point, no one was visible. I searched optimistically with my second sight, but the thread that linked a hollow to their life force was almost impossible to spot unless I could use their physical forms as a guidepost.

The night was black with only the slimmest crescent of a moon. I had not dared to bring a lantern in case they decided it counted as a weapon and therefore a breach of their instructions. So I waited, shivering in the darkness.

A minute passed. Two.

“Come on, you bastards,” I muttered. “I’m alone and unarmed as ordered.”

I assumed one of Ellbereth’s gang was observing me from somewhere out there. And since walkers had better hearing than humans, I intended my words to carry.

Five more minutes passed before a figure emerged from the darkness. Wrapped as they were in a black cloak that blended with the gloom and hid their features, I didn’t see them until they were almost upon me. I also couldn’t see enough of their face to recognize the person inside.

It was probably designed to creep me out. Give them the power. But I was unafraid of the intangible, the imagined. The flesh and blood of the walkers and the very real devastation left by the Malus was nightmare enough.

The cloaked figure searched me for weapons. Thoroughly. It was just as well I’d resisted taking the dagger I routinely strapped beneath my pants leg, because they would’ve found it. They even had me remove my shoes and strip out of my cloak and uniform to put on a plain red sleeveless shift dress. The garment was not unlike a sack with a few extra holes cut in it.

Now I was freezing.

“Put this over your head,” the hooded figure said in a voice of velvet masculinity.

It was a black cloth bag. Creepy as hell. And somehow having me do it myself made me feel more powerless than if he’d shoved it over my face.

The darkness of the night turned utterly black.

There was no need to bind my hands or drag me along with his magic. I was going willingly to the ritual that would render me dead or worthless. Since I couldn’t see a damn thing though, he did have to guide me.

“Take my arm,” he ordered.

And so in a parody of the gentlemanly gesture of the Before, he led me into the forest.

Though I was blind, my second sight lit up the world around me, and my bare feet relayed all sorts of information.

That was how I knew we were in the forest. The leaves squishy and damp beneath my toes. The life energy chaotic and bright. Plus I’d spent enough time there to be familiar with its sounds.

How easy it would’ve been for my escort to rid the world of me. To walk me into a terrant nest. Or the path of any predator and bind me for the few critical moments it would take for me to be devoured or torn apart.

They could claim I’d run away and fallen to the dangers of the wild. Everyone but my closest friends would believe it.

But Ellbereth, to her credit, really was trying to destroy my magic rather than me.

I wasn’t feeling generous with credit though. Not after they’d snatched my best friend. Even if Ameline was released unscathed, she must be terrified right now. Every minute it took me to get there was another minute of suffering for her.

It did not take many more minutes.

My “gentleman” guide warned me of steps ahead. They were steep and hewn from soil according to my toes, and we descended into… something. The air filtering through the cloth over my face smelled of earth and little else. At the bottom of the stairs, the ground leveled out, but it was still bare soil beneath my feet.

There were two life forces visible in my second sight that I thought might be associated with Ellbereth’s machinations. More than I expected to find given she and her friends were all hollows. The small griffin-shaped one must surely be Griff. The other, farther away and above us, was fuzzy but distinctly humanoid. A walker who hadn’t undergone the ritual? But that couldn’t be right… could it?

Someone’s fingers brushed the nape of my neck. I flinched, but they only removed the black bag.

We were in some sort of underground chamber, the walls, floor, and ceiling all solid dirt except for the stairs I’d come down leading to the surface. Magical light illuminated the room, the brightness concentrated over a large slab table in the center.

But I noted all of this with only the barest of interest as my eyes desperately sought Ameline.

She was gagged and bound to the only other piece of furniture in the room, a simple wooden chair. Her face was grimy enough that I could see the tear tracks down her cheeks. But she was not harmed so far as I could tell. And Griff was nestled in her hair, tail swishing angrily but staying put on her shoulder.

Her expression only grew more worried when her gaze locked with mine. As if she’d hoped I wouldn’t come.

I rushed to her—or tried—but two cloaked and hooded hollows blocked me.

“I’m here. Let her go,” I demanded.

Ellbereth stepped between me and her cronies. Her hood was down, her flame-red hair looking dangerously wicked in this secret underground room. She tilted her head and smiled.

“Come now, you don’t think we’re so foolish as to release her before the ritual is complete, do you? We can’t have her running for aid. But afterward, we will. Unharmed, I promise.”

She patted the stone slab. “Lie down here, please.”

There was no reason not to believe that Ellbereth would keep her promise, but I hesitated. There were four of them and two of us, assuming I could get Ameline untied. Those were crap odds, but they were only going to get worse once I lay down on that table.

Ameline shook her head, pleading with me not to go through with it. She might be scared, she might’ve been brought to tears, but I knew she’d rather die than watch me sacrifice myself to save her.

Unluckily for Ameline, it was my choice to make.

Besides, this way there was a chance we both might live. Even if it was only a slim one.

My brain raced, trying to come up with a strategy that might get us out of here, our two gifts pitted against all of theirs. But I came up empty.

I met her eyes, trying to convey my peace with the decision. “I love you,” I told her, not caring who else heard.

And then I lay down on the stone slab.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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Ellbereth and her cronies tied me down with soft, silken ropes.

“This is going to hurt,” she said, “but I am trying to help you. You have no grasp of how evil your magic is. It must be destroyed at any cost.”

As much as I wanted to hate her, I could see by the fervor in her eyes that she believed it. Believed that it was better I endure agony and probable death than retain this wildcard magic.

And that scared me almost more than the cruel curved blade I’d noticed when I’d eased myself onto the table.

They finished tying me, my limbs spread-eagled across the slab in a most undignified fashion. But dignity was the least of my concerns.

Ellbereth checked each of my bonds herself, then raised her voice and announced, “She’s secured.”

That was when someone else came down the stairs, and a moment later, Healer Invermoore stepped into my field of view.

It was jarring to see her serene features and pristine white gown, usually in the light and airy beauty of the infirmary, here in this crude and grubby dugout.

She smiled gently at me, her clear gray eyes resting on my face, though not without a glance at my bonds first.

“Ellbereth’s right, Nova. You have not seen nor tended to the thousands of warriors who have been wounded by the Malus. You have not witnessed what happens to those consumed by its devouring magic, so utterly emptied that their bodies disintegrate into dust mere days later, leaving nothing for their loved ones to say farewell to or lay to rest. No being should possess this power. It’s unnatural. Unbalanced. And since walkerkind were responsible for bringing it about, it is our responsibility to undo it.”

Shock and a sense of betrayal hit me like a fist to the gut. I’d always felt safe with the healer. I’d almost liked her.

But beneath the stunned betrayal was something worse. The unease, the doubt. What if Healer Invermoore and Ellbereth were right?

What if my magic was an abomination that should never have existed? What if I was not the Malus’s downfall but its inroad onto this continent?

Certainly the number of people that were for my wildcard gift seemed markedly outmatched.

“You must know what I’m saying is true,” Healer Invermoore continued softly, sympathetically. “Ameline came to me for supplies and advice that first night you were sick. Even your body senses the unnatural nature of this magic and tries to reject it.”

When I didn’t respond, didn’t give her the agreement she seemed to be hoping for, Invermoore patted my tightly bound hand. “I will do all I can to ensure you survive the cleansing process.”

There was something about the movement, her slight hesitation before touching me, that triggered something deep in my brain.

Healer Invermoore was not a hollow.

If I could break her skin, maybe even just scratch her with a fingernail, my magic would work on her. I could steal her life force and use that power to escape.

At the cost of her life.

As if Invermoore could see the thoughts on my face, she withdrew her hand. “It is my understanding that your magic is more limited than the Malus’s. That you cannot take life force without first piercing the epidermal barrier. Is that correct?”

I could tell by the way she asked that she was already certain of the answer. She wanted me to know they were ready for anything I might try.

No wonder they’d searched me so thoroughly for weapons and bound me so securely before she’d made her presence known.

Healer Invermoore picked up the curved ceremonial blade and made the first cut into my flesh. Pain and blood welled on my forearm. I supposed if magic was carried in our veins, it made sense they’d bleed it out of me.

Ellbereth and her minions began to chant. They’d shifted to stand around the table, one at each corner, and their harmonized voices lifted and fell in an unfamiliar cadence. An unfamiliar language. The sound was eerily beautiful, and the power of it made my hair stand on end.

Invermoore made another cut, parallel to the first and about an inch apart. More blood flowed. I gritted my teeth and watched the crimson liquid spill down my skin and onto the slab I was strapped to.

I knew then that if I wasn’t prepared to make the healer bleed in return, if I wasn’t prepared to take her life, there was no hope of escape.

Each new cut made me flinch involuntarily, but I did not cry out. Not yet. And my tightly constrained limbs could not recoil enough to ruin Invermoore’s perfect precision. My skin might have been the canvas for a morbid work of art for all the care she took.

As the hollows continued to chant and my blood welled and flowed, I realized the slab had been created with this in mind. Gently sloped sides guided the liquid into channels that carried my blood away instead of letting it pool around my back.

How considerate of them.

Time seemed to speed up and yet slow down at the same time. My head spun, but whether from fear or blood loss or the magic in the room, I didn’t know. A strange sort of lethargy was creeping over me.

I wasn’t sure I cared.

I rolled my head—the one part of my body I was still free to move—to look at Ameline.

My friend’s gaze was locked on me. Fear and horror and desperation shining there. And then, despite the gag, I heard her voice.

Stay strong and be ready. I’m going to try something.

I couldn’t imagine what she thought she could do with her mindspeaking magic. Call in a beast from the forest to break us out of here? Any creature she might persuade to work with her would stand no chance against five walkers.

But whatever Ameline was trying, I didn’t want to draw the walkers’ attention to her. So I rolled my head back to study the earthen ceiling, the tree roots there sheared from whatever power had carved the underground space.

I tried to follow her instructions. To stay strong. To be ready. But the slim hope I’d had of escaping was draining away with my blood. To distract myself from that morose thought, I switched to my second sight. There was only so much one could stare at a dirt ceiling after all.

The familiar abundance of life was dimmed by the quantity of soil between us, but I found it comforting somehow. Life would go on without me, whatever happened tonight.

A flurry of energy led me to two large and vibrant creatures circling a third. Obscured by earth and distance, the shape of their golden light was too hazy to identify them, but I could tell all three were big and powerful.

A growl ripped through the night, carrying down to our dugout and adding a discordant note to the melodic chanting. A spitting hiss sounded in response. And then the creatures’ life forces flung themselves at each other, seeming to merge and separate and merge again.

I watched, mesmerized by the light show. Until a scream of pain carried to my ears and one of those light sources brightened.

Suddenly I understood Ameline’s plan.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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I reached out with my magic, uncertain if it would work across this distance, and pulled at the wounded creature’s life force.

The resistance was strong, and in my weakened state, I worried I would lose this tug-of-war. But that thought resurrected the determination that had been slowly draining from me along with my lifeblood.

So I held on, pulled harder. The resistance gave way like a bursting dam.

Power flooded me. Healed me. Revived me.

Transformed me.

In four heartbeats, I wrenched free of my bonds, snatched the ceremonial blade from Healer Invermoore’s hand, slashed through the ropes shackling Ameline to the chair, and pressed that same razor-edged blade against Invermoore’s throat.

All before anyone could react.

My body was smeared with blood, but the pain and cuts were gone. I was sure I looked like a thing of nightmares as I bared my teeth.

“We are going to leave. You are going to let us. Or Healer Invermoore will be my next victim. And I don’t think you’ll like what I become with her power flowing through my veins.”

In the breath that followed, Ameline rose on trembling legs, her eyes shining with an equal measure of hope and fear.

Ellbereth considered us for a moment. Then she waved a casual hand at Ameline, and my friend slammed back down in her chair.

“You might be fast and strong, but you forget there are five magic wielders in this room. Think about it, Nova. You might be right. You might even manage to kill a few of us and escape. But your friend here will die. I’ll personally guarantee it.”

She quirked a brow at me. “Unless you can raise the dead?”

I didn’t answer, and she nodded as if this was expected. “Besides, if you murder even one of us, you will never graduate from the academy. Never face the Malus. So this power you foolishly believe may help the world, this power that has beguiled you, warped you already without your noticing, this power you are now considering sacrificing your friend and becoming a cold-blooded murderer to protect, will bring only that. Murder and death.”

Her words held the ring of sincerity. Of truth.

Her truth.

But whether or not she was wrong about the rest, Ellbereth was right on one thing. I would not sacrifice Ameline to save my gift.

The tip of the ceremonial knife lowered a fraction as my supercharged body sagged in defeat.

“That’s it,” Ellbereth coaxed. “Return the blade to Invermoore and lie down on the table.”

Don’t.

That was Ameline. Abducted, gagged, and pinned to the chair by magic, yet still fighting.

Why is she bargaining with you? Why not magically force you to obey?

That was a good question.

You drew the life force of a stoneboar inside you. Use it.

A stoneboar. I hadn’t realized that was what I’d drained. Would never have guessed it. Not because they weren’t common enough but because of their single distinguishing trait.

There were three types of prey animals that flourished in the existing ecosystem. Those like rabbits and mosquitos that bred too fast to be wiped out. Those like the flum that had evolved inbuilt protective quirks that made them unappealing to predators. Or those like stoneboars, which were big, bad, and hard to kill. Stoneboars were especially hard to kill not only because they were the size of a rhino with hides tougher than inch-thick leather but because they had shields that made them impervious to all magic.

Except the Malus’s.

Except mine.

Was it possible I now possessed that same shielding power? Why hadn’t any of the walkers attacked me yet? Perhaps they were just being wary, unsure if my extra-strengthened limbs might push through any magic compulsion they could exert and fearing to risk Invermoore’s life if it failed.

Or perhaps they couldn’t cast anything on me.

Could I extend that protection to Ameline? There was nothing to lose by trying.

I focused on my friend, who was sitting rigidly on the chair, magic pinning her in place. And I visualized a barricade of transparent armored plates interlocking around her, one that would allow no magic through.

The rigidity of her muscles eased. Her eyes bored into mine in question. And I gave a slight nod.

She didn’t stand. She was too smart for that, to give away our element of surprise. She just gave me a discreet thumbs-up.

And that was when I knew it was time to haul ass.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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I released my grip on Healer Invermoore, snatched up Ameline, and fled for the stairs.

The curved ceremonial blade would make a terrible close-combat or throwing weapon, but I kept it anyway. While I was pretty sure Ameline and I were immune to magical attack, we still had the physical to defend against.

I figured we had a few seconds head start before they came to terms with the fact that their magical attacks weren’t working on either of us. Then they’d be out for blood. I caught sight of my crimson-smeared arm and amended that to more blood.

Lucky for us, amped up on life force, I was faster, stronger, and a better fighter than any walker.

I shoved Ameline out into the open air. “Run,” I hissed. “I’ll catch up.”

Then I spun back to our tormentors to see if I might gain us some advantage.

There was little enough in the room to work with, and the walkers were already beginning to stir to physical action. With no time to devise a better plan, I dashed around the room and relieved them of as many weapons as I could carry.

I bounded up the stairs, flung my armful of stolen weapons into the care of a carnivorous tree, and dashed after my friend, already berating myself for not keeping one of the snatched swords.

My eyes could now see clearly in the darkness, and I caught up to Ameline with ease. She was flat-out sprinting, but it sure didn’t feel like it. I placed my palm against her back and pressed gently to propel her to greater speeds, simultaneously glancing over my shoulder.

They were coming.

Four of the five were out of the hole now. And as a giant tree limb above us cracked and fell, I knew they’d figured out the flaw in our shield. Indirect magical attacks still worked fine.

I grabbed Ameline about the waist, raised her a few inches off the ground, and dashed forward to put the crashing limb between us and our pursuers.

It wasn’t a comfortable way of carrying my friend, and I was considering putting her down, when brambles erupted at our feet. I threw her over my shoulder, ignoring her and Griff’s shrieks of protest, and tore through the canes. The thorns ripped at my flesh, but the power flowing through me sealed the wounds seconds later.

Even so, I was gaining a better sense of my gift now, and I could feel the strain that took on my supply of stolen life force.

Dodge the nasties then. If I had to heal too much, I’d go through it too quickly. And if I ran out of juice, err, life force, we’d both be dead.

“Look out,” Ameline cried, even as my ears picked up the sound of an arrow in flight. I dodged right. Into another patch of brambles, dammit, and sprinted on.

Guess I should’ve relieved them of their long-range weapons.

“They’ve stopped running,” Ameline reported. “But I don’t think they’ve given up. Something big is probably coming…”

Sure enough, the earth shook, threatening to turn my headlong flight into a headlong tumble into the dirt. No. Make that a ravine. The earth opened up, and I leaped just before the ground disappeared beneath my feet. I barely cleared it. And if my jump had fallen so much as an inch short, I was pretty sure that fissure would’ve slammed shut with me inside.

But the academy was just ahead now. I could see the comforting glow of Millicent’s lights peeking through the trees. The dark shapes of the sentinel hedge cats guarding the threshold.

We dodged a final crashing tree limb, and then we were past those hedge cats. But this time the thing that hunted me would not be stopped by their protective magic, so I kept running.

Millicent’s doors sprung wide at my approach, and that small gesture made my eyes burn. Seconds later, I gladly gave her my blood to taste and fell through the doorway of our dorm. I knew Millicent would make the door disappear behind us in the outer hall, and only that made me lower Ameline to her own two feet.

She and Griff wore matching expressions of windblown and wide-eyed outrage. No, Griff’s was outrage. Ameline’s was a mixture of shock and relief.

“Gracious griffin’s claws,” she said. “That’s some gift you’ve got there.”

“How did you know I’d be able to use the stoneboar’s abilities?” I demanded.

“I didn’t. But I figured any energy you could draw on would help us, and life force is intertwined with magic, so I just hoped.”

“But how did you get it to fight the other creatures? Isn’t it impervious to your mindspeaking magic too?”

“Yes, but once I persuaded the pair of embercats to attack it, the stoneboar didn’t have much of a choice in the matter.”

“You’re a genius.”

“A genius who would’ve been utterly powerless without you.”

“Funny, I was thinking the same thing.” I pulled her into a hug. “Lucky we make a great team, hey?”

She half sobbed and half laughed, and I squeezed her tighter.

“We’re in this together,” I reminded her gently. That was the promise we’d made to each other over and over again as we were growing up. “Always.”

Bryn chose that moment to join our conversation. Her short hair was mussed from sleep, her arms were crossed, and she was wearing a ferocious scowl.

“Together, you say? That begs the question of what on earth did I just miss out on and why the hell didn’t you bring me with you?”

It was clear from the way she shouted the last part that she wasn’t pleased about being left out.

Ameline hurried to explain. I chimed in on the parts she didn’t know about.

Bryn’s scowl stayed firmly in place.

“Problem?” I queried.

“I can’t believe you let me sleep through all the excitement.”

Um, excitement?

Our friend was officially bonkers. But I didn’t think now was a good time to point that out to her.

“It’s not like we had a choice,” I pointed out instead.

Griff set to preening the feathers I’d disarranged in our mad scramble to safety, and Bryn’s scowl deepened.

“Yeah well, you can’t blame me for being upset. Even small-and-porky got to come along.”

Now that the adrenaline was wearing off, Ameline was practically swaying on her feet. I felt no fatigue. Not yet. Stolen energy was still coursing through my system, but I decided to put an end to this conversation anyway so that my friends, at least, could get some sleep.

“Fine,” I said. “I’m very sorry. The next time one of us gets kidnapped and the other is chosen to be carved up like a family roast and forced into an experimental ritual, we’ll do everything we can to drag you into the disaster with us.”

Bryn nodded as if this was a perfectly rational promise for me to make. “Good.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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I lay for a long time in the dark that wasn’t dark to my energy-augmented eyes, listening to my companions’ gentle snores. Wondering how I could protect myself and my friends.

Ameline and I had managed to outsmart Ellbereth and her minions this time. But what about the next? Or the time after that?

Sooner or later one of us was going to get killed.

And with Healer Invermoore on Team Ellbereth, a trip to the infirmary could prove just as dangerous as anything in the forest.

I wasn’t a tattletale by nature, but if there was ever a time to get the authorities involved, this was it. I resolved to speak with Cricklewood after weapons training. Of all the professors, he’d seemed most invested in my wildcard magic. Dunraven, Wilverness, and the other professors tolerated it. Grimwort would happily see me dead. Hence, Cricklewood.

The other thing I thought about as the long minutes ticked by was the magic that was at the root of my trouble. To be fair, it had also gotten me out of trouble tonight, along with Ameline’s quick thinking.

If our escape had taught me anything, it was that no one truly understood my magic. Including me.

I’d been told I had Malus magic, and I had swallowed that as fact. Even when experience suggested otherwise. But for all the similarities, my power was not the same as the Malus’s.

The Malus drew from all living things. Every bug, leaf, creature, or fungus. And it didn’t need to make them bleed first. Nor, I was beginning to suspect, did it have a problem with withdrawal like I did.

The Malus also had other abilities: taking over a creature’s life force inside its body to use as a puppet and projecting fear so potent it could drive people insane.

But according to our lessons and every account I’d heard, one thing the Malus could not do was utilize the magic of those it drained.

Tonight, thanks to Ameline, I had done just that.

Which meant, despite the assumptions and accusations flung about, my gift was uncharted territory.

Hell, maybe I could do something other than kill.

The only way I would find out was to practice, experiment, and hunt down the answers myself. The sooner the better if I wanted to protect my friends and survive long enough to learn what I could really do.

So I vowed to ignore the voices in my head, telling me what was and wasn’t possible, debating whether my power was evil or the key to victory, and the niggling fears that the Malus might somehow have a foothold in my mind or magic. I would shut them all out and begin practicing in earnest. Not just during Advanced Magic classes but before and after my other lessons too.

Then I would see what I could do about changing the world.

I was already dreading the withdrawals.
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Weapons practice came and went. The stolen life force hadn’t fully depleted yet, so I had to hold back to avoid hurting my sparring partners. It was about as challenging as swatting a trapped fly.

When the other students left for the next class, Ameline, Bryn, and I remained behind. Hopefully Cricklewood could give us some sort of note to preclude us from Dunraven’s wrath at our delay. He hated students being late.

I might’ve come before weapons class except we all needed the extra sleep.

Cricklewood peered at us through narrowed eyes. “Did you have your brains eaten by worms and forget your way to class, or did you want something?”

“I need to talk to you,” I said. “Privately.”

He raised one scraggly white eyebrow and guided me to a small room tacked onto the outbuilding that stored the racks of special weapons.

I went in alone. If word got around that one of us had blabbed, I wanted the censure to fall on me.

Cricklewood followed me in and shut the door behind us. The room was small and cramped but surprisingly cozy. There were paintings on the walls, noncarnivorous plants in every available nook, and a desk piled with weapons in various states of repair instead of the usual papers. The chair Cricklewood seated himself in was plush and padded. The visitor’s chair, on the other hand, was hard and compact with a backrest that dug in at all the wrong places. Doubtless to discourage visitors from overstaying their welcome.

I took the hint and got straight to the point, recounting what had been going on and why I was here.

The professor’s wrinkles deepened as he listened, and he seemed to sag in his chair. When I was done, he rubbed his face with a hand as gnarled with age as any human’s.

“I’m going to explain the situation to you,” he said. “And you’re not going to like it.”

I waited.

“These are difficult times, and people are growing more difficult with them. Desperate even.”

His eyebrows bristled at me as if making sure I was paying attention. I was.

“Some walkers strongly believe in this academy initiative. Most do not. The believers are the minority, but the majority have thus far bowed to their wishes because to do otherwise would cause a great deal of political backlash. Still, after thirty-seven years without result, tolerance among the majority is wearing thin. The only thing that’s prevented the matter coming to a head before now is that the potential good of the academy initiative far outweighed the potential consequences.”

His rheumy blue eyes fixed on mine.

“Until you, Nova. Your gift.”

I swallowed, no longer sure I wanted to hear this. I’d assumed I was dealing with the professors and one fanatical student. What Cricklewood was insinuating was much larger and more complex.

He steepled his fingers on the desk as if collecting his thoughts.

“Your reaper magic is incredibly contentious. Some of those who support the academy initiative believe it might be what we’ve been waiting for. Almost everyone else wants the risk neutralized.”

Have me killed, he meant. I was impressed the old coot could be so tactful when it suited him.

“It is not the professors at this academy deciding your fate. It’s the members of the council. Two weeks ago, they very reluctantly acceded to the believers’ wishes to wait and see how your gift develops. How you develop. But that ruling could be rescinded at any moment.”

I’d known some of that already—that the concession to let me live was contingent on results. But I hadn’t known those weighing that decision were a bunch of high-and-mighty walker council members I’d never so much as laid eyes on.

“To make matters worse,” Cricklewood was saying, “Ellbereth’s mother is the most influential council member alive today. It’s possible, though I don’t know this for sure and would deny ever saying so outside this room, that she is fully aware of what Ellbereth has been attempting to do. She could have even instructed her to do it. Certainly it wouldn’t be the first time a member of the council has used their connections to achieve ends with minimal political fallout.

“As a hollow secluded away at this academy, Ellbereth is far enough removed from her mother to keep Lady Neryndrith’s hands appearing clean, and Ellbereth’s hollow status means she is protected from serious repercussions for all but the worst of offenses.”

He didn’t say it, but I understood taking a human life was not even close to being considered as the worst of offenses.

“So I could try talking to her. But it’s your word against hers. And unfortunately for you, hers holds more weight with the people deciding your fate.”

I slumped down in the hard seat. Fabulous. I’d had a feeling that was where the conversation was going.

“I don’t give a crap about politics,” Cricklewood said. “But my hands are effectively tied in this because if I’m seen to aid you against a councilwoman’s daughter without ironclad evidence of wrongdoing, the political uproar will harm rather than help you.”

For a moment, just a moment, he looked truly apologetic.

I hadn’t known the old professor could make that expression, let alone toward a student, and the vulnerability made me ask, “Are you a… believer?”

“More like an optimistic old fool.” He rubbed his face again. “My partner was a hollow on the frontline back on our world, and the only reason I’ve bothered to outlive him for a hundred bleak and bitter years is because I want to see this war ended before I die. Jhaeros gave up his life for the cause, so I want to see it finished.”

He frowned faintly at me.

“You give me hope that might still happen. Supposing you find a way of dealing with the more immediate problem.”

In an eye blink, all trace of vulnerability vanished—so completely I would’ve thought I’d imagined it had it not been for the information he’d just shared.

The familiar cranky professor was back.

“And for the love of all that’s good in the worlds,” he growled, “don’t kill Ellbereth. Otherwise, all hell will break loose.”

He scowled at a spot above my head, making me curious as to his thoughts. “Did I use that idiom right?”

Oh. “Yes.”

“Great. Now get your endangered backside out of my office before people start to wonder what we’re talking about.”

“Yes, sir.” I pushed myself off the uncomfortable chair with a touch of relief, then paused. “Thank you.”

Cricklewood nodded stiffly, and I turned for the door.

“By the way,” he said, “that sword I made sure you were paired with, it cuts through magic. Might be useful.”

I was still digesting that when the withdrawal hit me.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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Six hours into my withdrawal, carrying myself and my sword to the bathroom felt like the hardest thing I’d ever done. I very nearly gave up halfway. But after all the sweating and vomiting, I really wanted a shower.

I also wanted to live to enjoy it.

So I pressed on.

Ameline and Bryn accompanied me. I felt bad about that, but anytime one of us left our dorm room, we were practically joined at the hip.

Ameline did offer to carry Gus on my behalf. But Gus told me he would accept no other wielder now. I suspected he was just enjoying watching me struggle, but then I also suspected that if Ellbereth tried again and the sword wasn’t already in my hands, he wouldn’t do me much good.

I still couldn’t believe that it had been Cricklewood who’d made sure I’d picked this particular sword. Perhaps Gus’s claim that he’d been asleep was true.

When I reached the familiar bathroom tiles, I could’ve wept. I heroically resisted the urge to crawl, and careful to avoid dragging the tip of my heavy sword along those tiles, I made it at last into the shower stall.

Taking my clothes off presented another hurdle of monumental proportions, but I managed that too and turned on the taps.

The water was hot and cleansing and felt like magic.

I closed my eyes and reveled in it. The rivulets sluicing over my skin, washing away the sweat and other odors I didn’t want to think about. The warmth soothing my tight and knotted muscles. And the blissful convenience of a nearby vomit receptacle if my stomach objected to this strenuous exercise.

I was just beginning to feel like life might be worth living when something tried to take it from me.

One moment I was standing there, letting the grime and aches drain away. The next, the stream of water jerked aside and some sort of metal collar snapped around my neck.

Too tight. I clawed uselessly at the unyielding garrote, unable to breathe. Some part of my brain registered it was the shower itself strangling me—the long brass arm that carried water up to the showerhead had leaped from its moorings on the wall and wrapped itself around my neck before becoming rigid brass again.

My frantic fingers scored my own flesh but did nothing to the pipe. And in my panic, I was wasting precious seconds of oxygen. I pounded my fist against the side of the stall.

“Nova?” Came Ameline’s hesitant voice. “Are you all right?”

But of course I couldn’t answer.

My desperate, probably bulging eyes landed on Gus. The sword that could cut through magic, Cricklewood had said. I dove for it, but though most of the shower pipe had detached from the wall, the base was still secure and my metal collar pulled me up short.

If I’d had the breath to curse, I would’ve given Bryn a run for her money. Instead, I yanked at my leash, stretched my bare foot toward my sword, dragged it closer with my toes, and tried again.

There! My fingers wrapped around Gus’s hilt, and I applied the last of the strength in my oxygen-depleted limbs to the awkward task of slashing at the tube of metal around my neck.

Somehow I managed to slice through the garrote without decapitating myself, and I collapsed to the floor in relief.

“Nova?” Ameline’s voice was fraught with concern. “Answer me now or we’re breaking down the door.”

“Don’t,” I managed to say through a throat that ached with every blessed breath. I was lying against the tiles, naked and gasping, and the unwelcome puzzle pieces were falling into place.

By thwarting Ellbereth and her minions’ plan to drain me of my magic last night, I’d “forced” them to more extreme measures.

Ameline and I had defied the odds, my reaper gift giving me powers they’d been unable to fight in that underground chamber. Powers that had turned the tables and made them vulnerable, even with their numbers advantage.

From their perspective, it was easy to see how they’d conclude it was too difficult, too dangerous to complete the complex and lengthy magic-stripping ritual on me.

Killing me was a far simpler task.

After all, when not high on stolen life force, I was as helpless against them as a sitting duck.

Gus snorted in my mind. A sitting duck with a magnificent sword maybe.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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I ended up recovering from withdrawal and the murder attempt just in time for the next “trust-building” trial. The irony wasn’t lost on me.

If the professors wanted the students at the academy to learn to work as a trusting, cohesive unit, they really ought to start with the basics. Like prohibiting us from killing each other, for example.

Theus and Lirielle were standing outside our dorm room when Ameline, Bryn, and I emerged.

Theus looked us over with concern. “We heard about your… run-in with Ellbereth and thought you could use an escort to the arena. In case she hasn’t given up yet.”

My hand reflexively rose to my neck, the livid bruising mostly hidden by my shirt collar. She absolutely hadn’t given up yet.

“Heard from who?” I asked.

Theus glanced down the empty passageway. “A certain professor.”

Cricklewood then.

“Oh. Well, thanks.”

A short, uneventful walk had us joining the other students assembled around the lake, which was in the process of draining. Ellbereth stared impassively at our arrival. If she was surprised to see me alive, I couldn’t read it on her elegant face.

It was a face, I thought, that would look better with a broken nose. But that would only worsen the situation, so I tried for an equally impassive expression and was grateful for the comforting and restraining presence of my four companions.

Now we just had to get through this next arena challenge without sustaining an injury that might force us to the infirmary.

The lake finished draining, and Dunraven cleared his throat. “We’ll be dividing you into groups of five.”

The assembled professors walked among us to do just that, and I groaned inwardly when one of the conceited jerks from the first trial was assigned to mine. From his expression, tall, bright, and handsome number one hadn’t forgiven me for upstaging him. But at least Lirielle was in my group too.

When everyone had been assigned a team, Dunraven said, “The setup is this: you’re in the final throes of a long and difficult battle. A battle that you have, for all intents and purposes, lost.”

A collective murmur ran through the students, and Cricklewood stomped his staff for order. “A scenario you combat virgins might want to get comfortable with.”

Dunraven resumed his narrative. “Your magic has been depleted—which means any team member caught using it will be counted as a casualty.” He paused to let that sink in.

“Most of your unit has already fallen, leaving your group of five as the only survivors. And two of you are so near to joining your fellow warriors in death that you will need carrying.”

Cricklewood opened an ornate wooden box and held it up so everyone could see its contents. Two garnet-colored beetles the size and shape of a walnut lay against black fabric. They sparkled in the daylight like precious gemstones, and I thought they were jewelry until Cricklewood stroked one’s back and it fluttered iridescent wings.

Animated or real?

Dunraven gestured at the display. “To help the theoretically injured teammates stick to their roles, they will be wearing a bloodjewel beetle pin, which will temporarily paralyze them from the neck down.”

My eyes snapped back to the beetles. The decorative pieces were a far cry from the plain armbands that mirrored wounds from one wearer to another. I couldn’t imagine the pretty red jewels had been made just for the academy and wasn’t sure I wanted to know what they’d historically been used for.

I decided just to be grateful that none of my friends had been grouped with any of Ellbereth’s. I didn’t think she’d try anything in front of such a large audience—she’d gone to pains to keep her endeavors unwitnessed by any but those loyal to her. Still, I wouldn’t have wanted to be teamed up with the murderous councilwoman’s daughter and then rendered helpless by one of those beetle pins.

Had Cricklewood made sure that wouldn’t happen?

“Your mission,” Dunraven continued, “is to work together to conduct a strategic retreat without sacrificing any more lives. Between you and safety—in this case, the opposite side of the arena—is a stretch of land thick with Malus-possessed creatures.”

Multiple heads turned in my direction at the mention of Malus possession. I held back a wince.

“If you have to leave your bloodjewel-wearing teammates behind, they’ll be considered lost. If you have to use your magic, you’ll be considered lost. And of course, if you take a life-threatening injury, you’ll be considered lost and might even become so in actuality.”

Fabulous.

But for all my personal issues and the skepticism that sprang from them, these trials were having an impact. Walkers and humans weren’t becoming buddies, but they were starting to treat each other with something like respect.

With some notable exceptions anyway.

The group chosen to go first contained two of those exceptions. When Cricklewood joined them at the bottom of the arena to apply the beetle pins, I heard one of the walkers say, “Professor, the humans should be the wounded ones. They’re weak, so they’d fall first.”

“If they even make it as far as the battlefield,” a second group member put in.

Cricklewood smiled. But it wasn’t a nice smile. “Just for that, you two can be the paralyzed team members.”

The two beetles flew from their nest of fabric and landed on the chests of their two targets. The walkers crumpled to the ground like boneless sacks of grain without so much as a hand to break their falls.

It did not stop them complaining.

That left two humans and one walker as the able-bodied members of the team. The humans didn’t look any more thrilled about that than the walkers.

I didn’t blame them. Especially as, after a quick discussion, the stronger of the two humans tried and failed to lift one of the paralyzed walkers off the ground. I’d never had to lift a walker myself, but I knew from lugging one of their bones around as a wand, ahem, a thaumaturgy rod, that they must weigh more than we did.

The single non-paralyzed walker, a girl with hair so black it was almost blue, assisted by hoisting the “injured” party up and slinging them over the human’s shoulder. The kid, despite being fit and muscled from Cricklewood’s classes, staggered under the weight. His ability to fight while shouldering the burden would be almost nonexistent, but the third able-bodied teammate, a slight human girl, would have been a worse choice to carry the load.

The black-haired walker lifted the other “injured” teammate over her shoulder with relative ease, leaving her sword arm free.

And then every inch of the arena floor erupted.

A multitude of animated enemies made of stone and wood and dirt poured from the earth. Their forms were too many to catalog and their numbers too numerous to count. Animals, large and small, real and mythical, humanoid figures wielding crude but effective weapons hewn from the same materials they were, and the occasional flying creature as well.

They were smaller than the golems from the first trial but infinitely more abundant. And as I watched, the struggling team all but disappeared under the seething mass of adversaries.

Somehow the team managed to fight their way forward, slashing and hacking in frenzied concentration. It was probably hard not to hit something.

But they were only a quarter of the way across when their momentum slowed. Stopped. Hemmed in by too many enemies and not enough fighters.

The unencumbered human girl seemed to be putting in a heroic effort, but her staff, while good for keeping the foes out of striking distance, failed to fell them fast enough. The black-haired walker was swift and skilled but hindered by her efforts to protect the guy slung over her shoulder. And the guy carrying the second walker tried to lend what assistance he could whenever one of them came close to being overwhelmed, but that help was limited.

I didn’t see what happened. Not exactly. Perhaps one of the enemies got clever and yanked the staff out of the human girl’s hands. Perhaps as she tired, one of them finally slipped through her defense and she was unable to stop the torrent of creatures that followed. But suddenly someone was screaming and then a blast of magic sent every animated monster stumbling back.

It didn’t stop the screaming though.

A moment later, the enemies fell where they stood, much as the beetle-wearing walkers had. Someone among the professors must have decided it had gone far enough.

But that didn’t stop the screaming either.

Then one of the walkers who’d been wearing a bloodjewel pin was being carried past me on his way to the infirmary. They passed close enough that I could see the large bite out of his side. So large that several of his ribs and the pinks and dark reds of his organs were visible.

The girl who’d been wielding the staff followed, pale-faced and nursing her arm like it might’ve been broken.

The remaining three were shaken but okay. They wiped sweat from their faces and settled down to watch the next unfortunate team.

Cricklewood’s beetles had flown back to him at some point, and when his eyes landed on me, I knew.

He crooked a finger at us. “You’re up next.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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I wanted to swallow, but my mouth was feeling awfully dry right then.

We trudged down into the arena. Well, I trudged. Lirielle had a floaty sort of spring in her step that suggested she was en route to a night of merrymaking rather than battle.

Tall, bright, and handsome, whose ugly sneer made me want to change his nickname, doubtless would’ve preferred the two humans of our group to be paralyzed, but after what happened with the first team, he was wise enough not to voice his opinion.

We waited with bated breath for Cricklewood to choose.

The bloodjewel beetles, which were exquisite up close, flew to Dexter and Luthien. One human, one walker. Both large, heavy males.

That left me, Lirielle, and Sneer Face to carry the “wounded” and fight our way across the arena. Sixty yards had never seemed so far.

Sneer Face shouldered the paralyzed walker and turned to Lirielle. “Looks like you and I will have to take on the burden since the human can barely lift her sword without the stolen life force of others.

“Fine with me,” Lirielle said. “I prefer to be challenged than bored.”

My head whipped in her direction. I’d spent quite a lot of time with Lirielle recently—in addition to protecting my back in the forest every day, she and Theus had taken to joining us for the occasional meal. So I was accustomed to her quirks. While she was with us in body and vaguely aware of what was going on in her immediate surroundings, the larger part of her mind was usually soaring elsewhere along paths unknown. Except now, she sounded so… well, present.

“Back to back to back,” she ordered, scooping up the human male with an ease that should’ve been impossible with her slender frame. A naked sword gleamed in her hand, and there was a second sheathed at her waist.

I tore my eyes from Lirielle to the goal on the far side of the arena. “Why don’t we travel along the wall so we only need to defend on one front?”

Lirielle canted her head. “Because along the wall is near twice the distance, and with three of us fighting, our ability to swing a sword will be severely hampered by the risk of hitting an ally.”

Both were good points, but I didn’t get a chance to tell her so because right then the disassembled army erupted into menacing life.

We put our backs together, each of us forming one point of a defensive triangle formation. I took the lead point. Unencumbered, it made sense to put me on path-clearing duty.

Or so I thought until I saw Lirielle fight. I’d watched her in other trials and marveled at her skill with both one and two blades. But it was a whole new level of amazing to experience it at close quarters. If I hadn’t been so busy holding up my own section of the defense, I would’ve loved to gawk.

Gus did one of his sighs. Yes. I don’t know why she couldn’t have become my wielder.

“Oh please,” I muttered. “You would hate having to share the glory with a second sword.”

He harrumphed but didn’t gainsay me.

The sheer mass of creatures jostling to kill us was almost overwhelming. Everything from large bears or mythological monsters to floppy clay-eared rabbits, vicious raccoons and the occasional humanoid or goblin. Some bore crude weapons like clubs or axes made from extensions of themselves. Others used claws or horns or tusks or teeth to rip and render flesh.

All of them were out for our blood.

But in their disorganized, crowded frenzy, they bumped and shoved and impeded each other’s attacks—making them easy targets for my blade. And perhaps due to Gus’s ability to slice through magic, they fell to his wicked black edge like wheat before a scythe.

Our adversaries were poor fighters with crude weapons, but in a numbers game like this one, they’d win out eventually. There would be no doubt of the outcome in a real battle.

But we didn’t need to kill them all. We just needed to reach the other side of the arena.

So I slashed and parried and occasionally dodged, careful not to leave an opening that an ambitious clay creature could use to attack my companions’ backs. We pushed onward, gaining ground slowly but surely with relentless intent. And though I could feel myself tiring, I started to think we might make it.

We were halfway across the arena when our plan went to hell.

Sneer Face staggered against my side. “Stars and suns,” he cursed. “I lost my sword. We need to get it back.”

In my peripheral vision, I saw Lirielle flick a glance over her shoulder while simultaneously decapitating her nearest foe. “Your arm’s broken. How are you going to wield it?”

“I’ll figure something out. Just help me, dammit.”

Sneer Face kicked a rocky rodent into the face of an oncoming humanoid, and I cut down the club-wielding gorilla thing that rushed into the small opening that provided. I barely spun in time to meet the next opponent.

Getting his sword was easier said than done. It would be a miracle if we could find the blade under the piles of bodies—or more accurately, piles of rubble—around us.

“How are you at fighting left-handed?” I dared to inquire while slamming Gus into the chest of a large hunting cat that had shoved the other opponents aside. I wasn’t about to risk our necks to retrieve a weapon he could barely use.

“Fine.”

“Crap,” Lirielle countered.

She would know since she could fight equally well with a sword in each hand. Though right now she was using only one of her blades since the human draped over her shoulder limited the motion on that side of her body.

“Why not borrow Lirielle’s spare?” I suggested.

“No!” Lirielle and Sneer Face shouted at once.

“Then forget about your sword,” I said. “Take the injured guy from Lirielle so she’s free to fight with both hands.”

“No way,” he snarled. “Then I’ll be completely defenseless. I’m not trusting my life to a human brat!”

Lirielle’s sword made a sweeping arc in the edge of my vision, and two more stone creatures crumpled. “A human brat who’s outdone you at every challenge since the transformation,” she pointed out.

“Only because she’s not pulling her fair share of the weight by carrying anyone right now.”

Lirielle cut down a wolf that was racing at Sneer Face while I caught an eagle in the gut. “Neither are you since you dropped your weapon,” she retorted. “Stop arguing with reason and take Dexter already. If one of us fails to protect you, you can always defend yourself with magic.”

Muttering and whining about how well that turned out for the first team, Sneer Face conceded. And at last we were able to resume our slow progress across the arena.

My skin was slick with sweat and dirt turned to mud, and the fighting was so fierce I hadn’t dared block my vision for the split second it would take me to wipe my brow. But Gus was brilliant, and Lirielle even more so. (Not that I’d share that comparison with my pointy companion if I could help it.)

She was a whirlwind of wicked edges and moved so fast I wasn’t convinced I could best her even if I’d been powered by additional life force. Trying to defend a wider angle meant I could see less of Lirielle now, but I didn’t miss the number of occasions one of her flashing swords encroached into my territory to save my ass whenever I risked being inundated.

By Gus’s and Lirielle’s skill and my sheer determination, we made it across the arena.

Sneer Face bore our two paralyzed teammates roughly to the ground and strode off to find his sword (and then probably the infirmary) without a backward glance.

Lirielle shot me a triumphant grin not in the least bit dimmed by the mud and dust spattering her face.

“It was a pleasure to fight by your side, Wildcard.”

Then she sheathed her swords, and I could see her mind already untethering itself from the material world as she drifted up the stairs.

Bemused but smiling, I trailed after her.

In the end, we were one of only three groups to reach the far side of the arena with every team member “alive.”

But my friends made it out healthy and whole, and that was all I cared about.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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If someone had told me a few months ago that a snail infestation would radically change my life, I’d have backed away slowly and then avoided that person ever after.

Yet that’s exactly what happened. The snail revolution thing, that is. Not somebody predicting it.

I was eating breakfast when Glenn and Glennys came into the dining hall, muttering about the damage a magical snail infestation was wreaking on their roses.

In a flash of inspiration, I promised them I’d take care of it. And when the time came for Grimwort’s Advanced Magic lesson, I set to work.

One snail at a time.

I didn’t regret draining the snails of their life force. Heck, I was even doing community service at the same time. Though I did feel bad about scraping their gelatinous gummy sides with a needle first.

Theus, green eyes sparkling, watched on with great amusement while Lirielle spent most of the hour far away in her own dreamy preoccupations. But they were guarding my back, so I limited my protests to an occasional half-hearted glower in Theus’s direction.

It only made his smile deepen.

Still, the slimy, gloopy mollusks were perfect for practicing my magic on. Draining their tiny life forces required finesse and allowed me to experiment for longer periods and multiple drawings without risk of becoming overly supercharged. That in turn meant I didn’t wind up with anything worse than minor nausea during withdrawal.

Even better, this particular variety possessed a tiny amount of magic of their own. Unlike most snails, they could exude slime from every part of their body and used the slime’s vaguely magical properties to taste foul to natural predators as well as protect themselves from poisons absorbed through the skin and shell.

It wasn’t the most useful magic ability for me to steal—and I wasn’t stoked about exuding snail goo from my own skin—but I could still practice the mechanics of stealing and wielding it. Plus it convinced Gus to refrain from his scathing commentary on occasion when I threatened to gum up his hilt with slime.

After each day’s official lessons were done, Ameline and Bryn relieved Theus and Lirielle of their Nova-sitting duties.

Bryn was itching for Ellbereth to try something so she could vent some of her fiery displeasure, but as the sky darkened and other students took time for recreation or extra sleep, the academy grounds were empty except for us and Cricklewood or Glenn and Glennys occasionally passing by. So Bryn made do with juggling fireballs and keeping us all warm in the winter evening chill. Sometimes Ameline would encourage Griff, whose feathers were becoming less scraggly and who was getting better at flying every day now, to fly through Bryn’s fireballs like an obstacle course or hunt down his own food. He turned his nose up at the foul-tasting snails, preferring instead to prey on the juicy moths and tiny bats that came out after dark.

Bryn’s prowess with fire made my own magic practice with the snails even more laughable, but I persisted anyway.

And it was on my sixth day of doing this when the population was wearing thin that I learned something very interesting about my wildcard gift.

Worried about running out of snail victims, I tried to finesse my skills to an even greater extent and take just a fraction of the life force from one snail. To my shock, it worked. And further, the snail I’d pinched that smidgen of life force from continued oozing itself around Glenn and Glennys’s rosebush, munching as it went.

Hardly able to believe it, I marked the snail with indigo ink, much to my friends’ amusement. And the next morning it was not only alive, but its life force was as bright as the rest of them again.

“Don’t you get it?” I demanded of Bryn and Ameline, whom I’d dragged out before breakfast to check on my snail friend. “This means I can take and use life force and magic without killing the creature I steal it from. Without even causing it any lasting harm.”

My friends stopped teasing me about my snail experimentation after that.

Mostly.


CHAPTER THIRTY
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Snail practice aside, the attempts on my life didn’t stop after the shower incident. One day as I stood at the arena’s edge to watch the team inside, a freak gust of wind nearly sent me tumbling over the sheer drop to the unforgiving ground below. Only Lirielle’s lightning-fast reflexes, reaching out to grab my belt, prevented it from working.

Another day during breakfast, a chunk of bread lodged in my airway and refused to move no matter how I coughed or spluttered. Bryn saved me that time by setting fire to the table Ellbereth and her friends were seated around, and suddenly the bread came up just fine.

On a third occasion, we were passing through one of the grand chambers when the large chandelier that graced its lofty ceiling smashed to the floor. Millicent reacted faster than we did, yanking the rug we were walking on and us with it out of harm’s way.

It was fortunate Ellbereth didn’t want my death linked back to her because it placed far more constraints on her than we could have. She stuck to things that might be construed as accidents in public, and we took special care whenever we were away from the other students.

Gus’s ability to cut through magic saved my butt on more than one occasion. For all that his milk-and-honey obsession was annoying, I was more grateful than ever he was immune to rust because I insisted on having him within easy reach whenever I showered.

Our dorm room became a refuge for us all, though even there I kept Gus near.

And so my days became an exhausting cycle of learning about my magic and trying not to die.

In addition to classes and arena trials of course.

It was a mixture of luck, my sword, and the loyalty of my friends (because somewhere over the past weeks, I had uneasily come to count Theus and Lirielle among that number) that I was still alive. And I was beginning to realize that sooner or later that luck would turn on me.

Each day, I was growing less and less confident that I would survive long enough to pit my wildcard gift against the Malus.

But it was during the night that I should’ve been afraid.

Flashing lights roused me from sleep. But before I could so much as open my eyes, my mattress—or to be more precise, Millicent—flung me across the room.

Which turned out to be just as well because two paralyzing bloodjewel beetles flew through a hole in the ceiling directly above my bed. A hole that hadn’t been there when I’d fallen asleep.

I scrambled for my sword, shouting a warning to Bryn and Ameline.

But I was too slow on both fronts.

The nearest beetle stabbed me in the chest, and my limbs went dead, toppling me to the floor on top of the sword I’d been trying to grab. My neck still worked, and I craned it in time to see the second beetle fell Ameline in a similar fashion. Except she hadn’t made it all the way out of bed yet, so at least her landing was soft.

I remembered from the arena that we could still use our magic despite the paralysis, but that did me zero favors since the only borrowed magic ability I had in my system was snail slime. A quick check confirmed there was nothing conveniently bleeding in our vicinity.

Ameline’s communication magic wasn’t going to help either. Griff wasn’t even in the dorm room because with his plumage and fur grown in to protect him from the cold, he’d taken to going on late-night jaunts when the mood struck him.

And our attackers weren’t done yet.

I rolled my head the other way to see that four walkers had dropped through the hole in the seconds it had taken to neutralize Ameline and me. My blood ran cold.

Ellbereth and some of her minions. And I was helpless. Magnificent sword or no.

Gus, pressed beneath my unresponsive limbs, for once did not contradict me.

But Bryn wasn’t done yet either. She welcomed the intruders with a barrage of fireballs. Unfortunately the overly organized walkers were prepared for this contingency, sporting magical shields that flickered but did not fall under the ferocious attack.

That didn’t stop Bryn from trying. The fiery assault intensified until there was so much fire in the air it seemed impossible that the entire room hadn’t caught alight. Yet Ameline, Millicent, and I were all unscathed, and I still had enough oxygen to breathe. It was freaking impressive.

A spot on my chest heated, and I realized Bryn was simultaneously trying to burn the beetle pin. But while the fabric beneath it began to smoke, the bloodjewel itself did not alter. Nor did my inability to move.

Damn.

No matter how gifted she was with fire, Bryn didn’t stand a chance against the four powerful and prepared walkers. I watched uselessly as they pushed forward, protected by their magic shield. When they drew nearer to Bryn and she failed to draw her axe or dodge away, I realized they must be physically restraining her with magic too.

One of the walkers hit her on the head. Hard. And the fires flickered out.

Hell’s hot sulfurous breath. If they’d done her any permanent damage—

They released their magical hold and Bryn fell to the floor.

Then they came for me.

I was certain I was about to die. Instead, they gagged me with something that tasted of mint and dirt and then the same stupid black bag they’d used before was shoved over my head.

Were they going to attempt the ritual again?

If so, there would be no escape. Not this time. Even if animals happened to fight nearby, allowing me to draw on their life force without Ameline orchestrating it, paralyzed as I was, my magic would do little good.

I could rally no resistance, could do nothing but flop limply about, when they picked me up. I cursed them through my gag, but it came out too muffled to offer any satisfaction. All I could do was pray they would leave my friends alive.

Unseen hands hoisted me over a shoulder, and then I was lifted and passed to another set of hands that hauled me through the hole in the ceiling.

No one spoke as they carried me. I knew from the change of temperature and the chill breeze against my skin that we had traveled outside.

Unable to move more than my head, unable to shout through the gag, unable to see a damn thing, all I could do was imagine how my life would end.

My eyes stung, but I refused to give them the gratification of seeing any tears. If they bothered to remove the bag over my head before they killed me. Perhaps I wouldn’t even see it coming.

And then the person whose shoulder I was riding on shifted their gait. Like they were walking down a series of steps. But it couldn’t have been the underground room in the forest. We hadn’t traveled far enough for that. So—

I was lowered to the ground with a gentleness that seemed incongruent when they were about to kill me, and then the bag around my head was removed.

Ellbereth’s pale face loomed in the dark. “I’m sorry it has to end this way.” The apology seemed as genuine as it could be under the circumstances. Though now I knew her mother was a politician, I was more suspicious of her apparent sincerity. “If only you’d cooperated and let us cleanse you of the evil magic. I didn’t want to… Well, I suppose there’s no point lamenting over what might have been.”

She was remarkably civil for a murderer.

“You’re in the arena,” she told me as her minions carried over two of the giant weapons from the wall.

Really? This was how it was all going to end? Chopped in half by a rusted battle-axe or great sword?

But Ellbereth had not been “civil” enough to remove my gag, so I couldn’t voice my questions aloud. Not understandably anyway.

To my surprise, the walkers laid the weapons across my torso, careful to avoid dislodging the beetle. The weight was cold and uncomfortably heavy on my paralyzed body.

But still better than being cleaved in two, I supposed. My brain scrambled to make sense of the odd gesture.

“We’re going to leave, and then the lake is going to refill. I’ve heard drowning isn’t a pleasant death. But at least it will be over quickly. And this way everyone—well, everyone that matters—will believe it was an accident.”

Ellbereth paused, a smile crooking her lips.

“Silly of you to go swimming alone in the middle of the night.”

She turned to her companions. “Let’s go. We’ll put the blood jewels and weapons back when it’s done.”

And then she and her minions disappeared into the darkness, leaving me to drown.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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Frigid water seeped up from the soil beneath me, dampening the back of my paralyzed body and unbound hair. I allowed a few tears to fall then. Curse Ellbereth and her cronies, this wasn’t how I was supposed to die. So uselessly. Futilely. Fruitlessly.

But what the hell could I do? The bloodjewel beetle was impossible to reach with my teeth, and the heavy weapons pressing me to the sand would ensure I had no hope of floating.

Think, Nova. Think!

I couldn’t move. I checked and failed once again to find any convenient life forces to steal from. And my only current magical ability was to ooze snail slime.

The water rose, trickling into my ears, and the world went quiet.

But I realized then that the snail slime might not be so useless after all.

I concentrated on the spot where the bloodjewel pin stabbed into my chest and magically conjured up some slippery, goopy, viscous slime to ooze from my skin. The pin shifted a fraction.

The water was rising faster now, gaining momentum. I sucked down one final breath.

The lake covered my mouth and spilled up my nostrils.

I oozed more slime. Pouring every desperate ounce of energy toward it. And the pin slipped a little more. The rising water helped rather than hampered in this respect at least, making the pin lighter, easier to shift.

It also chilled my body, my blood, my unresponsive limbs.

My world grew darker as more and more inches of water blocked out the stars above. But I was so close now. If I could just dislodge the pin, I could swim to the surface and drag in as much oxygen as my body wanted.

Hell, I could possibly just stand up.

But whether an inch or a mile, the distance to the surface made no difference to my aching lungs. Both would prove lethal. I’d been holding my breath, willing my body to subtract as much oxygen from that single, final lungful as it could, but instinct was demanding I release it. Take a fresh breath. Now.

A trickle of bubbles escaped my lips before I clamped them shut again.

I was running low on slime-oozing ability. It had taken the partial life force of a lot of snails to give me that much, but if I’d realized it might make the difference over whether I lived or died, I would’ve taken more. Too late now. I scraped the measly dregs of the magic together for one last push and prayed it would be enough.

I could no longer see the beetle pin in the growing darkness, but I felt it move. A tingling sensation surged through my limbs, and then, thank the heavens, they responded at last to my brain’s frantic commands.

I shoved the heavy weapons aside and launched myself off the bottom of the lake. Oxygen, here I come!

The lake had risen higher than I’d thought—or maybe my body was weaker than I realized—but the lightening gloom assured me I was nearing the surface. I released another stream of bubbles from my cramping lungs and kicked my heavy legs. Soon, any moment, I would crest the top of the water and suck down a heavenly breath of fresh air. My eyes were locked on the increasingly visible stars in promise.

Then the stars disappeared. Obscured by the crystalline fragments of water beginning to freeze. Quickly transforming into the pure white of solid ice.

My hands hit the frozen wall, instinctively recoiling from the stinging cold. But I forced them to pound at it, claw at it with everything I had left.

The ice was unyielding. Merciless.

Even fueled by adrenaline and desperation, my body was growing sluggish. Slow to respond to my commands. There might have been irony in there somewhere.

I let myself sink, just a little. Searching for a gap in the ever-expanding ice. There!

I swam for it. My strokes clumsy as my heavy, numb, oxygen-starved limbs struggled to obey. But even before I reached that gap, that promise of air, of life, the ice closed over.

The last of my breath rushed from my lungs in a mixture of fear and frustration. Of failure. Of defeat.

Breathe my body told me. Demanded. But I kept my lips clamped tight, knowing that way offered no relief.

No relief except death.

My lungs empty and my limbs once again unresponsive, I sank. Down. Away from the ice.

And I thought of lovely and loyal Ameline paralyzed in her bed, unaware I was about to break our childhood promise. Of Bryn lying where she’d fallen, her daring defeated and fire quenched. I even thought of Lirielle’s flashing blades and faraway daydreams. Of Theus’s deep forest-green eyes I’d believed too dangerous to venture into. And then I thought of my family. Mila’s chubby cheeks that only became more so when she smiled. Reuben’s half-hearted scowl failing to conceal his tender heart. My mother’s hardworking hands and the way she softened when Mila or Reuben crawled into her lap. My father’s bear hugs that had always made me feel safe.

Breathe my body demanded again. My vision was spotted with black. My head was dizzy, muddled, and my thoughts slipped from me until it was empty of all but dark, icy sludge.

I gave in to instinct.

Water flooded up my nose and down my lungs. It burned. Stinging with the fury of a hornets’ nest. A fury I was no longer able to muster.

Tears of pain leaked from my eyes. Then my world turned truly black, and my mind dissolved into the darkness.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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My body hurt too much not to be alive.

My torso spasmed as I heaved up water. Then almost drowned on it again until someone rolled me over. On my side, the water had somewhere else to go, and I retched up more of it. A lot more of it.

My throat, lungs, nasal passages, and stomach burned like I’d downed liquid fire instead of simple lake water.

Note to self, don’t do that again.

More spasms wracked my body until the coughing and retching no longer brought up any liquid. Then I turned my attention to breathing, sucking down lungful after lungful of delicious air. It made the burning worse, but I didn’t care.

My head pounded and my entire body felt like a giant had picked me up and wrung me out like a dishcloth.

But I was alive. Somehow.

How?

I forced my eyes to open, even though the feeble starlight hurt them too.

Theus was kneeling over me. His handsome face was pinched with worry, but that changed when he spotted me looking back at him.

“Thank the stars,” he breathed. And the glad warmth that suffused his face rendered me mute.

Perhaps in contrast to that warmth, or perhaps because my brain was finally getting the air it needed to function, I began to shiver violently. We were in the last clutches of winter, and I was soaked head to toe in icy water. No wonder I was freezing. But I still wanted to know how I was even alive to feel so miserable.

“How?” I managed to croak through my numb lips and burning throat.

Theus frowned at my shuddering, and the air around me heated, causing my wet clothes and hair to steam.

“Ameline’s griffin friend fetched me,” he said. “Millicent let him in to harass me in the middle of the night, so I knew something must be urgently wrong. He led me to the lake. I saw the ice and knew it wasn’t cold enough for it to have formed naturally, but I couldn’t see past it. So I started the lake emptying and melted as much of the ice as I could while it drained. Then I saw you. At the bottom. Lifeless.”

He swallowed. Like the memory or the retelling of it was difficult. Then he tentatively wiped a tangle of wet, steaming hair out of my face.

I hadn’t even noticed it was annoying me until he shifted it. Had it been annoying him too? Or—

“I’m going to do some basic healing on you now, is that okay? I’m nowhere near as good as Healer Invermoore, but I understand it’s not safe for you to visit the infirmary.”

Lungful after lungful of blessed air and the heat provided by Theus were doing me good, and I struggled to sit up, forcing my exhausted abdomen to hold me upright.

“I’m fine,” I lied.

I wasn’t. Not really. My body would heal well enough if I gave it time. I was less sure about my mind or my future. But right then I was more worried for my friends.

“We need to get to Bryn. They hit her head hard enough to knock her out.”

Speaking felt like sawing at my vocal cords with a blunted blade, and even sitting up felt precarious. My head protested the exertion by arming someone with a hammer and letting them go to town on my skull.

Theus shook his own head. “We’ll get to your friends faster if you can stand on your own and walk at a decent pace.”

I wasn’t sure that was true. Not technically, since he could carry me easily enough. But I’d been carried to my near execution like a sack of potatoes. I wanted to walk away from it.

So I nodded, not wasting words on vocal capitulation.

Theus laid a hand above my heart, and his magic flowed through me like the spreading warmth of sunshine on a cold winter’s day. Soothing the pain in my throat and airways, dulling the stinging, blistered rawness to something like a mild case of the flu. Quieting the pounding in my temples and making my brain feel… well, less waterlogged. And sending warmth and energy into my exhausted, aching muscles.

“That’s all I can manage with your life force as low as it is,” he apologized as if he hadn’t just made me feel a hundred times better. Then one corner of his mouth lifted. “But I’ll stalk down some snails in the forest for you as soon as we’ve checked on Bryn and Ameline.”

Griff—who was sitting on Theus’s shoulder, something I’d failed to notice in the prior haze of pain—flapped his wings at hearing Ameline’s name.

I cracked a smile and took the hand Theus offered to help me to my feet.

“Thank you.”

Maybe I held on a moment longer than necessary, but I was too exhausted to chide myself for it.

[image: ]



Bryn was okay except for a mild concussion and a nasty lump that Theus took care of. I was so relieved my knees went weak. Or maybe my knees were already weak.

Ameline was unharmed. The first thing she did after we removed that cursed bloodjewel beetle was wrap me in a hug. Then she offered her shoulder for Griff to land on and scratched him in all his favorite places.

There was no sign of the hole in our ceiling.

But for all that we’d escaped without permanent injury, the mood was somber. Especially as I relayed what they’d done to me. How close I’d come to dying.

“They’re not going to stop until you’re dead,” Bryn said, uncharacteristically grim.

I’d known that, known it for weeks, but it hadn’t seemed real, not entirely. Hadn’t held the same weight as it did now. The weight of terror and hopelessness I’d experienced under that ice. The weight of knowing in my last moments that I’d ultimately done so little to help those I loved. Not when the world would be ending in ten short years.

“I know,” I said simply. But my hands curled into fists at my sides.

Perhaps I should accept that reality. Bow to the inevitable. At least that way I might be able to stop my friends from becoming collateral damage. But the fury I thought had drowned with me was back, and everything in me wanted to fight.

I just didn’t know how.

Tears welled in Ameline’s eyes, but she didn’t let them spill. “They can’t. This isn’t how it’s going to end. We’ll come up with a way to stop them.”

But she trailed off, as empty of ideas as I was.

Bryn was staring into the fireplace, the dwindling flames and her own stillness testaments of her distress. “You all saw how much use my fire was against a well-planned attack.”

“More use than my magic,” I pointed out.

We sat in our shared misery, mulling over the facts. We had several months of training left to complete before we would be divided into warrior units and sent to the Malus war front. Several months in which Ellbereth and her minions would continue to escalate their attacks. Growing bolder, more cunning, and perhaps more ruthless too.

And if we failed to come up with an ingenious plan to thwart them, I would not survive till graduation.

We sat in hopeless silence.

Theus cleared his throat.

“I might know of a way you could get Ellbereth to call off her attacks,” he offered hesitantly. “But it would involve breaking an awful lot of rules and may well place you in as much danger as it saves you from. Let me sleep on it.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
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We all tried to sleep. Some of us more successfully than others. Exhaustion from my near drowning claimed me quickly, but my rest was plagued with nightmares. Not of my own death, but that of my friends, my family, and the entire world.

So when someone knocked lightly on our dorm room wall before sunrise, I staggered out of bed to see who it was. Millicent anticipated my need and obligingly made a peephole for me.

Theus. The man who’d dragged me out of a frozen lake. His hair was rumpled with sleep, his clear-cut jaw sported a layer of stubble, and his handsome face was unusually drawn.

What was he considering risking to save me?

I opened the door that was still visible on our side of the wall.

“I will help you,” he said, his voice pitched not to carry. “But we cannot speak on academy grounds. Will you come with me?”

“Of course. I’ll wake the others.”

“No. Don’t. Please. Revealing this information to you is betrayal enough to my own kind.”

“Oh.” I hesitated, but Theus had saved me time and time again. Whatever his intentions were, I need not fear for my life with him. “Give me a minute to get ready.”

I wrote a note on the largest sheet of paper I could find to prevent Ameline and Bryn from freaking out, and ended it with an inside joke so they’d know I hadn’t penned it under duress. Then I pulled on my boots and cloak, strapped on Gus and my hidden dagger, and joined Theus in the hallway.

We walked in silence through Millicent’s corridors and out one of the less used side doors.

Outside, the air was cold and damp, and I pulled my cloak tighter around me. We tramped across the frost-laden grass, our breath sending clouds of condensation before us. The sight of the lake glinting in the waning starlight elicited a shudder that had nothing to do with the temperature. Its smooth surface was unblemished by wind, deceptively tranquil.

I couldn’t imagine choosing to swim anytime soon. Maybe ever again.

Maintaining our silence, we stepped past the sentinel hedge cats into the forest, and I was grateful for Gus at my hip.

Fog drifted through the trees and swirled around our feet, softening and obscuring our surroundings, dampening sound, and making the sentient forest feel even more otherworldly.

Once we were out of sight of the academy, Theus halted.

“I would like to translocate us somewhere. Partly to ensure we’re away from prying ears. And partly because… well, you’ll see.”

He seemed to be asking my permission, so I nodded. “All right.”

In moments, the haze of a temporary gateway that was the hallmark of the world walkers’ power sprang to life. It wasn’t one you could see the destination through, which made sense if Theus was worried about being observed.

We stepped through the skin-crawling static together, and suddenly it was daylight and a barren landscape stretched before us.

No. Not barren.

Desolate.

I’d read that even deserts were abundant with their own forms of life. Not so here.

Nothing grew. Nothing moved. And nothing but dust shifted over the vast plain surrounding us. Not so much as a bug. Or a snail for that matter.

In the distance I could see a sagging cottage with no roof, a listing wire fence, and a few dead trees still standing. Beyond that, there was nothing. Even the earth itself was a sickly gray, as if the soil too had been leeched of life. Erosion drew cracks in the land, and the wind picked up that soil as if it weighed nothing, held nothing…

I opened my second sight and confirmed I was not mistaken. Nowhere had I experienced such an utter lack of light. Of life. Of energy. I closed my eyes to be certain I wasn’t missing any faint traces, but only sunlight shone through my eyelids.

Wherever we were, the sun had already risen in this part of the world. I estimated it was a few hours from setting, in fact.

“Where are we?” I whispered.

“It was farmland in what used to be known as northern France.”

“Used to? What happened?”

But I knew the answer before I’d finished asking.

The Malus.

The air stole from my lungs at the stark reality of that. This was just a tiny speck on the map of the land, the nations, the entire civilizations that the Malus had devoured.

Theus’s voice was quiet too. The way people get in the presence of death. Which I supposed was appropriate, because we were standing in a graveyard, in a way. A graveyard the size of a country. A continent.

“This area was devoured by the Malus about forty years ago. It has moved on now that there’s nothing left for it to take. In some ways, we are safer here than anywhere else on this planet.”

I’d seen pictures of France in an old travel book. Paris, the city of love. Quaint villages nestled within rolling green pastureland or pretty, historic vineyards. Seaside towns clinging to cliffs and hectare upon hectare of sprawling fields planted with lavender or wheat or other food crops or dotted with cattle and wildflowers.

All of it gone now.

“Will it ever grow back?” I asked.

“Yes. In a few hundred years or so, it will. Or significantly less with walker magic and hard work.” He hesitated. “My mother brought me here the day she told me I was to become a hollow.”

I didn’t know how to respond to the revelation about his mother. I placed a hand on his arm and squeezed it. “I’m sorry.”

And I was. But the majority of my mind was stuck on a few hundred years. I couldn’t wrap my head around it. The extent of the devastation.

I’d grown up knowing that at least two-thirds of the old world had been decimated, that it no longer existed, that I’d never see or experience it. But it had never felt more real to me than in that moment.

No wonder the walkers hated the Malus.

This must be all that was left of their entire world. Their larger world. How much must they have lost?

I took a deep, shuddery breath.

“Why did you bring me here? What does this have to do with Ellbereth?”

Theus drew in a deep, shuddery breath of his own. For different reasons, I suspected. He’d been here before. Had already known just how devastating the wake of the Malus was.

But from what he’d said, his plan to protect me meant going against the dictates of his own people. At what cost to himself?

He did not answer my questions. Not directly.

“I shouldn’t be telling you this. It’s forbidden to so much as mention it to an outsider or talk about it among ourselves where someone might overhear.” He swallowed, then cracked a half smile. “In fact, I cannot think of a single act I could commit that would make my people more furious.”

I didn’t smile back. Fear for him gripped my heart. Revealing just how much I’d come to care about this walker. I’d been determined to avoid attachment, and yet… there was something about him that went far deeper than his fathomless green gaze and achingly beautiful face. His steadfastness and unacknowledged strength, his vulnerability, the quiet flashes of humor, his friendship—undeserved.

Despite my best efforts, I knew where every faint freckle lay across the bridge of his nose. Worse, I didn’t know whether I could still choose to hurt him if it became necessary to succeed in the goals I’d set myself. Because somewhere along the line, he’d become one of the people I wanted to protect.

“Furious enough to kill you?” I asked.

Theus failed to answer that question too.

“Have you ever thought about where life force from the hollows is anchored? It is in a place far away from here, far away from anything really, in a location we believe the Malus will go last of all. We call it something that translates roughly to the Cache of the Last Stand, and it is considered sacred to our people.”

I listened in silence, not yet grasping why this topic was so forbidden or what it had to do with me.

“Ellbereth feels free to target you because as a hollow she is protected from your magic. But there is a way to change that. A way that would bind Ellbereth’s life force to your own. To irreversibly tie your life with hers.”

That sounded like something I distinctly didn’t want to do. I wanted Ellbereth out of my life, not bound to me forever.

“It is not without risk, and it would require you to travel to the life force cache to do the binding, but it is possible. And it would mean Ellbereth could not kill you without sacrificing herself.

“More than that, by making her well-being dependent on yours, you would effectively tie the hands of her allies too. Including her politically powerful mother who holds sway over half the council. Their relationship is a close one, and I do not believe she would sacrifice her daughter to kill you. Even those who don’t feel the same way would at least be given pause by the political ramifications of being responsible for Lady Neryndrith’s daughter’s death.”

“What if Ellbereth is prepared to sacrifice herself?”

“She won’t. The way she’s tried to conceal the attempts on your life is telling. She’s not even prepared to lose political face, let alone everything.”

Theus’s eyes met mine then. “It is the only way I can think of to keep you safe.”

I gulped.

“Would it work in reverse? If Ellbereth died in battle or of natural causes or swallowed her own poisonous tongue, would I die with her?”

Theus’s shoulders tightened. “Yes.” He raked his fingers through his hair and released a breath. “The binding is an ancient but rare ritual. Usually it is performed by lovers who would prefer to die than live without the other, and even then only in the direst of need. Essentially, the binding allows you to draw on one another’s life force. So if one half of the pair was afflicted with star sickness—”

“Star sickness?”

“Yes, it’s a slow but deadly disease that sometimes afflicts a walker who has traveled too much. We were born to walk across worlds, but traversing through the fabric of the universe is still hard on our bodies. Or so I’ve heard.”

He said the last part under his breath, more to himself than me. But it was a reminder that he would never have the chance to experience world walking for himself. This thing he believed he was born to do. Not even once.

He cleared his throat. “Anyway, if one walker is sick, the binding will allow them both to live relatively normal lives. The healthy partner will be weaker than they would be otherwise of course, but the disease does not cross the bond to their body, and so the lovers can live until old age claims them. If, on the other hand, one of the partners is decapitated for example, they will both die instantly.”

Wow. Trying to grasp the repercussions of Ellbereth and I being connected in that way was making me light-headed.

“Given life force and magic are interlinked,” I mused, “can the bound pair use each other’s magic?”

Theus’s lips compressed. “Not usually. But, Nova, this has never been tried with two hollows. Never been tried with a walker and a human. And certainly never tried with someone with your wildcard gift. I don’t know what will happen.”

I mulled that over, watching Theus’s hands clench and unclench in unconscious tension. It seemed unlikely that Ellbereth would gain access to my magic. And if she did? Her fanatical conviction that it was evil would probably ensure she didn’t use it.

This path was fraught with danger and a host of ramifications I could barely begin to comprehend. But it was still the best option I had. The only one besides give up and die.

So I would take it.

“All right. How do I get to the cache?”

“You can’t. It’s thousands of miles away and impossible to reach without a gateway.”

“Then—”

“I will take you.”

I stared at Theus in horror. This walker who had already risked so much, given so much… for me.

Up until this moment, I’d imagined performing the ritual alone. Of keeping Theus entirely separate from the process so any fury would be directed at me. It was for my protection after all.

I could claim I’d overheard other kids talking about it and figured it out on my own. Or claim my magic guided me to do it. Anything that would put the onus squarely on my shoulders.

But if the only way for me to get there was with Theus committing an outright act of treason—rather than whispering about it far away from any eavesdroppers—then all chance of him avoiding the fallout was gone.

Even without witnesses, someone was sure to figure out which walker was responsible for transporting me to the life force cache eventually. Our association had not gone unobserved.

Theus, who had only ever been kind to me. Who had been treated so poorly his whole life for something he’d had no control over. Who had overcome all such things to be exceptionally noble and good. Who had already given up half his lifespan and the greatest desire of his heart to become a hollow and fight in the war against the Malus.

“No,” I said. My voice was firm, but my stomach sank as my last chance to live slipped through my fingers. “You can’t throw away your remaining years for mine. I won’t let you.”

Theus gazed back, his usually calm demeanor holding an intensity I’d never seen.

“I thought you might say that,” he said.

Then he gripped my shoulders and shoved me through another gateway.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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Stinging, icy wind blasted my face, my body, my hands, making me hyperaware of every inch of exposed skin.

This new landscape was glaringly white as far as the eye could see in every direction. Everything was made of ice. The ground. The distant mountain range. The sluggishly flowing river. Everything but the frozen gray stones jutting up before us.

The frigid temperature and that damned icy wind was threatening to turn me into one more frozen thing to add to this land’s collection.

I had never experienced lethal cold in my home settlement in what remained of Los Angeles. I’d grown dangerously chilled after my near drowning, but this? This was worse. The air snatched at my warmth and strength. My face already ached with it, my exposed extremities were turning numb, and I’d been here all of thirty seconds.

I turned my freezing face to the sky. Even that was mostly white. The sun’s position had changed again. Hanging low but visible on the horizon and doing nothing to warm us.

Then Theus placed his hand on my arm—a hand he’d used to shove me through his gateway mere moments ago—and heat spread through me.

Not the romantic sort of heat you read about in books. The magically sourced, improving blood flow and preventing hypothermia kind.

“Sorry about pushing you,” he said, “but we don’t have time to worry about such trivial matters as my life if we want to make it back before breakfast.”

I gaped at him. Then shut my mouth before the glacial wind could freeze my tongue to my teeth.

Theus started walking toward one of the towering outcroppings of rock and ice. And since his magical warmth was the difference between life or death—and curiosity was absolutely getting the better of me—I went with him.

The rock loomed larger as we neared, and I noticed this place wasn’t lifeless. Not entirely. Some sort of lichen clung to the unforgiving gray stone, and a flicker of motion in the corner of my eye drew my attention to a second thing that wasn’t white. There, in the distance, were dark specks, definitely moving. Penguins? Seals? I’d never seen either in real life, and they were too far away to make out, but I knew enough to be certain they weren’t polar bears.

I had the growing inkling we were on Antarctica. The faraway frozen continent that no human had ever truly inhabited. A literal half a world away from my family home and who knew how many thousands of miles from France. Or the academy for that matter—wherever it was located.

And I understood why the walkers had chosen this place for their Cache of the Last Stand.

Antarctica was the most barren, the most remote continent they would’ve found. Too dangerous and too distant for post-invasion human technologies to traverse. And probably the least appealing destination to the Malus who fed on life force.

It wasn’t dead, wasn’t desolate like that patch of farmland Theus had first taken me to. But it was a lot less tasty than say, the landmass that used to be the United States.

I resisted confirming my suspicion. Theus was breaking enough rules for me. I could let him keep that secret at least.

Ice crunched under our feet, and even with Theus magically warming me, the frigid air in my lungs made the going more difficult than it should’ve been. It didn’t help that I still wasn’t a hundred percent after the latest murder attempt.

I was grateful to enter a crevice that I’d failed to spot until we stepped inside. No, not a crevice, a tunnel, leading downward. In any case, the wind could no longer claw at us, and I felt instantly warmer.

We must have been getting close to the cache now. But there were no guards. The location was its own security.

Theus was providing light as well as warmth. The golden luminescence bounced off smooth curves of ice and rock, too perfect to have been carved by anything but magic.

Then we stepped into a grand cavernous chamber of a scale I was utterly unprepared for.

The immense space was yawningly empty, yet every inch of the ice floor, walls, and ceiling were carved with beautiful renderings of landscapes from other worlds, and a warm light emanated from the ice itself to illuminate them.

I suddenly understood why it was forbidden to bring any human here.

Any human, yes. But especially me.

It wasn’t the solemn sanctity of the place. The exquisite care to detail that spoke of its sacred significance to the walkers.

It was the staggering, stupendous, blinding amount of life force.

Every hollow in existence had their life energy stored here. And without the barrier of a body or thousands of miles of distance, I instinctively knew that I could drain every single one of them in an instant.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
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“Are you insane?” I hissed at Theus. “Why did you bring me here? I could kill you all, every hollow, right now. Then use that crazy amount of life force to eliminate every walker from the planet!”

Sure the withdrawals would likely kill me afterward, but that wasn’t the point.

“I know,” Theus said. “But I don’t believe you will. And before you decide, there are several things you need to hear.”

I gaped at him. Again. For some incomprehensible reason, he trusted me.

Enough that he’d just laid the lives of him and his people in my hands.

He gestured at several seats carved into the wall of ice. These too bore engravings.

“You might as well sit down. This is going to take a while.”

The raw, unprotected life force called to my magic. So loudly I could almost hear it. But I shook off the call, the shock, the temptation, the bewilderment, and sat down.

To my second sight, the anchored life energy looked like a forest of glowing golden saplings in the vast, pristine white backdrop of the ice chamber. Beautiful. Overwhelming. And there for the taking.

The bench was warm. Despite that not making any sense in a room carved of frozen water, I was past being surprised by it.

Theus sat beside me.

“There is something about the Malus that the academy will never tell you.”

I could see tension in every line of his body, causing the lean musculature across his shoulders and arms to stand out more than usual and sharpening the edges of his cheekbones and jaw. I waited to hear what he had to say.

“We walkers are not the heroes of this story, Nova. Nor are we the villains. Not really. Perhaps, at best, we’re the sidekick to both.” He paused.

“What do you mean sidekick to both?”

Theus closed his eyes, gathering his resolve perhaps.

“I told you once what it meant to be world walkers. For our entire history up until the Malus, we slipped through the fabric of reality and explored the universe in carefree wonder. Discovering, appreciating, experiencing what each world had to offer. We were carefree, yes, but we ensured we did not upset the complex and fragile balance of those worlds we visited. Despite what you have witnessed, our nature and magic is that of life, and life cannot be sustained without balance.

“One hundred and fifty years ago, a walker slipped into a new world. This world was not like the others. The life there was twisted. The land empty of all but evil. And the evil saw the world walker. It watched as he opened the door back to our world, and some of that evil slipped through with him.”

My heart pounded at Theus’s words. At the implications. That must mean—

“We are responsible for unleashing the Malus upon the worlds.”

Anger surged through me at this matter-of-fact admission, but it was quickly cooled by a level of reluctant understanding. It had been an accident. A horrendous, destructive accident, yes, but how could they have known? How many centuries had they been walking the worlds without incident before one unfortunate happenstance had them stumbling across the Malus world?

I was mad at the walkers. It was undeniable. And yet… I’d learned how easy it was to destroy something simply because you didn’t understand it. I well remembered the day I’d come through the runegate and damaged Millicent’s wall. Not to mention the lives my magic had taken without my intention.

The walkers had screwed up, it was true. But it was a mistake that they’d surely paid for a million times over. And they were trying to fix it.

“There’s more though,” Theus said. And this time when he closed his eyes, he didn’t open them again. As if he couldn’t bear to look at me.

“When the Malus had devoured our world and we retreated here to yours, we knew it would follow. More than that, we wanted it to. It was that or allow it to slaughter every hollow we were forced to leave behind, over half our number, and render us forever homeless. But we came here knowing that it would destroy your planet too—unless we could uncover a new way to fight back.”

The knowledge of that reverberated through me like a discordant gong, and all empathy fell away. They had chosen—knowingly chosen—to bring about the deaths of billions of people?

My initial burst of anger had been like a flash fire—fast and bright yet fast to fade too. But now the hot embers of rage were building inside me.

How dare they? How dare they sentence so many to death for a tiny hope of their own salvation? Why hadn’t they had the grace to lie down and die with the rest of their world?

Oh yes, I had rage aplenty. But there was panic too. They’d failed. We had just ten years left before they’d doomed us all.

Or maybe not all of us. Maybe the walkers would just move onto a new world. To repeat the cycle of destruction all over again.

The wealth of life force shining around me was a reminder that not all the walkers would move on. The hollows at least would suffer the same fate as the rest of us.

Small consolation.

The revelations brought back an old familiar fury. I had come to the academy with the secret goal of learning everything I could about the monsters behind the Agreement that forced human families to give up their firstborn child. To learn about those monsters, then destroy them.

The first three months of life-and-death trials they’d subjected us to hadn’t dampened that resolve. I’d gathered each surge of fresh anger and tucked it away along with the old. Weaving them together in a tapestry of purpose and determination, held in abeyance for the right time. Because I’d known, promised myself, the time would eventually come for me to act, and that when it did, I would need to channel every ounce of that anger.

There was so much of it. Anger at the walkers’ cold condescension even as they ripped us from our families and forced us to risk our lives without explanation. For the grief and sorrow of those we’d left behind, every family that had been broken, never to be whole again. For the heartbreak and homesickness of knowing I’d been sundered from my father, sister, brother, and mother forever. For the tears on Mila’s chubby cheeks as I’d left her on that rooftop. For my brother’s fingers clutching my shirt in unspoken anguish. For my own unmet longing for my father’s embrace. For the terrifying changes I’d glimpsed in Fletcher that had drained him of the warmth and light that had once defined him. For robbing Ameline of the innocence I’d wanted to preserve. For the terror Bryn must have felt as she lay paralyzed before the shadow stalker in a desperate effort to save her friends. For every casual cruelty. For every life they’d needlessly risked in the ruthless trials and dangerous transformation ritual. And for every seventeen-year-old who would never make it to their eighteenth birthday.

I’d vowed to myself I would avenge them all, that I would tear down the Firstborn Agreement and set these things to rights.

And this was an excellent opportunity to follow through.

Yet I’d learned a great deal since then. Not the least of which was that the walkers demanded their own families give up a child for the fight against the Malus too.

And it occurred to me uneasily that if the walkers had indeed chosen to bring the Malus with them, logic suggested they could have left it behind. And if they had that ability, they could have instead chosen to dump the devouring darkness on our world and leave us to deal with it alone.

Either way, the threat from the Malus was real. I was convinced of that much.

Which meant killing the hollows would mean wiping out the bulk of the specially trained soldiers who could stand before the Malus without being drained dry. Which in turn would necessitate the sacrifice of even more human lives.

But could I trust what Theus had told me? Could I trust that the walkers’ true agenda for the academy and the hollows and the firstborns was what they claimed? That although they had chosen to unleash the Malus on our world, they were now determined to save us?

They’d lied and deceived and hidden so much from us. What else might they have lied about? All the walkers’ actions according to the human side of history, even the actions I had witnessed in my short lifetime, had seemed to cause only death and suffering.

Perhaps the best gift I could give humankind was to wipe out the walkers and leave the post-invasion survivors with just one enemy.

And yet… Theus.

He stood as a shining exception to all of that.

I shifted to look at him. He was watching me, patiently waiting for me to process. To react. To ask questions.

He was here, I was here, because he was risking his life to save mine. And as furious as I was at walkerkind, Theus hadn’t even been born when his people had elected to come to our world, bringing the devastation of the Malus with them.

He was no more guilty of those actions than I was. And his life was worth no less than mine. Yet he was prepared to throw it away. For me.

Could I truly dismiss and reject everything he offered me and repay it with betrayal?

Jeez, my heart and head hurt. I’d been planning, scheming, preparing, fighting for this moment, this opportunity, my entire life. To have the walkers vulnerable before me. To hold the power to right the wrongs and protect the people I loved.

And now that I had it, I wished I didn’t.

Because nothing was clear-cut anymore. One of the people I wanted to protect was on the wrong side. And tearing down those I had believed to be our enemies might only lead to more death and pain and destruction.

“Why are you telling me all this?” I demanded of Theus. “Do you want me to slaughter you all?”

He had to have known what I could do here. And yet he’d brought me anyway. Why?

And what was I going to do about it?

Despite the suffering he’d undergone at the hands of his family and race, I had never sensed a thirst for vengeance…

Theus reacted as if I’d slapped him. “No. I’m telling you because I trust you. Because I’ve seen you, Nova. Watched you. Wherever there is a chance to choose life, to choose mercy, you take that option. So long as it doesn’t cost the life of someone you’re trying to protect.

“You could’ve killed Ellbereth, killed Healer Invermoore, and every walker there that night they tried to strip you of your magic. Anyone else might have hated them for what they did, but you saw their side. Their heart. And chose to spare them even if it meant they’d come after you again.”

That wasn’t the whole story. I’d also spared them because I probably would’ve been executed if I hadn’t. Or had that just been my excuse?

“Besides, you have the right to know the full truth before you risk everything to face the Malus.”

Theus’s observations did not help my indecision. Why was he offering me his life, his trust, his loyalty when even I didn’t know what was inside me?

My gut writhed with the agonizing conflict of it. Of having the power to choose—truly choose—for the first time in my life and not knowing the right path to take.

Be careful what you wish for.

“But I have still more to tell you,” Theus said, “if you’re ready to listen?”

I managed a curt nod.

“I know the loss of life is inexcusable, but there was a reason we chose your world, Nova.”

My stomach twisted in misery. I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear this.

“Lirielle’s grandmother had a vision before she died. A prophecy that foretold salvation would be found here.”

I was too dumbfounded to respond. That was their big justification? The ramblings of an old woman on her deathbed?

Ramblings that, according to what Cricklewood had said, most of the walkers themselves must place little faith in.

But then Lirielle had predicted my wildcard gift, hadn’t she?

“We tried to get around it,” Theus continued. “For a hundred years, we tried… But in the end—”

“In the end you slaughtered billions to save your own skins,” I snapped. “There is no reason that could make that okay!”

Theus bowed his head in concession, but his eyes never left my face.

“I know. But are you so sure you would not do the same? To save your family? Your loved ones? Everything you hold dear?”

My gut twisted with realization and fresh misery. Hell’s breath. He had me dead to rights. How could I argue when I was sitting here contemplating wiping out thousands of walkers to do just that?

And I had even less reason to believe the ends would justify the means.

Not that a prophecy was all that great a reason.

Except in a world of magic, where Lirielle had known about my wildcard gift before it had happened, maybe it was.

I wrestled my seething storm of emotions—rage, guilt, grief, fear, shell shock, and a whole lot more guilt—under a semblance of control. Then asked, “What was the prophecy?”

Theus recited it by heart.

Here is the hope that never grew

Here is the dream that never flew

Here is the heart that never beat

This is the sound of worlds’ defeat

Wait for the firstborn human witch

Wait for the world walker magic glitch

Wait for the reversal of life and death

Then the nightmare will be laid to rest.

Theus cleared his throat. “That’s a translation of course, but an accurate one.”

Ugh. It was so damn vague except for the human and firstborn parts. But the Agreement, the academy, and the walkers’ desire for wildcards made a whole lot more sense now.

So long as you were prepared to stake the fate of two worlds on the ramblings of an old woman.

But my conscience twinged again at being so dismissive of Lirielle’s grandmother. Lirielle herself was strange and difficult to understand—but strange and difficult to understand didn’t mean wrong.

Theus apparently hadn’t finished dropping bombshells today.

“Lirielle believes that the firstborn human witch is you.” He shifted uncomfortably. “And that I’m the walker with the magic glitch.”

Shock and disbelief ricocheted through me.

Theus’s green gaze hit me with an intensity that penetrated anyway. There was something in his eyes that I couldn’t read, or maybe it was something I didn’t want to read.

“I believe Lirielle and her grandmother might be right. Can’t you see the balance? The two sides of the coin? Our life magic has wrought so much death. Perhaps your death magic will bring life back to our worlds.”

I shook my head in mute negation.

A part of me instinctively rejected the idea that the world would ever make that much sense. But within another part of me, something seemed to resonate, and that was almost as scary as the earnest conviction on Theus’s face.

Scrabbling, confused, desperate without grasping the cause, I flung the only thing I could think of back at him.

“If that’s true, why are you only telling me this now?”

Theus lifted his chin, like here was one secret he wasn’t ashamed of. “You were already under too much pressure for anyone’s sanity. We didn’t want to add to it. Besides, knowing wouldn’t have altered what you needed to focus on.”

He had a point there. Several actually.

“It’s as I said before, we walkers are not the heroes of this story. Nor are we the villains, not really. At best, we’re the sidekick to both. But, Nova”—his eyes roamed over my face with terrifying hope—“I believe the hero will be you.”

More disbelief. Denial. And a tiny tendril of my own awakening hope.

Because standing in this chamber surrounded by the magnitude of life force beyond my prior imaginings, I was beginning to understand just how powerful my wildcard gift could be.

Probably only once. Probably in a way that would result in my body going into shock and death at the withdrawal of that power. But perhaps once was all that would be needed to end the Malus’s rampage of destruction.

Despite everything, the vastness of the Malus, the vagueness of the prophecy, the bloody history between humans and walkers that could never truly be put to rights… I was starting to think that maybe, just maybe, my magic could be the key to defeating the Malus.

That perhaps the darkness in the circlet had recognized me not because I was unwittingly under its influence, but because in my wildcard power was an enemy worth noticing.

Lirielle’s grandmother had predicted someone like me would come. Had believed they would end the nightmare of the Malus. Lirielle believed that person was me. And Theus’s own conviction was staring me in the face.

Maybe it was time for me to believe too.

I swallowed, noticing my mouth had gone dry.

Theus, still studying me, seemed to realize I was drawing close to a conclusion.

“There is one more thing you should know before you choose what you do within this chamber.” He paused.

I waited.

“You have good reason to hate our kind, but if we left now, even if we managed to take the Malus with us, your world would self-destruct. The balance of the atmosphere, oceans, and ecosystems has been pushed far beyond what it can naturally recover from, and it is only our magic maintaining conditions compatible with life. Without walkers, mass extinction would occur across the planet.”

That final stunning revelation made all my half-formed plans to one day extract justice from the walkers collapse like a house of cards.

And in its place, I found… acceptance.

Not that what they’d done was okay. It wasn’t. It never would be.

And yet I understood why they’d done it. Understood that in some ways, their intentions had been both nobler and more considered than mine.

And that understanding, combined with my relationship with Theus, allowed me to let go of my long-accumulated anger and the prejudices and presumptions that had been caused by it.

I was starting to grasp that while the walkers were not kind, their cruelty came from a difference in the way they saw the world rather than evil intent.

Sure, a lot of them were condescending jerks, but plenty of humans were too. And the walker students I knew were no more responsible for their parents’ and grandparents’ actions than I was.

Regardless of the past, they were now concerned with saving the species of two worlds. Most humans throughout history were concerned only with saving themselves.

Who really had the higher moral ground?

No. The walkers were not evil. They were not the enemy.

Not anymore.

Maybe they never had been. Not really.

Clinging to anger over past wrongs helped no one. In fact, it might just doom the world.

I stood up, mind made up at last, and a conviction of rightness settled over me like a second cloak.

I had walked into this ice cavern with the weight of fear and desperation, of vengeance and death, of being driven to protect but knowing I was unable to win true freedom or life or safety, pressing heavy on my shoulders.

I would walk out with the weight of the world in their place.

But it was a brighter world. A better world. One with more peace, more liberty, more possibilities than I’d ever dared dream of before.

Because our real enemy was the Malus.

And I’d do everything in my worlds-shaking wildcard power to defeat it.

After that, if I was still alive, I would fight for peace.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
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For the first time in a long time, I knew what I had to do.

But before I could do it, the sound of footsteps in the tunnel echoed around the ice chamber.

Theus swallowed and stood, placing himself between me and whoever was coming.

Someone who was about to catch us in the forbidden cache. Where Theus could be killed by his own kind for bringing me.

I stepped past him.

“No,” he said. “The world needs you. Let the wrath fall on me.”

“According to Lirielle and her grandmother, the world needs you too.”

He shrugged. “Perhaps I’ve already played my part.”

I cocked an eyebrow at him. “I just resisted the temptation to rid our planet of pesky walkers, so I’ll be damned if I’m going to let anyone get rid of the only pesky walker I’m fond of.”

My humor fell away.

“Besides, it’s far past time someone stood up for you and recognized your worth. Your family might be blind to it, but I’m not.”

He opened his mouth to protest.

“You said you trust me,” I reminded him. “So trust me.”

The footsteps grew louder.

But I wasn’t afraid. A smile tugged at my lips.

Because in this chamber, I held the power. And I would use that position of power to broker a deal with whoever was coming. A deal that would keep Theus safe.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
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The dining hall was almost empty when I stepped inside. Incredibly, we’d arrived early for breakfast.

Well, I’d arrived early. Theus—who was still distressed at the debt I’d committed myself to in order to protect him—had gone to his dorm room so we weren’t seen walking in together.

It felt like a week had passed.

But instead of the breakfast spread laid out and waiting, I kept seeing the disconcerting memory of my and Ellbereth’s life forces converging. Entwining together in an intricate weaving that could never be undone.

I hoped I had not made a terrible mistake.

The bang of a chair crashing to the floor brought me back to the present. The chair must have belonged to Ellbereth because she was storming over with an expression like a thundercloud. There was no sign of the mask of languid civility she usually wore.

The last time I’d seen her had been at the bottom of the arena, politely apologizing about it having to “end this way,” just before she’d drowned me.

Now she halted inches from my face and snarled, “What have you done?”

She was so angry that spittle sprayed from her mouth.

No doubt she expected me to fear her, to flinch back.

I stood my ground. And allowed a saccharine smile to spread across my own mouth.

“You might prefer it if we have this conversation in private.”

She eyeballed me anew, taking in my relaxed stance, the smile curving my lips, and nodded stiffly. “Fine.”

Her minions had risen in her wake, but she waved them back to their seats, and Ellbereth and I found a nice unused room to talk in.

She slammed the door shut and whirled. “What have you done?” she repeated.

I lifted my hand and conjured a bunch of especially thorny roses out of thin air.

Ellbereth’s eyes widened as she felt the corresponding drain on her magic. Because it had been her magic I’d used.

I smiled apologetically. “I suppose I should’ve brought you flowers before I bound our life forces together the way lovers do. But here.” I pushed them into her hands.

She was so shocked she took them.

After the binding had been completed, I’d sensed Ellbereth’s life force curled around me. Still separate from my own but ready to draw on if needed.

I’d experimented to see if I could draw not just on her life force, but her magic too. After all, my wildcard gift allowed me to use the magic of snails to ooze slime and the magic of stoneboars to shield myself.

And to my scheming delight, it had worked.

The spellcasting I’d tested my theory with back in the cache had been the smallest tasks I could think of. Lighting the end of my finger. Melting a sliver of ice and then refreezing it.

But here, in front of Ellbereth, I wanted her to feel it. To feel the drain as I wielded her power. And because making something from nothing was one of the costliest magics around, the flowers were the perfect illustration of my new ability.

She dropped them to the floor, horror spreading over her angelic face. “How dare you?”

I shrugged. “The same way you dared to kill me, I suppose. But you might want to call off your minions now. Because if I die, so do you.”

Her face blanched. She must have already guessed, but hearing it confirmed aloud shook her anyway.

I didn’t give her time to recover.

“I hear you’re descended from a political prodigy, so I’ll leave it up to you to decide who else to tell about this. Just remember that your longevity depends on mine. Which I guess makes us kind of allies, if you think about it…”

Ellbereth was shaking her head. “They’ll lock you up!”

“Will they? Not everyone fears my magic like you do. Though perhaps they should.” I allowed my lips to curve again in a half smile. “But I’d suggest you use your political power to avoid that fate for me too, because if I’m stuck in some cell, I’ll have nothing to do but play with your magic.”

To drive my point home, I called up the petals strewn over the floor and flung them into the air to float down around us.

“Wouldn’t it be a shame if you went from being Ellbereth of Neryndrith, one of the strongest walkers of your year, to a nobody too weak to be remembered?”

If she got any paler, she’d be mistaken for dead.

“What do you want?” she hissed.

“For you to call off your minions, refrain from taking your anger out on any of my friends, and protect my back from any other walkers who think killing me might be a good idea. In return, I’ll avoid using your magic except in dire need.”

She ground her teeth before answering, searching for a way out. But her only options were to play my game, or go to the authorities and live with the consequences that were liable to be just as painful for her as they were for me. (At least until she’d had time to regroup and devise a new ploy.)

“Fine.”

“Glad we could come to an understanding.”

I turned my back on her in a deliberate gesture—one that demonstrated my complete lack of fear—and walked out the door.

To the halls I could once again traverse alone. To my friends who would no longer be kidnapped or attacked in their beds. And to breakfast.

Soon we would be divided into our fighting units and sent to the frontline. Where we would meet the nightmare in the light of day.

Soon we would learn the real cost of what I’d done to save my life and then Theus’s.

And soon we would find out if the new hope awakened in my chest was based on ramblings or reality. If I was the firstborn destined to defeat the Malus. Or just one of countless others who would die trying.

But for today my friends and I would celebrate the certainty that we’d survive until then.

And for the first time in weeks, I had my appetite back.

Hell, I might even eat more than Griff…
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BOOK THREE



CHAPTER ONE
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My hand trailed over the ornate wood paneling of the sentient manor that had become a second home to me in the past six months. A second home for a second version of myself perhaps. So much had happened…

But today we would leave this home too.

We would travel through a series of magic gateways to join the other walker and human hollows at the war front. A series of gateways over shorter and shorter distances to minimize the risk of the enemy using those same gateways to advance into new, unguarded territory. And then we would come face-to-face with the nightmare in the light of day.

The nightmare that had gone unstopped for 150 years. The nightmare that had devoured the life force from one world and was now well on its way to devouring this one.

“I think I’m going to miss you, Millicent,” I murmured.

The floorboards thrummed under my feet in a purring sort of agreement, and a unicorn on the wallpaper tossed its head in a way that might pass as a nod.

The manor’s custodian, on the other hand, would not be sad to see us go. Emptying the academy of its students would greatly reduce the staff’s workload for the next six months until the following intake. The two-headed creature was holding Millicent’s front door wide open (an entirely unnecessary task since Millicent was perfectly capable of doing so herself) in a clear invitation for us to see ourselves out to the lawn for departure.

Glenn, the usually surly head on the right, was smiling what might have been the least mean-spirited smile I’d ever seen on his delicately tapered snout. He said something to Glennys—who was very literally his better half—and she leaned her head against his in what could only be described as long-suffering affection. Wow. If I didn’t find it so hard to wrap my head around, I might’ve thought Glenn had said something nice.

I turned to my friends. As much as I would miss Millicent, I was far from alone.

How different this departure would be from when I’d stepped through the runegate six months ago. Ameline, my warm and wonderful best friend since forever, was still beside me, but other friends had been added to that number. First Bryn, a fearless girl with a heart of fire and an unhealthy penchant for trouble, and more hesitantly, cautiously, uneasily, Theus and Lirielle too.

Theus was the walker who’d changed my mind about walkerkind. A feat I would’ve once thought impossible. And now that I had realized walkers were not the enemy, my feelings for him had only grown more complicated. Lirielle was strange, even by walker standards, but lovable in the way of stray cats and eccentric aunts with very sharp claws (or swords in her case) and a knack for glimpsing the future.

Plus there was Ameline’s pygmy griffin friend Griff. He was magnificence in miniature now, his plumage golden to match Ameline’s hair, his cat coat sleek and spotted over his muscled haunches, and his avian gaze fierce and intelligent.

Ameline had tried to convince him to stay here in the forest where he’d be safer, but he’d adamantly refused. She claimed it was because he’d acquired a taste for smoked fish, but I thought he’d just fallen in love with Ameline’s gentle charm the way pretty much everyone did.

Typical, said a voice in my head in an all-too-familiar tone of complaint.

I glanced down at my sheathed sword and withheld a sigh. Not that my restraint did much good since Gus could read my mind when the mood struck him, which I suspected was more often than he let on. That “feature” was supposed to help us work as one in battle, but I considered it more of a defect.

You count the fish-guzzling featherhead among your companions, but your sword, who has protected you, defended you, even gone against his religion and killed for you, doesn’t warrant a spared thought?

“Oh, Gus dear,” I crooned. “I had no idea you aspired to be numbered among my friends.”

He growled. Friend, no. That would be like a majestic dragon befriending a tapeworm. The tapeworm being you in this analogy, you understand. But I deserve to be admired, appreciated, revered. That sort of thing.

“I do appreciate you,” I soothed. “You’re an inestimably valuable pain in my neck. And if I could wiggle my way through your majestic digestive tract and into your heart, I totally would.”

He snorted, but I thought he sounded at least a little mollified. Probably because he’d found another opportunity to insult me rather than because he cared a whit what I thought.

So I didn’t spare him any further headspace as I walked with my friends to the waiting gateway.

Yes, it was different this time.

Instead of stepping into the unknown, I knew exactly where I was going and why. Instead of a self-assigned mission to tear down the Agreement between walkers and humans, I was determined to use the power woken in me to save both our peoples. To save the world.

My horizons were far broader than the sheltered life I’d led in the ruins of Los Angeles, surrounded by my community of one species, one version of history, and their small everyday concerns.

Oh yes, the academy had changed me. Had empowered me, humbled me, trained me, and set me up for a victory or fall far greater than I’d ever dreamed of.

And I’d already possessed dreams larger than anyone I knew.

The familiar grass of the manor’s grounds flattened beneath my weight for probably the last time as we approached the magical gateway. How casual a thing it was now to translocate, to step through the fabric of our world and arrive in a new place.

With Bryn’s and Ameline’s hands gripping mine, we braced for the skin-crawling static and stepped into our future.

This time I knew the who, what, where, and why.

The only questions remaining were how on earth could we pull off the inconceivable? And if victory was possible, how many of us would survive to see it?


CHAPTER TWO
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Our new home was to be nothing like the old.

Instead of pristine lawn and flourishing flower beds hemmed all around by a dangerous forest swarming with life, desolation stretched as far as the eye could see.

We stood atop a bare brown mound that must have once been part of rolling green hills, and below us was a sweeping vista of more bare brown ground. The only break in this monotonous landscape was the military base itself. Like an oasis in the desert, except this land should never have been comparable to a desert.

The sun beat down overhead, and there was nothing to protect us or the barren earth from its glare. The faint scent of smoke carried to us on the inadequate breeze, and the sky seemed impossibly vast without trees or buildings to frame it.

As we’d neared our destination, our classmates had been split into smaller groups and whisked to different locations. Now there were only seventeen of us left. But that number included each of my friends. Plus a few walkers who were decidedly not.

What a shame Ellbereth and her staunchest crony hadn’t been whisked to a different location. Like a nice, dank, sulfurous cave where they could polish her horns and stay far away from me. Her life and mine were irreversibly bound, and while she’d stopped trying to kill me because that would necessitate her own death, her loathing had increased with every day she’d failed to make me pay for that fact.

The seventeen of us stepped through a final short-distance gateway. Suddenly, instead of looking down on the base from one of the brown hills, we were nose to nose with the fringe of greenery that surrounded the base.

Professor Cricklewood, who had broken away from the other academy teachers to escort us through these last few gateways, thumped his walking staff into the dirt for our attention.

“You’ve all come a long way from the beetle-brained, pigeon-livered, sniveling snot urchins that first dragged themselves onto my training ground.” His gaze touched each of us but rested a fraction longer on me. “So try not to get yourselves killed in your first week here, all right?”

That speech was positively gushy for the cranky old professor. He stepped back through the gateway and winked out of sight.

Someone cleared their throat, and we turned to face a slender young man who was leaning on a nearby building, one elbow propped against the timber wall. Carefully styled dirty-blond curls, bright gray eyes, and a full mouth angled with mischief gave the walker a jaunty, almost foppish air.

Not what I expected from a military base. Especially after encountering my old friend Fletcher and seeing the changes the war had wrought in him.

The walker lifted his hand in a bastardization of a salute and a wave. “Welcome to hell,” he said cheerfully. “I’m Silvyr of the thirty-first intake, and I’ve been assigned the dubious privilege of being your tour guide.”

Despite his words, he didn’t seem to mind the duty. After a brief exchange of introductions—in which his eyes lingered long enough to indicate he knew I was the girl with “the magic of the enemy” but not how he felt about that—he led us around the grounds.

Hell proved to be an overstatement.

The base setup was pleasant enough in a functional, nondescript sort of way. The buildings were unmemorable, temporary, not the usual walker style. And they lacked the rich sense of history imbued in Millicent, not to mention her character. The only sign of sentience I witnessed was the self-opening doors.

But the beds looked soft, and each unit in the rows of sleeping quarters boasted its own washroom with something that resembled toilets and showers—even though there was a distinct lack of plumbing. Shared areas included a mess hall and several under-cover outdoor areas for off-duty armsmen.

A few of those off-duty walkers and firstborns milled about, some ignoring our group, others greeting Silvyr or calling a welcome to the newbies. Not a single one of them called me an abomination as I passed or leveled glares of loathing my way.

Maybe they just didn’t know who I was yet.

“All our bases are limited to three hundred armsmen to dilute the natural regeneration effect of having a bunch of walkers residing in one place,” Silvyr was explaining. “We don’t want any of our sites to regrow so much life as to present a tempting morsel for the Malus. Ambushes in the middle of the night aren’t a lot of fun. Plus having troops spread around the perimeter shaves seconds off response times since we’re limited to short-distance translocation, and gatewaying through the Malus is too dangerous.”

He showed us the “eatery”—a kind of walk-in larder well stocked with fresh bread and fruit and huge bowls of ready-made meals under the same magical preserving covers they used at the academy.

“It’s a serve-yourself system. All meals and freshly laundered uniforms and bedding are translocated in from the capital so that when you’re off duty, you’re able to rest and do what you need to in order to keep yourselves sane.” Silvyr’s full lips twisted into a sardonic half smile. “Or at least what passes for sane around here. Never fear, the bar is pretty low.”

We exited the eatery and passed another shared under-cover area. Except this one was splattered all over with black gunk.

“Don’t mind the mess. That’s from Blob Blast, a popular form of stress relief. You’ll doubtless see it later.”

He didn’t elaborate, just led us onward to a large storeroom. It was unlocked and unguarded.

“Uniforms and shield nets are in here. The adjacent building houses weapon-maintenance supplies and expendables like arrows, crossbow bolts, concealers, and explosives. The uniforms are self-altering, so grab a couple of sets each and I’ll run through the use of your shield nets.”

We did as we were bid. The uniforms felt sturdier than our academy clothing but were in the same colors, midnight blues and blacks. Close-fitting long sleeves and pants. No damned tie, thank goodness. The most significant difference was an armored vest that went overtop. Glimmering gold and incredibly light, it was like otherworldly chain mail in a design inspired by forest leaves and dragon scales.

The beauty of it made you want to stand up straight, instilling a sense of gravitas, significance, pride. The idea that in donning this uniform, we were joining something larger than ourselves. Something that had existed before we were born. Something millions of lives were depending on. Something important.

The shield nets were black half spheres the size of an orange that attached to our belts behind our hip. Which hip depended on our weapon of choice and which hand we were likely to have free.

Silvyr held one up. “This unassuming little piece of equipment is essential to your continued survival, so listen carefully. You would have learned about the Malus’s vortex power in class, but until you live through it, if you live through it, you have no idea how stars-damned awful it is. When the Malus starts its temper tantrum, you have about two seconds to get to the ground and deploy your shield net. Those that fail to do this have about a one in fifteen chance of making it out alive and one in fifty of making it back sane, so don’t mess around. If you hear a low hissing wail or if you see the earth begin to tremble or your unit commander gives the order, get your ass on the ground. Even if you have to fling away your weapon, risk a blow from an opponent, or dive into a patch of still-burning terrain to do it.”

Silvyr strapped the half sphere to his own belt and demonstrated. Somehow he made a headlong dive to the dirt look graceful, and when the shield net deployed, a light web sprang from the device and covered him in less time than it took to blink.

From beneath the net, Silvyr said, “The webbing anchors you to the ground and hardens to protect you from flying debris and creatures controlled by the Malus. Wait for your unit commander’s order before you release yourself.”

The net withdrew into the sphere, and Silvyr stood and dusted himself off. “Now it’s your turn. When I whistle, get to the ground as fast as possible and deploy your shield net. Last to do so gets to clean the common areas for a week.”

Silvyr whistled. We dove. Both my arms wanted to break my fall, but I forced my left to stay on the shield net and pressed it as soon as I thought I was close enough. The webbing was partially transparent, so I could see someone hadn’t been so lucky. They’d deployed theirs too soon and were now stumbling around tightly bound in the net.

At least that meant I wasn’t last.

“I’ve seen worse,” Silvyr said. “But three of you would’ve died. Everyone get up, and any time I whistle throughout the rest of your induction, same rules apply. That way the losers will have some help cleaning.”

He slipped an exquisitely sculpted tiny metal lizard from his pocket and held it up, reminding me of the animated dragon lock and, less fondly, of the bloodjewel beetles. “These are how units communicate with each other and receive new orders from the command station when you’re on the field. For some reason no one remembers, they’re known as squeakers.”

He lifted the golden figurine to the side of his head. The lizard promptly curled itself around his outer ear and positioned its tiny maw to speak directly into his ear canal.

Silvyr angled his head so everyone could see. “The squeaker will relay in near perfect imitation anything anyone in your unit says as well as anything headquarters wants you to hear. They don’t relay other noises. You’ll receive one once you’ve been assigned to your new unit.

“There’s no need to wear them when you’re off duty. We have a horrendous screeching alarm that will wake you so fast you’ll bite your tongue if the base is under attack or all units are needed in an emergency. If that happens, drop what you’re doing, gear up, and get your butts as fast as possible to the largest common area, the one with the Blob Blast mess.”

Silvyr whistled. I wasted half a second remembering what that meant, then dove to the ground, smacked my chin in the dirt, and deployed my shield net. Somehow I still wasn’t last.

Silvyr was grinning when we climbed back up. “Now I know why some people like command. This is sort of fun.”

Bryn rolled her eyes, but since she’d been the first one to hit the ground, I suspected she was feeling pretty pleased with herself. To be fair, she had less distance to travel.

I did not point this out to her.

Griff had wisely departed from Ameline’s shoulder and was perched on a rooftop, watching the crazy humans and walkers do their crazy things. Unlike Gus, he refrained from commenting.

I agree with the walker fellow. This is kind of fun. I wonder if I can mimic his whistle in your head…

“Don’t you dare,” I growled.

Gus snickered.

Finding Silvyr’s eyes on me, I held back my threats for later. Or maybe if I was lucky, Gus would do the courtesy of plucking them from my mind.

“Right, we’ve talked a lot about your off-duty time, but I’ll briefly run through what they sent you here for other than sleeping and eating and rolling in the dirt.”

A few of us snorted appreciatively.

“You’ll soon find out that this war is like nothing in the history books. We have two opposing forces that have to exert tremendous amounts of effort just to cause minimal harm to the other. Which ultimately means a lot of hard work with little to show for it. Unfortunately, the Malus doesn’t have to kill our armsmen for us to lose. So it’s a war we’ve been gradually losing for 150 years.”

There was no humor on Silvyr’s face now.

“Our forces are divided into units of twelve because we’re spread thin and need to be agile and swift to respond to changing conditions. That said, you’ll often work with multiple other units on a given mission.

“Our chain of command is pretty flat, with the lord general on top, his various aides next, followed by field commanders, unit commanders, and then general armsmen—that’s you. So your job is to perform any order you’re given. Newbies normally shadow another unit for a few months before forming up into teams of their own. But I understand there are special circumstances around this year’s wildcard, which the relevant people will be filled in on later.”

Silvyr’s lively face offered no clues what those special circumstances might be, and I felt my stomach tighten. Special circumstances could mean anything.

“Once you’ve been assigned to a unit, your primary duties will be one of five tasks. The first is blazer duty—that’s burning large swathes of land to reduce the life force the Malus can take from a given area. It also aids in influencing the direction and speed of its advance.

“Evac duty works in tandem with the first, evacuating the area of any living being that is willing and able to leave.

“Watch duty takes more man power than anything else. We maintain twenty-four-hour surveillance around the perimeter of the Malus, which is currently the size of a small country. Much like what used to be Germany for those of you that means something to.

“Strike duty is dangerous but straightforward. Essentially you go wherever you’re needed to defend other troops or those vulnerable in the line of the Malus’s advance.

“The final primary task you might find yourself assigned to is void duty. Only walkers can open gateways of course, but those walkers need defending, so units still operate as complete teams. You would’ve learned at the academy that opening a giant gateway into the void between worlds can discourage the Malus from advancing toward a highly populated area or stop a charge in its tracks. In the early days, we even destroyed sections of the Malus by maneuvering them into the void. Until it wised up to that tactic. But void gateways remain useful for temporary shielding and for manipulating the direction of the Malus.

“Enough of that. You’ll learn a great deal more from shadowing an experienced unit than listening to me. Do you have any questions?”

We didn’t. We’d already been taught this stuff at the academy, though it had never felt as real as it did now. And I knew none of those tactics held the answers I was seeking. Answers on how to defeat the Malus rather than merely slow it down.

“Great. Then who wants to get a sneak peek of the enemy?”

Silvyr asked this like he was asking a bunch of kids Who wants cake? and expecting the equivalent response. But all he received was stiff nods.

He looked faintly disappointed.

“Usually you just get a boring visual gateway tour, but I know someone in the Fleetfox unit who’s befriended a herd of stormriders, so I have a special treat for you.”

On cue, a gateway rippled into existence and the first stormrider stepped through.
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Thunder reverberated across the clear sky, and the hair on my arms stood to attention in the suddenly electrically charged air.

Professor Wilverness had once explained how millennia ago the worlds were close together and creatures occasionally crossed between them, which was why so many of our mythical creatures had turned out to have a basis in reality.

The first stormrider to step through the gateway looked altogether like a unicorn out of legend. A coat of purest white, eyes like a summer sky and bright with a wild intelligence, and a long, flowing mane dancing on a breeze that hadn’t existed a moment ago. Except lightning flickered over its delicate but wickedly tapered horn, and overhead, a storm was rolling in with impossible swiftness.

I was transfixed. The creature’s beauty awaking a fierce awe and longing that I felt as an ache in my chest. And more stormriders were stepping through, their soft coats bathed in light as if the sun shone behind them, their colors ranging like the clouds from bright white to dark gray.

Silvyr rushed around and gave us each a handful of blush-pink gladberries along with rapid instructions.

“Stand very still, keep your eyes downcast, let them choose you. Allowing you on their backs is a huge ask of trust, and you must first demonstrate your trust in them. If they eat the berries from your hands, you are free to look at them, but keep your voice and movements gentle, and do not touch their horns.”

I obeyed, though tearing my gaze away from their beauty felt like tearing away a piece of myself. And after a moment, I was rewarded with a whuff of warm breath across my cheek. The brush of a velvet nose. A ticklish whisker.

Thunder rumbled again, louder this time, but all my attention was focused on the glimpses of this magnificent creature that my downcast eyes could catch. The ripple of muscle under the soft silvery coat. The mirror-bright polished hoof. Then the dark gray muzzle gently lipped the gladberries from my outstretched hands.

My heart leaped with gladness, and I dared to look up.

The stormrider that had chosen me had a dappled silver coat and liquid black eyes so deep and wild that something inside me stirred in response. Now the storm crackling around me and whipping my hair into a frenzy was exhilarating, intoxicating. Calling me to abandon all the worries that shackled me to the earth, spurring me to embrace freedom, flight.

Ameline spoke into my mind. Your stormrider’s name is Tempest.

“Tempest.” I mouthed the name and found it suited her. She tossed her head in playful assertion, as if to say Well, of course.

A quick glance showed a pure white stormrider had chosen Ameline and apparently Griff too since he’d reclaimed his perch upon her shoulder. Bryn was stroking the shoulder of a dark gray, a look of rare unguarded wonder on her face.

I offered my hand to Tempest to sniff again and dared to stroke her silken neck. The muscles arched under my hand.

Then lightning flashed, thunder boomed, and the clouds themselves swooped down to alight upon Tempest’s shoulders, forming up into huge, arcing wings three times her length to either side.

Breathtaking. Indeed the air was stolen from my lungs as it whipped around us, tugging my hair loose from its bindings and lashing around my face.

“You may now mount up,” shouted Silvyr over the roar of the wind.

But when I stepped closer to Tempest’s sleek, muscular shoulder and the cloud-formed wing set upon it, the shriek and pull of the wind softened, like I’d entered a protective circle. The wind still blew, but gently, affectionately. No longer so fiercely that I could not draw breath or hear nothing else.

Tempest’s back was too high for me to mount with any grace, and she seemed too dignified to jump and scramble onto. I hesitated in uncertainty, then almost lost my balance as wind rose in a pillar beneath my boots. Ah. That was how it was done.

And then I was astride Tempest’s back, my knees tucked beneath the base of her wings, my fingers grasping a tangle of her silken mane.

Lightning flared again, and Tempest’s wings moved in slow graceful curves that propelled us upward into the storm. I was awed. I was terrified. But I was mostly filled with a sense of wild abandon as the ground fell away.

We were flying. The world darkened as we entered the turbulent chaos of the water-laden clouds. Lightning flashed and thunder boomed all around us. Yet I felt safe on Tempest’s back, cocooned in her magic. The rest of the stormriders and those they’d generously deigned to carry flew with us, and far below, the ground sped past at an astonishing pace.

I released my grip on Tempest’s mane and reached out my hands in wonder, in exploration. Beyond the protective bubble, the wind thrashed savagely at my fingertips.

I hadn’t come to the war front expecting to find joy, but in that moment, elation filled my heart to bursting. I shoved away the cares and concerns wearing on my soul and reveled in the intense feral beauty of the present.

I picked out each of my friends amid the herd of stormriders and saw my elation reflected on their faces. We grinned fiercely at each other, and did not get a single bug in our teeth.

Magic indeed.

Then we came upon the purpose of our flight, and the joy I clutched tore through my fingers like the thrashing wind.

Strange how you can hear something described over and over again in a hundred different ways and yet still fail to grasp the reality until you witness it firsthand.

Stretching below, framed by Tempest’s dark gray wing and silver side, was mile upon mile of black roiling darkness.

The Malus was like fog, if fog were black and alive with menace. If fog could rip the life force from any and all living things within its reach (except the hollows who’d given up much to be able to stand in its path). If fog could possess the essence of a creature and use their bodies as puppets for its own ends. If fog could tear down buildings, blind you with its darkness, and flood your mind with fear so great it drove brave men insane. If fog had its own crude intelligence. Insatiable, unstoppable, and intent on devouring the world.

Black menacing fog that seemed to go on forever.

Far, far below along one edge of it, I could see tiny specks that might have been fellow armsmen blazing a stretch of earth. So small, so insubstantial in comparison.

I blinked and looked with my second sight. The blackness was replaced by life force so bright it was like gazing into the sun.

I’d thought the life force in the cache that housed the accumulated life energy of every walker hollow on this planet had been immense. Had imagined being able to change the world with that much power.

The Malus’s life force was inconceivable. Diminishing the cache in contrast to that of a puddle compared to the ocean.

How in the world could I ever hope to stop this thing?

It would be like a bug attempting to stop a charging stoneboar. It ended very poorly for the bug, and the stoneboar didn’t even notice.

And if I failed, all beauty, all life would be drained from the world.

A vise clamped around my chest, imagining a future where the wonder of the stormriders had been forever extinguished. I let my second sight drop away, preferring to look at the unending darkness rather than the brilliance of the Malus’s life force.

That brilliance had been formed by death and horror and sorrow in quantities so great it was unfathomable.

From our vantage high above the monster’s grasp, its central core was clearly evident. A yawning hole of darkness so black it seemed to suck the light out of the world around it.

The Malus did not physiologically possess a heart or brain as we understood them, but it had been deduced that this central core was similarly critical to its survival, and its outer darkness more like human limbs in that it could survive their loss. If you shut the Malus’s core on one side of a magic gateway and some of the outer, lesser darkness on the other, the “limb” would mindlessly return to the core or else slowly dissipate if there wasn’t enough to last the journey. The only true constraint to our enemy’s power was distance—and the time and energy it expended to cross it. Meanwhile, the central core of the Malus would go on wreaking destruction.

A courageous expedition of hollows had tried opening a void gate right in the middle of that core, but the intangible darkness merely parted around it, avoiding it neatly and effortlessly. You could no more force the Malus into the void than you could trap fog with a sieve.

That wasn’t all they’d tried. I’d read the full history of their attempts at the academy.

For 150 years, thousands of powerful, intelligent, and determined individuals had thrown themselves against the Malus’s might.

Every one of them had ultimately failed.

Could I truly expect to be any different?

The small flame of hope that I’d been carrying with me since that morning in the cache—the flame of hope that had been sparked into being by the prophecy, my wildcard gift, and Theus and Lirielle’s conviction that I was the “firstborn human witch” prophesied to defeat the Malus—was in danger of being smothered by the formidable sight below.

So when Tempest and the other stormriders turned back toward the base, I felt only relief.
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The return journey was a little less wondrous than the ride out. This time I noticed the terrain below. Endless miles of barren, devastated land and vacant ruins the Malus had left in its wake. And I knew that what we flew over was only a fraction of it.

We were a subdued lot that planted our feet back on the dirt and thanked the stormriders for the honor they’d done us. In spite of that, feeding Tempest extra gladberries coaxed a smile to my lips, and not even the Malus could steal my gratitude at having experienced that incredible flight.

Silvyr eyed us with concern, as if wondering whether he’d be blamed for our morose state.

“Don’t look so glum,” he said. “Old big black blobby isn’t so bad once you get used to him.”

No one looked convinced.

“Plus if you don’t cheer up, I’ll whistle again.”

We obediently pasted smiles on our faces, but Silvyr’s irreverence had in fact made me feel a little better.

We had a few hours to unpack, eat, and settle in before we would receive our new unit assignments. Silvyr directed us toward the sleeping quarters and told us we were free to choose our own arrangements. After six months of sharing a room with Ameline and Bryn, and years before that sharing a bed with Mila, I couldn’t imagine sleeping alone. So Ameline, Bryn, and I chose to bunk together in one of the larger shared rooms while Theus and Lirielle took single units nearby.

There was no blood-lock on our bedroom like there had been in Millicent. Now that Ellbereth had stopped trying to kill me, I was hopeful we wouldn’t need one, but who knew what the future held? I’d yet to learn how the other armsmen here felt about my reaper magic.

That was another reason not to sleep alone.

Such thoughts reminded me uneasily of the bargain I’d struck to protect Theus. The debt I’d yet to repay.

In many ways we’d exchanged one lethal threat for another. Binding Ellbereth’s life to mine had stopped her and her minions from killing me at the academy. But now Theus and I harbored a deadly secret.

One that had been discovered by Lord Perridor before we’d even finished carrying it out.

When he’d caught us in the Cache of the Last Stand, I’d pushed in front of Theus to take the heat. Because in that cache, I held the power. The power to drain the life force from any member of walkerkind, hollow or not.

Almost as easily as the Malus could.

Lord Perridor, a member of the ruling walker council, had quickly agreed to keep our deadly secret to himself. A little too quickly. He’d even volunteered to actively conceal Theus’s involvement from the rest of the council in return for just one “small” favor.

The deal had corrupt written all over it.

I’d agreed anyway.

And it was that favor that hung over my head, waiting for Lord Perridor to call it in.

Unaware of the dark turn my thoughts had taken, Ameline pushed through the lockless door and flopped onto the nearest bed. Her golden hair was snarled and tangled, her hands stained with gladberry juice, and her eyes alight in dreamy remembrance of the stormriders.

“That was incredible.” Her nose wrinkled. “Flying with the stormriders I mean, not the horrible Malus. Even Griff enjoyed it. Did you know the walkers brought the gladberry plant with them just for the stormriders? And Windswept promised if we destroyed the Malus, they would take us on another flight to celebrate.”

Despite my own state of mind, I smiled. Ameline’s gentle strength was inspiring to me, and somehow she’d attained it without losing any of her warmth and kindness. She was a daily reminder of all that was worth saving in this world.

Bryn smiled too. Her short black hair had fallen back into its straight lines without effort, and she claimed the next bed and shot me a knowing look. “Sure, tell Windswept to pencil it in next week then. I’m sure it won’t take us long now that the prophesied one is here.”

I strode to the remaining bed and threw a pillow at her.

She incinerated it before it made contact.

Ameline volunteered to find a replacement.

Beyond the pillow incident, unpacking didn’t take long. We laid our paltry possessions in the plain trunks provided, and Griff claimed a spot on the windowsill for his own roost. Then we took turns trying out the walker-style bathroom facilities and changing into our new uniforms (except for the golden body armor) since that was what everyone else seemed to wear around the base.

I offered to use the shower last since I was known to take the longest. By then, Bryn’s stomach was grumbling so loudly that I ushered them out the door, promising to meet them at the mess hall when I was done.

My own stomach was still unsettled by the formidable sight of the Malus and its impossible wealth of life force. So when I’d finally finished combing the wind-made knots and snarls from my wet hair, I didn’t rush straight to the eatery.

Theus found me standing on the edge of the base, staring out at the horizon. But I wasn’t looking at the barren ground this time.

The sky had never seemed so wide hemmed in by the towering trees at the academy nor in the remains of Los Angeles where I’d grown up. It stretched on and on, unobstructed by anything, and I was imagining what the night sky might look like. An endless vista of distant stars.

Sometimes it was comforting to gain a sense of your own unimportance in the greater scheme of things. Except I was no longer sure I could claim that comfort. Not when I sort of believed I was the firstborn prophesied to defeat the Malus.

I flashed a welcoming smile at Theus, involuntarily noticing the beauty of his clear-cut features and the smattering of freckles that decorated them. How the closeness of his athletic form just several inches taller than mine made his lips so easily reachable. Or how his deep green eyes had grown warmer and more alluring over the past months.

I turned back to the sky. The sky was a whole lot less complicated than the man beside me.

I’d accepted Theus as a friend even before I’d accepted the walkers were not my enemy. And now that the wall I’d held up between myself and his kind had crumpled since that fateful day in the cache where he’d risked everything for me, it was impossible to deny my feelings.

I cared about him. I trusted him. Wanted only good for him.

More than that, I wanted him.

My heart fluttered at his nearness. Like it had never gotten the memo that I didn’t have the luxury of being a teenager.

It was a mess of complications I hadn’t managed to unravel.

Theus joined me in staring at the horizon, but his attention was on me just as mine was on him.

“I saw your expression when we got back from seeing the Malus,” he said. “Being the prophesied one doesn’t mean it’s all on your shoulders, you know. I won’t leave you to face this alone.”

“I know,” I said.

That truth was both a relief and a burden.

Theus would stick by my side until the end. But that end was exactly what made this so complicated.

I remembered the haunted expression on his face when he’d recounted finding my unmoving body at the bottom of the lake.

How much worse would it have been if we were lovers?

Yet I couldn’t help remember too his fingers brushing my cheek as he removed a tangle of wet hair from my face. The light in his eyes as we’d joked around in the forest. The amusement that had broken through his reserve when I’d been practicing my magic on snails. His shock when I’d told him he was worth protecting.

Was it better to grab whatever time we were given? Or wait and see first if we would survive long enough to have a future?

The choice was mine. Theus was too reserved, too self-contained, perhaps too damaged to make the first move. And for as long as I’d known him, he had only ever acted in my best interests, so he was probably too selfless as well.

If I wanted anything to happen, I would have to be the one to initiate it.

I could do that.

But should I do that?

Theus was like a deep, deep well. Strong, unstinting, deceptively tranquil, and difficult to explore the depths of.

Yet in my quiet moments, I had sometimes imagined what it might be like to dive down and lead him up to the surface, to the sunlight, the warmth. To reach past the years of hurt, past the dark and rigid scars on his soul, not to ignore them, belittle them, trivialize them, but to show him that those scars made him strong, desirable, beautiful.

But my life as a firstborn had never been about meeting my own desires. My future as the prophesied one even less so.

And I was deeply afraid I would wound Theus further. Break him even. Because if I was right and he felt the same, where would it end?

I knew what I was here to do. And since any chance I had of defeating the Malus would surely require me to draw on massive amounts of life force that no human was ever designed to bear, it seemed almost inevitable that I would either die or die trying.

Perhaps I was frowning at my tangle of thoughts because Theus broke the silence.

“Despite six months at the academy, you never quite caught the hang of true teamwork.”

His tone was one of gentle teasing, and I felt my lips tug up in response.

“Oh?”

“You’re supposed to share the burden, the responsibility. Not just delegate the actual to-do list.”

I snorted at the idea of my to-do list. One, eat lunch. Two, defeat the unstoppable Malus.

“Oh really?” I returned. “And when did you get so good at it? You seem to hold the weight of the world on your shoulders.” Never mind he’d spent his whole life being told he was weak.

He smiled in acknowledgment at the accuracy of my observation. “Then we both do. Let us at least hold it together.”

My heart clenched at this simple offer. Like everything else Theus had offered me, it was pure, untainted by self-interest, freely given.

I wanted so badly to take it. To take his hand and everything else he might offer too.

But my head advised caution.

I was extricated from this familiar internal wrestle by Silvyr jogging up to us.

“Wildcard Nova, Lord General Zaltarre wants to see you. I’m to escort you to command headquarters immediately.”
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My stomach knotted with nervous tension as I followed Silvyr through a series of gateways to the base that housed the command post.

Lord General Zaltarre, commander of the entire walker-human army of hollow forces, possessed the power to destroy any shred of hope I had of overcoming the Malus. He could force me to go up against the unstoppable devouring force with my hands figuratively tied behind my back.

Or he could arm me with a toilet brush and keep me from seeing any action at all.

My wildcard gift had engendered extreme reactions in walkerkind. Eerily similar to the Malus’s life-force-ripping magic, many had wanted to kill me outright. Others believed I was the one who would finally defeat their hated enemy.

Singling me out meant the lord general’s feelings must land on one side or the other, and I was as nervous my first time facing down a groundbeast to learn which.

Silvyr offered no clues. For all his colorful guidance and lively, animated manner, he gave very little of himself away. I hadn’t even figured out how he felt about me, let alone the unseen lord general. He led me to a building as nondescript as the rest of them and ushered me to the door.

I licked dry lips and pushed it open.

Lord General Zaltarre was standing as I entered, leaning along with several others over a huge table that appeared to be part desk, part magical depiction of the battlefield, showing every unit, base, and mile of terrain spread around the Malus’s perimeter. Before I could offer to come back later, the representation of the battlefield retreated into the wood grain of the desk, and his aides swept into adjoining sections of the command building, leaving the two of us alone.

I noted a tray of untouched food cooling (but neatly aligned) on one corner. Then dragged my reluctant gaze up to meet the lord general’s.

He cut a trim and fit figure in his military uniform. It was the same as everyone else’s except for the pins demarcating his rank. His short, dark, no-nonsense hair was streaked with silver, his square-cut face lined with years and experience. And he possessed a tightly controlled intensity that gave the impression he was extremely busy and yet had all the time necessary to give the current matter his undivided attention.

If he were human, I would’ve pegged him between a very healthy fifty or sixty. Lord General Zaltarre was a walker, but he was also a hollow, which meant my estimate might not be far off.

He could have been alive when the world walkers retreated to earth, bringing the devastation of the Malus with them. But if so, he would’ve been ten years old at most. The more interesting takeaway was that he’d likely spent his entire adult life out here, pitting himself against the Malus on the ever-changing war front.

He ran an appraising eye over me.

Something about him made my spine straighten, and I had to fight the urge to salute. The aura of command seemed to emanate from his every pore. Nor was it an empty authority, bestowed by a title alone. I could already tell from the way those off duty spoke about him with almost reverent respect, from how even the irreverent Silvyr hastened to obey his orders, that this authority was earned.

The lord general’s gaze was not condescending, merely measuring.

No, he was not arrogant nor fool enough to dismiss the human portion of his army. Not when he needed every warrior he could get.

“I’ve heard a lot about you, Armsman Nova,” he said, and I learned his voice exuded authority too. “Those reports vary wildly depending on the source. So tell me, what are you? A victim or a troublemaker?”

I wasn’t sure what answer he was looking for, but I gave him the truth.

“Neither, sir. I’m here to fight the Malus and no one else.” I paused, then felt compelled to add, “Provided I have a choice in the matter.”

Something that might have been provisional approval gleamed in his eyes.

“Good. Then let us see what your wildcard power can do.”

He signaled for me to take a seat and sat down himself on the other side of the desk in the unyielding, poised-for-action way of someone unused to sitting.

Was the gesture intended for my comfort? It was clearly not for his.

The tray of food remained untouched.

“Armsman Silvyr should have told you that new arrivals usually shadow an experienced unit to learn the ropes before forming their own.”

The lord general said this like Silvyr could have just as easily taken us mud sliding down the barren hills rather than given us the intended induction.

Feeling the strange need to defend our jaunty tour guide, I said, “He did, sir.”

Lord General Zaltarre smiled briefly. “Very good. In any case, given your unique strategic value, I’ve decided to form up a special unit around you to learn and utilize your capabilities as soon as possible.”

Oh.

Good. That was good, right?

He saw me as an asset rather than an abomination. And he wasn’t going to waste time. Which probably meant I’d been right not to give in to my desires with Theus. The sooner started, the sooner done.

You mean dead? Gus interjected. There is little glory in it. I’d advise avoiding it if you can.

I contained an eye roll at what my millennia old sword who had probably seen more battles than I had days considered “helpful” advice.

I really must get out of the habit of carrying him with me everywhere I went.

Zaltarre’s gaze was still on me, monitoring my reaction. And it belatedly occurred to me that it might not be out of mere courtesy that he was sharing these details with me.

“I don’t like to break up units,” he continued. “Familiarity and shared experience gives a team an edge that cannot be manufactured any other way. But the chaos of life never fits so neatly into unchanging twelves. Injuries, deaths, personnel clashes, promotions, parental leave, transfer requests and more mean that necessarily there are always some fighters waiting to be reassigned. So your new unit will be assembled from people who, for whatever reason, were among those informally known as the oddments.”

His tone acquired an edge of steel.

“Those reasons are none of your concern unless the individuals care to share them with you, but they are each competent armsmen. And their range of skill sets and experiences will be an asset that will ensure your unit is ready for action faster than if I left you among only your own year’s intake. There is one exception who requested a transfer from the Raptor unit to yours. I believe you grew up with Armsman Fletcher?”

My heart quickened. Fletcher, the boy next door and my dear childhood friend. He’d left a gaping hole in my life when he’d stepped through the runegate to honor the Firstborn Agreement two years before I had. I’d seen him twice since then, and he was so changed I wasn’t sure that gaping hole would ever be filled. But the second of those times, Fletcher had made me promise I would request to join his unit.

I’d planned to honor that promise, but now it seemed I wouldn’t need to.

“It was good to meet you, Armsman Nova. I trust you’ll give me no reason to regret the resources I’m investing in you.”

He paused long enough to make my insides squirm.

“Silvyr will take you to meet your new team now. Your unit commander has your orders.”

I recognized my dismissal and stood. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

“Oh, and Nova?”

I paused. “Yes?”

“I’ve designated your team the Reaper unit.”

I hid a wince.

All the other units I’d heard of were named after powerful creatures—the Raptors, Fleetfoxes, Embercats, Nightwraiths, and so on. I wasn’t keen on breaking that convention to instead name our unit after me and my highly controversial magic.

“Um, as you say, Lord General.”

Was that amusement crinkling his eyes? I fled his command room.


CHAPTER SIX
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Silvyr grinned at me when I hurried outside.

“Intimidating, isn’t he? But he’s an excellent general. And if you need any further proof of that, then allow me to be the bearer of extremely good news…” He paused long enough to make me fantasize about wringing his neck. “Your first new team member is none other than myself!”

He made a sweeping gesture up and down the length of his body as if offering himself as a prize.

I raised a brow, not entirely certain if he was messing with me and hoping he’d elaborate.

He eyed me, raised his chin a smidge at my underwhelming response, and went on with his sales pitch.

“You might be wondering how your unit could be so lucky as to be gifted with my abundant wit and charm, and you may go on and continue wondering, for I’m also a man of great mystery and intrigue.”

I hoped my unbidden smirk wouldn’t encourage him too much. But he must have caught it because he puffed up his chest in parody and made some dramatic walker flourish. “Let me escort you to meet the rest of your unit, my most esteemed and precious wildcard.”

I trailed after him, part apprehension, part curiosity. Reminded again that I did not tend to make friends easily. Not that I needed to be friends with my unit, I supposed, but… well, it would sure make things easier.

We returned to our base through a succession of short-distance gateways and walked to one of the smaller shared areas where ten uniformed figures stood waiting.

Silvyr gestured at the four that were smiling. “These younglings from the thirty-seventh I understand you already know and like.”

Indeed. Zaltarre had done his homework, or at least read whatever reports he received from the academy. Everyone was here. Ameline, Bryn, Theus, and Lirielle.

I felt a swell of gladness. Then wondered if my older wiser self might’ve wished them far from me where they might be safer.

Silvyr moved on to an older walker woman I didn’t recognize. “So let me first introduce you to our formidable leader. Her tongue is as sharp as her sword, her skill on the battlefield as shiny as her boots, she’s the illustrious and demanding and most commanding, Unit Commander Valesk of the seventeenth and designated head of our ragtag, ahem, glorious unit.”

She scowled at Silvyr and nodded curtly at me. Not looking happy at… What? Silvyr’s silly introduction? Her new assignment? The world in general?

Unit Commander Valesk was meticulously turned out, her boots, belt, and body armor polished, her uniform immaculate, and her black hair braided with such precision that I had the fleeting impression she’d marshaled the strands into position like a troop of soldiers and ordered them to stand their ground, or else. She too stood ramrod straight as if setting a good example.

Being part of the seventeenth intake meant she must be thirty-seven or thirty-eight years old, depending on the month of her birth, and that she’d been on the war front for twenty years. I wondered what had happened to her original unit to leave her without one, but the lord general’s warning was fresh in my mind, so I did not ask.

Unsure what else to do, since saluting was not actually part of walker military culture, I nodded back.

Silvyr moved on to another face I knew. One so familiar and yet foreign at the same time. My much-changed childhood friend.

“Armsman Fletcher from the thirty-fifth, whom I understand you’re also acquainted with and so needs no introduction.”

Zaltarre had said Fletcher left his own unit to transfer to this one, but there was little but stiffness in his face now.

As always, the sight of him flooded me with mixed feelings. The first leap of joyous recognition before my brain finished registering all the differences, and then the loss.

I wanted to grieve, for in some ways the boy I knew was no more than a ghost, and yet how could you grieve for someone who was standing in front of you?

I stepped forward, hesitated, then hugged him anyway. I hadn’t the last time I’d seen him, and I’d regretted it.

He went rigid, and for a horrible moment I wondered if I’d misjudged, but then he relaxed, hugged me back, and whispered, “I’m glad you’re here.” And his face was a little less hard when I stepped back.

Silvyr was watching our exchange with interest, but as soon as my attention returned to him, he moved on to the next members of my new unit.

I suspected his mind was far sharper than his airy manner let on.

“These two muscle-bound hunks are Armsmen Orlandrus and Dax of my own prestigious intake, the thirty-first. They’re as inseparable as lovers; in fact, rumor has it they are indeed lovers”—this did not elicit so much as a twitch of an eyebrow from either of the men—“and they’re known collectively as the Grunts. They’re also the proud defending champions of Blob Blast, and between them have almost as much intelligence as anyone else.”

By the end of this colorful introduction, I was smiling, which was at least preferable to revealing my surprise. Because their close friendship—or love—had crossed the divide between the species. Orlandrus was a walker and Dax a human.

The past three months of trust building and team exercises at the academy had improved walker-human relations among my own year’s intake, but there were still invisible lines separating one from the other in most instances. I was beginning to grasp that here on the war front, those lines had been erased.

I nodded at them as well, and Orlandrus flashed white teeth. “What, don’t we get hugs too?”

I felt my cheeks heat. I was used to coldness, condescension, and even hatred from walkerkind, but friendly flirting with an admittedly attractive stranger was new to me.

I didn’t want to be known as some blushing flower though, so I scrambled for something suitably cocky to say.

“Maybe after we’re done killing the Malus.”

It took a beat too long, but it was better than standing there looking like I’d rubbed gladberry juice on my face.

Orlandrus and Dax grinned appreciatively.

“Aiming high,” Dax said. “I like that. You should play Blob Blast with us sometime.”

He had a light lilting accent I couldn’t place, but then there were very few accents I could place. I liked it in any case.

Silvyr cleared his throat. He’d waited until I’d already dug myself out of the awkward situation, and I pondered again just how keenly he was observing me. Was he reporting to someone? Say, the lord general, for example? Or Ellbereth’s mother, Lady Neryndrith?

Or perhaps having a lethal secret that I had to keep was making me paranoid.

The next team member was so badly scarred that if it wasn’t for his beautiful bright copper eyes and his utter stillness, it would’ve been difficult to tell if he was walker or human. The hair that grew between the crisscrosses of scars on his scalp was peppered with gray, and his right hand was not flesh but rather animated metal like the squeakers. I wondered how far that metal continued up past his shirtsleeve.

“This lethal gentleman is Armsman Xanther of the thirteenth,” Silvyr announced. “Contrary to popular belief, his tongue is still made of flesh and he can in fact speak. He merely chooses not to. I’m chagrined to admit he’s probably more mysterious than me. But while we might be left to wonder at his unshared thoughts, there are no questions whatsoever about his fighting prowess on the battlefield.”

I gave Xanther the same nod as I’d given everyone else. I couldn’t tell if his chin dipped a fraction in response or if I was being optimistic, but his bright copper gaze punched through me before looking away.

Silvyr stepped up to the twelfth and final member of my new team. A white-haired woman who looked around the same age as Lord General Zaltarre and almost as fit.

“Finally but most fabulously, our aged and esteemed Armsman Helena of the third, who has survived twice as many years on this war front as you have lived and saved more armsmen than I can count with her healing gift.”

“Enough years and lives that I shouldn’t have to put up with your nonsense, Silvyr,” she said in a heavy accent. But the light in her eyes seemed at least as amused as unimpressed. She reached out a hand and shook mine firmly. “Pleased to meet you, Wildcard Nova.”

She did not look at me with the same hopeful calculation that the lord general had. How many times had she seen wildcards and other promising new prospects come and go and amount to nothing?

Unit Commander Valesk cut in. “Now that the introductions are finally completed, we have a mission to carry out.”

Everyone else must have already been briefed on our unit’s unusual formation and my wildcard gift because Valesk didn’t say anything more about it. I belatedly realized that all my new team members were wearing their shield nets, weapons, body armor, and squeakers. Ameline handed me mine, except Gus who I already had with me, and I geared up. My personal squeaker was a cute squirrel-like creature with turquoise gemstones for eyes and a long tail it wrapped around my ear.

Valesk had us newbies run through the use of our shield nets several more times. As we dove to the dirt, the squeaker quietly relayed several amused snorts from our more experienced teammates, along with Valesk’s orders, which I could have heard perfectly well without the little squirrel’s assistance.

Its mimicry was, as Silvyr had said, near perfect except for a tinny undertone, and if there was any delay between Valesk speaking and my squeaker relaying the words to me, it was undetectable to my ears.

I made a mental note to keep my own mouth shut. I was definitely going to have to change my habit of muttering to Gus aloud.

“That will do,” Valesk said. “Form up for a final inspection.”

She made a show of scanning over each of us and our equipment, but she stopped in front of me.

“Armsman Nova, let me be clear. The Reaper unit might have been created for and even named after your unique gift. But I am in charge and you will obey my orders. You might be used to special status”—did she mean loathed by almost everyone at the academy?—“but there’s no room for special treatment when we’re within the enemy’s grasp. You will do what I say when I say because that will give us the highest chance of protecting your ass and getting us all back to this base alive.”

Her hard gaze shifted suddenly to my left. “Isn’t that right, Fletcher?”

Confused, I glanced at my old friend, who flinched and looked like he wanted to crawl inside himself and disappear. But he only said, “Yes, sir.”

The hard gaze landed back on me. “Are we clear?”

“Yes, sir. Understood.”

“Good. Let’s move.”


CHAPTER SEVEN
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Contrary to Cricklewood’s prediction, none of us wet ourselves when we faced the Malus for the first time. Perhaps that was in part thanks to Silvyr’s special tour that had allowed us to come to terms with its immensity from a safer distance.

The acrid stench of scorched earth and trees turned to charcoal permeated the air. But that was a result of our own side’s efforts rather than the enemy’s.

Here on the outer edges, the Malus was like a faint black haze. Difficult to see over the charred landscape. Impossible to see at night without my second sight. In some places the black haze mingled with the occasional still-smoking tree stump.

But the darkness grew denser the deeper you ventured inward. Turning into a blackness so complete it smothered all light and rendered you sightless.

An unwanted flash of insight left me wondering just how many members of this army slept with some form of illumination. The Malus’s creeping, lethal advance could leave even the bravest soul afraid of the dark.

I checked my weapons, my shield net, my strange new communication device.

Gus huffed. Can you please stop all this hand-hovering business? You don’t need to check I’m still attached every ten seconds. As much as I might wish to, I have not managed to grow legs and do away with your esteemed company.

“Sorry,” I said, so distracted that I forgot my resolve to avoid conversing with him aloud.

“What for?” someone, I think Orlandrus, asked.

“Don’t mind, Nova,” Bryn said. “She’s just talking to her sword. Even weirder is she claims it talks back.”

A few people chuckled.

I sighed.

Standing on the perimeter gave a fresh perspective of the size of our enemy. I knew from the air it was roughly circular, but here on the edge all I could see was darkness that seemed to stretch without end in either direction. From the sky, I’d been unable to grasp its height. Now it reared up and up, blocking out the heavens as it towered menacingly over us like the front of a catastrophic sandstorm.

No wonder watch duty took up so much of the lord general’s resources.

My squeaker mimicked a low whistle. “Holy kraken cakes,” Bryn, or the squeaker, whispered in my ear. “That thing makes poor Choppy seem undersized.” Choppy was her giant magical battle-axe. It didn’t have sentience like Gus, but she’d named it anyway.

Dax’s voice came next. “If you think that’s big, you should see my—”

“No personal chatter over the comm lines when we’re in sight of the enemy,” Valesk growled. “You can save your adolescent innuendo for when you’re off duty.”

“Sorry, Unit Commander. I was just trying to keep up… morale.”

Boyish snickers.

How old were Orlandrus and Dax supposed to be again?

Still, the silly banter brought a touch of normalcy to this alien landscape and the enemy before us.

We weren’t expecting trouble. But then how could we have any idea what to expect when I was about to try something that had never been done before?

I took a deep breath. “Ready to make the first attempt, Unit Commander.”

“Good. The rest of you, form up around her in case of attack. Weapons and shield nets ready.”

Despite the immature banter, Orlandrus and Dax moved into position as swiftly and competently as the silent and scarred Xanther.

I entrusted my physical safety to my new unit’s care, stole one last glance at each of my friends—Ameline, Bryn, Theus, Lirielle, and Fletcher—then turned my focus solely on my second sight. I could see the glow of life force as an overlay to my natural vision, but I could see more clearly if I shut my eyes. So that’s what I did.

As my second sight adjusted to the incredibly bright glare of the Malus, I realized there was something else I hadn’t grasped from our overhead flight. Its glowing life force was unlike any I’d seen before.

Flying high above on Tempest’s back with my eyes still open, I’d noticed it had a sort of mottled quality, but I’d assumed it had to do with the enemy’s movement. I’d assumed wrong.

Other creatures’ life forces appeared to me as a solid golden light that followed the shape of their physical form and grew softer on the edges. Different beings had different strengths, with weaker life forms showing as dimmer and more transparent, and solid obstacles or distance decreased the clarity of what I could see. But the light of their life force, however bright, was always uniform, even, consistent.

The Malus broke this rule.

First I saw only that it was thinner in some patches and more opaque in others. But as I stared, I realized it was stranger than that.

Other life forces existed within the Malus’s. As if it took the devouring darkness time to assimilate the stolen energy into itself.

The other beings were fuzzier and less well-defined than a normal living creature’s, and many were no more than a slightly brighter blob, but others were identifiable. A manticore there, some sort of giant hawk over there, a faded but still apparent form of a dragon.

Fascinating.

But irrelevant as far as I could tell. It certainly didn’t impact what I’d come here to attempt. And the longer I stood here dallying, the longer I was leaving my teammates in danger.

Time to get to work.

My magic brushed the edge of the Malus’s life force. I’d developed subtlety over the past couple of months, finding I could lessen my donor’s resistance if I could keep my touch light, the draw smooth. At least until I took their life force down to dangerous levels. Then the instinctive resistance kicked in no matter how delicate my connection.

Now my touch was the lightest I could make it, lighter than a gentle caress, no more than the faint brush of magical fingertips.

Nothing happened.

I’m not sure what I expected. Instant death? Recognition? But I felt nothing except the vibrant hum of energy beneath my touch.

The fact I could feel it at all was positive. With other living beings, I was unable to interact with their life force unless I first drew blood, breaching the protection their body offered. But without a tangible physical form, the Malus was accessible to my magic like the sundered life force of the walker hollows inside the cache. There for the taking.

Maybe.

Cautiously I pressed a little harder, a little deeper. No reaction. Gently, ever so gently, I gave the Malus’s life force a slight tug.

That was when the Malus yanked back.


CHAPTER EIGHT
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The force of the Malus’s pull was like being attached to a landslide, beginning slowly but building to greater and greater strength and speed. Unstoppable.

I magically planted my feet and wrenched back with all my strength. But even as I did, my mind was racing on ahead to the inevitable end.

Panic bloomed in my chest and spread like an invasive weed.

I was utterly outmatched.

And I was terrifyingly certain the Malus was stealing my life force. Something I’d thought impossible.

Which meant being a human hollow didn’t protect me from the Malus’s life-ripping magic. Not entirely like it did for the rest of my unit.

Which meant my oh-so-special wildcard gift must circumvent the protections of having my life force anchored elsewhere—theoretically far from the Malus’s grasp. Must have formed a connection between my life energy and the one I was trying to siphon from. In effect, my oh-so-special wildcard gift offered me up before the Devourer on a stupid golden platter.

Oh sure, the enemy could not just reach out and pluck it from me like it could with other living things. But as soon as I latched onto its life force, the Malus could latch onto mine.

Which meant I was going to die.

Even resisting, wrenching, and twisting as hard as I could, the Malus’s pull on my life force, my essence, was speeding up.

I could feel myself weakening. Could feel the life literally draining out of me.

Oh hells. I wasn’t freaking ready to die.

But this was a contest of brute force I couldn’t possibly win.

Unless…

With desperate panicked thoughts of tricking a dog into loosening their grip in a game of tug-of-war, I stopped resisting.

My life force hurtled forward into the golden light of the Malus. And I had just enough time to think, Well, that backfired.

Then everything went black.

Except my consciousness remained.

Was this dying then? Or was I still in the process of dying and the Malus had taken so much that I’d lost my ability to see?

But the pull, the movement, the momentum had stopped too.

Perhaps it had stolen my senses and I would be left to wander in the dark nothingness until my golden life energy lost all form and fully assimilated into the Malus—

“Nova.”

My ears still worked. And Theus sounded so near, so intimate. Like his face was only inches from mine. I almost fancied I could feel the stir of his breath.

Perhaps this was death after all and I was allowed to dream of everything that had been wrenched from me.

“Nova.” It was Theus’s voice again, but this time he shook me.

Wait. What?

There was a jolt of disorientation as my understanding snapped back.

I opened my eyes. My actual eyes. My second sight was still as dark as the grave. But my natural eyes worked fine.

Theus was leaning over me. His face really was only inches from mine. And just a fraction farther away were Ameline and Bryn’s faces too.

The terror in their expressions snatched the air from my lungs. And not in a good way. I knew firsthand of their strength and spirit and courage, and that terror was for losing me.

Theus whooshed out an unsteady breath and released me to rake his fingers through his hair.

Almost as jarringly as when it had failed, my second sight surged back.

Ameline clutched my hand so hard it hurt. “Oh, thank heavens. I thought…”

Bryn shook her head, her usual bravado quickly resurfacing. “Hairy hellish hobgoblins, we didn’t go to all that effort of saving your ass at the academy only for you to die in the first five minutes after graduating.”

I sat up shakily. So, so weak, and yet somehow alive and wanting to reassure my friends of that fact.

“What?” I croaked. “That wasn’t the roaring success you were hoping for?”

No one had time to even pretend to laugh, because Ameline grabbed for her bow and announced, “Griff says there are Taken coming our way fast.”

Her loyal companion had insisted on flying high above the Malus’s grasp to provide us intel from the air.

From my semi-upright position, I saw a shadow stalker, an eleven-headed hydra, and a handful of other vicious creatures emerge from the cloaking black fog of the Malus.

Unit Commander Valesk issued calm but terse orders. “Theus, get Nova out of here now. Everyone else, protect each other’s backs, especially the newbies’, and let’s destroy a few of the enemy’s toys.”


CHAPTER NINE
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Theus opened a gateway beneath us, only daring to venture a few hundred yards for the first stage of our retreat. I could see the Taken—creatures whose life force had been seized by the Malus and were now mere puppets at its disposal—charging at my teammates before Theus opened the second gateway.

“Dibs on the hydra,” Orlandrus and Dax said in unison.

Bryn huffed a laugh and readied a fireball. “Well I’ve still got a score to settle with shadow stalkers. I’ve been wondering for some time whether their eyes are as fireproof as the rest of them.”

Lirielle drew her twin swords—even though she had powerful magic she could’ve called upon instead.

There was something about holding those blades that drew her mind back from the faraway places it usually wandered and focused her in the present. It made her seem sort of normal, which was disconcerting on Lirielle.

“I did miss sword practice this morning,” she remarked.

Ameline stood straight-backed and poised, despite not having any magic to protect her besides that of her bow. Fletcher stepped up beside her, broadsword raised.

Then Theus and I retreated through a second gateway, and I had only the squeaker in my ear to gauge the well-being of those we’d left behind.

The squeaker relayed several grunts, but I couldn’t tell who’d made them nor hear any sounds from the fight itself.

At least there hadn’t been any screams.

“Ha!” Dax said. “Take that you big scaly bastard.”

“Silvyr, behind you,” Orlandrus warned.

Silvyr cursed.

Xanther of course remained silent.

“Eww, who knew barbecued shadow stalker insides smelled so bad?” That was Bryn.

“Griff says we have giant bat-spiders incoming.”

“Fletcher,” Valesk said, “shield us from above. Make it difficult for them.”

There was a minute of silence, and my heart felt like it was beating at twice its normal rate. Waiting. I hated waiting.

“Damn, that’s gross,” Silvyr said. “I’ll be washing bat guts out my hair for days.”

I exhaled in relief. He wouldn’t be complaining about bat guts if someone was seriously hurt.

“You ought to be more concerned about possible poisoning than washing your hair,” Helena chided. “Let me see if any of that blood’s yours.”

Then Valesk spoke again. “Theus, where are you? What’s your status?”

“Safe. Just a few miles out.”

“Good. Meet us back at the base for debriefing. I want to understand exactly what the hell happened today.”
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The Reaper unit gathered around one of the smaller common areas in various states of composure, grubbiness, and fatigue. But everyone was whole and accounted for, so I was tiredly trying to convince myself that my first encounter had been something other than an abject failure. Which was hard to do when Valesk, who still looked immaculate, was frowning at me.

“What happened? All Helena could tell me was that your life force was draining fast and there was nothing she could do.”

I valiantly resisted the urge to frown back. “That’s accurate.” I explained what I’d done, what I’d experienced, and my theory that my own magic had circumvented the protection being a hollow gave me.

“Well, crap,” Silvyr put in helpfully.

He’d either exaggerated the amount of bat guts or had a talent for magical hair washing.

“Then what saved you?” Valesk demanded.

I’d been wracking my brain, trying to figure out the same thing. Could it have been my bond with Ellbereth? I didn’t understand how that would work or why my second sight had shut down and then sprung back after… How long had it been? Less than a minute? But I could think of no other explanation.

The problem was I couldn’t share even that feeble speculation. As guilty as I felt about failing to disclose potentially vital information to the unit assigned to work with and protect me, I’d known Valesk and the others for less than a day. I didn’t trust them yet with a secret that could get Theus executed and me imprisoned or executed along with him. So all I said was, “I don’t know.”

Theus surprised me by volunteering, “I think I might have had something to do with it, sir. When I made contact with Nova, I felt a surge of power leave me. Except I wasn’t intentionally casting anything, and it felt different to anything I’ve experienced before. Like the whole world compressed for a minute and something clamped down over my magic. But Nova opened her eyes about thirty seconds later.”

I stared at Theus. Had his mind gone to the same places mine had about Ellbereth? Was he making this up to try to cover for me? Or was this real?

For the first time since meeting Gus, I wished for the ability to read someone else’s thoughts.

Valesk was staring at Theus now too, tapping one finger against her jaw.

“Are you sure it was your own magic casting rather than the Malus snatching the power from you somehow?”

“Quite sure, sir.”

“What were you thinking at the time?”

This was key. Magic was funneled and given shape by intention, willpower, and imagination.

Theus’s cheeks tinged with a trace of red. “Stop! You can’t have her.”

That hint of color in his cheeks convinced me more than anything that he wasn’t making this up.

It also convinced part of me that I really ought to kiss him. But I tried to focus on the implications of the former.

What did that mean? Stop. Stop what? Surely he couldn’t have the strength to magically force the Malus to let go of me. Yet the Malus had let go of me. Why?

I pondered some more. Theus might’ve been directing his thoughts at the Malus, but he’d grabbed me. What if… I ran over the sequence of events in my mind again. Yes. My second sight had jolted back on as soon as Theus had let go.

“What if he somehow stopped my magic from working?” I asked. “Without my magic, the connection I’d unintentionally forged with the Malus would cease to exist. Plus it would explain the weird glitchy behavior of my second sight.”

Valesk nodded. “It’s plausible. Theus, try to reproduce what happened. The more accurately you can recapture what you were feeling and thinking and doing, the better.”

Poor Theus.

I readied my second sight and focused on Griff, who was preening his feathers on Ameline’s shoulders. As the only non-hollow here, he would provide a clear indicator of whether this worked (though I supposed the shrub growing up through the stone paving would do just as well).

Theus stepped in front of me and gripped my shoulders with an expression of intense concentration, his face furrowed in remembered distress.

My stomach heated at his nearness, his touch. Which was ridiculous given the situation.

I belatedly remembered to look at Griff. He’d disappeared from my second sight. I closed my eyes to double check, and like my experience on the battlefield, everything was black.

“Wow. Yes, it worked. I mean, I can’t see anything’s life force.”

Theus let go and once again the light flooded back. I opened my eyes to find Theus staring at his hands.

“You saved me,” I pointed out quietly. His green eyes met mine, and for a moment there was wonder in them.

Theus, who’d been unloved, unvalued, told his entire life he was weak and worth less because his magic was meager by walker standards, had saved my life—the prophesied firstborn’s life—from the most powerful and fearsome enemy in walker history. With his own unique magic no less.

“Try it on me,” Silvyr demanded. He conjured five delicate spheres of light and began juggling them.

Theus touched his arm and the spheres vanished.

“Can you do it without contact?” Valesk asked.

Silvyr and Theus repeated the attempt. But this time Silvyr’s spheres kept spinning.

Valesk pursed her lips. “A magic dampener. Very rare. And I suppose the requirement to touch the wielder would explain why you never discovered the ability before now. Not much contact in a magic skirmish…” She frowned, the expression more at home on her face than any other. “But you’re the first walker I’ve heard of with that ability in over three hundred years.”

Lirielle smiled beatifically. “That’s because he’s the prophesied one.”

Unbidden, the relevant line of the prophecy floated into my mind. Theus had translated it as Wait for the world walker magic glitch. It could certainly be interpreted to mean a world walker that could “glitch” other beings’ magic.

Pity he couldn’t touch the Malus. Not that he’d have any more hope of directly overpowering the vastness of its strength than I did.

Valesk looked no happier than she had at the beginning of the conversation, but at least her focus had turned inward now. “Time will tell, I suppose. In the meanwhile, I’d best report these developments to the lord general. Everyone else get some rest and be ready for the next set of orders.”

Rest sounded good. I was exhausted, although no doubt less exhausted than I might’ve been without Ellbereth’s life energy feeding into mine. I dragged myself to our private quarters, Ameline and Bryn sticking close in case I needed propping up.

All I wanted was to unstrap my unused and overly heavy sword, then stand in the shower and let the hot water wash the stiffness from my muscles and the soot out of my hair from my unplanned lie-down on the freshly scorched perimeter. But when I stepped into the shower, the glass was already fogged, and inscribed into the moisture was a note.

The time has come to pay your debt. Come to the walker city and meet me in the Remembrance Garden at midnight tonight.

Cold unease spread through my gut. For two months I’d known this day was coming. I just hadn’t known when.

Or who, or why, but never mind that.

It had been a damned if you do and damned if you don’t situation. If Theus and I hadn’t gone to the cache to bind Ellbereth’s life force to mine, she would have killed me. But Theus’s taking me there meant betraying his people and signing his own death warrant. Walkers didn’t do lifelong imprisonment.

So when Lord Perridor had caught us red-handed in the Cache of the Last Stand—a place forbidden for humans to have even heard of and one impossible to get to without the aid of a walker—I’d bargained for Theus’s life. And now it was time for me to keep my side of that bargain.

But hell’s breath, it was a debt I wished I could wriggle out of. Lord Perridor, proud member of the ruling walker council, had promised to stay silent and cover up Theus’s involvement in exchange for my performing “one simple act.” Drain an unnamed walker into unconsciousness at a time and place of Lord Perridor’s choosing.

Theus hadn’t wanted me to agree. Hadn’t thought his life was worth that price.

I’d ignored him and bemused Lord Perridor by shaking hands on the deal (a human custom I tended to forget walkers were unfamiliar with).

In truth, I would have agreed to more than that to protect Theus. I suppose I was already falling for him even then. But more than that, he was a friend who’d risked his life for mine, and everything in me was wired to protect those I cared about.

So yes, I’d known this was coming. And it wasn’t like Lord Perridor had asked me to kill this unknown target. So why was unease eating away at my stomach lining?

I read the note again, committing the details to memory before it faded away.

I had five hours until it was time to leave. I’d better make sure no one would miss me.


CHAPTER TEN
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What does one wear on a criminal foray deep in the heart of their former enemy’s capital?

I opted for my uniform stripped of its insignia, largely because I didn’t have any other options.

My mouth was drier than megalith moth dust as I made my way to meet Theus and Lirielle. Somehow I felt more nervous about what I was on the brink of doing than I had about my first attempt to pit my magic against the Malus. And that had almost gotten me killed.

Without Theus, I would have been killed, I reminded myself. And if I hadn’t made this bargain, as unsavory as it was, Theus wouldn’t have survived long enough to be there when I encountered the Malus. So then we’d both be dead. Which meant I needed to stop second-guessing myself. Right?

Sure. That made perfect sense. But my mouth was still as dry as moth dust.

Theus and Lirielle were waiting at the designated spot a short walk outside the base. They were both wearing their uniforms as I was, which as an added bonus blended well with the darkness.

We probably didn’t want to be seen tonight. Not that Lirielle’s abundance of frost-colored hair was any good for stealth.

Bryn and Ameline had reluctantly agreed to stay behind and cover for our absence. Only because even Bryn had to concede that Theus and Lirielle’s firsthand knowledge and walker blood would prove more useful in the walker city.

We greeted each other in hushed tones, and Theus opened a gateway. Even in stealth, we stuck to the rigid rules regarding multiple short-distance gateways until we were more than a thousand miles away. The Malus traveled relatively slowly under normal conditions, but it had the ability to surge across vast distances in seconds if suitably motivated. Doing so consumed a significant amount of its stolen life energy, so it rarely used the ability unless it was starving or sufficiently tempted with huge amounts of fresh “food.”

But if it did choose to surge when someone had opened a gateway to one of the few yet untouched regions of the world, the results would be catastrophic.

So every walker approached and exited via the barren lands to ensure no abundance of life force would tempt the Malus to surge. And even then everyone stuck to short distances because a smaller sudden shift in the Malus’s location still posed all sorts of risks and problems for the army.

The modest containment and control the lord general’s forces had over the Malus was a dangerous and difficult balance between keeping its advancement, destruction, and life intake to a minimum while ensuring it was satiated enough not to surge.

But all that fell from my mind when we stepped through the last gateway.

Like its creators, the walker city was achingly beautiful. More like an elaborate art garden than any city I’d heard or read about.

My first impression was of elegant ivory stairways, soaring arches, and delicate sky bridges intermingling with an abundance of greenery. The splendor of it was lit by soft floating lights that danced in a grand choreography I couldn’t quite grasp and accompanied by a serenade of running water. Even the air felt fresher and smelled sweeter here.

Unlike human cities, the walkers had no need to design their settlement around transportation. So while footpaths wound tantalizingly through the various delights, there were no unsightly roads marring the view or imposing harsh lines. Likewise, the dwellings and buildings were haphazardly placed throughout the canyon with no thought of distance or height or access, but somehow blending harmoniously to the magnificence of this place.

Humans in the Before, for all their technology, had been constrained by physics and materials. Magic overrode such limitations.

As I followed Theus and Lirielle down one of the delicate winding walkways, it was clear the walkers had turned their gift of life magic into an art form. Every thriving shrub, tree, vine, and ground cover had been chosen for its color, its flowers, its fragrance, or its fruit. Living trees spread their branches into glorious archways, flowering vines curled up staircases and pillars, offering heady scents to passersby, and rich green shrubs bowed under the weight of plump ripe fruit that grew at a convenient picking height.

It was like another world. Which gave me a sudden glimpse of understanding for the yearning on Theus’s face when he spoke of walking between worlds, of wonder and delighted exploration, and the true cost of what they’d lost.

Lirielle and her floating, ethereal loveliness, who always seemed a little out of place in the halls of the academy and the austere bland functionality of the base, blended in seamlessly here. Like she belonged.

Theus looked… uncomfortable. Stupidly gorgeous, but uncomfortable. And I was reminded that for all this city’s splendor, he had few happy memories of this place.

Glorifying beauty and power and perfection might result in… well, beauty and power, but it was far from perfect.

I reached out and squeezed his hand.

Surprise, then warmth and gratitude flitted across his handsome face. His gladness at the simple gesture stirred old fury at walkerkind for what they’d done to him.

But what they’d done to humankind was worse.

Even so, we needed these imperfect beings, dripping with life magic, to keep our broken world from dying. We needed them to help feed and protect those who had survived the invasion. We needed them to aid us in fighting the monstrosity they’d cursed us with.

And if we managed that impossible feat, we needed them to heal our world afterward.

The walkways were quiet, and we came to the Remembrance Garden without incident.

I immediately understood its name. Huge towering statues depicting creatures I didn’t recognize, creatures from other worlds presumably, towered over us in silent, frozen vigil. So exquisitely carved that it seemed as if they might shift position or leap into life at any moment.

The effect was haunting and yet alluring too. I could’ve spent hours studying these huge lifelike figures. But I didn’t have the luxury.

Theus looked up at the same looming figure that had snared my gaze: a two-legged creature distantly resembling a minotaur with a crown of vicious curling horns. Its muscular, furry body was mostly concealed in fine garments, and the artist had captured a look of heartbreaking sorrow in its dangerous features.

“This garden has become unpopular as more and more years passed without world walking,” Theus murmured. “I assume that’s why he chose it.”

“Indeed.” Lord Perridor stepped down from another walkway, his eyes flicking dismissively over Theus before landing on me.

“I’m pleased to see you’re intelligent enough to pay your debts, Wildcard Nova.”

Lirielle didn’t react to Perridor’s presence, continuing to wander around the garden, stroking the statues like they were old friends.

Theus bristled beside me. “If only you were brave enough to do your own dirty work rather than resorting to manipulation.”

Lord Perridor appeared unruffled by the accusation, his expression something akin to pity.

“Oh my, I’ve almost forgotten what it was like to be so young and righteously ignorant. Cowardice has nothing to do with it, my boy. Strategy is a far more fruitful course than self-sacrificial bravery.” He paused, then smiled in my direction. “Useful as such a quality can be in one’s associates.”

I suppressed a wince. That answer would not help Theus feel more comfortable about tonight.

“Who do you want her to drain, and why?” my friend demanded.

“Why was never part of our agreement. As for who. Well… he lives over there in the house on the peak. The deed must be done by one o’clock this morning.”

Theus grew even more rigid. “That’s council member Lord Brackenfort’s home.”

“Yes,” Perridor answered easily. “Here’s an image of his likeness to ensure you get the right man.”

He handed it to me and strolled back up the sky bridge without another word.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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“I don’t like this,” Theus growled.

Neither did I, but I was trying not to dwell on it. A large part of me was glad I didn’t know Lord Perridor’s reasons. Ignorance was bliss. Or at least less internal conflict than if I knew the true consequences of my actions. Right?

Right.

What did I care for walker politics? It’s not like I was going to kill the man.

Besides, just because Lord Brackenfort was another council member didn’t mean it had anything to do with the council itself. Theus had checked the council’s agenda before we’d come tonight, and they weren’t even due to meet for another two days, by which time Lord Brackenfort should’ve recovered.

“I didn’t like binding myself to Ellbereth either,” I reminded Theus, “but I did it to survive. And I’m doing this for the same reason. Survival. Yours.”

His frown deepened, but he didn’t keep arguing. I liked that about him.

I stretched my mouth into a smile. “Now, um, any tips on breaking in?”

[image: ]



“House on the peak” turned out to mean house on top of a really steep vertical column of earth and rocks. And since every walker home had alarm systems for unauthorized magic use, the closest Lirielle and Theus could translocate me was to a small outcrop of rock ten yards from the top.

The three of us barely fit standing shoulder to shoulder to shoulder. Which made it an inconvenient location for a heated debate.

“I’m going alone,” I reiterated. “If I get into trouble, I’ll yell and you two will be close enough to hear me and rush to my aid. If I don’t get into trouble, it’s best that we keep your involvement to a minimum.”

“There’s a flaw in your logic,” Theus pointed out. “If you fail to find trouble, what need is there for us to keep our involvement to a minimum?”

“Don’t make me push you off this rock,” I retorted. Mostly to cover for the fact that I didn’t have a good counterargument. “I’m the one that made this deal, so I’ll see it through. Besides, it’s not like you can borrow my reaper magic and do it for me.”

“More’s the pity,” Theus muttered.

“I like how it feels closer to the stars up here,” Lirielle put in, staring out at the sky. “Also, it’s twenty minutes to one o’clock.”

“I’ll yell really loud,” I promised a final time, and heaved myself up the steep rock face.

Adrenaline thrummed through me, sloughing away my fatigue. And in a weird way I was almost looking forward to a “mission” where the goal might actually be achievable for a change.

When stealing onto someone’s private property and draining them close to death felt like a welcome change of pace, you had to question your life choices.

Yet when I thought over the path that had led me here, I couldn’t find a crossroads where I could’ve chosen any differently. Not if I wanted to be able to live with myself.

So I’d just have to make this path work.

The climb was merely a fun challenge if I didn’t consider the hundred-yard drop below or my purpose for ascending. I scrambled up as quickly as I dared, careful of the loose stone that crumbled beneath my weight and tumbled merrily downward. In just a few minutes, I reached the top and levered myself over the edge.

Stretching out before my nose and stinging hands was an ethereal garden that still had the power to amaze even after everything else I’d witnessed.

Lord Brackenfort must indeed be fond of the stars, because in the darkness the garden was lit to appear like an extension of the night sky that stretched in grand display all around us. The extensive foliage was left unilluminated to mimic the inky blackness of the sky’s canvas, while bright pinpricks of light were distributed in reminiscence of the distant luminous balls of gas that watched over our world.

Unfortunately for me, those pinpricks of light offered very little illumination for someone trying to sneak through the obstacles in Lord Brackenfort’s garden. Nor could I use Ellbereth’s magic to create my own without alerting him to my presence. So using my fingers and careful steps to find obstacles before I noisily collided with them, I crept slowly through the pretty darkness toward the large starlit structure I assumed was Lord Brackenfort’s home.

As I drew closer, I saw that the entire front of the house and most of the sloped ceiling was made of glass. Just as well I hadn’t made that light. But how did you creep up on a see-through house?

I skirted around to the right where I thought the outer cladding of the home changed to something less transparent. With luck I wouldn’t accidentally and abruptly find the other edge of the steep rock column in the dark.

Lirielle had told me Lord Brackenfort’s bedroom was on the top level of the two-story home. Naturally. Because the first level would have been too easy.

Theus had warned the house might have additional alert systems in place for unauthorized intruders and quite probably shields to stop physical entry as well. So my basic plan was to climb up the outside wall, peek into his bedroom window to identify him, and do what I needed without setting foot inside. Easy, right?

I made it to the wall with only several scratches and a throbbing bruise on my shin from when my toes had found nothing but my swinging leg had found a great deal more.

So far so good.

I was relieved to find the wall was constructed of stone with sufficient toe and handholds for climbing. Especially since it was taller than I’d expected. The two stories must have had very lofty ceilings.

I was less pleased to find a familiar vine growing up its rough-hewn surface. The same one that had decorated our dorm room window in Millicent. It featured jagged six-sided leaves and blood-red thorns the length of my fingers.

I breathed in the sweet night air and readied myself. Then peered up the wall, chose a path that would let me avoid the vine for most of my ascent, and started climbing.

Halfway up, Gus’s scornful voice broke into my mind and almost startled me into losing my grip.

I think this might be a new low even for you. Climbing the walls of some rich lordling like a common-born criminal.

“I am common born,” I pointed out under my breath. “That hasn’t been considered an insult for decades.”

I climbed a bit farther.

“But I guess it might be a new low for you.”

Gus sniffed.

For all his haughtiness, I’d brought him with me for good reason. Professor Cricklewood had made sure I wound up with a sword that had a unique ability to cut through magic. And while I was pretty sure this wasn’t what Cricklewood had had in mind, if Lord Brackenfort had a magic shield I needed to break through, Gus would do the job.

Even if he did it with copious amounts of condescension and complaint.

In my distraction, I missed the young tendril of vicious vine hiding on a section of gently jutting stone and impaled my finger on one of its thorns.

Thinking curse words with great vehemence, I sucked my finger to stop the blood from dripping, stuck some sealing goop over it that I’d nicked from the base supplies, then snapped off the offending piece of vine and pocketed it (where it would quite likely stab me several more times before the night was done). Theus and Lirielle had warned me to leave no trace of my blood on Lord Brackenfort’s property.

Magic was carried in the blood. Which meant magic could find and track blood. No need to leave a calling card.

I was only a few feet from the window ledge I was aiming for now. Which was just as well because my adrenaline was no longer offsetting my fatigue from the Malus drain. I should have hunted for some life force to supplement my own, but I’d had some vague notion of keeping my intake to a minimum in an attempt to keep my withdrawal to a minimum.

I urged my trembling limbs upward and hoped my shortsightedness wouldn’t lead to disaster. I had no idea how many more times I’d have to climb up walls to peer into windows until I found the right one. Lirielle might have known his bedroom was on the second floor, but not where on the second floor.

My fingers found the window ledge. I eased my head up over the sill and peered into the dark room.

I couldn’t see squat.

Cursing my inability to use my second sight until I’d confirmed the identity and was ready to strike, and hoping my target wasn’t an insomniac staring out the window, counting imaginary shapeshifters, I climbed higher and pressed my face against the glass, trying to see inside.

I could just make out the shadowy shape of a bed. But whether it was Lord Brackenfort’s bed or one for guests, and whether there was someone in it or it was unoccupied, I couldn’t see well enough to tell.

Damn.

Then two things happened at once. The sentient home, either trying to aid me or knock me to my death, opened the awning window. And warm light spilled out into the darkness on the glass side of the home.

Double damn.

I flailed, scrabbling to dodge the swinging pane and regain my grip on the wall, found purchase, and froze. I waited for a shout, a magical attack, something.

But instead came the sound of a door opening and a flurry of rustling noises from something moving through the garden.

Then an older male voice said, “I told you, Fenris, no one’s here. Or is your bladder getting as demanding as mine?”

Fenris? Who was Fenris?

A pet?

Did walkers have pets?

The rustling was getting closer, like whatever it was might be following my scent trail. And my brain began vividly conjuring images of giant hellhounds and a myriad of other monstrosities.

I glanced at the garden below, still unable to see what was coming, and back to the open window.

I chose the window.

Rushing to free Gus from his scabbard, I thrust him inside first, hopefully cutting through any magic wards. Then I scrambled in behind him.

The house helpfully turned on the lights, just long enough for me to see the perfectly made bed and deduce this was not Lord Brackenfort’s room. Not unless he hadn’t even been to bed. Or the bed made itself. Or—

I hissed, “Lights off,” and the house obliged. Then I waited, heart thudding, to hear my downfall and the end of this midnight jaunt.

But again there were no cries of alarm or shouts of outrage or menacing threats. Which was almost worse. Either the old walker’s hearing wasn’t as good as others I knew, or he was feigning ignorance while setting a nasty trap for his home invader.

And I still didn’t dare to use my magic to learn which. Not until I’d identified him or absolutely had to. Because surprise and secrecy were my best bets.

If Lord Brackenfort saw me, it was all over. Even if I won the exchange, the council would only be too happy for the excuse to order my execution. So to save myself, I’d be forced to kill Lord Brackenfort or… what?

I tiptoed across the plush rug, praying it wouldn’t come to that, and cracked open the door. It swung ajar as silently as I could’ve hoped. Light was spilling up from below, and I could see the second story was not a whole second floor but a sort of loft taking up only half the house. The other half opened directly down into the grand glass-fronted living area. And I could see the back of a figure standing in the doorway, looking out into the garden. Where Fenris had apparently gone.

Unfortunately the likeness Perridor had provided to identify Lord Brackenfort hadn’t featured the back of his head.

So I sank back into the meager shadows and lowered myself to the floor until I could see only the top of Brackenfort’s head. Then I finally used magic.

Just a touch.

To knock a book from the shelf on one side of the living area.

The figure spun to look, no doubt both the noise and the magic alarm jangling in his awareness. But his gaze picked out the toppling book rather than my still form hidden in the shadows.

Target confirmed.

I hadn’t expected that target to be awake of course. But with Ellbereth’s magic at my disposal, it was not difficult to reach out and break his skin with an imagined pin. No more than a mosquito bite.

He slapped at his neck but did not realize the significance of that small sting, still searching for the intruder.

And then drinking in his life force was easy. Far too easy. No wonder the walkers were scared of me.

I used my second sight to carefully monitor his reserves. Watched him sway. And then with his life energy magnifying mine, making my movements impossibly fast, I leaped down the stairs to catch him as I drained him into unconsciousness.

I was gone, translocated through a gateway, before Fenris—whatever it was—had taken more than three bounding steps toward the house.

Lord Brackenfort’s life energy sang in my veins as I alighted on the rocky perch where I’d left Theus and Lirielle. I felt myself smiling.

Mission accomplished. My debt had been repaid, and I’d gotten away free and clear.

I could be stupidly optimistic sometimes…


CHAPTER TWELVE
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I slept fitfully, too full of Lord Brackenfort’s life energy to require rest. Too guilty about what I’d done to enjoy the way the whole world felt clearer, brighter, more invigorating.

When I rose, the base seemed even starker in the dawn’s light after experiencing the splendor of the walker city. But to keep pace with the Malus and minimize response time, the military bases were uprooted and repositioned every few months. Beautiful artistry was a luxury denied to the hollows.

I was heading to breakfast when Ellbereth caught me by the arm and dragged me into a quiet nook, her nails digging into my flesh.

She was the picture of fuming elegance. Her effortless ballet-dancer posture and graceful movements were precise with irritation, and her anger—rather than contorting her pretty oval face and hazel eyes—only made them more becoming.

“Why did you use my magic last night?” she demanded.

In her current temper, her flame-red hair seemed to act as a warning beacon.

I didn’t care.

“Because I had dire need,” I told her. Because that was what we’d agreed on. I wouldn’t use her magic unless I truly needed to.

“What need?” she hissed. “You were off duty. I checked. And I was already exhausted after whatever the hell you did when you were on duty.”

I extracted my arm from her grasp and borrowed a leaf from Lord Perridor’s book.

“I never promised to explain my dire need to you. Only to refrain from using your magic unless I had one.”

Her alabaster skin whitened further with the fury of someone unused to being denied. “I despise you.”

“I hope you have a lovely day too,” I said. Then I took pleasure, as I always did, in being able to turn my back on her and walk away unafraid.

The Reaper unit assembled in the mess hall for breakfast. Unit Commander Valesk was not a morning person, judging by her frown, but she was still turned out as meticulously as ever.

Actually, the frown had been there most of yesterday too. Maybe she wasn’t an any time of day person.

“The lord general wants us to try Nova’s magic against the Malus again today,” she said. “Except this time he wants her loaded with life force first. So we’ll be going on a quick detour to undepleted territory.”

We all understood what that meant.

Valesk’s eyes shifted to Theus. “Then once we reach the perimeter, you will stay within reach of Armsman Nova at all times.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Be ready to depart in twenty minutes.”

I was relieved we would be leaving so soon. The time lag before a withdrawal hit varied and could incapacitate me at the worst possible moment. At least this way I wouldn’t drop in the middle of a mission and raise a whole bunch of questions I didn’t want to answer.

“Yes, sir,” we all chorused, and Valesk snatched up a seed-and-nut bar and left the rest of us to it.

I grazed on my own breakfast and observed my new unit members with interest.

Orlandrus and Dax were morning people. Which meant they made a lot of jokes, regaled us with highly embellished stories, and arranged their food into crude pictures that made them snicker before eating it.

Silvyr decidedly wasn’t a morning person. His dirty-blond hair was rumpled from sleep rather than design, and his sparkling personality was on low wattage. But I did catch him sneaking Griff pieces of smoked fish.

I gave Griff the delicacies from my own plate and wondered if griffins could get fat.

Helena, the healer with over thirty years on the frontline, shook her head disapprovingly at one of Dax’s jokes and then proceeded to tell the crudest joke of all. Noticing my astonishment, she said, “What? If one has to hear jokes over breakfast, they should at least be good ones.”

Xanther ate in the silent, efficient manner in which he did everything else, but sat until the last of us was done.

Fletcher contributed little, keeping his attention on his food and occasionally stealing glances at Ameline or me. But I was glad to at least see him smile at some of the jokes.

I jogged to catch up with him as everyone left. We didn’t have long, but I’d wanted to talk with him last night before everything had gone wrong with the Malus and then Perridor had called in his favor. And with withdrawal looming in my future, this might be the best opportunity I got for a while.

“Fletch, I…”

What should I say? What could I say?

“I missed you,” I finished lamely.

The truth was I still missed him.

Once, he would have grinned easily in response to that statement, pulling me into a one-armed hug and ruffling my hair. “You know if you ever want to see me,” he’d have said, “all you need to do is lean out your window and throw rocks at mine.” It was true too. I’d kept a bowl of gravel and small shattered pieces of concrete that I’d collected around the city for just that purpose. And then we’d sneak out our respective bedrooms and meet by the palm tree on the corner.

Now he eyed me warily. “I’m sorry, Nova. I don’t think I can do this.”

“Do what?” I asked with a lightness I did not feel. “Have a conversation?”

What terrible thing had happened to him that he was so changed by this war? Because I was certain something must have. How else could Orlandrus and Dax and Silvyr and Helena and so many others retain a sense of humor, a zest for life? While my dear friend—whose warmth and welcome and kindness had extended to everyone, whose smile had made the world brighter, and whose presence had always assured me that everything would be okay—was unrecognizable.

“It’s different out here,” he said. “Caring too much is a liability.”

He wouldn’t meet my eyes, and it hurt to hear him say those words. Fletcher who had been the king of caring, who had always been there when I needed him, who had never turned anyone away.

Until now.

“I know I transferred to be part of your unit, but”—he paused and I waited, throat and chest aching with anticipation—“it wasn’t for the friendship we once shared.”

His tone was apologetic yet entirely unyielding.

“It’s because I’m hoping you might put an end to this. I always knew you were special, and I guess I wanted to experience that hope firsthand.”

“Ah,” was all I managed in response. My eyes burned, but I was desperate not to let the tears fall.

“I’m sorry,” he offered again. “But it’s better this way. Out here relationships do more harm than good.”

I wanted to argue. How many times had my friends saved my life at the academy? How much stronger was I for having them around me? Hell, even the Lord General Zaltarre recognized the value of relationships. That was why he preferred his armsmen to work in fixed units, why he’d ensured my friends formed part of mine.

Yet how could I gainsay Fletcher, who had survived out here two years, when this was only my second day? And wasn’t this the same thing I was doing with Theus? Holding back to prevent the harm outweighing the good?

But that was different. Wasn’t it?

I wasn’t pushing away our friendship. Merely preventing it from going any further. And I was almost certainly going to die.

Oh.

That meant forcing my friendship on Fletcher was probably a selfish thing to do.

So I gave my old friend, the boy next door, or what was left of him, a weak attempt at a perky salute and let his stride outpace mine.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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I didn’t have time to grieve, and I was grateful for that. But I was nervous about how my new teammates would react to a display of my unique magic.

All morning I’d made an effort to move at what felt like a snail’s pace to conceal the fact I was already high on extra energy. And now I was going to have to “hunt” in front of them.

No one had been any worse than neutral about my wildcard gift so far, but seeing my magic in action was different to just hearing about it. It would be impossible for them not to notice the similarities between my reaper magic and the enemy’s that had caused so much sorrow and death.

At least I could take life energy without killing the donor.

Ameline and Bryn must have picked up on my nerves because they made an effort to distract me.

“Oh my gosh,” Bryn gushed, “you should’ve seen Ellbereth come in after her first time on blazer duty. She’s probably never been so dirty in her life, and I swear the layer of soot coating her skin still wasn’t as black as her expression.”

Bryn laughed wickedly, and I couldn’t help smiling too.

Ameline shook her head in Bryn’s direction. “You didn’t look much better last night after your first game of Blob Blast. That black muck gets everywhere.”

“Just because you were too chicken to play.”

I’d sat out too, conserving my energy for Lord Perridor’s favor. The game was sort of like a base version of dodgeball, with a hundred globular black blobs the size of watermelons floating around inside a glowing hexagonal enclosure. The blobs exploded in a shower of black gunk if they touched contestants anywhere but on their hands and feet, and the aim was to destroy all the blobs while remaining as clean as possible. No magic allowed.

No one had stayed wholly clean.

“I’d rather be a chicken than look like a swamp monster,” Ameline retorted.

By now we were all grinning, and I felt a surge of love and gratitude for my friends. Who would the past six months have turned me into without their support? It wasn’t just my physical life they’d saved.

I determinedly didn’t think of Fletcher.

Silvyr looked more like his usual self when we met again for the mission.

“If you need a suggestion for a hunting ground, my friend in the Fleetfox unit mentioned a pack of harbinger jackals have been harassing our warren of skyfuries. Perhaps you could help dissuade them?”

I looked to our unit commander for approval. It seemed as good an idea as any. A way I could drain life force from other beings and be helpful at the same time. And at least the jackals would make for less embarrassing pest control opponents than snails.

Valesk shrugged. “So long as we don’t waste time tracking them down. The lord general considers our mission as critical.”

I noted Valesk said nothing about her own opinion on the import of my wildcard gift. But perhaps that was because to her it didn’t matter. She might be abrupt and display all the warmth of an ice serpent, but she appeared utterly committed to carrying out her orders, regardless of her personal feelings about them.

Little wonder she expected absolute obedience from her own unit.

A few gateways later, we were standing in a hot and humid tropical forest before an intricate towering structure that looked like a luxury man-made cat tree on steroids. Two hundred feet worth of steroids.

Skyfuries scampered and flitted in and out of the myriad of openings in chittering mischief. Despite their name, the creatures were ridiculously cute and had a long-standing symbiotic relationship with world walkers. They looked kind of like ferrets, with long, slinky bodies and cone-shaped noses, except their ears were large and foxlike, they possessed functional feathered wings, and both fur and feathers came in the entire gamut of colors.

The creatures had historically been used sort of like humans had used messenger pigeons except with more mutual benefit and understanding. Sure walkers could just translocate to relay a message, but not every message required or wanted social interaction. So skyfuries had carried them in exchange for a life of safety filled with their favorite things, and they were affectionately referred to by many as skyfurries.

Several of the more curious residents flew down to inspect us. A small fluffy specimen—with a yellow face that morphed into orange halfway down its body before darkening again to red—tried to land on Ameline’s head but spotted Griff at the last moment. Chittering reproachfully, it swerved and changed trajectories to land on Bryn instead.

Yep, they were proper cute.

A predominantly white skyfury whose paws, ears, and tail looked like they’d been dipped in blue ink landed on me and sniffed my hair. This close, I could see the needle-like fangs that were the real reason for the fury part of their name.

Silvyr switched back to tour-guide mode. “This warren regularly works with those on watch duty by doing sky patrols around the periphery of the Malus. Some things are easier to see by air, and these guys are fast and nearly tireless, with keen eyes and sharp minds that can relay what they see to anyone with the ability to communicate with them. Plus these guys now understand several dozen words in human dialects.”

The one on my shoulder stood on its hind legs and scratched its chest as if proud of this achievement.

Silvyr went on, pausing only to rub a new arrival under the chin. It nipped him for his impudence, but delicately.

The bite still drew blood.

“They’re smart, fast, and have impressive bite force for their size, but the harbinger jackals hunt the skies in packs with vicious cunning. In a one-on-one encounter, a skyfury will outmaneuver a jackal nineteen times out of twenty, but with the jackals hanging around the warren, those odds are too high. Not to mention—”

“This isn’t an educational tour, Armsman Silvyr,” Valesk interrupted. “How do we draw the jackals out?”

Silvyr ducked his head sheepishly. “Yes, sir. Ameline, you’re good with animals, right? Can you explain what we’re here for and ask a bunch of the skyfuries to fly from the warren at once but stay nearby? That should tempt the jackals into revealing themselves.”

Ameline drew her bow. “Once this starts, the jackals are going to fall fast. Do we have a way of preventing them from breaking bones or wings when they hit the ground?”

A few of the walkers volunteered to be on “catch” duty. And then the skyfuries exited the protection of their tower en masse, chittering their defiance to the forest.

The harbinger jackal pack must indeed have been hanging around, because it took only seconds for them to appear. They were similar in appearance to the jackals indigenous to earth, except huge black glossy wings like a raven’s sprouted from their shoulders and their claws were akin to talons suitable for rending and carrying prey.

The jackals worked together to herd or corner or scare their target into a pack mate’s jaws or claws. But today they didn’t stand a chance.

Ameline loosed arrow after arrow in quick succession, using skill and her bow’s magic to ensure the arrowhead only ever hit her desired target.

She did not miss.

Each arrow grazed jackal fur or black wing enough to draw blood but not enough to do permanent damage. Theus and Lirielle, just as well-practiced, used magic to slice into others. And in my second sight I watched the jackals’ life forces brighten and become accessible to me.

Six bolder members of the pack recognized the threat and came at us, but Bryn deterred them with a wall of flame and a few singed noses.

It took only seconds for me to drain every one of the forty-three jackals to complete exhaustion and send them plummeting from the skies.

I hadn’t even needed to take a single step.

Silvyr, Xanther, and Orlandrus softened their landings, Theus and Lirielle catching any they missed. And the chittering skyfuries dove down after them and sank their needle teeth into the downed predators as an added reminder to leave their territory.

Between Lord Brackenfort and the jackal’s stolen life force, I knew I would be wretchedly ill with withdrawals later. Not to mention they’d be even worse if I actually succeeded with the Malus today.

But the regret of withdrawals felt a small world away right then.

Every cell and nerve ending was alive and singing, every sense amplified, and the air itself felt fresher and more life-giving. The rest of the world seemed to slow as my own awareness and movement sped up. More so again than after Lord Brackenfort’s energy alone. And I knew my strength and athleticism was far greater too.

At least I wouldn’t have to conceal my speed now that I had a publicly acceptable reason for it.

I glanced at my new teammates, suddenly afraid of what I’d find on their faces. But there was only wary respect in Silvyr’s, Xanther’s, and Helena’s, the usual frown of concentration on Valesk’s, and hope on Fletcher’s.

Orlandrus and Dax were looking at me like I’d just done a party trick.

All were better than fear or loathing.

Good.

A shiver of exhilarated anticipation rippled through my supercharged body.

“I’m ready.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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I should’ve felt fear as I faced down the Malus for the second time. Watching its black advance tendrils floating across the long-abandoned town Zaltarre had chosen for this confrontation. But I felt too vibrant, too powerful, too alive to feel fear.

This time I was going to rip life force from the Malus, and then perhaps I’d use its own life force, its own strength and power, to rip more.

A quiet voice told me I was being overconfident, but it was drowned out by the buzzing in my veins.

I caught myself baring my teeth in a feral grin. I seemed to do that a lot when I was supercharged on life force.

Theus stood beside me, his shoulder as close as it could be without touching, and I briefly wondered whether his magic would be able to contain mine when I was in this state.

The rest of the team were arrayed in defensive positions around us. Which was unnecessary, although I had Valesk’s measure enough that I did not bother to protest. But if the Malus sent another dozen Taken our way, I could down them in seconds.

Still, I supposed I should shut my eyes.

Even my second sight was amplified. The Malus appeared brighter, yet my “vision” adjusted faster and I could more easily distinguish the life force of the beings it had yet to finish assimilating.

Bryn risked Valesk’s displeasure to say, “Kick some black blobby butt, Nova.”

And then, without further delay, I latched onto the Malus’s life force and yanked.

We’d decided a short, hard tug would be best, draining the Malus before it could gather its full strength to retaliate. Maybe even before it realized what was happening.

Theus would then break contact.

So that’s what I did, yanking as hard as possible with every ounce of my magnified force.

Power flooded into my already supercharged body, and I bit back a manic laugh. Then I felt the Malus react and blindly grabbed Theus’s arm as we’d agreed.

Disorienting blackness.

Several muttered oaths.

And then a cheer from my teammates.

I opened my eyes in time to see what looked like a shower of black ash drifting to the ground, and the haze of the Malus cleared for about a mile all around us.

Theus freed his arm from my grasp, and my second sight confirmed what my eyes were seeing. The Malus’s life force in our immediate vicinity had vanished.

No, not vanished.

Poured into me.

And I’d survived. I felt good. Great even. I had just enough time to feel hope. To think maybe this was actually possible…

And then my ears picked up a low hissing wail, and the ground where the Malus dust had so recently fallen began to tremble.

“Shield nets, now!” Valesk snapped.

I dove to the old cracked and buckled asphalt and activated my shield net, watching anxiously for each one of my unit members to catch up and do the same. In three seconds flat, the wailing escalated to deafening levels. The magic roared like it was a new monster come to life, picking up anything it could get its hands on and flinging them toward the seething darkness of the Malus. A trash can flew past, mere inches from my face, and an old A-frame slammed into Valesk’s shield net, but her look of concentration did not change.

The magic roared louder. The hideous wailing a constant undercurrent. And I began to fear the asphalt beneath us wouldn’t hold.

A rusted bus bounced past before taking to the air. An object surely never meant to fly. My view was almost completely obscured with flying debris and dirt and the constant barrage of airborne projectiles.

Buildings tore and toppled, the screech of rending metal audible even over the howling magic. Debris pelted my shield net, and a huge chunk of scaffolding bounced directly on top of Bryn’s prostrated form. Incredibly, the shield nets’ protections held, and I silently blessed the magic of the walkers.

Then, as abruptly as it had begun, the roar of power fell to silence, the dust and the debris that blocked out the sky settled once more into rest, and Valesk recalled her shield net.

The rest of us followed suit and looked around in gaping astonishment. Or at least us newbies did. The outskirts of the town Zaltarre had chosen for its defensible position was unrecognizable.

Entire buildings lay flattened, collapsed and scattered like a child’s wooden blocks after a tantrum. The road had been transformed from clear footing for combat to a minefield of tripping hazards. In mere minutes, the town that had stood strong through years of neglect and abandonment had been ripped apart.

The destruction was worse immediately around us, making it clear who the Malus had been targeting. But even streets away roofs had been torn off and trees toppled.

“Basilisk’s balls,” Bryn breathed into my ear via the squeaker. “I don’t think the Malus appreciates getting a taste of its own medicine.”

But the Malus wasn’t done.

A small army of Taken emerged from the encroaching darkness. Not a mere dozen like the day before. I counted at least fifty with more still appearing.

No… They were not Taken.

I glanced at my more experienced teammates and was unreassured by their expressions of consternation.

This was new then.

Unseen in 150 years of war.

Valesk began quietly relaying what we were seeing to Lord General Zaltarre.

“They’re like rough-hewn golems ranging from ten to thirty feet tall and made of something like black stone. No weapons but they don’t look as if they’ll need them. And the Malus is following right on their heels.”

It was an accurate description of what they looked like, but I saw more. These were not mere inanimate objects constructed of available materials and magically given the appearance of life. They had their own life force, a part of the Malus’s and yet distinct. And their physical forms were vague distorted echoes of what they had once been. Before the Malus had ripped them from those lives forever. As if a part of them remembered.

In many, the life force of multiple creatures had merged together, creating strange new mishmashes of monsters. A dragon’s sinewy neck and powerful head was stuck sideways on a dire wolf’s body, and the thing had the tails of both. A dread bear sported a grotesque skirt of writhing limbs. Another creature had more heads than legs.

But whatever they were, and whatever they’d once been, they still embodied the Malus’s intent.

Attack.

A half mile out, Valesk gave the order. “Reaper unit, commence long-range assaults.”

Someone, probably Dax, struck the leading monster with a bolt of lightning. The elephantine-kraken thing did not even slow. Bryn unleashed a fireball on the same monster, engulfing it in flame that did not die. But again, the elephantine-kraken mash-up did not react, and when Bryn let the flames extinguish a minute later, it didn’t even have the decency to smoke.

Issuing a quick warning to my unit, I tried pitting the Malus’s own magic against the monsters. The vortex power I’d drawn from the Malus’s life force cut a deep furrow into the earth at their feet and whipped the soil and rocks into a frenzy around them, but the beings themselves were unaffected.

Attempting to flood their minds with fear was equally fruitless.

The other walkers in my unit focused on their own attacks, but whatever they did was invisible to me and had no impact on the oncoming force.

Valesk’s next report to Zaltarre was more grim. “They appear to be impervious to magical attack. We may require reinforcements.”

Zaltarre’s reply was delayed. “Hold tight, Reapers. We’re rousing all off-duty units, but the other teams on the perimeter are having troubles too.”

A quarter mile out, Ameline, having no magic to fling at them, nocked an arrow and let it fly. They were still too far away for accuracy, but there were so many of them and they were so large it was almost hard to miss. Her arrow took one of the creatures in a giant knee and the monster stumbled. There was no cry of pain, no flinch or other normal reaction, but the leg dragged now, obviously damaged.

They could be harmed then.

I bounced on my toes, wanting to rush forward and put Gus and my amplified speed, strength, and skill to the test. But I was supposed to be working as part of a unit. “Permission to advance, Unit Commander?”

“Hold the line, Armsman. Let them expend the energy coming to us. No point doing the Malus’s work for it.”

Ameline shot more arrows into them, concentrating her attention on those with only two legs so she could ensure they never reached us. Helena joined her as soon as they were in crossbow range. And the walkers shifted to indirect methods of magic attack, flinging heavy or sharp, jagged chunks of debris at them.

The sharp, cutting debris worked better. The Echoes—as we decided to designate them—were tough and could bat away a flying hunk of concrete like it was no more than a pillow.

My stolen vortex power was too imprecise to do much good. So I waited uselessly, quivering like a restrained hunting hound.

It seemed to take an age for the Echoes to cross the last quarter mile, but in reality it was probably only a minute. They were running or galloping or going whatever flat-out pace they could manage with their messy assemblage of limbs. And the towering darkness of the Malus was still right on their heels.

Then—finally—Valesk said, “Give them hell, armsmen.”

And I shot forward into the melee to greet them with Gus’s lethal edge.

I had just enough time to lop off the first monster’s head—just enough time to see that two-thirds of the Echoes were coming specifically at me—before the Malus swept forward.

And then we were swallowed by darkness and choking fear.

We had trained for this. Trained so that we would not lose our will, our nerve, would not crumple before the onslaught of a fear so powerful that it could make you forget your own existence. Could make you forget the existence of anything except the soul-crushing, smothering, suffocating, shattering suspension of all but terror.

And so I did not freeze. I did not lose all sense of self. I kept moving as my eyes adjusted to the lack of light, and my mind staggered under the weight of that savage fear.

I ran—blindly at first—trying to draw the bulk of the monsters away from my team and simultaneously make myself a difficult target. And as I ran, I ignored the part of my mind that was gibbering in terror and focused instead on the part of me that could still sort of see. My second sight.

The life force of the Echoes was harder to distinguish in the midst of the Malus’s glaring light, but there, a striking serpentine neck, and there, a swipe of oversized claws. I spun and cut them down.

There was no scream, no grunt, no heavy breath, no spray of blood. The only way I knew I’d hit something was the sound and slight resistance as Gus cleaved their unnatural “flesh.” Then the sight of their life force losing form and dissolving back into the Malus.

I reported that last detail through the squeaker. If the Malus was reclaiming the fallen monsters’ energy, was there any point fighting these creatures?

The question did not stop me cutting the next Echo’s five legs out from under it and cleaving through two necks of another.

Something smashed into the back of my unprotected head, pitching me forward into the oncoming strike of a tusked-gorilla thing. I flung myself sideways and managed—barely—to evade that second blow. But pain from the first ricocheted through my skull and blood ran warm and wet over my face and scalp.

Then my supercharged healing kicked in and the wound closed, the pain vanishing, leaving only the sticky blood behind.

Bryn’s heatless flames pushed back the smothering black shroud of the Malus just enough that we could see vague outlines in the gloom. And I could identify the projectile that had landed next to me…

The reason I hadn’t seen the blow coming with my 360-degree second sight was because it hadn’t been one of the Echoes that had struck me. It had been a damned cement garden gnome with a demented grin on its chipped and faded face.

I shoved away from it to dodge the stomping mass of a huge stoneboar and flipped to my feet, my enhanced vision taking in the now semi-visible details of our surroundings.

Here inside the Malus, the debris it had ripped from that city was still swirling, giving our enemy plenty of ammunition. Attempting to wield my own vortex power against the debris only added to the chaos.

Bryn employed a more useful tactic and engulfed each Echo in flames. Not to harm them, since that was impossible, but to make them stand out in the Malus’s cloaking darkness.

And while Bryn pushed back the darkness, Ameline used her mind magic to push back the choking fear.

I didn’t even realize how heavy that oppressive weight sat upon me until it was softened, edged back. Even though I hadn’t frozen, hadn’t run in terror, I also hadn’t been anywhere close to giving it my all. The mental wrestle had been sapping my vigor, dividing my attention from the physical fight.

No longer.

I threw myself at the jostling monsters.

The Echoes had strength that surpassed even my own augmented power, but they weren’t as fast. And I milked that advantage for all it was worth as I dodged flying debris, skull-crushing blows, and rending paws, maws, and talons to dart inside their longer reach and slash Gus across their vital parts.

Except determining which were the vital parts was a challenge in itself. Their bodies were not of flesh and blood, but lopping off heads, fighting limbs, or weight-bearing appendages all worked to neutralize them. The problem was if a beast had three heads, you had to lop off all three of them before it stopped attacking.

So I did. I dashed and darted and dodged and struck again and again, butchering our silent opponents with a ruthless efficiency and unnatural skill even Valesk couldn’t frown at.

All the while I hoped my friends were safe. I tried and failed to confirm it with my own eyes, but I was hemmed in on every side by the monstrous Echoes. And as many as I felled, there were always more waiting for their chance to rend me into pieces.

The Malus was creating more.

Someone screamed. And kept screaming. A gut-wrenching sound that went on and on. Mercifully the squeaker knew not to relay that vocalization.

I couldn’t tell who it was, but I knew it wasn’t one of our eerily silent opponents. Fear squeezed my heart with icy fingers, and this time Ameline’s mind shielding could not help because the fear came from within me.

Then the screaming stopped. Which was worse.

“Fletcher’s down,” Helena reported. Which meant his shielding magic that might have been protecting the others until now was down too. “It looks bad.”

Valesk cursed. “Do what you can for him, Helena, then deploy his shield net. Orlandrus, Dax, protect her while she works.”

With the worst of the fighting centered around me, I dared not get closer to my old friend. So I poured my fear and fury into a fresh frenzy of hacking at the enemies that surrounded us. They fell. But more replaced them. And though my body healed every wound I took, that magic was costly to my reserves of stolen life force.

I scaled the body of the tallest Echo trying to kill me, narrowly dodged the swing of a barbed tail, and looked into the murky darkness. I could make out only the vague outline of one figure huddling over a still, prostrate one.

Lord General Zaltarre spoke into our squeakers. “Backup units are ready for deployment, but I’m on the verge of ordering a mass retreat. Unless you have good news for me, Reaper unit?”

“No, sir, we’re losing.” Valesk’s words held a bitter edge. “We’ve killed dozens of the bastards, but the Malus has made dozens more, and Armsman Nova reports the life force is being recycled rather than lost.”

She paused, grunting as she presumably defended herself or someone else. “Also, based on the way they’re concentrating around our wildcard, I don’t think they’ll stop till she’s dead.”

Zaltarre’s voice was heavy. “Then get out of there, Reapers. And make it back to camp alive. That’s an order.”

Our chorus of “Yes, sirs” was weak.
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We ran. But the Echoes ran too. And they were tireless. And fast.

Worse, while we were within the Malus’s dark borders, it could form new monsters in our path and did so at alarming speeds.

“Gateway,” Valesk ordered. “Short distances only.”

Xanther seemed tireless too. He and I took the rearguard position without a word, fending off the Echoes from our companions as they dove through the gateway.

Silvyr was carrying Fletcher, and Helena ran beside them trying to keep her patient alive. Orlandrus was assisting a heavily limping Dax and opening the gateways. Valesk was trying to see everywhere at once, giving orders and providing backup wherever was needed. And Bryn and Ameline were putting everything they had left into running, shielding us from the fear, and lighting our way. A random corner of my brain noted Ameline’s quiver was almost empty.

I was covered in my own blood but no longer wounded. I didn’t think Xanther could say the same, but still he ran and fought without ceasing, making heavy use of his metal arm.

One gateway. Two. Three.

The darkness of the Malus seemed to go on and on. When had it advanced so far? How much farther did it continue?

“I didn’t realize this was what all those morning runs were for, Commander,” Silvyr puffed. “I thought you just wanted your team to look pretty.”

Valesk declined to comment.

“At least this way if you fail to attract a partner, Silvyr, you can always chase one down,” Orlandrus said helpfully.

Was the darkness becoming more transparent? Or was it only my outlook that had lightened?

“Griff says another few hundred yards and we’ll be clear,” Ameline reported.

Clear of the darkness where we might attempt some longer distance gateways. Where we might finally leave the Echoes behind. And then at last we might properly tend to Fletcher.

The view of his pale, lifeless face and the copious blood that had changed Silvyr’s golden body armor to a slick red made my gut clench.

It didn’t matter that he’d rejected my overtures of friendship. It didn’t matter that I was probably going to die in the next few months. I wanted Fletcher to live, dammit.

Another gateway. Another three Echoes down, another deep gash on my thigh, quickly healed. And finally we were free of the darkness. Free of the Echoes.

We went through three more short-distance gateways in quick succession, and there on the barren earth, Valesk deemed us safe enough to see to Fletcher.

He looked so much worse than seven minutes ago when we’d started our retreat.

Silvyr laid him gently on the lifeless soil, revealing the deep lacerations across his abdomen that would’ve cut him in half had it not been for the body armor taking the brunt of the blow. But even the walker-strengthened body armor had failed.

It was a mercy he was unconscious.

I hissed in a breath, my vision blurring.

Helena knelt and laid her hands on his undamaged shoulders.

I couldn’t breathe. Ameline took my hand, and I was pretty sure she wasn’t breathing either. We waited for the torn organs to make themselves whole again. The surrounding flesh to knit back together. Perhaps the color to return to his bloodless face.

But nothing happened.

Helena rocked back, her expression grim. “He doesn’t have enough strength left to heal.”

No. I shook my head.

No!

Fletcher couldn’t die.

I stumbled to his side and fell heavily beside him, grabbing for the hand that had held mine so many times. His bigger one enveloping mine to lend me comfort and strength. My first day of community school when I was five. The first time I’d dared to venture to the edge of the city. The many nights I’d snuck out and railed against my mother’s apparent indifference to me or the injustice of the Firstborn Agreement. Even the night before he’d left when I’d tried and failed to hide my grief.

His hand was larger and rougher now with calluses it had once lacked. But it was still Fletcher’s.

He couldn’t die.

Except his life force thread was so fragile—as tattered and tenuous as a ruined butterfly wing.

It wasn’t fair. I still had so much life force, and he was damn near empty. Too empty to heal.

He couldn’t die.

The words thudded through me with every beat of my heart. He can’t die. He can’t die. He can’t die.

But he was dying.

I tried to think. And then I stopped thinking and just acted. I had extra life force. He had too little. So I shoved my own life force at him. At his body where it would have been contained before the transformation ritual. At the tattered thread that led back to his supply in the human cache.

It felt similar but not the same as when the Malus had attempted to drain me dry. I could sense the life force dwindling, shifting, leaving, but I was in control. Sort of.

And then I wasn’t.

Agony, hot and blinding, shredded my gut and I bit back a scream, but only barely. I was whimpering. Tears were running down my cheeks. But I could see life force surrounding and filling Fletcher.

Was this excruciating pain what he was feeling? Or would be if he’d been conscious?

Ameline, who’d come to kneel beside Fletcher too, fluttered her hands over my face, then yanked up my shirt and body armor to access my stomach that I hadn’t realized I’d been clutching.

“Nova, what’s wrong?”

“Try. Again,” I ground out, curling into a fetal position like it might relieve this invisible agony.

Unable to see what I could, but trusting me, Ameline whirled to Helena.

“You heard her. Try again. Please.”

Helena’s voice was tired, resigned. “There’s no use—”

“Nova’s gift is all about transferring life force. It will cost you nothing to try!”

“I’ll do it.” That was Lirielle.

I barely heard them through the pain, but I focused on keeping a steady stream of life force flowing into Fletcher’s ruined body.

And then I heard gasps of astonishment, Ameline’s cry of hope, and I prayed it would be enough, that I could give enough to heal his otherwise lethal wounds.

It hurt too much to push myself up to see for myself.

“Let me take over,” Helena whispered.

Theus was hovering over me. Perhaps wanting to touch me, comfort me, but scared to. Scared of breaking my magic connection with Fletcher.

Slowly, so, so slowly, the agony lessened. Was I getting used to it? Was I growing numb? Or… was Fletcher being healed?

“It’s working,” Theus whispered to me, sensing my need to know. So I kept pouring. And then the pain eased enough that I could look up.

The bone-deep lacerations had transformed into pink rigid scars. Fletcher’s eyes were still shut, but he was breathing slowly and deeply as if in sleep. No longer the shallow uneven breaths that had so scared me.

Helena shifted her eyes from her patient to me, and for the first time I saw actual hope in her eyes. “Do you know how much good you could do as a healer?”

Then withdrawal hit, and I collapsed into a darkness I could not fight and Bryn’s fire could not light.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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If only I had hung on a little longer, I might have saved more lives than Fletcher’s that day.

Reports trickled in over the next hours of the damage and casualties the Malus’s revenge had wrought. Because of me. Because I’d ripped one lousy square mile of the Malus’s life force.

The cost was far too high.

Even without the withdrawal, I would’ve felt sick to my stomach over it. But the withdrawal was brutal. The worst I’d ever experienced.

I vomited repeatedly until I began to fear my gut was as shredded as Fletcher’s had been. The violent spasms sent fresh waves of fire through every part of my already wretchedly miserable body. And when the spasms released me to slump back against the mattress, the soft sheets scraped my skin like Ellbereth was attempting to flay me with a blunted eating knife while I wasn’t looking.

With my eyes scrunched shut against the pain of opening them, I would’ve been an easy target.

Except Ameline and Bryn stayed with me. As they always did. Ameline tending to my every need and murmuring soothingly that it would be over soon, everything would be all right, and something about Theus standing outside the door, but not to worry, she wouldn’t let him in until I was feeling better.

“Maybe wait until she’s smelling better too,” Bryn put in helpfully from across the room where she’d been pretending to polish her axe for at least an hour.

And Ameline murmured even more gently that we ought to put stinkwort in Bryn’s shampoo.

Hours passed in this fashion, each one a little less torturous than the last. But when I was finally well enough to form coherent thoughts and possibly even verbalize them, guilt swamped me.

“I’ve made everything worse,” I croaked.

Bryn snorted. “Only because you made the Malus feel threatened for the first time in 150 years. That’s got to mean something!”

“People died, Bryn.”

“People are always dying,” she said matter-of-factly. “And unless we can do a great deal more than make the Malus feel threatened, we’re all going to join them in a few short years.”

Ameline, dear sweet Ameline who cared more deeply for others’ suffering than anyone else I knew, said, “Bryn’s right. You aren’t doing anyone—dead or alive—any favors if you sit on your hands and try nothing. Even if trying new things puts others at risk.”

The weight of those words landed like bricks and sat just as heavy.

“So what do I try next?” I asked quietly.

Bryn chewed her lip. “Doesn’t your sword have any suggestions? He’s seen thousands of battles, hasn’t he?”

“Yes. He suggested I try to avoid dying.”

Bryn snorted. “I think even Choppy could’ve come up with that.”

Gus sniffed. It’s sound advice.

Ameline put her hands on her hips. “I think if you’re going to beat yourself up and work yourself into a state of distress, you should at least finish recovering from withdrawal first. Also, there’s some people who want to see you, and if you’re up to it, I’ll help you into the shower before I let them in. You’re covered in… um, blood from the fight.”

“Oh sure, it’s the blood that’s the worst thing on her,” Bryn said. “I’ll fetch some new bedding.”
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The first of my visitors was Theus.

“Your friends can be very bossy sometimes,” he informed me.

The friends in question had gone to find something to eat where the smell wouldn’t affect my still queasy stomach.

“They wouldn’t let me in earlier.”

“Consider it a kindness,” I advised. “To both of us.”

His lips twitched. “Oh? Do you get very cranky when you’re ill?”

Mine twitched too. “Viciously so, I’m afraid. I’m like a werewolf having a bad fur day.”

Theus for some reason I didn’t understand had taken a recent interest in human fantasy fiction. Maybe they read like comedy to him.

In any case, he laughed now. A rich, delightful sound that sent a tingle down my spine.

Then he gazed at me with those deep, deep green eyes of his, and the tingle turned into something warmer.

Tentatively he reached out and pushed my still damp hair from my face. “I think I’d like to see that someday…”

The door swung open, and Theus’s hand and gaze left me.

I regretted the loss of both more than I cared to admit.

“Oh, hello, Wildcard,” Lirielle said. Her tone was one of absent, mild surprise, as if she could’ve found anyone in my sleeping quarters and it was merely a stroke of good fortune that it was me.

And Theus.

For someone with prophetic powers, Lirielle had rotten timing.

She drifted across the room, fingers trailing languidly along the wall, then stopped abruptly and fixed her smoky blue stare on me. “I have a new message for you.”

Oh boy. That meant the future-predicting variety. Out of the handful she’d given me, only one of them had sounded positive, and that one had backfired big time.

“Prepare yourself,” Lirielle intoned with an intensity that belied her usual dreamy manner. “Before your power shakes the worlds, you yourself will first be shaken.”

Well didn’t that sound flipping wonderful? I knew from experience there was no point asking for clarification. Her answers always wound up confusing me more. But the basic meaning of this one was clear enough.

I wanted to curse my “gift,” but my next visitor the door opened itself for stopped the words from forming.

Fletcher.

He was standing like it hurt to fully straighten, but he was alive. Upright. And for some reason I couldn’t guess, here.

“May I come in? Or I can come back after—”

“No.” Theus and I interrupted simultaneously.

“Come in,” I added.

Fletcher did so, his steps stiff and stilted. Theus pulled an armchair up for him—which Fletcher sank into with obvious relief—and then Theus silently left the room. Lirielle floated out after him.

Alone with my childhood friend, I felt irrationally nervous.

“Helena told me what you did for me.”

“I would have done the same for anyone,” I told him quickly. And then I realized how that sounded and added, “You don’t owe me anything.”

“At the very least,” Fletcher said, “I owe you an explanation.”

“You really don’t—”

He held up his hand. “I want to. Look, I won’t go into details, but during my time at the Firstborn Academy, I made a new friend. A good one. And when we both ended up in Raptor unit, I was stoked.”

He shifted in the armchair like he couldn’t find a position that didn’t hurt.

“About ten months later, our unit got into a bad situation. One of our teammates was seriously hurt—fatally, although I didn’t know it at the time—and my unit commander ordered a retreat. I didn’t listen. Disobeyed. I thought I could save the downed teammate, and my friend stayed with me to protect my back.”

Fletcher swallowed and continued bitterly.

“Two of our unit members died that day when it should’ve been one. Because I was naive. Because I cared too much. I made a mistake, and my friend paid for it with his life.”

“I’m sorry.”

I wanted to say more, but I didn’t think he’d hear me. Not in a way that would make a difference.

He shook his head. “That’s not the part I came here to tell you.” He swallowed again. “I know this is cliché, but when I believed I was dying today, I realized that punishing myself for one mistake is not how I want to live. It certainly isn’t how Paul would’ve wanted me to live.”

He rubbed his face, looking more burdened than freed by this revelation.

“I don’t even know what that looks like in practice,” he admitted tiredly. “But I wanted to thank you for saving my life. I’ll try to make it worth something.”

Fletcher didn’t hang around, and I didn’t push him to. I was exhausted after my three visitors, still a long way off being fully recovered from the withdrawal.

But I couldn’t rest. My mind churned over everything that had happened and everything that was yet to come.

Our second experiment with the Malus—that had for a brief moment seemed so promising—was a dead end. The cost was too high, the gain too small. All we’d done was prove that a direct assault against the enemy would never work. Not even if we broke it down into bite-sized pieces.

I had never truly expected it to.

The Malus was a helluva lot larger than an elephant after all.

It had devoured most of the life force from two worlds. Billions upon billions of living things that now gave it their strength, their life’s energy.

Sure, the Malus had also depleted some of that energy to move, to fight, and to defend itself over the past 150 years, but I could never match its strength. Even if I were to somehow draw on the life force of every remaining being on our dwindling world, the Malus would have far more.

So in a battle of brute strength, even a long, drawn-out one, I was destined to lose.

And the cost of the Malus’s retaliation was too damn high. We’d proven that today too.

Which meant we had to find a different approach. A less direct one. A smarter one.

If only I had any ideas about what that could be.

I remembered Lirielle’s words.

Prepare yourself. Before your power shakes the worlds, you yourself will first be shaken.

I would’ve liked to believe she was referring to the withdrawal I’d just undergone.

But I wasn’t that fortunate or that much of a fool.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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They came for me an hour before dawn. Two walkers who had the look and bearing of soldiers but were not hollows.

The overeager door to our sleeping quarters let them in when Millicent never would have.

“You need to come with us, Wildcard. We’ve been asked to escort you to the city.”

I sat up in bed, disoriented after waking abruptly from a heavy, healing sleep.

“What? Why? And didn’t you hear? It’s not safe for you here. The Malus is restless and unpredictable right now.”

“Then cooperate so we can depart shortly. Please remove any and all weapons on your person—”

“Not until you tell me what’s going on.”

I crossed my arms to shield myself from their demands and scrutiny, glad I slept in our soft and wrinkle-resistant uniforms.

“Yes,” Bryn put in, kicking her legs over the side of her own bed, closer to her battle-axe, I realized. “I’d like to know what’s going on too.” She shot a glance toward the still open door. “Ameline, get Theus and Lirielle. Maybe Valesk as well.”

Ameline, her hair mussed and brow furrowed, rushed out.

The walker on the right was equal parts boredom and irritation. “This is a council matter, nothing to do with the hollow forces.”

“I think you’ll find Lord General Zaltarre will disagree with you on that,” Bryn countered. “Anything that concerns Wildcard Nova concerns—”

“The lord general is aware we’re here,” said the same walker.

That was when I started to worry.

If the lord general had given them permission to escort—arrest?—me, that was bad news. Really bad news.

But I ignored my racing heart, hoping their keen senses wouldn’t note the way it had just accelerated, and insisted, “Tell me what this is about.”

The man on the left, who seemed a shade more empathetic than his partner, met my gaze. “Lord Brackenfort.”

Crap, crap, crap.

The walker I’d drained. How much did they know?

It took me a beat too long to think to ask, “Who’s that?”

I could see in the empathetic one’s sapphire-blue eyes that he caught my hesitation. His face hardened.

“Cooperate and come with us, or we will have no other choice but to take you by force.”

The other walker slid a case from his pocket and flipped it open just long enough for me to catch a glimpse of what was inside. Hells. A bloodjewel beetle. I hated bloodjewel beetles. I fought off a flashback of lying paralyzed and helpless at the bottom of the arena as the icy-cold water rose, covering my mouth, flooding my nostrils, stealing away the stars…

“All right, all right,” I said.

If I was going to be dragged before the council, I’d prefer to be able to move my limbs while I was there. Not that I couldn’t remove the bloodjewel pin with Ellbereth’s magic, but revealing that ability could be even more disastrous than the Lord Brackenfort thing.

So despite Bryn’s protests, I went with the walkers.

But not soon enough.

They led me through the first short-distance gateway, and that was when everything went wrong.

The walker on my left, the nicer one with sapphire-blue eyes, crashed into me.

I grunted a protest, then froze as I registered the meaning behind the clumsy, heavy weight of his body.

“Run,” I snapped at the other walker.

My second sight showed what had been invisible in the dark. The advance tendrils of the Malus spreading around us.

And the walker who’d collapsed into me, already dead.

I shoved at his partner. “The Malus is here. Run.”

But what the hell was the Malus doing here? Why was it advancing into barren land?

Unless…

The second walker hesitated for a heartbeat, torn between the instinct to help his partner and the knowledge of imminent yet invisible danger.

Knowledge won, and he sprinted away from the Malus’s encroaching grasp. Leaving me alone with the nicer walker, the one with the sapphire-blue eyes and a glimmer of empathy, lying motionless in the dirt.

I could see the bright light of his life force now captured within the Malus’s never-ending reservoir. I didn’t even know the walker’s name. But his golden figure was still so perfectly formed, so whole and as yet uncorrupted by the Malus, that if I hadn’t been standing over his lifeless body, I would’ve sworn he’d merely moved location.

Impulsively I pushed my life force at that glowing figure, kind of like I’d done for Fletcher. Maybe if I lent him my strength he could break free and return to his still-warm and waiting body?

Except the life force available to me was only mine this time, and I was still recovering. Giving it away hurt.

All of a sudden I felt what the walker was feeling. Confusion. Disorientation. A sea of unintelligible voices and the power of the Malus tearing at him, scrabbling at the edges of his mind until it began to fray. And I could feel his fear of losing himself under the barrage of that onslaught.

But he was still in there, I realized in shock. The walker, whose name I now somehow knew was Vaegon. His mind, his will, his memories were still there.

And the power I was giving him was shoring him up, helping him hold on to that.

“Get out,” I shouted.

Could he hear me? Was he aware of me as I was of him?

But his focus was arrested by his fleeing friend. And through my connection with Vaegon and my own second sight, I sensed the Malus reaching for the kill.

The second walker was opening a gateway, but he was going to be too slow, too late. He was going to die.

And I feared I would die with them, because my life energy was still feeding into Vaegon, and when I tried to stop, to break the connection, I found I couldn’t.

The Malus wasn’t pulling. Perhaps because I was already giving it my energy. But I was weak and weakening. I’d fallen to my knees beside Vaegon’s body, and I wasn’t sure that I would ever rise.

I was a fool.

Then Vaegon did something new.

Like the Echoes, he was part of the Malus, yet distinct. But unlike the Echoes, he retained his own will.

And he used that will and the power I’d fed him to shove the reaching grasp of the Malus back. Away from his friend. Just for a second.

But a second was all his friend needed to dive through the gateway and snap it shut behind him.

The Malus lunged forward again, but there was nothing to grab.

I could feel how much that single moment of defiance had cost the walker. Had cost us. The blackness encroaching my vision now was not the darkness of night nor the fog of the Malus. But I could not stop the flow of my dwindling life energy into the walker with sapphire-blue eyes…

Then hands grabbed my shoulders and my second sight went dark. My sense of Vaegon severed.

“Nova?” The way Theus spoke my name made it clear it wasn’t the first time he’d said it.

“I’m okay.”

I tried to stand but couldn’t. Vaegon’s lifeless body was only inches from my bowed head, and my own body shook with shock.

Theus lifted me gently into his arms. “Sorry. I know you don’t like being carried, but we need to get out of here before the Malus’s Echoes show up.”

“But…” My teeth rattled so hard it was an effort to speak. And the cogs of my brain were malfunctioning. Why was I thinking about the solid warmth of Theus’s chest at a time like this? “I’m supposed to go to the council… I think they know about Lord Brackenfort.”

“The council can wait,” Theus said firmly. “We need to tell Zaltarre the Malus has breached the perimeter watch.”

So I sank into the warm press of Theus’s embrace and closed my eyes.

All too soon we arrived at the command headquarters. But my shock was wearing off, so when Theus rapped on the door and asked if I would like to try standing, I nodded. This time my legs held me.

Zaltarre already knew the Malus was on the move. A horrendous screeching alarm went off just as one of his aides opened the door, and his office was a storm of activity with people rushing around and speaking urgently into their specialized squeakers.

The fact that one of my escorts had been killed, however, was news to him. And not welcome news either.

Over the next few minutes, we learned that the lord general’s intel about the breach had arrived only seconds before we did. Individuals who had the ability to see or sense the Malus in the dark were always limited, and after the disaster of yesterday with many injured and others dead, the perimeter watch had been stretched thin. Because of this, and because it had been stretched especially thin along the barren segment where there was little left to protect, the Malus had gotten farther than it should have before anyone raised the alarm.

“I believe it’s targeting our bases for further retaliation,” Zaltarre said, “so I’m ordering an evacuation. There’s no point in defending barren land.”

He spoke, as he always did, with a mixture of conviction, command, and focused intensity that made the listener want to jump to obey.

Then that intensity focused on me. And I felt the weight of his disappointment like a sky whale had fallen from the sky and chosen me for a landing spot.

“But it’s best not to keep the council waiting,” he said. “Especially if you require them to be merciful.”

There was no anger in his words.

Which somehow made it worse.

His gaze swept over his hectic office and returned to me.

“My aides can handle the evacuation. I will escort you to the council myself.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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Somehow the walker city didn’t hold quite the same charm for me on this occasion.

Lord General Zaltarre forbid any of my friends from following and escorted me to the Court of Hearing. The ominous structure was a raised circular platform that the supplicant or accused had to walk up an imposingly long steep staircase to reach.

“If the council members don’t want to be kept waiting,” I muttered, “perhaps they should make the court more accessible.”

“You’ve already kept them waiting,” Zaltarre replied. “It is possible to translocate directly to the dais, but I believe a show of respect may prompt some of the elder council members to look upon you more favorably.”

Either Zaltarre was messing with me, something I considered unlikely, or he was on my side. I took some small comfort in that.

But the comfort did not ease the burn of my heavily fatigued muscles. I’d yet to completely recover from the worst withdrawal I’d ever experienced, and then I’d gone and poured most of my life energy into Vaegon. I was exhausted on every level.

Okay, maybe Zaltarre wasn’t messing with me. Maybe he was punishing me.

I almost wished I’d been stabbed with the bloodjewel beetle after all so I wouldn’t have to walk.

We were over halfway up the stairs and the sky was lightening with the first rays of dawn before I could see more of what was waiting for me. Arranged in a semicircle were seventeen chairs that looked for all the world like oversized thrones woven from living silver branches. Each “throne” sat upon its own small dais with its own set of stairs, and upon each of them was a walker.

That left me to stand below them in the center of the larger circular platform.

The effect was intimidating. I suspected it was meant to be.

All the better for them to look down on me with scorn and disapproval.

The lord general had stopped at the top of the stairs behind me. There were no chairs, not even ordinary ones, for non-council members.

One other person was left standing, and I could guess her purpose for being here from Zaltarre’s warning.

“They’ll have a strong mind mage,” he’d told me. “And while they can’t rummage through your brain, they will be able to tell if you’re lying and sometimes pick up on surface thoughts and stronger emotions.”

I had no idea how to handle that. How could I do anything but lie when I had so many secrets to protect?

The mind mage was gorgeous but relatively plain by walker standards. She did not acknowledge my arrival as I passed her to stand in the center of the platform.

The council members themselves varied widely in age and appearance. But all of them were beautiful and dressed in finery that made Zaltarre’s and my uniform feel shabby in comparison.

Lady Neryndrith was recognizable for two reasons. One, she had the same flame-red hair and perfect ballet-dancer posture as Ellbereth. Two, her gaze upon me was as glacial as the continent on which I’d irreversibly bound my life to her daughter’s.

I shivered and looked away.

Lord Brackenfort, the man whose life force I’d drained, was sitting at the next throne over, his expression impressively bland all things considered. My cheeks flushed, and I passed over him quickly.

Lord Perridor was there in the semicircle too of course. I was cautious not to let my gaze linger any longer on him than all the other council members who were new to me.

Hemmed in on all sides by the stately, formidable figures, it was impossible not to be reminded that I was standing before seventeen of the most powerful walkers in existence.

The walker on the throne directly in front of me was the oldest of them all. He wore his steel-colored hair long but well-groomed, and his gnarled fingers were bedecked with jewels. He waved one glittering hand.

“Lady Chandrelle, if you would kindly demonstrate the thread.”

“Of course,” murmured a delicate, pretty woman with a complexion of burnt umber and beautiful bright copper eyes like Xanther’s.

A stone golem thrust up through the platform in front of me, and a thin copper strand of something like wire floated down from Lady Chandrelle and wrapped around its thick but roughly humanoid neck.

“You will be wearing this thread for the duration of our hearing,” Lady Chandrelle informed me in a soft-spoken conversational tone. “If I do this”—she held up a slender hand and pressed her thumb and forefinger together—“any being wearing the thread will be decapitated.”

The copper strand had responded instantly to her gesture, but it took several extra seconds for gravity to demonstrate its efficacy. The golem’s boulder-like head slid off its neck, no doubt carefully sheared at an angle for just this purpose, and crashed to the floor at my feet.

I leaped backward so it didn’t break my toes.

No one else so much as blinked.

But as that damn copper thread floated back into the air and hovered above me, I was abruptly grateful for the walkers’ innate stillness.

Had Lady Chandrelle ever forgotten herself and pressed her thumb and forefinger together by accident?

“I should also mention,” Lady Chandrelle continued in that same soft-spoken tone, “that should I die while you’re wearing the thread, you will certainly die with me. For the thread will react to my demise in the exact same fashion as I just demonstrated.”

And then the copper thread—or garrote more accurately—wrapped itself around my neck.

This wasn’t a good start.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
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The eldest steel-haired walker spoke again. This time he was addressing me.

“Wildcard Nova, against our better judgment, we gave you a chance to prove yourself. And you have proven yourself unworthy of that trust.”

He peered down at me like he was inspecting the innards of a slug that’d had the gall to smear his shoe.

So much for Zaltarre’s idea of earning points for hiking up the stairs.

“What vested interest do you hold in walkers leaving your world?”

“Um, what?” My mind scrambled to make sense of his words. What the heck was he talking about?

“That is why you drained Lord Brackenfort, is it not? To ensure the decision would go through?”

“What decision?”

The mind mage had come forward to stand level with me but was maintaining enough distance to send a clear message. Now she spoke for the first time. “Her confusion feels genuine.”

Lord Brackenfort rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “It’s possible she did not know of our secret vote. That was the intention of it being secret after all.” His hand dropped to the throne’s armrest. “Indeed, only the members of this council should have known about it.”

“Oh, enough, Lord Brackenfort,” said a raven-haired woman in a tone of exasperation. “I understand you’re upset to have been so violated in your own home and then to have lost the vote as well, but the decision has been finalized. There is no need to insinuate conspiracy among our own.”

Lord Brackenfort waved a hand toward me. “Then let us ask the perpetrator. Why did you do it? Are you so eager to get rid of us that you’re prepared to doom your world to do it?”

“No!” Although I had been once. “Please. What are you talking about?”

“You are the one here to be questioned,” someone hissed.

I bit back my frustration. In this matter I was the transgressor. Although no more than Lord Perridor, who was sitting there on his pompous throne, looking down at me with condescension to match the rest of them.

The eldest walker, the one with the heavily jeweled fingers, seemed to be taking point on this interrogation. “If you did not know of the vote as you claim, why did you drain Lord Brackenfort to near death?”

It was a reasonable enough question. Dammit. But one I couldn’t answer without revealing Lord Perridor’s hand. And if I revealed Perridor’s hand, he would no doubt reveal how we’d met and why I’d agreed to do his dirty work. Which meant Theus would be dragged before this council, and attempting to defend his actions with his belief that I was the prophesied one and he’d needed to protect me was not going to go over well with this audience. Which meant he would be executed for treason.

So I scrambled for a lie—I glanced at the mind mage—no, a half-truth that I could feed them without ousting anyone else.

“I was paid to do it by one of your kind.”

Lord Perridor stiffened, but the reaction was so slight I would never have noticed had I not been watching for it. “Paid?” he repeated distastefully. “Such a human concept. With what?”

Damn he was smooth.

“Protection,” I answered.

That was true enough.

Steel-hair steepled his bejeweled fingers. “And who promised you this protection for such a despicable act?”

I didn’t really know the person’s identity, did I? They could’ve told me anything. True, Theus might’ve known if they were lying, but personally, I couldn’t confirm they were who they’d claimed to be any more than I could name the unfamiliar members of the council in front of me.

“I don’t know,” I said, concentrating on the part of that statement that was true.

The mind mage tilted her hand back and forth in a gesture I took to mean “sort of.”

“What did the walker look like?”

Lord Perridor’s image flashed in my mind, and I quickly focused on each of the council members in turn so it would seem innocuous if the mind mage had picked up on it.

“You think a walker with political machinations in mind would be foolish enough to come in their true guise?” I asked them. Never mind of course that this unnamed walker hadn’t expected to stumble across us. “I don’t know that either.”

The mind mage was shaking her head, so I added, “I mean, the walker appeared to be male with dark hair and light skin if that helps, but that’s all I can tell you.”

There, that was vague enough not to pinpoint Perridor while giving me at least the impression I was trying to cooperate.

“What did you need protection for?” Lord Brackenfort asked with genuine curiosity.

Dammit, why did I have to drain the only seemingly decent member of the council? And whatever that implied about Perridor’s motives, it wasn’t good.

My voice was more bitter than I intended. “If you treated attacks on humankind with the same weight as one of your precious council members, I wouldn’t have needed it.”

Because that was true. I wouldn’t have needed to go to the cache in the first place if they’d treated Ellbereth’s attempts on my life more seriously. Sure, it wasn’t what I’d bargained with Perridor over, but it was a direct consequence.

Unfortunately, the council seemed unaffected by my accusation.

“If you want us to show any leniency,” insisted the imperious old codger leading the proceedings, “then you must cooperate. What form of protection did this person offer?”

I thought hard but came up with no safe answers. “I cannot say.”

“How did you meet them?”

“It was a chance meeting. Or so I thought at the time.”

“Where?”

“I cannot say that either.”

The exasperated raven-haired woman spoke up again. “Enough! The human is uncooperative and recalcitrant even now. Why should we spare her? Even if her story is true and she did this at the behest of a walker, then by neutralizing her, we disarm the conspirator. And if she’s lying”—here she shot a suspicious look at the mind mage who winced—“then she should be killed. Either way, we’ve wasted enough time listening to her half-truths. It is clear that we should never have acquiesced to the prophecy-believers’ wishes in this matter, and we have allowed this dangerous foolishness to continue long enough. She is a threat, and she must be executed.”

Lady Neryndrith spoke then for the first time. “I disagree.”

The other council members reacted with surprise.

“Since when have you been a human sympathizer?” asked a walker with golden hair as fine as spider silk.

“I’m not. Imprison her for all I care. It merely seems an extreme judgment given she hasn’t killed anyone herself.”

“But she’s harmed them,” argued the same exasperated woman who apparently wanted to speed up my execution so she could get home for breakfast. “And she’s shown her willingness to use her wicked magic against our kind. No. We gave her a chance to prove herself, and she proved herself unfit to hold such power. Regardless of whether she acted as our enemy or was used as an ignorant instrument, she is too dangerous to let live.”

There were murmurs of agreement around the dais.

Lord Perridor remained silent. Perhaps this had been his intention all along. That I die and thus forever protect his secret.

Feeling panicked, I stared directly at him until he returned my gaze. I wanted to unnerve him. To suggest I might break unless they gave me this much.

“If I’m going to die for this, then I want to understand why. What do you mean the walkers are leaving? How? When? Why? Where to?”

Lord Perridor must have interpreted my threat correctly, because he deigned to answer. “For the first time in fifty years, we will be allowing walkers to return home.” He said this with obvious satisfaction. “At first our world was too decimated to support more than the population of hollows who couldn’t flee with us, but fifty years have passed and enough regeneration has taken place to change that. However, until now, it was forbidden for anyone to return. Because the intention coming to this world was not only to save ourselves and our hollows but also to fulfill the prophecy and claim victory against the Malus. To return home before doing so would be to admit failure, defeat, and no one would agree to surrender their children to the doomed war effort then. Beyond that, it was a matter of pride.”

“It is a matter of responsibility,” Lord Brackenfort corrected, his sad eyes on me. “Which some are willing to shirk. Lord Perridor’s only child turns seventeen next year.”

That got Lord Perridor to react. “She is my only child because my wife was already snatched from me! I will not lose her too. For 150 years we have bound and bled, we have sacrificed our children, our future, our hopes, and for what?” His face had turned dark with anger and conviction. “To pay for an honest mistake made by a single walker? Enough is enough. No more!”

I gaped as the immensity of this vote, this decision, began to sink in.

They were going to leave.

And they were not going to take the Malus with them.

“But you knowingly brought the Malus here,” I protested. “How can you live with yourselves if you doom an entire world to destruction?”

Another councilwoman spoke up, someone who’d remained silent until now. Her anger was icy compared to Perridor’s heat.

“Be silent!” she hissed. “We can live with ourselves because our children will live. Do not forget that we have already sentenced thousands of hollows—children who together with their descendants should have comprised a significant portion of our future generations—to your same fate. We have already sacrificed their lives, their futures, and for what? There is nothing noble about dying fruitlessly alongside those already doomed. It is merely wasteful.”

The damnedest thing was I could see her point. I hesitated, and that was enough for her and everyone else to brush me aside.

“I will not debate our decision with a criminal who has clearly acted against the best interests of her own kind for selfish reasons,” declared the snooty raven-haired walker.

And again, there were murmurs of assent among the council.

I felt like the sky whale that had landed on me earlier had been joined by a dozen more. It was a wonder the unbearable, crushing weight of it didn’t drive me through the dais floor.

No more walker hollows to aid us on the war front.

No more ethereally beautiful cities, and strangely, I felt bereft at that.

No more Firstborn Agreement. Which had been the most earnest desire of my heart up until a few months ago. A dream that I’d worked toward, trained for, and schemed about for most of my life, and yet now it was to be fulfilled, the dream tasted like ashes on my tongue. Be careful what you wish for. Because I knew now what it would cost our world for that wish to be granted. And the cost was far too high.

The walkers were giving up. Going home. Leaving the unstoppable slaughter and destruction of the Malus dumped in our laps.

And I’d made it happen.

Could this be the end that Lirielle’s grandmother had foreseen? What if the final line about the nightmare being laid to rest was only from the perspective of walkerkind?

They could retreat back to the world that could now support them again, knowing that they’d tried and strived and sacrificed. Knowing that at the very least, the Malus would be contained on earth since none of its inhabitants possessed a world walking ability.

Except I did. And the walker hollows did too. We couldn’t leave this world, but we could still open a gateway to another. Maybe I could force the walkers into staying, into helping, into finishing what they’d started by threatening to release the Malus back onto their recovering world if they didn’t?

No. Because I’d be dead.

That threat would only guarantee it.

How many walkers did we need to hold our world in balance? To provide for the human settlements depending on them? And if we ever did defeat the Malus, how many would we need to coax life back into the decimated continents, to keep the Preservatorium functioning and use it to repopulate the indigenous species?

Too many, I feared.

My mind reached frantically in another direction. How old were the hollows they’d left behind on their home world? That had been fifty years ago, and walker hollows with their shortened lifespans only lived for a hundred. How many were still alive? Perhaps instead of the walkers returning home, we could convince them to stay on our world and send the Malus back to theirs. We could save one of the two planets after all. Why not this one?

But did I want that? The walkers permanently settled on our world never able to return to their own? Judging from what I’d seen here today, I didn’t think so. Some walkers were good, great even, but in most minds, humans would always be viewed as inferior.

Not to mention there might not be enough life force there to tempt the Malus into relocating.

And why was I bothering to think any of this through at all? The decision had been made, and no one in this circle was going to listen to me.

I was just here to die.

I struggled to rise above my miasma of despair. The realization that I had done this.

How would the walker hollows feel, knowing they’d been given up on and left behind? And while not everyone believed in the prophecy, it was clear that many more on the frontline had clung to the hope of a foreseen victory than those who lived safe and tucked away in this city.

For some time a subset of people had believed that I was that firstborn human witch, and Bryn had told me that the whispers had risen to new levels after I’d saved Fletcher. Wait for the reversal of life and death, the prophecy said, and I held the power of both in my wildcard gift.

Which meant those believers on the frontline would lose the support of their own kind and the supposed prophesied firstborn in a single blow.

I shook my head, the movement making me realize I’d completely forgotten about that copper thread around my neck. “But if you know the vote was tampered with, then you must recast it!”

Lord Perridor had set me up to drain Lord Brackenfort the night of the secret vote, presumably because Brackenfort might have been able to swing the decision the other way. But the council knew that. Not who had held my strings, but why Brackenfort had been attacked. So surely—

“We did,” the old steel-haired walker said.

Selfishly I thought for a moment that I was saved—at least from the burden that this disaster was my responsibility. Perhaps even that they’d reversed or were considering reversing the decision. But then he went on.

“After the Malus’s unprecedented rampage yesterday—a rampage triggered by you, who many have been heralding as the prophesied firstborn—several more members of this council have been persuaded the cause is lost.”

Behind me, Lord General Zaltarre cleared his throat. “If I may… Nova’s magic is demonstrably not the same as the Malus’s as we first believed. And she has been cooperative on the war front, following orders and working well with her unit. Within two short days of her arrival, she single-handedly made the Malus feel threatened for the first time in 150 years. That is why it rampaged yesterday. What she did to Lord Brackenfort is extremely regrettable”—I could feel the weight of his gaze on my back—“but she did not take his life. You may be leaving, but me and mine will remain. Leave us this small chance of hope.”

I found myself holding my breath. In shock that he would stand up for me after what I’d done, and in hope that it might actually work…

The steel-haired walker leading the proceedings asked, “Have you discovered any potential method by which she might defeat the Malus?”

“Not yet.”

He waved one glittering hand in dismissal. “Then there is no reason to spare her.” My hope crashed to the floor like the golem’s head. “I declare this hearing—”

Lady Neryndrith interrupted. “Wait! She cannot be executed. Almost everyone in this court owes me a favor, and I’m calling on it now. That little bitch bonded with my daughter against her will, so if you kill her, Ellbereth dies too.”

“She what?”

“How dare you keep this from us?”

Steel-hair recovered from his evident shock and sputtered, “This is a major security risk. That must mean she knows about the Cache of the Last Stand. She could massacre us all with that sort of power!”

Lady Neryndrith held her chin high in stubborn weathering of their complaints.

“All the more damning reason to kill her,” declared the soft-spoken walker who controlled my copper garrote. “I’m sorry, Lady Neryndrith. But your daughter will be far from the first casualty of this war.”

Ellbereth’s mother flinched. “So you can so easily say now the vote has gone in your favor. Now that your own children will be spared. Perhaps I will rescind my vote and—”

“The matter has already been settled,” snapped Lord Perridor.

Zaltarre interjected again. “I believe Nova’s fate is a matter that should be decided by those who will be remaining behind. If nothing else, she has proven she has the capacity to heal those no one else can. That alone is invaluable to us on the war front. The one you are so easily walking away from.”

His fury was tightly leashed but audible all the same.

“Yes, you lot should have no further import in council decisions since you’re shirking your duty and honor and leaving,” someone else snapped.

“We aren’t preventing you from staying!” the raven-haired woman retorted. “Get over yourself and stop trying to control everyone with your warped sense of duty.”

As the argument escalated, I began to wonder a little facetiously if it might be a good thing they were leaving after all. The mind mage had sidled out of sight, and I wished I could do the same.

Lady Chandrelle’s soft voice somehow rose above the others. “I fear we are straying from the subject of this hearing, my lords and ladies.”

Zaltarre strode forward into the center of the dais, and the full force of his authority was not diminished by the semicircle of raised thrones and their esteemed occupants. “Lady Chandrelle is right. This is a poor display of decorum and duty both. Let us get to the heart of the matter. What is it that you are afraid Nova will do should you let her live?”

Steel-hair sniffed, displeased at having lost his leading role in the meeting. “Her successful attack on Lord Brackenfort and forced binding of Lord Neryndrith’s daughter illustrates the risks clearly. She’s too dangerous, too powerful, and she cannot be controlled.”

“Ah, but there is a way to control her,” Zaltarre countered. “She has handed it to us.”

The raven-haired walker sounded exasperated again. “What do you mean? Speak plainly.”

“As Lady Neryndrith has pointed out, if we kill Nova, Ellbereth will die,” Zaltarre explained calmly. “But the reverse is also true. I propose Ellbereth is removed to safekeeping in this city and kept under guard. She can live in luxury, surrounded by her family and friends. And should Nova ever get out of control or go on some power-crazed murderous rampage as you so fear, we can kill her without needing to get anywhere near her. You won’t even have to leave the city. Ellbereth can be our safeguard.”

Lady Neryndrith did not look pleased with Zaltarre’s proposed solution. But she had backed herself into a corner by withholding the secret of what I’d done to her daughter. She’d lost the other council members’ favor, her leverage over them, and so she held her tongue in grudging acceptance.

The others looked thoughtful too.

Lord Brackenfort spoke first. “I, as the victim of this crime and a member of this council, find that solution agreeable.”

Steel-hair was still frowning. Probably upset he didn’t have an excuse to squash the annoying slug after all. But after a moment of consideration, he threw up his hands. “Fine. Who cares? We’re leaving anyway.”

Lord Perridor, Lady Chandrelle, and the vocal raven-haired walker all shrugged or murmured their assent, and the rest of the council followed suit.

“As for you, Lady Neryndrith,” steel-hair added, “we will discuss your failure to act in the council’s best interest at a later date.” His gaze turned without favor to Zaltarre.

“Lord General, you are free to take your pet with you. Do try to keep her under control this time.”

Jaw tight, Zaltarre closed the distance between us and unwound the copper thread from my neck. “Come along, Armsman Nova.”

I should’ve felt relief. My life was spared. But all I could see as Zaltarre led me away was Lord Perridor’s self-satisfied smile…
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“I don’t need to know the details of why you did it,” Zaltarre told me as we translocated back to the war front through the usual series of gateways.

“From Valesk’s reports, you have shown yourself to be a valuable and disciplined member of your unit who readily puts herself in harm’s way for the welfare of others. So yes, you screwed up big time. But I still believe you might be the answer we need.”

“But I’ve only made everything worse. The Malus is out of control, and the walkers are leaving.”

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so small.

“Yes,” Zaltarre acknowledged. “So take what you’ve learned from those failures—because you’ve uncovered more new information about the Malus in two days than we have in decades—and take that guilt you’re feeling and use it. Use it as motivation to try again. To keep trying until you make things better. Because I believe you can.”

I didn’t know how to answer.

When my silence stretched too long, the lord general spoke again.

“It is true that you were the catalyst for both the Malus’s rampage and the council vote going through. But don’t forget you were acting under my orders with the Malus. Nor can you take responsibility for the actions of over half an entire race. You haven’t forced anyone to leave.

“Yes, Lord Brackenfort was doing an excellent job of convincing some to stick to their principles and responsibilities, but this decision was inevitable. If not this year, then maybe the next or the one after that.”

He exhaled heavily, and for just a moment, the lord general’s aura of authority and intensity faltered, and I caught a glimpse of the man without those bastions to hold him up.

His iron strength remained but had been worn down to a bone-deep weariness. For over thirty years he’d pitted his soldiers against an unstoppable foe, ordering them to risk their lives again and again and losing ground day in and day out.

How much did it cost him to be a rock standing against the relentless pounding waves of despair and defeat?

He glanced at me, and his wavering aura steadied. “The contingent of walkers wanting to pull out of this fight and return to their own world has been growing rapidly in recent years. Of course, some still believe they have a responsibility to fix what they started. That viewpoint has held true for the majority for nearly one and a half centuries. But the majority has shifted.

“Newer generations don’t feel responsible since it wasn’t their doing to either unleash the Malus or bring it to your world. They question why they should pay—and pay in vain—for their ancestors’ sins. And older generations are largely burned out. The war has defined their entire lives, and they have only sorrow and death to show for it. They’ve given up hope, and they’re scared for their children and grandchildren.”

I could almost understand that, and I had no doubt Zaltarre could too. But neither of us wanted to.

“What effect is their leaving going to have?” I asked.

“Nothing good. It depends how many go. Rations. Shortages. No new recruits. Limitations on the Preservatorium and protections around the human settlements. And if too many leave, I expect we’ll see extreme weather and an increase in natural disasters as the balance of the world is pushed closer to the point of failure.”

My stomach lurched in a queasiness that had nothing to do with our journey through the final gateway.

Zaltarre’s intensity amplified upon returning to the need that drove him. “I must call an assembly so my people aren’t blindsided by the news.” He glanced at me again. “You’d best stay close until Ellbereth is on her way to the city.”

It didn’t take long for everyone to gather on a barren plain to hear Zaltarre’s address. Anyone not on duty had been roused from their beds shortly after I had for the evacuation, and they’d only just been given the all clear to return.

The Malus, thwarted by the lack of soldiers to murder in their sleep, had now withdrawn and was continuing its regular advance into unconsumed territory. Thank goodness for one piece of good news.

Not everyone was here of course. Those who could not be spared from duty or were still badly injured would have to make do with hearing Zaltarre speak through their squeakers. But even so, it was the first time I’d seen most of the army assembled in one place.

There were thousands and thousands of us. Ten? Twelve? And yet so few compared to the immensity of the enemy we faced. To be all that stood between the world and its complete destruction.

I couldn’t help but note the disparity between Zaltarre and his troops gathering on the bare dirt without infrastructure or ceremony, and the council members in their splendid, formidable court.

Zaltarre climbed the ruins of an old farm building so that everyone could see him and magnified his voice.

“I come directly from the council with grave news,” he began. “But you, more than anyone, have a right to hear it, and I don’t want you to be ambushed by rumors and misinformation over the coming days. Some of you might have heard whispers of this already. The council has voted to lift the ban on walkers returning to our home world.”

I couldn’t see everyone’s faces, but I could see enough of them to read the general reactions to the news.

Shock. Anger. Despair.

To the walkers, this wasn’t just their source of provisions walking away. This was their families, their loved ones, their siblings who had escaped the life sentence of becoming a hollow thanks to their own sacrifice.

This was abandonment.

And each intake of breath, every brow that creased and jaw that tightened, every pair of bright, beautiful eyes that shimmered with unshed tears, piled fresh guilt upon me.

Use it, Zaltarre had advised me. Channel it. Do better.

Maybe I could fix this. Maybe I was the only one who could fix this—or at least make it sort of okay.

But how?

The humans were slower to react. Confusion at first. Like me, most probably hadn’t even known of the ban nor the possibility of it changing. And then, watching their teammates, uneasy certainty that this was bad news, even though they didn’t fully comprehend why.

Use it, I reminded myself.

Zaltarre went on explaining the details of the decision. He did not, mercifully, explain my part in it. But that didn’t stop me from condemning myself.

Morale was plummeting faster than a dropped rock. The message this council decision sent to those at the war front was clear.

We’ve given up. The cause is lost. You and your sacrifices don’t matter.

The lord general made an attempt to rally his troops.

“Take heart. The vote was close, which means many still believe in our cause and will remain to support us in it.” He paused, then shouted, “And we are far from defeated!”

The strength of his conviction had even me almost believing it.

His gaze swept the assembled crowd, appearing to touch on each individual. In doing so, he drew them from their reflective shock and horror back to the man they served and respected.

“I am confident that this is the best damn fighting force in recent history. You have stayed strong in the face of overwhelming odds, stayed diligent in the face of too many years. And every day you rise from your bed and put on your armor to do your duty, you overcome a perfect storm of hardship, delayed hope, and seeming impossibility that would make lesser beings crumble. You have sacrificed your lives, your years, and your futures to protect this world. And it is a privilege and an honor to lead you.”

A cheer spread through the assembled soldiers, slowly and first, and then rising and swelling to a pitch so loud it reverberated through my body.

Zaltarre waited for it to die down before declaring, “Whatever tomorrow holds, we will face it together.” He paused before adding, “I’m sure as hell not going anywhere.”

And that was how the lord general delivered the most devastating news his forces had ever faced to a round of chuckles and cheering.
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My respect for Zaltarre only rose after witnessing him handle his troops. Me included. He could’ve rightfully ground me under his heel for what I’d done and then heaped burning coals of public condemnation over my head, but where would that have left me? Bruised and quagmired in guilt and shame.

Instead, he’d lifted me up, made me feel understood and empowered—if not entirely pardoned—and told me he’d believed in me. Which made me want to do my utmost to prove him right.

If I hadn’t already been wholly committed to finding a way to defeat the Malus, his treatment of me would’ve ensured it.

As the gathering broke up, he sent one of his aides to bring Ellbereth to him. And the pair of us awkwardly followed him back to command headquarters.

Well, I felt awkward. Ellbereth might’ve felt the same, but she looked as she usually did, graceful, calm, and unflustered. Of course that didn’t stop her from shooting me venomous glances that no one else would catch.

Zaltarre gestured for me to take refreshments at a small table outside while he spoke with her in his office.

The fruit juice waiting for me was probably sweet and flavorsome, but it tasted like sand as I considered whether it would be available as more and more walkers left our world.

Even if enough walkers initially stayed behind to perform the most necessary functions, how many of them would later be lured away by that ever-present temptation? The knowledge of their friends and family members returning home to a Malus-free existence while things grew worse and worse here. How long would it take for their resolve to crumble?

Too many, too quickly, I feared. A great deal too many.

I spared little thought for Ellbereth’s fate. Whether she’d be pleased to return to a life of luxury or annoyed that the council had deemed her greatest value was to act as my very own kill switch.

I had bigger problems.

How the heck could I hope to stop the Malus? Ripping away its life force, the one ability given to me by my wildcard magic, was unfeasible. The Malus would surge and rampage and slaughter and regenerate faster than I could rip chunks from it and recover from the withdrawals. Nor could I hope to overpower and drain the immensity of its worlds-containing energy in a single encounter.

Which left me with what? A cranky old sword and Ellbereth’s walker magic that I wasn’t supposed to use? The same power possessed by thousands of walker hollows that had failed to do more than slow the enemy in all these years?

I rubbed my face and took another sip of sand juice.

Ellbereth reemerged from the headquarters building with one of Zaltarre’s aides as an escort. Her face was tight and unreadable as she strode over to me.

“So… our secret’s out then.”

She sounded amused, but I didn’t think she was.

“Whatever you do while you’re running around pretending to be the prophesied one, try not to be a martyr about it.” She flicked her hair over her shoulder. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d prefer to enjoy my remaining years rather than die without warning in my sleep.”

The aide cleared his throat behind her, and Ellbereth turned and walked away. I didn’t bother to watch. I already knew where she was going.

I supposed if there was a bright side to this whole crap storm of disaster, there was a good chance that was the last time I’d ever need to see her.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
[image: ]


Bryn, Ameline, Theus, and Lirielle pounced on me as soon as Zaltarre allowed me to return to my own base.

The living greenery that had modified our living quarters into a kind of oasis was dead. Leached of color and already beginning to disintegrate to dust. But everything else was untouched.

“Are you okay?” Ameline asked.

“What the hell happened?” demanded Bryn. “For the love of all that’s bright and flammable, tell us everything. We’ve been dying here.”

“Actually,” Ameline interjected, “the other Blob Blast players have been the ones suffering under Bryn’s agitation. It turns out the game is portable.”

Theus only stared at me with an intensity that flustered me in an entirely different way than the walker council had.

“You’re safe,” I told him.

His jaw tightened. “It wasn’t my own welfare I was concerned for.”

I rolled my eyes. “Well somebody’s got to care about yours. But I’m safe too.” Mostly.

He relaxed a fraction. But only a fraction. As if he’d heard my unspoken addendum.

“I kept him where he would be safe,” Lirielle assured me.

“Literally,” Theus ground out. “She forced me to obey Zaltarre’s orders not to follow by magically tying me to a tree.”

Lirielle nodded happy confirmation, oblivious to Theus’s outrage. And I smiled at her in gratitude.

Which did not help Theus’s outrage.

Bryn pointed a finger at them. “I was wondering where Theus had gotten to, and I want to hear more about that, but first, Nova.” She turned back to me. “Start at the beginning. Like how was it you ended up collapsed over one of the two walkers sent to arrest you and the other nowhere in sight? Did the Malus drain you somehow? Zaltarre whisked you off before we knew anything.”

“No. Not exactly. When Vaegon, the walker the Malus killed, collapsed, I could see his life force inside the Malus’s so clear and perfect it was as if he was still alive. I thought maybe I could save him somehow, like if I could just feed him some extra energy he might be able to step back into his body.”

Bryn slapped her palm to her forehead. “Of course you risked your life trying to save the guy arresting you.”

“What happened?” Lirielle asked, suddenly intent.

“I could feel what he felt, the same way I did with Fletcher, except he was conscious, so there was more. He was worried for his partner. Could sense the Malus he was now part of reaching out to kill him too. And we could both see he wasn’t going to get through the gateway in time. Then Vaegon sort of pushed against the Malus somehow, or maybe exerted his will over the tiny section of the Malus he was part of. I’m not sure. But the Malus drew back, just for a second, and his friend made it through.”

Ameline was shaking her head. “You mean they’re still alive in there? Conscious of what they’re part of, but helpless?”

“Not for long, I don’t think. It was sort of fraying him at the edges before I gave him extra strength. Like it would only take hours or days before most of you was lost, amalgamated into the Malus…” I trailed off, struck by a fresh realization.

Vaegon had moved a tiny piece of the intangible Malus.

“So what happened then?” Bryn prompted.

“Well,” I said slowly, my mind focused elsewhere, “Theus disconnected us and then Lord General Zaltarre took me to the Court of Hearing…” I trailed off a second time.

Bryn bounced impatiently. But I barely registered the fact.

Because I’d just come up with an idea of how to bring down the worlds-destroying enemy that had gone undefeated for 150 years.

Until this week.
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Under Lord General Zaltarre’s oversight, we spent the next few days doing everything we could to check the plan’s feasibility. And the more we learned, the more we were convinced that it might just well work.

But we kept the details confined to the Reaper unit and a few of Zaltarre’s trusted aides for now, not wanting to raise false hopes.

Meanwhile, news was out about the repeal of the interworld travel ban, and the walkers were departing in droves. Hollows’ peers, mentors, allies, parents, siblings, cousins, and friends were abandoning them to their fates. And each departure robbed those walker hollows left behind of not just their loved ones and material support, but of the very significance of their great sacrifice.

To become hollows, they’d given up half their lifespans and the ability to walk between worlds—an ability that defined their species and clawed at their hearts with an innate, powerful desire that would be forever unattainable to them. And now the prestige, honor, and respect that sacrifice was supposed to have earned them, as well as the purpose and significance for which they’d given up so much, was rendered a little more, well… hollow.

In addition to the ongoing erosion of hope, morale, and purpose, preemptive provisioning was already being put into effect to prepare for future shortages.

If our plan had any hope of working, the sooner we actioned it, the better.

But stars, it was risky. How many lives would it cost? How many volunteers would we ask to sacrifice even more than the walker hollows already had? To sacrifice everything.

Hundreds? Thousands?

We didn’t really know, though Zaltarre had made an attempt to calculate it. Too many, wherever the answer lay. And our final figure would likely be determined by the number of walkers willing rather than any calculation.

It was an impossible request to make: to ask individuals to lay down their lives for an unproven theory. Because whether we succeeded or failed, their deaths would be guaranteed.

We were not only asking them to die, but to potentially die for nothing.

Yet we couldn’t test the plan on a smaller scale first. The Malus learned from its mistakes, and this strategy leaned heavily on the element of surprise.

We would have one shot and one shot only.

The steep cost and risk of failure made me acutely uncomfortable. And my friends made it plain they were unhappy about the likelihood of my own death. But I couldn’t let any of that stop me when the entire world was at stake. Better to die trying than succumb to fear and despair.

Besides, what alternative was there other than to literally watch the world die?

With so many walkers leaving, the Malus left unstopped, and the earth’s balance edging closer to catastrophic failure, the conditions for those stuck here would worsen and worsen. Right up until the end that would come far too soon.

So I kept reminding myself.

Lord General Zaltarre had assured us that we couldn’t expect to defeat an enemy as vast and powerful as the Malus without sacrifice. But even he’d sagged under the weight of those certain deaths. The sheer number of them.

He hadn’t let it stop him either. Which was why he’d gone to the walker council to present our plan and appeal for their support. And why our entire Reaper unit was currently fidgeting in Zaltarre’s office, waiting for him to return.

He was late.

Silvyr was juggling spheres of light again. The feat was less impressive than it looked given gravity had nothing to do with it.

Dax, Orlandrus, and Bryn were threatening to get a game of Blob Blast going in the lord general’s office if he didn’t come back soon. Ameline was feeding Griff tidbits and speaking quietly with Fletcher. Lirielle was coaxing a tender green vine to grow from a pot in the corner and making polite introductions between it and the ghost of its predecessor. And Theus, Helena, Xanther, Valesk, and I were all stiff and silent and staring at the door.

We needed the council’s support to find the volunteers, and without volunteers, the plan was over before it started.

Then the door swung open, and there was Lord General Zaltarre. Two hours later than we’d expected him.

He had a good game face, but I’d observed him at close quarters over the past several days, and one look at the rigidity of his shoulders was enough.

The news was bad.

“The council has outright refused to work with us on this,” he reported tersely. “They told me to ‘find another way.’ As if we have other options to choose from.” He glanced almost peevishly at me. “Half the imbeciles are convinced that this whole thing is a scheme Nova has concocted to inflict revenge upon walkerkind, and one even suggested she was working in tandem with the Malus.”

Bryn bristled, but I laid a hand on hers to stop her leaping to my defense. No one in this room thought those things.

But my stomach revolted all the same. And abruptly, I found it hard to breathe.

This was my fault.

The end of the world would be my fault.

Rationally I knew I couldn’t shoulder that blame alone, but I had never expected my deal with Lord Perridor would have such far-reaching consequences. Could never have anticipated draining one single walker to mere unconsciousness might stack council opinion so far against me that they would shut down the one chance we had of defeating the Malus. That they would see only conspiracy when presented with hope.

But just because I hadn’t seen it coming didn’t make it any less a result of my actions. Theus had tried to warn me.

Yet what else could I have done? Kill Lord Perridor when he’d walked in and found us?

Yes, I thought grimly, maybe that would’ve been better.

Too late now.

Silvyr broke the bleak silence. “I think I speak for all of us when I say that sucks more than a kraken’s suck hole.”

Zaltarre’s lips twitched in a humorless smile. “That’s about the sum of it. After wasting my time with the council, I made some inquiries among my old peers. The misery of it is, four days ago I might have been able to convince some of them to do it. To sacrifice themselves. Because four days ago their fates were intertwined with ours, and the end of the world was looming near. But now that they have the option, the temptation, the freedom, and the hope of returning to our home world, no one was willing to even entertain the idea of making that sacrifice.”

I swallowed past my constricted throat. Because heaven help me if that wasn’t my fault too.

Zaltarre rubbed a hand over his face, the lines around his eyes and mouth deeper than they’d been a few hours prior.

“I’ll keep thinking. We’ll all keep thinking. But as it stands, the plan is called off indefinitely.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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I fell into a despair so deep I wasn’t sure I would ever get out again.

My friends tried to help.

“It’s not your fault.”

“We’ll work something out.”

“No one could have seen this coming.”

And, “Get the hell out of bed before I light it on fire.”

That sort of thing.

Bryn did light my bed on fire.

It didn’t help.

How could anything help when I felt like I’d single-handedly doomed our world?

Rationally I knew better. Knew too that such a burden wouldn’t be mine if I hadn’t also been supposed to single-handedly save it.

But part of me had believed I might.

Not anymore.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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The day it happened started like every other recent day. In a shroud of misery.

Bryn forced me out of bed. Ameline gently prodded me into eating something at breakfast. Griff ate most of what I didn’t (he was getting a little tubby). And Gus told me to stop moping listlessly about like bloated carrion, or he’d call down a pack of scavengers to finish me off just so he didn’t have to watch any longer.

I ran through the training and fitness regime Valesk insisted we do every day before duty. But I performed sluggishly, my heart no longer in it.

I was executing a sloppy set of defensive exercises when a voice dripping with condescension shouted, “I’ve seen withered earthworms pull off that maneuver with more pizzazz than that! Shape up, Armsman, or I’ll reward your slovenly efforts with a ten-mile run.”

I spun, oddly pleased to see Professor Cricklewood scowling in my direction. But that moment of gladness died as I recalled how even the cranky old teacher had placed his hope in me. He along with the many others who’d done the same.

Hope that would go unanswered.

Cricklewood had once told me that the only reason he’d bothered to outlive his partner—a hollow who’d died on the frontline of their home world—for a hundred bleak and bitter years was because he wanted to see this war ended before he died.

Somehow I didn’t think this was the end he’d had in mind. With earth destroyed and the walkers wiping their hands of the mess, leaving more hollows to die in vain.

Why hadn’t Cricklewood gone home? The Firstborn Agreement had been abolished, although the human settlements didn’t know it yet, and the academies had been shut down days ago. I’d been wondering if Millicent was lonely.

The professor stabbed his staff into the barren dirt as if he knew how far my attention had wandered. “Rumor has it that you need some foolish old coots to sacrifice themselves.”

He paused, his blue eyes raking over me in evident assessment. “Well, I can get them for you.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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Just like that, the plan was back on.

Zaltarre seemed to grow more vibrant with the news that Cricklewood had talked 372 elderly walkers into volunteering for the task.

Elderly walkers who, like Cricklewood, were entering their final years. Who had lived through the best part of two centuries, witnessed the entirety of the 150 years of fighting, and could personally remember the time before the Malus had turned their people’s existence on its head.

These elderly walkers were prepared to give up their lives now for a chance to end it. A chance to restore the balance. A chance, in part, to redeem walkerkind in the eyes of humanity and pave the way for a brighter future.

Three hundred and seventy-three (for Cricklewood himself was among the volunteers) was a lot less than the thousand Zaltarre had calculated we might need. But it was as good a shot as we were going to get.

And so every base was a bustle of activity as the army scrambled to make ready.

Which made it absurd that Zaltarre had given everyone on the incursion team the day off. But we had the most important part to play tomorrow, and he wanted us rested and fresh.

The fact we were also most likely to die was left unsaid.

Ameline surprised me by disappearing early in the morning before I even woke. Fletcher had apparently gone with her. They’d been spending more and more time together since the day he’d come so close to dying. At first I’d assumed it was because Ameline was helping with his recovery the way she did with mine in her warm and patient way. But I was starting to wonder if there was something more… Something I’d been too deep in my own guilt and despair to notice.

If there was—if dear, ever-charming Ameline had snuck past Fletcher’s defenses after I had failed and was teaching him how to embrace life and love again—I was only too happy to be left at a loose end for the day.

Bryn talked me into playing a game of Blob Blast, which I promptly and definitively lost.

I retreated to the shower to scrape off all the black gunk clinging to my hair and skin, and vowed never to play against her again. But when I emerged from the bathroom, she ambushed me with an agenda of an entirely different nature.

“So… you and Theus,” she began. “You two have been making goo-goo eyes at each other for months now.”

“We have not—”

“You’re about as subtle as a brick to the face.”

It’s true, Gus chimed in uninvited (since the habit of carrying him everywhere with me had been hard to break). Watching you two blunder around has been excruciating to watch. It’s fortunate I don’t possess eyeballs, or I might have surrendered to the urge to claw them out.

I sputtered, “I don’t know what you’re—”

Bryn cut me off. “Orlandrus told me walkers and humans are sexually compatible.”

My eyes got so wide I was worried they might pop out of their sockets—even without the aid of Gus’s hypothetical clawing. “That is not what’s been holding me back!”

Bryn snickered. “Ah, so you admit you’ve been holding back. That’s a good first step. Now you just need to stop being a rockhead and run into the arms of your hot walker lover already.”

Recognizing her goading for what it was, I forced myself to take a few breaths before answering.

“Okay, fine,” I admitted. “I’ve thought about it. But we’re here for war, not romance.”

She tossed her head. “Why not both?”

“I don’t remember sitting through a single warfare strategy lecture where they advised us to split our focus.”

“What about the one on keeping up morale?”

I plopped down on my bed and crossed my arms in self-defense. “I tied my morale to a cat and sent it up a tree so it can’t get down.”

“Ohhh, is that why I had to set your mattress on fire… because you were in such a good mood?”

“I did the cat thing after that,” I grumbled.

She smirked again but didn’t relent. “Be that as it may, think about it. Life is short—we of all people should know that—and you deserve happiness, Nova. If my upbringing taught me anything, it was to grab the good wherever you can get it.”

I didn’t have a comeback to that, so I said nothing. Bryn hid a lot of wisdom beneath her devil-may-care exterior.

She moved to the door. “Either that or you can come and play another game of Blob Blast with me.”

I groaned.

She smirked a final time and left me alone to think about it.
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I was still thinking about it hours later. Although I had at least moved locations. I was standing on the outskirts of the base again, partly to get away from the bustle of the other units preparing for tomorrow and partly to search for answers in the sky.

Not that I expected to find them.

All trace of the plants that had once softened the base’s utilitarian hard lines were gone. A reminder that tomorrow I too might be gone. Or perhaps worse, I might survive only to lose many of the people I loved most.

The bare brown dirt that the greenery had once sprung from served as a reminder of how fleeting and fragile life could be.

Ameline had come home smiling but refused to tell me what she’d been doing all morning, saying only, “You’ll see.”

Fletcher had been somber, but he’d been smiling more often lately. It was not the same smile that had once lit up entire rooms with its warmth and kindness and optimism, but I was glad to see it and the positive progress it represented.

Did that mean Bryn was right? Certainly Fletcher holding himself at arm’s length from everyone after the tragedy of his friend’s death had done him no favors.

But I wasn’t holding Theus at arm’s length. I was just resisting the urge to kiss him.

As if summoned, the man I’d been thinking about all day came up to stand beside me.

“If your mind is going to travel so far today, you really ought to pack a sandwich,” he said, handing me the lunch I’d forgotten to eat.

“You’re too young to be so sensible,” I chided. But I took the sandwich.

He was also too young to die.

Stars. He was so young. We were all so young. Theus, Ameline, Bryn, Lirielle. And Fletcher, Silvyr, Dax, and Orlandrus too. Even Helena and the oldest armsmen here might be barely halfway through their years if the world were a kinder place.

I thought about the reasons I’d held back. The fear that I’d hurt Theus more deeply if I allowed us to grow closer. Maybe more deeply than his wounded spirit could bear. Wouldn’t it be selfish to kiss him now on the eve of my probable death?

But I wasn’t the only one risking my life tomorrow.

Maybe it was more selfish not to share how I felt about him. More selfish to never offer him the chance to choose for himself how he’d care to risk his heart.

Then there was that new fear. A deeper, hidden one. The fear that the more good I had in my life, the harder it might be to give it all up in the final confrontation.

And yet what if Theus died tomorrow and I somehow survived? I would forever regret not telling him how I felt.

Or maybe we would both be killed. The risk was imminently real. Why hadn’t I considered it before?

What if this was our one and only chance to experience romantic love? To follow our hearts instead of the path prescribed for us by duty?

My life had never been about my own desires. As a firstborn, I’d been groomed for sacrifice, for the survival of my family, my bloodline. And Theus had grown up in an age where world walking, the thing he was created for, the thing he most desired, was forbidden, and then had the possibility of it forever snatched from him by becoming a hollow. Later, at least according to some, we’d become the prophesied ones, destined to save the world from the Malus. (Even if Theus believed his role was merely to keep me alive long enough to pull it off.) It was not a destiny one could turn away from.

So no, our lives had never been about our own desires.

But dammit, I was going to steal this moment for us.

I took Theus’s hand. The same one that had passed me the sandwich that I now felt too nervous to eat. The same one I’d shaken on our first day of the academy when he’d stayed behind to help the human kids survive the trial. The same one that had brushed the wet hair from my face after saving me from drowning. The same one that had wrested me back from the Malus. It was warm and callused and larger than my own.

Theus didn’t draw away. He might have even sidled closer. Or perhaps he just felt closer.

Every part of my body had become hyperaware of him. His lithe, muscled form, several inches taller than me. His unruly chestnut hair stirred by the breeze. The beauty of his clear-cut features, the fathomless green eyes that had always drawn me in, the scattering of freckles across his nose that I knew by heart, and those lips… Heaven help me, he was beautiful.

My heart drummed in my chest like it was urging me onward, and every nerve ending sparked with electricity as if they’d been switched off until now.

I licked my lips.

“Would you…? Do you…?” I tried. Then I gave up on words and kissed him.

He kissed me back.

He tasted like mint and starlight. Which was ridiculous. But damn it was so good I almost moaned.

My feelings for him went far deeper than physical attraction, but there was no denying it existed. The press of his lips on mine made my toes curl and heat blossom in unfamiliar places.

Then he pulled back.

I realized with some embarrassment that one of my hands had made its way up to tangle in his hair.

“Are you sure?” he asked, and his voice was lower and rougher than usual, which eased my embarrassment a smidge. “I thought you still had reservations about walkerkind?”

“I do. But I have none whatsoever about you.”

He took me at my word—either that or his ever-careful restraint chose that moment to set him free. His lips didn’t just kiss me, they claimed me. Gently, attentively, as was Theus’s way, but unhesitating and insistent. I felt myself quiver like a musical instrument being tuned to the right chord. To him.

I’d imagined what it might be like to kiss Theus.

My imagination was crap.

I felt like I was falling. Or diving deep, deep down into the well that I’d sometimes thought of him as. But even though Ellbereth’s administrations had given me a fear of drowning, I wasn’t afraid. Not even a little.

Because he was here with me. And I was floating. Or flying. I didn’t know which. But the electric, rushing joy I felt was like that of flying with the stormriders, except on more levels and more solid, substantial somehow. Parts of me I’d been unaware of came alive beneath his touch.

Bryn was right. I should have done this sooner.

And it turned out we didn’t need words. We’d done plenty of talking over the past months. Not only with speech but with actions that spoke clearly of how we felt. We’d supported each other, cared for each other in dozens of ways small and great, and put our lives on the line to protect one another on multiple occasions. So now we communicated in a different way entirely. A new, wondrous way.

I could’ve kissed him forever.

As it was, we only had hours. But we certainly made the most of them.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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The next day would have dawned far too soon even if it had not been the one that would decide the fate of the world.

But I couldn’t regret what I’d allowed Theus and I to share. Kissing my “hot walker lover” was absolutely a more effective morale booster than attempting to get it stuck up a tree. And somehow I felt both more vulnerable and yet stronger at the same time.

I should have known it would be so. Theus had always lent me strength, never taken it from me. The light in his eyes and the curve of his lips was all I needed to know it was the same for him.

I wished we might see what we could do together, he and I, in a world that would allow us the time and space to learn and live and grow old. But that’s what we were fighting for, and I prayed that my friends at least would survive to see it.

Today I would need more than the love of Theus and my friends. I would need the strength of hundreds, maybe thousands. As many as we could get in as short a time as possible.

To that end, the Reaper unit and every armsman with a lick of mind magic or affinity with other species traveled through a series of gateways to one of the remnants of our world still flourishing and abundant with life.

Lord General Zaltarre had mentioned something about preparations and told me not to worry about how I’d get the life energy I would need for today. For once, I’d listened, so I didn’t know what I to expect. But it wasn’t this.

My jaw dropped.

Ameline grinned.

We were standing on a sloping hilltop overlooking a wide green valley. Stretching before us from one side of the valley to the other was the strangest assembly I’d ever seen.

Predator sat beside prey. Embercats beside stormriders, skyfuries beside full-sized griffins, a pack of huge silver wolves beside a herd of green deerlike creatures so shy I’d never seen one. I counted thirteen black locust birds disguised among the other trees and refraining from eating any of the creatures sheltered beneath their canopies. Half a dozen dragons—who were notorious for refusing to ally themselves with anyone—curled on rocky promontories nearby, their scales glinting. And even Professor Wilverness and her glorious antlers was there in centaur form with a small group of other antlered shapeshifters.

Everyone was packed in so tightly that the greenery of the valley was eclipsed by living flesh.

Ears flicked, tails twitched, nostrils flared, and feathers and fur ruffled in discomfit, but they stayed otherwise motionless in uneasy truce. Thousands of creatures, many of them beings that would have had no hesitation trying to eat me had I wandered past them in the forest, beings I’d so often thought of as monsters, were here. Willing to offer me their life energy to stop the enemy that threatened us all.

My throat grew tight.

This was what Ameline and so many others had been about yesterday, spreading the word of our need and cause to all intelligent enough to grasp it. And those beings in turn had spread the word farther and farther into places that no human or walker had trod in many years.

The incredible assembly before me was the result.

The immensity of this honor, this trust, this unprecedented cooperation blew me away. Two weeks ago, I had stared at the wide-open sky, wanting to take comfort in my own insignificance. But with the weight of being the prophesied firstborn on my shoulders, I hadn’t found the comfort I’d sought.

Now, however, with so many living, breathing, feeling beings going against instinct and defying the natural order of things to aid me, I began to realize just how small a part I would play in all this. A vital part, yes, but only a tiny fraction of a much, much larger cosmic whole.

It also drove home just how important and yet formidably ambitious was the task we were going to attempt. I knew this was only the beginning of the sacrifices I would witness today.

So dammit, I wasn’t going to start crying already.

Wilverness and the other Antellians, along with Ameline and those with mind magic we’d brought with us, walked around with sharp blades or equally sharp magic, nicking the skin of the beings that had come to offer me their strength. I took what was offered, using my wildcard gift to drink from their life force until they had only enough to slink, stalk, slither, hop, flap, or otherwise move away. Then the next wave of beings came forward to stand within reach of my magic.

Energy inundated me, waking every one of my senses to near-painful brilliance. My blood thrummed with it. My nerves sang. And still I drank more. And more. And more.

My head felt like it might explode from the sensory overload. The buzzing under my skin was so intense I kept glancing down, expecting to see it writhing as if a swarm of wasps were seething through my veins. And still I drank more.

I had never taken so much. It hurt. It felt like I’d entered a new plane of existence. And time slowed to treacle, all the better to enjoy every roaring, buzzing, glorious, painful moment.

Finally the creatures stopped coming.

The vast sum of their life forces was far too much to be contained by one frail human. The power pulsed inside me, alive and wild, like a tiger hurling itself against the confinement of my rib cage, trying to break free.

I sensed intuitively that I would need to restrain myself. That if I moved as fast as I was able with the power I felt rippling inside me, I would snap bones and tear muscles.

Never mind that they would heal quickly enough.

Because I had to save every drop of this power for the true heroes of this day.

The elderly walkers who would surrender themselves to their most hated enemy… and were relying on me to ensure they didn’t do so in vain.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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Three hundred and seventy-three walkers willing to die. Three hundred and seventy-three. It was so many, too many, and yet I didn’t know if it would be enough.

A small crowd of us had assembled to stand witness to their sacrifice, including Lord General Zaltarre, the majority of the army’s unit commanders, and the entire Reaper unit. Everyone else was busy making final preparations or grabbing what sleep they could after being on duty all night.

We stood a mere hundred yards from the Malus’s edge. It had calmed again in this past week, returning to its slow but inexorable advance. But we did not mistake slowness for safety.

The Ice Raven unit, who’d arrived first, was holding open a huge gateway to the void between worlds. This was to act as a shield of sorts to discourage the Malus from jumping forward and snatching the 373 walkers before they were ready. Those of us safeguarded from the Malus’s life-force-ripping power stood at each edge of the void shield in a second futile layer of protection.

Few non-hollows had ever been this close to the Malus and lived.

We would not be changing that today.

The solemn and tragic purpose of the occasion subdued even the power prowling within me. Though the beast lashed its tail and promised retribution for making it wait.

For all the significance that walkerkind ascribed to stature and honor, the elderly volunteers did not stand on ceremony. They had been briefed about the plan in its entirety, they had set their affairs in order, and what they were here to do would gain them no reward that they could ever enjoy.

They were here to end the nightmare. The 150-year ordeal that had defined their lives and would now define their deaths too.

Cricklewood appeared to speak for all of them when he pitched his voice to carry. Not quite the drill-sergeant tone he’d used at the academy to bludgeon kids into shape, but close enough that mine wasn’t the only former student’s spine that automatically straightened.

“Three generations of walkers and millions upon millions of peoples and creatures have fallen beneath the shadow of this relentless Devourer. I will count it the highest honor if mine is one of the last lives it ever takes.”

And then he stepped up to me at one edge of the void shield and chucked me under the chin. “Good luck, Armsman Nova.”

Without giving me time to respond, he swept past the void shield and stomped toward the greedy, grasping mists of the enemy.

My heart and throat ached as I watched his familiar figure stride alone and willing to the waiting darkness. The thud of his walking stick sent puffs of lifeless dust into the air, and the trailing end of his long white beard seemed to wave back at us with every step.

The professor that had loomed large and intimidating over my class at the academy was utterly dwarfed by the towering, menacing blackness. He seemed to grow smaller and smaller the closer he got. But he kept his head held high and did not waver.

One moment he was stomping proudly and defiantly forward. The next he was falling.

My supercharged senses—or perhaps it was sheer ordinary horror—made me watch in agonizing slow motion. His walking stick slipped from his fingers, and he crashed to the earth without so much as an arm flung out to soften his landing.

Bereft of the force of his prickly but powerful personality, his crumpled body was just that. A small pile of age-ravaged flesh and the blue fabric he favored.

I shut my eyes, wanting to block out that terrible, pitiful, tragic sight. The tears blurring my vision were insufficient for the task.

After our first meeting at the academy, I could never have anticipated that I would weep for the old miser’s passing. But I was weeping all right, my eyes streaming and my nose following suit. I had to wipe my face with my uniform sleeve.

And Cricklewood was only the beginning.

What was I doing here? The last thing I wanted was to watch all these people die. These grandparents and mothers and fathers and brothers and sisters. These friends and lovers.

But that was why I had to watch. To honor their sacrifices. And so that no matter what happened today, I would not, could not forget the price they’d paid.

So I made myself study every face, to think about the life they must have led, the wealth of skill and knowledge and stories that would die with them, the immensity of their sacrifice. They were far fewer than the thousands of creatures who had donated their life energy to me, but the walkers were giving up far more.

Some wore their best finery, dripping in soft silks and gems. Some wore their house colors and crests, and others wore somber hues and fashions suitable for the occasion. Some went barefoot, as if wanting to feel the earth under their feet one final time, and one elderly couple wore their pajamas.

Some stepped forward into the lethal mists. Others drew close, and then stood and waited for that darkness to roll over them. Some walked the full hundred yards from the void shield. Some translocated right up to the edge. Some, like Cricklewood, faced their end in solitary strength. Others went in small clusters, gaining comfort in solidarity. Couples who had spent their lifetimes together walked hand in hand into death, holding each other until the end.

No matter what they wore or how they went, they all fell the same way.

I forced myself to watch the sacrifice of every single one of them. To bear witness as they gathered their courage and stepped forward past the protection of the void shield. Saw them take in the sight of their fellows already piled upon the scorched earth. Watched as their bodies, bowed by almost two centuries, stiffened in resolve, their wrinkled mouths pinched in grim lines, tears streaming down their lined cheeks, but chins lifted high. And I forced myself to watch as they stepped bravely into the Malus’s reach and crumpled.

Never to rise again.

There would be no need to bury their bodies. They would be reduced to dust within a day or two, as irretrievably lost as the souls and minds and hearts that had once filled them.

My second sight sought the forms of their stolen life force within the Malus. Still whole, just for a little while. I watched as those glowing golden walker figures turned and drifted deeper into the enemy that had consumed them. To the rendezvous point. To the core. And heart lodged so tight in my throat it was hard to breathe, I prayed they would remember themselves long enough to do what was needed.

Those minutes—for in real time, that was all it took for a generation of world walkers to die—were the longest and most horrific of my life.

But they forged my backbone into steel for what was ahead. Fortified and burdened me with the excruciating awareness of how much had already been laid down for this plan.

And for how it must—at any cost—succeed.

The last walker fell, sprawling to the blackened earth in an ungainly heap, limbs askew. Then it was time to go.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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It was our turn to enter the darkness.

I looked around at my friends, soaking in the details of each of their faces as they prepared for the end of the world—or the saving of it.

Ameline was pale and grim after saying goodbye to Griff. But I’d seen her slam a dagger into a shadow stalker’s skull, wearing that same countenance. Fletcher’s expression mirrored hers. Bryn looked a lot like she had just before she’d thrashed me at Blob Blast. Lirielle was tranquil and focused, ready to use her blades. And Theus bore the weight of the world on his shoulders, sharing that burden with me as he’d promised, but I read only determination in his deep green gaze.

My heart ached with love for them, and I wanted to offer some sort of final words. Offer them my thanks for the way they had enriched me, saved me, transformed me. I wanted to articulate how much they meant to me and how freaking wonderful they were. How much poorer my life and the world would be if they weren’t part of it.

But my throat was too constricted, and my mind already too numb with grief and horror. So I pressed their hands between mine and sensed, with a sudden flash of insight, that they understood, that they already knew. And my grieving heart felt a little stronger because of it.

Then our unit commander spoke. “All right, Reapers. One minute to go. Let’s kick some black blobby butt.” And her uncharacteristic informality surprised a snicker out of us.

My pulse quickened.

Our first objective was to get to the rendezvous location. And in this at least, we would be using as much brute force as was practical.

Because the power simmering inside me had to be reserved for the very end.

So the Reapers and twenty-four other units that had been handpicked for the final, crucial conflict were crammed into the middle of two hundred additional units. And those additional units would attempt to shield us with their magic, weapons, and lives until we’d punched through to the Malus’s core.

It would’ve been a great deal easier to get to our destination if gateway magic worked reliably within the Malus. But there was something about the enemy’s power that interfered. Medium and long-distance translocation could fail altogether, killing everyone passing through, and even short-distance gateways were disorienting. It was one of the reasons few walkers sucked into the Malus by its vortex magic ever came out again. It was also why translocation inside the Malus was prohibited unless you faced a more lethal threat. Why units rushing to offer backup still gatewayed around the darkness rather than through.

But time was of the essence, and short-distance translocation was still much faster than walking hundreds of miles. So we would be making use of them today.

The atmosphere among the nearly three thousand armsmen was charged, almost jittery with nervous energy. But every one of the units handpicked by Zaltarre were seasoned veterans (except for me, Ameline, Bryn, Theus, and Lirielle) and knew their specific roles in this operation. Knew how to channel that nervous energy into tightly controlled action.

Then Zaltarre issued the order into every one of our squeakers, and it was go time.

We surged forward, pouring through the first gateway like a bursting dam of flesh and weapons and armor.

The experience of running among nearly three thousand armsmen was part exhilarating and part claustrophobic. The thunderous drumming of our boots against the earth made my heart beat faster and built a momentum of its own that carried me along with it.

But we were used to working in small, agile groups, and while we’d been directed to keep enough distance between each other that we could draw our weapons and use our shield nets as necessary, we were not practiced at it.

Our pace was inconstant and painfully slow to my supercharged limbs and senses. It was difficult to focus only on Valesk’s sturdy back in front of me and convince myself over and over that my sole duties were to stay alive and maintain the proper spacing. To rely on those around me to protect themselves and my unit.

Yet though we were unpracticed, we were disciplined. So like clockwork, the outer units peeled off to engage the Echoes that morphed into being to meet us and the Taken that came charging in. The rest of us rushed onward through the next gateway flung up by those now in the lead.

The units we left behind to fight would begin a careful retreat as soon as the gateway shut behind us.

My job was to run, and let others do the hard work for me.

But holding on to that conviction was challenging. The darkness obscured everyone’s vision despite the best efforts of the individuals assigned to pushing it back. The dust kicked up by thousands of booted feet against the bare earth made visibility worse. I knew my whole unit was pressed around me with orders to protect me at all costs—like valuable cargo too precious to be used. And I knew that they in turn had units pressed around them with the same orders. All the teams chosen for the final conflict did. But I couldn’t see them properly.

More than that, I couldn’t see what was happening on the outer perimeter. But I could hear the screams of the wounded even without the squeaker conveying them to me, and it went against every instinct not to run to their aid.

The first four gateways, as far as I could tell, went near exactly to plan. Again and again we shed our outer units to protect and distract while the rest of us ran straight onward to maintain our forward momentum.

But each gateway we gained, our numbers decreased, and the darkness grew thicker.

That was part of the plan. Smaller numbers meant we were becoming less unwieldy, our time to transition from one gateway to the next quickening. But it also meant we were more vulnerable.

Then the Malus changed the game.

Perhaps it had only now learned our strategy and was adjusting its assault. Or perhaps it had been waiting until we were deeper inside its clutches and fewer in number.

The next gateway we emerged from was darker still, and we were met with a huge force of flying Echoes that could not be held off by our outer forces. Monstrous hybrids of griffins, manticores, harpies, dragons, giant bats, and dozens of other species dove from the black, black sky.

They were silent even to my augmented hearing but for the hissing of wind around those stone black feathers and wings that should never have given them the power of flight. They rained death upon our ranks.

Our momentum faltered.

The soldiers ahead slowed and swerved, swearing, to protect themselves. Unit commanders shouted to maintain order, and those with shielding magic threw up an invisible ceiling where they could.

But those of us selected for the final confrontation could not stop and fight. That was the whole point of Zaltarre’s punching-through strategy. Leave the rest of the army to engage, distract, and retreat while the core force powered relentlessly forward.

Because if we stopped, if we were cornered, if we lost our momentum to help each other, the Malus would win. The Malus’s forces might as well be limitless because we could never hope to match them. Which meant our only chance was in diversion, speed, and surprise.

So I did not stop to help. I did not use my vast reservoirs of power to shield everyone nor use my life force to heal the wounded.

Instead, I dodged around the fallen and kept running, using Gus to slash and slice and sweep through the dark Echoes I could reach—to render what little aid I could without slowing or taxing the power I was striving to keep in reserve.

Zaltarre had given me strict orders so that there would be no gray areas, no room left for me to think in this situation. Only to obey.

“You will leave comrades behind to die,” he’d told me gravely, “comrades that you might have otherwise saved, and you will do it on my command. Because there is no other way. Their blood will be on my hands. And I will grieve for every single one of them. But I will not alter this heavy charge, this duty you must fulfill. Because if you try to save everyone as is your inclination, you will spit on the sacrifices of all those who have poured out their lives for this mission. And you will save a few lives, maybe even a few hundred lives, at the cost of thousands, at the cost of this entire world and all life on it.”

So I did not allow myself to think of the screaming or the fallen. I did not allow myself to think at all. Except of Cricklewood and the 372 others who had walked into certain death to give this mission a chance of success, who were waiting for me, relying on me to do my part.

I forced myself to keep running, focusing on Valesk’s sturdy back. But though I tried not to think of the screaming or the fallen, I still felt them.

So I reached the next gateway, choking on tears and dust and a thick, warm liquid that I feared was someone’s blood. The moisture and dirt were turning into mud, screwing with my already limited vision.

The next section we emerged into was even darker, even more silent. Where were the Malus’s forces? Where were ours? Based on the little I heard through my squeaker, the units that had made it through were fewer, more ragged than expected. Losing the feeling that had come from safety in numbers.

Fear struck us hard, pummeling at the protections afforded by our training and the work of those with gifts like Ameline’s. And unconsciously we huddled closer together, our pace slowing.

Even with my superior sight, I couldn’t see the gateway we were aiming for. Only the press of bodies about three deep in any direction. I focused on following the others, on keeping moving.

Then out of the blackness we heard a low hissing wail, and the ground beneath us began to tremble. However many hundreds of us were left had mere seconds to find space in that tightly packed formation—space to dive to the shuddering earth that we could not see and deploy our shield nets.

The strain of the Malus’s fear assault combined with the lethal danger of the vortex power was too much for some. They cried out, pushing and tripping and cowering, wasting time getting to the ground.

Too many failed to make it.

I could not bring myself to ask my own unit who was still there. But Valesk did not shy away from the duty, and it was with guilty relief I heard everyone reply.

The roaring stopped, and we removed our shield nets to a hailstorm of debris that was waiting to smash us to pieces. Again, our unit ducked beneath the shields of others and kept running. I heard something heavy and wet smash against the transparent shield and had a sick certainty it was the remains of one of our own comrades. Someone who’d been alive mere moments ago.

I did not stop.

I was weeping when we at last reached the core. Buzzing with the life force I’d failed to use to save the fallen and emotionally wrung out.

Even with mind magic softening the effect, the fear strangled every breath I took.

Oh stars, the fear…

We were down to a mere twenty-five units at best. Since that was only if everyone had made it. And now we who had been protected by the rest of our forces on the journey here would pay in blood for our former escape.

Because for these three hundred armsmen, there would be no retreat.

Every individual who had made it this far would not back down, would not stop fighting until the end, until it was over. One way or the other.

I searched with my second sight and found the golden light of elderly walker after elderly walker drifting amid the blinding core of the Malus’s life force. They had come. They had remembered themselves, remembered the purpose of their ultimate sacrifice. So I remembered too and steeled my spine for what was coming.

The prophecy might only mention two of us that were needed, but this was a group effort. Change would not be wrought by a few individuals but by thousands of them working together. Bleeding and striving and dying for change. For a better future.

For any future.

And now they were all relying on me to do my part…


CHAPTER THIRTY
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“They’re here,” I reported, trying to keep my voice from revealing just how shaky I was feeling.

The plan was simple enough. The execution less so.

Pour every drop of the life force I’d clung to at such great cost into the elderly walkers who’d sacrificed themselves for this moment. And buoyed by that power, those walkers would attempt to end the Malus once and for all from within.

I sucked in a shuddering breath.

At least everyone in my unit was still alive. At least that.

But for how long?

All around us Echoes were solidifying before our eyes or emerging from the darkness already formed. We had minutes at best before our meager forces would be overwhelmed.

Give me to Theus since you’re not going to be capable of using me, Gus demanded.

The request surprised me. I thought you’d accept no other wielder?

He sniffed. I would not normally stoop to being passed about like a common butter knife, but I find this Malus most bothersome.

I obeyed, passing his hilt to Theus, who was standing close, who would stay close right up until the end. But there was no time for final words, a final kiss, a final anything.

Because the faster I could finish this, the fewer would die.

Valesk, who was field commander of the final confrontation, spoke. “Razorback and Nightwraith units are on standby to open the gateway. Reaper unit, protect Nova with your lives. Go for it, Wildcard.”

Trusting my safety to those around me, I closed my eyes and blocked out the sounds of battle. I needed complete and utter focus to do what was needed. To link myself to Cricklewood and the other 372 walkers within the Malus.

Like Vaegon, the walker who’d arrested me, their life force had been captured and added to the Malus’s never-ending reservoir. But also like Vaegon, they had not yet been fully amalgamated, had not yet completely forgotten themselves. I could see their golden figures clearly, still distinct amid the glaring brightness.

All the questions I was trying not to ask flitted through my brain.

How many had already died for this attempt? What if it failed? What if I failed? What if it worked and Theus failed to shut down my magic and disconnect me in time? And even if everything went perfectly to plan, what would happen after I was drained of the immense power I held?

I shoved the questions aside and concentrated on every single golden glowing walker surrounding us. Something that would have been impossible without my power-enhanced faculties and 360-degree second sight. Then, like when Fletcher was dying, like when I’d tried to save Vaegon, I pushed my abundance of life force into them.

For the first two seconds, it was easy.

Then a surge of impressions short-circuited my brain and it wasn’t.

Fear not my own flooded me. Fear that came from the connections I’d just forged. For things left undone. For trust misplaced. For the terrifying sensation of having one’s self unraveled like a ball of yarn—picked at and prodded and pulled by a thousand unseen hands—getting smaller and smaller until you are no more. Your very existence forgotten. Of feeling yourself fray at the edges as you’re taken over by the monster you most loathe, your life force feeding its destructive powers.

I didn’t know I’d dropped to my knees until something on the ground cut into them. Every instinct screamed at me to sever the connections, to protect myself, to curl up tight like a freaking armadillo clutching everything precious inside me and wait until the battering stopped. But instead I gave of myself, poured myself and my power out like an offering.

It felt wrong, futile, like pouring my only cup of water onto a drought-stricken land, leaving me to die of thirst and achieving a legacy of nothing. But I had not come this far to prove myself a coward. And under the crushing weight of the blood that had already been spilled, I did it anyway.

As I poured, a new surge of sensations hit me. Beneath the fear, for the fear was still there, was purpose. As unwavering as my own. They remembered too. Remembered what we were here for. What was at stake. The reasons they’d given their lives. And they knew that they did not have much more to lose, nor much more to suffer through.

Because they could feel my power pouring into them. Strengthening them. Shoring up their identities, their memories, and that all-important purpose. And the sweetness of oblivion, of absolution, of a triumphant end that would usher in a new era was so close now.

I kept pouring, faster and more even though it was beginning to hurt. They needed more. More power. More of me.

Because they were about to attempt to replicate what Vaegon had done.

Each of them would force a piece of the Malus they were now part of to move.

Except this time, it would be on a far grander scale.

Because they would have the life energy of thousands of creatures to aid them. Because they were many instead of one. And because they would not merely be shifting the outer fringe of the Malus, but the entirety of its core.

Together, they would shove the core of the Malus—that vital, critical heart of the enemy—through a gateway and into the void. The one thing we knew could destroy it. The one thing the Malus took pains to avoid. The one thing bigger than our enemy.

There the Malus would die.

And the walkers would die a second time.

And I would try not to die with them.

That was the plan anyway.

I choked out the pre-agreed signal. “Now.”

The Razorback and Nightwraith units opened the void gate. I sensed it not through my own closed eyes but via the dead walkers I was connected to. The gateway was growing larger and larger. And the Malus was recoiling from it.

More. Cricklewood and the other walkers needed more. I sensed it. Or they did. I didn’t know which, but I tried to give it to them.

Around me I heard the sounds of fighting, of blades clashing against Echo stone or Taken flesh, of grunts and curses and screams. My friends and comrades dying around me to buy me these seconds.

I gave more. Hell’s breath it hurt. At some point over the past minute I had fallen farther. I was on all fours now.

Then sound abruptly cut off. And my entire body was gripped in an iron fist. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. I could not so much as twitch.

My own eyes were stuck shut, but I saw what had happened through my connection with the walkers. Saw that where I had been on hands and knees was now a large black boulder formed from the same stuff the Echoes were made of.

I was immobilized in stone.

It felt like drowning all over again. The surge of terror was my own this time. Trapped beneath the ice. Unable to breathe. Except this was worse. I couldn’t even move. Couldn’t let my chest expand even a fraction. Could not fight at all.

But it didn’t matter. The Malus had acted too late. Because my connections could not be severed by stone, and I was so close to empty now. The walkers I had poured my life energy into were glowing bright—so bright—with power. Fleeting power, but that was all they needed.

Dull clinks of blades striking rock reached my ears. Some of my unit trying to free me. To allow me to breathe. To allow Theus to touch me and break the connections at the critical moment.

As one, the walkers flung themselves toward the void, shoving and dragging the core of the Malus with them. I wanted to cry out, wait! But I couldn’t move, and they could not afford to stop anyway.

Theus wasn’t going to reach me in time.

Panic and hope blossomed together in my constricted chest as the first edges of the Malus’s core traveled through the gateway and fragmented into the void.

It was working!

But the dimming of my second sight was not Theus’s magic at work. The clinks of blade striking stone were louder now but too far away to save me. Because I was being dragged along with the enemy into the void.

And then pain burst across my synapses, and the world—or my awareness of it—ceased.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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My world was dark and hot and cold at the same time. I drowned. Felt the burn of the icy water flooding my lungs. And then I was hot again. And it was dark. But my labored breathing drew in air and not water. And I heard voices, but they were so far away that I couldn’t make out any of the words. And then I was drowning again. Or was that sweat that coated my overly sensitive skin? And then I was trapped in the Malus’s solid prison, suffocating, captive, unable to draw enough breath to scream. And then I was hurtling into the void with all the walkers who had already died. Gifted themselves to the Malus like the Trojan horse of ancient Greece. And then I was blind. Or was it just darkness? My bones ached. My skin stung as if it had been scoured raw by the power that had possessed me, even the flick of my eyelashes across my cheek was painful. And still my world was dark and hot and cold. Pain and then emptiness took turns clawing and dragging at me. I heard the screams of the wounded and the dying. But they were far away like the voices had been.

Perhaps they were echoes from the past. Perhaps they’d never happened. Or perhaps Theus had not reached me in time and my life force, my awareness, was trapped in the void with the Malus and my memories until my power ran out.

Then I was drowning again as some sort of liquid was forced down my throat, and I thrashed and struggled in fear. And there were more voices.

“She’s getting worse. I’m going.”

“But—”

“I’m going.”

And then there was darkness and fear and drowning, and I could hear only the screams. And then only my labored breaths. And then only silence and darkness and pain.

Then there was nothing at all.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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When my eyes opened, it was like the cracking of an ancient tomb. Stubborn and difficult with a great deal of grit.

My eyelids felt swollen. My eyes stung from the light and whatever hell they’d been engaged in. I tried to lift a hand to at least remove the grit from them, but my arm refused to move.

The tiny slice of the blurry ceiling I could see was unrevealing. But wherever it was, it was not the void.

Did that mean we had succeeded then? And that I’d somehow survived?

Except “survived” felt like putting an overly positive spin on things at present.

My mouth felt like something had crawled into it and died and was now halfway through the decomposition process.

I wet my cracked lips, and they joined my eyes in stinging. But that was the sharpest of my pain.

How could that be? My whole body ached in a quiet but all-encompassing sort of way. Like I’d been run over repeatedly by a herd of eight-legged, cloven-hooved goat-spiders. But if this was withdrawal, I’d experienced far worse.

Unless… Was I paralyzed? Was that why my pain was so bearable?

I tried to convince my arm to move again, and this time it twitched. But it felt wrong. I tried my other arm.

Oh. That one worked fine. Well, except for how it felt like it weighed thirty pounds. The rest of my body was working too. Weak, sluggish, but working.

I pushed myself slowly into a sitting position with my good arm and waited for my spinning head to adapt to this new orientation.

The utilitarian room made me think I must be at one of the army bases. And laid out in two beds next to me were Theus and… Ellbereth? What the heck was she doing here?

Deciding I didn’t give a crap about Ellbereth right now, I focused on Theus. I wanted to rush over to him, but my legs didn’t feel capable of holding me.

He was very still. His lips were as dry and cracked as mine felt. His face looked thinner, gaunt, even more sharp-cut than usual. And the circles under his eyes were bruised and sunken. But his chest rose and fell beneath the blanket.

My own breath whooshed out in relief.

Alive. We were both alive.

I noticed without nearly as much feeling that Ellbereth looked equally worse for wear, but she was breathing too. Which made sense since I was apparently still alive.

Did that mean… Could we truly have done it? Defeated the Malus? I couldn’t imagine Theus or I making it back to the base otherwise.

But if that was true, where were Ameline and Bryn?

Through every one of my numerous prior withdrawals, Ameline had been there nursing me back to health, her presence a constant I could always rely on. And while Bryn’s fire and impatience made her a poor caregiver, she’d rarely left our dorm room until I’d recovered.

For just a moment, I looked into a future without them in it. Color and joy leached away. My heart felt like a cold dead weight in my chest. But before I could fall to pieces, the pair of them burst through the door.

Ameline spotted me sitting up and dropped the glass she was carrying. It shattered over the timber floor, sloshing orange liquid everywhere. Her mouth did this sort of wobble thing between laughing and crying. Her eyes were clearly in the crying camp, spilling tears unabashedly down her cheeks.

Bryn, who was just behind her, pulled up short like someone had yanked an invisible leash. Then her trademark grin broke across her face, quick and contagious and with just enough edge to make those that knew her nervous.

“Oh of course you wake up the one time Fletcher and I convince Ameline to eat her lunch anywhere but in this claustrophobic charmless sick room in an entire week!”

My chest expanded with a gladness so profound only the disgusting sensation in my mouth reassured me that this was not some kind of afterlife.

“My deepest apologies,” I said. My voice was rough from disuse. Or had I been screaming? “Want me to pretend to be unconscious again so we can start over?”

Ameline recovered from her shock and flung herself across the room, leaving the shattered glass on the floor in a most uncharacteristic display of wanton disregard for law and order.

Bryn kept her cool and sauntered over, but somehow managed to arrive only a second after Ameline. “That would be great, thanks. We have been waiting for this moment for seven whole freaking days.”

But there was something I needed to know first. “Did it…? Did we…?” I couldn’t get the question out.

“It worked,” Bryn confirmed. “The Malus is gone.”

A few minutes later, all three of us were squeezed onto my bed. While I was sure I couldn’t smell good, they’d at least brought me a toothbrush so I could brush my teeth with my working arm, which did wonders for making me feel human again. I was too weak to do more. Plus I had too many burning questions I wanted answers for.

I checked Theus to make sure his chest was still rising and falling, then settled more comfortably in between them.

“Tell me everything.”

“We pulled it off,” Bryn assured me again. “The walkers who sacrificed themselves managed to force the entire core of the Malus into the void.”

Even though I had witnessed the beginning of that myself, her words—the full import of them—was hard to take in. Could it really be over?

“We knew it had worked because the rest of the Malus turned into that inert black dust stuff and”—Bryn swallowed hard, her eyes shining—“let’s just say I’ve never been so happy to see the sky.”

Ameline nodded vehemently. “Me too. The Echoes lasted a little longer. I guess because they had a semi-distinct life force of their own. But their movements slowed straight away, and within a minute they were too slow to pose much threat. Ten minutes after that, they stopped altogether. It’s creepy. There’s a whole landscape of monstrous black stone statues now. But Zaltarre thinks it will be good for future generations to have a visual reminder of what happened.”

Over. It was really over.

I drew in and released a long slow breath to let that sink in. It felt like I’d been buried alive and the weight of the earth suddenly shifted off me. And even though my whole body was still weak and clumsy and heavy with fatigue, damn me if it didn’t feel like I’d been gifted with flight.

Except…

“How many died?” I asked.

Their faces fell.

“In our unit,” Bryn said, “we miraculously all made it out alive. In the rest”—she paused, her eyes shuttering for a long, painful moment—“too many.”

I accepted that answer. For now it was all I felt strong enough to bear.

And then unbidden, memories of being trapped in stone surfaced. Or had I dreamed that part?

“What about…? How did I survive? I have strange memories of being trapped in Echo stone and knowing Theus wasn’t going to get to me in time.”

Across the room, Ellbereth stirred, and I used some of her own magic to push her more deeply into sleep.

“You have Gus to thank for that part,” Ameline said and wriggled out of our cozy nest to draw him up across my lap.

“We were trying to carve away the stone without, well, carving you. But we wouldn’t have gotten to you in time. Gus uh, took matters into his own hands, or he usurped Theus’s hands to—well, he did this great overhead swing and nearly completely severed your arm at the shoulder. But it allowed Theus to reach you and shut down your magic.”

“Oh, Gus,” I purred. “I didn’t know you cared.”

I merely cannot be bothered teaching some other wielder the art of bathing me. Theus made a right mess of it.

“Better an arm than my life I suppose, but couldn’t you have managed to sever my nondominant arm?”

Partially severed, he corrected. Ungrateful wench.

“Helena managed to reattach it just enough that you wouldn’t lose the whole thing, and she thinks in time as your life force regenerates, the damage to the nerves and muscles will heal so long as you rest it and avoid lifting anything heavy for three months,” Ameline assured me quickly.

Never mind that if Theus hadn’t dithered so long trying to cut you out without injury, you might have had enough life force left to heal it properly then and there.

Something clicked in my sluggish brain. “Wait, if Theus was well enough to swing a sword and then bathe Gus afterward, how come he looks close to comatose all these days later?”

Bryn and Ameline exchanged glances.

I felt a twinge of unease.

“That’s a longer story,” Ameline said. “You didn’t die instantly from the withdrawal backlash of all that power like we feared. But you had a fever so high Helena said it was a wonder your organs weren’t already failing. By the time we got you back to the base, you were sweating and thrashing and couldn’t keep anything down. And you were getting worse, not better.”

Bryn chimed in. “Theus was convinced it was only your bond to Ellbereth’s life force that was keeping you alive. But she was in just as bad shape as you. And you were both deteriorating. The healers couldn’t do anything because the withdrawal was sapping your combined life energy faster than you could regenerate it.”

The strain on their faces as they recounted this gave me some idea of how terrified they’d been. How long had they watched me teeter closer and closer to the edge of death? A week, Bryn had said.

Remembering the misery I’d experienced in those few seconds before they’d burst through the door, I knew their week had been worse than mine.

“Theus was determined to save you,” Ameline said quietly. “Well, we all were, but he was the only one who came up with a way to do it. He transported himself to the human cache and bound himself to your life force the same way you’d done with Ellbereth.”

“It was gloriously ballsy,” Bryn declared in evident admiration. “No one knew whether it would offer enough strength to heal you and Ellbereth, or if it would only drag him into death with you.”

Ameline fiddled with the blanket, eyes downcast. “I tried to talk him out of it. I thought that’s what you would’ve wanted.”

I reached awkwardly with my left hand to find and squeeze hers. “You’re right. I would’ve tried to talk him out of it too.”

Bryn scoffed. “Well he sure as heck wasn’t going to listen to either of you. I’ve never seen him so hell-bent on anything. And he was right. As soon as he bound himself to you, your fever finally went down, your breathing grew less labored, and you fell into a sort of peaceful sleep rather than unconsciousness. That was four days ago.”

My eyes darted for about the hundredth time over to Theus’s sleeping figure.

He’d risked everything for me.

Again.

I shouldn’t have been surprised. He’d always willingly shared my burdens. Yet this time was different. This time the Malus had already been defeated. This time he’d risked eighty years of relative peace rather than a decade of war and the end of our world.

Ameline, Bryn, and I chatted a while more, but fatigue was pulling at me.

“You look awful,” Bryn observed.

“She means you look exhausted,” Ameline amended. “Why don’t you sleep?”

Her worried frown shifted into a smile.

“Now that the Malus no longer threatens us, there’ll be plenty of time for talk.”
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I awoke to familiar voices.

“Yes,” Bryn said. “She came to a few hours ago. She wasn’t exactly firing at full capacity, but we told her the story of your heroic rescue and even before that her eyes kept drifting to you unwittingly about five times a minute. She was so obvious even Lirielle would’ve picked it up.”

“Ah.” This voice was raspy but unmistakably Theus. “Lirielle’s known for months. I thought she was being prophetic at first, but she laughed and told me, ‘No, it’s just that obvious.’”

Bryn snickered. “Yes, I’m pretty sure the whole academy and half the army knew before you two did.”

“Um.” Ameline sounded hesitant. “Griff says Nova’s awake… and eavesdropping.”

“Is that right?” Theus asked, his tone rich with amusement.

“Guilty,” I croaked, opening my eyes to see the four of them. “But nobody likes a tattletale, Griff.” I gave the griffin a half-hearted glare. After all the tidbits I’d fed him too!

Bryn shot to her feet. “Ohhh, I just remembered we need to go to that thing.” She was about as subtle as one of her fireballs.

“What thing?” Ameline asked, completely missing it.

“You know, the thing. That we need to go to. Right now.”

Bryn whispered in Ameline’s ear.

“Oh right, that thing,” Ameline said, and the pair of them scampered out the room, Bryn pausing just long enough to give me an exaggerated wink.

At least Griff went with them.

I was pleased to find that I felt strong enough to walk over to Theus. So I did.

I perched on the edge of his bed.

He was sitting propped against the pillows, and his gaze drank me in, even though I doubtless looked as beaten up as he did.

“I heard you found another way to almost die for me,” I said, trying to hide my sudden case of nerves. “I don’t know whether to thank you or yell at you.”

“I vote for the first option.”

My lips tugged up, but I quickly sobered again. He was too thin, his freckles dark against his pallid skin. It was impossible to look at him without grasping the enormity of the risk he’d taken and the toll it had exacted in a few short days. How close had he come to dying?

“I can’t believe you bound your life to mine,” I whispered.

“Yes.” His tone was light and teasing. “I’m afraid you’re stuck with me now.”

I snorted at this supposed hardship. “I wouldn’t be so sure. I find extended distances from Ellbereth cause me no trouble.”

He frowned, but his eyes laughed at me, and it was all I could do not to kiss him.

But I had things I needed to say with words first.

“Thank you. That was… huge.”

He’d already given up so much of his life to become a hollow. Half his natural lifespan. Then he’d faced death again and again to keep me alive and defeat the Malus. And then, just when it was all over, just when he had a chance at a future he had some say in, he’d risked it all for me.

“I hope…” I swallowed. “I hope it doesn’t end up costing you too many of your remaining years.”

Because even with the immediate danger over, now that his life was bound to mine, and mine to Ellbereth’s, if any one of us died young, we all would.

Theus reached out and brushed his fingers along my cheek. My thoughts scattered beneath his touch.

“It wasn’t as selfless as you’re making out,” he said. “I’d prefer to live fewer years with you than another eighty alone.”

I stared at him. Even gaunt and unwell he was ridiculously beautiful. His deep green eyes stared back with utter sincerity. And the dark shadows under those eyes and his cracked lips were both testament to how much he loved me.

My question came out breathier than I intended. “Who said you’d be alone? Now that humans and walkers are going to intermingle more, I think you’ll find many willing partners prepared to throw themselves at your feet. You’re very good-looking by human standards, you know.”

He chuckled, a soft, low sound deep in his throat. It traveled through my body like sparks. “Oh? Is that so? I might need to reconsider then.”

I reached out, hooked my good arm around his neck, and pulled his face to meet mine. “Too late,” I informed him.

Then I kissed him. Again.

And it turned out my memory was just as crap as my imagination, because it still blew my expectations out of the water.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
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For one day, we celebrated.

Reaper unit sat around a table in the crowded mess hall. Most of our fellow hollows were wearing uniforms still, but not a single soul was on duty.

Valesk looked a little lost without that purpose.

Silvyr sipped his drink and let out a long dramatic sigh. “Well, hell. Now what am I going to do? I’m too youthful and brimming with potential to retire.”

“I’m not,” Helena grumped.

“Better to be brimming with actual skills and experience than potential anyway,” Valesk declared.

“Or this berry wine stuff,” Dax put in.

Helena took a swig of her own drink. “I think I’d rather just retire.”

Orlandrus was evidently musing on grander matters. “Humans used to be wildly enthusiastic about sporting events, didn’t they? Do you think we could turn Blob Blast into a worldwide sensation?”

“Ooh, yes,” Dax enthused. “Then Bryn could join our team and we could play professionally. My great grandma was a professional hockey player.”

“My grandmother was a seer,” Lirielle offered absently—as if we weren’t all hyperaware of that fact. “But I heard she couldn’t tell a sword from a stick.”

Xanther said nothing as usual, but he looked more relaxed than I’d ever seen him, his long wiry frame all but draped over his chair.

And Fletcher was different too. He was neither the affable boy next door I’d once adored nor the haunted stranger that had filled my heart with grief every time I saw him. He would never be the same person he once was, and that was okay. Because there was a light in his brown eyes now, and he no longer held himself apart from the people around him. It’s different out here, he’d told me. Caring too much is a liability. But the way his gaze kept flitting to Ameline, I thought he’d overcome that hang-up.

It was good to celebrate. More than good. But we kept the celebration to a single day, because I wasn’t alone in wanting to return to my family.

Not that everyone was so keen. There were those like Bryn whose blood relations had treated them poorly. And others who had not seen their families for ten, twenty, or thirty years and were unsure how they would be received. Would they find the figures from their distant but beloved memories still recognizable in the flesh? Or merely strangers who looked familiar?

“You’re coming with me,” I told Bryn. “I can’t wait to introduce you to my little sister. She’s only five, but I think she might give you a run for your money.”

Bryn’s eyes grew bright, but she cocked a hand on her hip. “I was always so envious of normal families. Guess it’s time to learn whether the grass really is greener on the other side, or I was just delusional.”

“Maybe a bit of both,” I teased.

Fletcher and Ameline were coming to Los Angeles as well of course. And Theus. Lirielle likewise received an invitation that was more like an order from me. I’d learned her mother died in childbirth and the walker who’d raised her had been among those that had departed for their home world, so she had no one to return to.

We would be accompanied by dozens of older firstborns who’d come from our settlement and survived the intervening years. There would be many tearful, joyous reunions tomorrow.

The reason most of the army was still here to celebrate with after my week’s convalescence was that everyone was suddenly scrambling to plan for a future that hadn’t existed a week ago. No one had worried about human-walker integration, the planet’s regeneration, and strategies to deal with the far-reaching aftermath of the Firstborn Agreement when the world was ending.

Now we had to.

It was a good problem to have.

But it was also difficult to address.

Here on the war front, the division between walkers and humans had blurred so far as to become indistinct. Fighting alongside one another for years against a common enemy had forged bonds that the rest of the world would not understand. More specifically, the general human population would not understand.

Most would feel how I did about walkers seven months ago. And explaining the truth behind the Firstborn Agreement wasn’t going to go far in altering perceptions, not when the walkers had knowingly released the Malus onto our world.

Yet humans had grown dependent on walker protection and provisions. And a significant portion of the walkers who’d been providing those services had left or were in the process of leaving for their home planet.

Then there was the regeneration. It was estimated seventy percent of the earth had been decimated. The walker’s life magic and preservation efforts—especially the Preservatorium where the firstborns who’d failed the initial phase of the academy had been put to work caring for a multitude of endangered flora and fauna species—meant we had hope of undoing some of that damage. Teams were already assembling to begin that massive undertaking. But it would take many, many years.

In the meantime, there was plenty of land and vacant homes to go around. (I already knew which piece I wanted.)

If there was one silver lining to the Lord Brackenfort fiasco, it was that the walkers who had chosen to stay (and the hollows whose choice had been taken from them) were those who cared most about the fate of our world.

It was going to be challenging. But it seemed a more hopeful challenge than facing down the Devourer of worlds. And while it was going to take time—generations probably—to achieve all we wanted to, time was one resource we now had.

So for tonight, we celebrated what we’d achieved so far. Our triumph over darkness.

It was a story that would need to be told everywhere and repeated often. A story of 373 walkers who had courageously sacrificed themselves, feeding their life energy to the Malus. Of the hundreds more humans and walkers alike who had given their lives in that final thrust. Of thousands of strange creatures who’d donated their life’s energy to the task. A story of the triumph of human and walkers and creatures working together.

It was a story of the hollows who could not leave and would now call our world home. Of the walker magic that held our decimated planet in balance and offered a future of hope and promise and healing.

It was not a story of the prophesied ones. Though that part too would need to be understood to explain just how the walkers had come to choose our world.

Nor was it a pretty story where the villains were punished and the heroes lived happily ever after. Real life wasn’t so black and white.

But I sincerely hoped it would be a story that would help our peoples learn what we could from the past, step firmly into the present, and forge a new future together.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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Theus fidgeted nervously.

The only other time I’d seen him do that was four months ago when discussing my possible execution.

“What will your family think of me?” he asked.

We’d tried to make him and Lirielle a little less stunningly beautiful—a little less identifiably walkers—then given up and made them both wear hooded cloaks even though it was a hot summer’s day in Los Angeles.

I smiled up at him where his green eyes were shadowed by the cloak. “Oh, Mom won’t like you at all. But don’t take it personally, she never liked anyone I brought home except for Ameline. And dad will probably threaten retaliation if you dare hurt me, but don’t let him fool you. He’s a softy under all the hulk. Reuben might actually like having another man in the house. He was always complaining about being outnumbered. But he’s thirteen so he might decide he hates you just on principle.”

I trailed off, trying not to laugh at his increasingly horrified expression.

“Don’t look so appalled. You’ve already won the rest of my family over.” I waved a hand to indicate Bryn, Ameline, Fletcher, and Lirielle.

Theus did not look reassured.

We dropped Ameline and Fletcher off outside their own homes and stepped through a final gateway into the corridor of my old apartment building.

Would my family be home? I couldn’t get to the door handle quick enough. It was unlocked, so I pushed through the door into the worn but tidy living area.

We spotted each other at the same time.

Mila had grown at least an inch since I’d last seen her. Her face lit up and she started running, her features split in the most beautiful gap-toothed grin.

I promptly burst into tears.

Her running steps slowed, and I cried harder for ruining this moment for her. But she was only slowing to reach into her pocket.

“Don’t cry, Nova,” she chirped in her high singsong voice, and she pulled out a grubby handkerchief.

That same damn handkerchief I’d given her seven months ago.

It was in sore need of a wash. Or burning. But I accepted it from her feeling like it was the most precious thing in the world.

I knelt down and hugged her with my good arm. My throat was so tight with joy it hurt. “Thank you.”

And then I was airborne as my dad couldn’t wait any longer and lifted me in the mother of all bear hugs. “Nova, Nova, Nova,” he half sang, half cried, his voice breaking on those two simple syllables of my name. “You came back to us.” Tears slid down his rough, stubbled cheeks and onto mine. “I have always and will always love you to the stars and back, but I much prefer to have you home.”

So many tears were pouring down my face by that point that I caved and used Mila’s filthy handkerchief to wipe some of them away.

Reuben had sidled up while dad was twirling me around. His hair was longer and there was an extra swagger in the way he held himself, but he threw his street cred to the wind and hugged me tight.

For about one point five seconds. “Is that a sword? Can I hold it? Is it sharp? What were the monsters like? Did you kill them?”

My mother’s hug was as stiff as I expected, but her eyes scoured my face as if seeing me, truly seeing me, for the first time in years. And I dared to hope that we might begin to build a better relationship now the shadow of the Firstborn Agreement no longer hung over our heads.

The world’s problems were far from fixed. Thousands of years of history said they probably never would be. But we were no longer on the brink of extinction. And here in this moment, we were together. Our family complete once more, with a few additional members I’d brought with me.

And we weren’t the only ones. For the first time in thirty-seven years, human families everywhere could experience a sense of wholeness. Could hug their firstborns or eldest siblings without fear that tomorrow they would be ripped from their arms. Could experience a day together unclouded by the grief, guilt, fear, and anger surrounding the Firstborn Agreement, free of the heartbreak that had ricocheted through every generation.

Free.

Dad turned to the three figures waiting behind me. Theus, Bryn, and Lirielle.

“And who do we have here?” he asked.

“These are my dear friends who helped me survive and make it home,” I said. “How about we put the kettle on and get comfortable? I have a story to tell you.”


EPILOGUE
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Two months later…

It was the perfect day for a picnic. The sun was shining, a light, fragrant breeze drifted across the sky, and the lake sparkled in the dappled afternoon light. And since our lives had settled into a kind of glorious normalcy, we did exactly that.

We laid out blankets on Millicent’s pristine lawn, ate and drank until our stomachs were content, and soaked up the sunshine.

It had taken little convincing to persuade my family to eschew the old dingy apartment in Los Angeles for the grand splendor of Millicent Manor.

Well, actually, Mom had complained about all the work it would take to move and how she didn’t trust those hedge cats to protect us and why on earth did the building need our blood anyway—until she’d experienced the wonder of a hot shower.

She didn’t exactly thank me after that, but she packed everyone’s things real quick.

Ameline, Fletcher, and Griff had stayed with their own families and the rest of the community in Los Angeles. But with multiple walkers around and my access to Ellbereth’s magic, it was easy to travel back and forth. In fact, since we had rooms permanently set aside for them and they visited with such regularity, it might be fairer to say they half lived with us.

Millicent had seemed just as happy with the arrangement as I was. Although the first time I showered, she pranked me with icy water for two horrifying seconds. She also insisted on drawing blood every time we entered one of the bedrooms, confirming my long-held suspicion that it wasn’t just for security. Still, it was a small enough price to pay.

To my surprise, Glenn and Glennys had stayed on as well. Apparently they’d grown more attached to Millicent than their walker rescuers.

They had given Mom a fright, but Mila loved them. And I could’ve sworn I saw Glenn sneaking her an extra serving of cake after dinner the other night and smiling broadly to cover it up.

The golin version of a smile had also given Mom a fright.

Mila had Ameline’s charm and Bryn’s penchant for mischief, and every day I watched with a mixture of terror and delight to see what she’d get up to next. Yesterday she’d had one of the giant hedge cats following her around the garden like an oversized kitten. The day before that she’d found the old wand case in Professor Grimwort’s class (why the heck hadn’t they taken those things with them?) and set one of the chandeliers on fire.

There were painful memories as well as good ones. I visited Cricklewood’s office and cried despite myself. But I was confident that as time went on and we made more and more memories, the good ones would outweigh the bad.

Reuben adored swimming in the lake and rather liked the various weapon caches too. I hadn’t managed to bring myself to join him in the water yet, but Theus obliged him most days. Judging by the light in Reuben’s eyes, that might have been better anyway. His street cred had gone through the roof once he started inviting his friends to spend the summer with him.

There was plenty of room for everyone.

Which was another wonderful thing about living here. We’d opened Millicent’s doors to anyone who had nowhere else to call home.

Most veterans, walker and human alike, had found agreeable options for occupation and lodging. Even those estranged from or abandoned by their families. Every day, more people joined the regeneration efforts and relieved those who wished to leave the Preservatorium. Others, including some of the more charismatic walkers, visited human settlements to strengthen their protections and assist with any other needs to begin the mammoth task of generating goodwill. (Valesk had wisely chosen a course that wouldn’t require charisma.) But some souls yearned for something different.

Xanther had moved in with us. After nearly a quarter of a century of war, he wanted peace and quiet far away from the barren lands. It turned out he had a green thumb even by walker standards and was teaching Mom and Dad how to set up a self-sufficient garden. Sometimes he even deigned to use words.

Helena came too. Heaven knows she’d earned her retirement. Although between Mila’s mischief and Reuben and his friends’ fascination with weapons, she seemed to have someone to patch up on a near daily basis. At least Mom and Dad were appreciative of her presence.

Silvyr, Dax, and Orlandrus had taken up fancy pants lodgings in the walker city, but they visited us sometimes. They and Bryn were determinedly inflicting Blob Blast on the newest generation. I stuck with my vow to avoid the game, but Reuben and his friends thought it was pretty great, and Mila adored it. She’d never been grubbier. Or happier.

As a result, Theus had become adept at magicking handkerchiefs out of thin air. A useful trick even Mom admired. Except he told me secretly he’d made a small gateway into the linen closet and just made sure to replenish them frequently.

Lirielle split her time between us and the team working with the Preservatorium. Somehow she always knew exactly where a protected species would thrive when being reintroduced into the wild.

Ellbereth—to no one’s surprise—stayed in the walker city and wrote nasty notes sent by skyfury every time I used her magic. The skyfury was super cute, and sometimes I used magic just to see the little critter.

After a leisurely group picnic in the sun, Theus and I stole away for some alone time.

Dad wasn’t happy about us walking around unchaperoned, but I’d argued that if I was old enough to have paid the price of the firstborn, faced down death, and helped defeat the worst monster the worlds had ever seen, I was surely old enough to be alone with a boy. Even one as handsome as Theus.

Or was that especially one as handsome as Theus?

To my surprise, Mom had sided with me.

Theus and I went to one of our favorite rooms, which had a particularly nice view and a particularly comfy couch, and sank down into the latter.

I took his hand in mine, reveling in its familiarity. But there was something that had been bugging me lately. Something that seemed more and more unfair the happier I felt.

“You know,” I murmured, “so many of my hopes have been realized, and yet despite every impossible thing we’ve managed to pull off, we didn’t really fix anything for you. You’ll still only live half your natural lifespan. You’re still stuck on this world, never able to experience the thing you were made for. I’m sorry—”

“I’m not.” He trailed kisses along my jawline, as if to emphasize his point. “I could have walked the worlds for every one of my two hundred years and never found you. That would’ve been far too steep a price.” He kissed me again, his lips soft but sure against mine.

I kissed him back, smiling, but then pulled away a fraction. “That’s all very sweet, but you don’t have to sugarcoat the truth for me. Not ever. I remember the yearning on your face when you spoke of the freedom of walking between worlds. You said you were made for it.”

His dark green eyes met mine, intently serious. “You know what I realized recently?”

“What?”

“Even the most adventuresome world walkers always return. No matter how many worlds they visit, no matter how many wonders they see, they always come home.”

He raked his gaze over my face, lingering on my lips before meeting my eyes again. “I didn’t understand that, but now I think I do. And Nova, in you I’ve found my home.”

Then he kissed me again with sultry intensity and drew me closer.

This time I didn’t even think about pulling away.

Millicent locked the door with an audible click.
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WANT TO KEEP READING?

I have a whole new series you might enjoy!

The supernaturals are out of hiding. All of humankind has been inflicted with magic of their own. And Lyra’s job as a rookie cop in the LVMPD Rapid Response unit comes with a lot of occupational hazards…

Welcome to post-revolution Las Vegas. Come for the gambling and debauchery. Stay because your landlord is a manticore who'll eat you if you skip out on rent.

Featuring a vampire with an unbeating heart of gold, a book-hoarding dragon who eats criminals for breakfast, a mysterious supernatural who’s as hot as the desert he slunk out of, and a human heroine who’ll fight to save them all.
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