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Chapter 1. 
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Death is effortless, unless you’re an afterlife assistant. Predicting death, harvesting souls, and bringing them to their afterlife of choice? Not an easy task for the unskilled.

Luckily, the Afterlife Academy teaches all there is to know about afterlife care. We’ll learn who the deceased are, what they believe in, and where they need to go.

In my case, I’ll be taught to find warriors that died in battle and deserve a special place in Valhalla.

Afterlife Academy, I’m ready. Teach me how to be a Valkyrie.

The wind tugged on my sleeves as I approached the tall building where I’d spend the next three years of my life. The Afterlife Academy. The finest institute for those wanting to become an afterlife assistant, like me. With the dark brick and ornate columns, it stood proud on the grass plateau, the school grounds stretching out into a forest.

I set my luggage down and admired the crest hanging above the front doors. Strong wings held a shielded but elegant A. How I dreamed and planned to come here, and now finally, it was my time to shine and carry the Valkyrie torch.

With my heartbeat throbbing in my veins, I crossed the lines of the protective circle around the school that only allowed elementals to pass. Half-expecting to be cast back, I breathed a sigh of relief as I set my first foot on campus grounds.

As if someone turned on the volume of the world, the buzz of chattering students reached my ears. The first day of class hadn’t started, but the school grounds were swarming with other elementals and their respective course markings.

Elves polishing Reaper scythes, Dragons with signature Shinigami tendrils, and Spirits with winged footwear. An eclectic mix of different types of elementals and their typical Afterlife accessories.

As they walked by, my attention was drawn to another group. Wind Children with dark wings proudly paraded their wolves across the courtyard, bringing both envy and excitement to my heart. I wanted to be like that. I was going to be like that. 

It was family tradition to become Valkyries as soon as we came of age and I wasn’t about to break the chain and disgrace my family name.

I rolled my luggage past the group of second -and third-year Valkyries and followed the sign towards the administrative part of the college.

A woman behind a reception desk greeted me. “Hi. How can I help you?”

“Hi. I’m just here to get registered for Valkyrie 101.”

“Certainly. I’ll need to see the course paperwork and your family identification.”

I rummaged through my old bag, grabbing both my registration documents and my family scroll. “Here you go. My files and my proof of identity.”

The woman nodded, a little wisp of dark smoke escaping from her nose. That could only mean one thing. She was Shinigami. A Japanese Afterlife caregiver, a job exclusively fulfilled by Dragons. 

Cool. I knew the teachers were all licensed experts, but I hadn’t expected the person tending to the administrative tasks to be one too.

She flipped through the paperwork and pushed her glasses up to look at me. "Please confirm your name,” she croaked.

“Ylva Helgudóttir, daughter of Helga of the West Wind.”

“Excellent. Please mark the paperwork here and here.”

“Certainly.” I focused on the whisper of wind that was my heart and soul, drawing the relentless power to the surface. I didn’t need much, just a small breath to sign.

The fresh scent of flowers danced in the palm of my hand as I conjured just the smallest gust of silver wind.

I pressed my thumb into the paper and let my elemental magic slash into it, signing it with the signature pattern of my specific wind. A mark nobody else could copy or repeat.

The old Dragon studied the form and nodded. “Thank you. Welcome to the Afterlife Academy. Here is your brochure with a map, your class roster, and the keys to your shared dorm. Make sure to check in before sundown tomorrow.”

The silver keys felt cool in my hand and I curled my fingers tight around them. My own room, which I had to share with just one other person!

Crazy times. This was going to be fun.

The excited chatter and murmurs around me were a clear indicator that I wasn't the only one looking forward to my first day of college. A happy clique of Elves with green hair and a couple of cheery looking Dragons were grouped in the main hall, all bouncing with various degrees of excitement. 

Leaving the others behind me, I used my map to navigate towards the dormitories. According to the descriptions, it looked like they were all located in different areas. Probably to avoid orgies and hook-ups? Not that I cared. What people did in their free time was their business.

The main building ended with a set of heavy doors that lead to a straight path outside. With neatly-kept grass on the sides and the odd tree off in the distance, it was a nice walk towards the robust building ahead. A simplistic logo with a wolf’s head above the entrance confirmed this was indeed the Valkyrie wing and nothing else.

Good. Every course attracted a specific type of elemental. Elves became Reapers, Spirits became Guardians. Fae turned up for their Banshee course and Dragons studied to become Shinigami. Only Fairies were accepted for the Angel course, and nobody besides Wind Children chose to become Valkyries. That was just the way it was and had been for as long as elementals were in charge of human afterlife care. The noblest of tasks.

I checked the number on my keys and followed the doors down to room number four. My new home.

As I walked through the long corridor, I caught a glance of someone familiar further in the hall and glared at her.

"Astrid.”

My nemesis threw her hair over her shoulder and clacked her tongue. "Ylva. I see you're here too."

"Where else would I be?" I countered. Almost every Wind Child signed up for Valkyrie 101 as soon as they could.

"I was hoping somewhere in the gutter. Or the College of Beyond.”

I rolled my eyes. "Think again."

"Oh well. You'll drop out soon enough. You don't have it in you."

"We'll see about that." Without a second glance, I turned away from her. The lock on my door rattled slightly, but the air greeting me was clean. That was good.

I pushed my shoes off onto the doormat, pleasantly surprised with the wooden floor. This empty room would be my home for the next semester. Two beds, two wooden desks, and a matching set of creaky closets. Not particularly fancy, but it would do. 

From the settled dust, it was clear that I got here before my roommate. Nice. That gave me the perfect opportunity to nose around and choose one of the sides. 

I rolled my luggage to one of the beds and threw my sweater on it. There. Claimed my bed.

Before I unpacked, I checked the attached bathroom. The smell of chlorine hung in the small ensuite and it seemed like the toilet, shower, and sink were clean. Nice. It was quite a relief that I didn't have to share stalls with the rest of the hall. I wouldn’t have enjoyed that.

I tested the spray of the shower, pleasantly surprised with the pressure behind it. Lovely. 

"Mmm," I hummed to myself as I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror. My white hair was growing out and it was almost long enough to push behind my ears. My pale complexion almost camouflaged me against the white walls, which was quite comical. 

Satisfied with the bathroom, I lunged onto the bed. Class only started tomorrow morning, so I had plenty of time to kill. 

After waiting around for a little while, my stomach grumbled and I swung my feet back on the floor. If I could find the dining hall, I'd grab a bite to eat and chat with some of the other Wind Children from our village. There were bound to be more people here that I knew. A perk and a downfall.

If I went down in flames, I'd be the talk of the town. The disappointment of the century and the failure of my family.

No, that wasn't going to happen to me. I wanted wings, my own wolf, and the keys to Valhalla. I didn't care what it would take, I would become a Valkyrie.
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Chapter 2.
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"Everyone sit down and shut up. I'm professor Raul Hagen and this is your first lesson: How To Spot A Dying Human. Welcome to your first lecture on how to become an Afterlife Assistant and let me be the first to tell you: you're not special."

I sighed, resting my head on my hand. It was day one, I hadn't made any friends yet or even knew the names of my classmates. Well, apart from Astrid. Looked like she was the only other girl from West that made it in. Besides her, everyone else was new. The other girls in the back of the class were definitely Wind Children from the other districts. The Asian-looking ones in the front were most certainly Dragons and the group of dark-skinned pointy ears were Elves.

Valkyries, Shinigami, and Reapers all in the same class. Such an odd combination.

Hagen slammed his book on his desk and huffed. "In this course, you'll learn the ins and outs of the human soul. If you can't keep up, you'll fail. I have no time for the bottom line."

"Geez, he's a ray of sunshine," I muttered to no one in particular, not really impressed with his attitude. He didn't seem like he really cared.

To my right, a girl with pink hair chuckled softly and a whiff of her aura circled my way. 

Unmistakably mossy. Most definitely a wood elf hoping to graduate as a Reaper. 

Why did we have to have joint classes with other elementals anyway? Shinigami were intolerable and Reapers were at the bottom of the Afterlife Assistant chain. 

The professor threw his chalk down, his sweaty forehead glistening in the sun. Without any pretence, he shot us an annoyed look. "Show of hands. Who has ever seen a dying human?"

A couple of hands were raised with my own, but it looked like most of my peers hadn't seen one. Not that I blamed them. Most probably didn't come from an old family like my own. The requirements for the other Assistants weren't nearly as strict or harsh as those for becoming a Valkyrie.

"You there, with the white hair. Tell me a symptom of human death," the professor said as he pointed at me.

"Their muscles become weaker?"

"Correct." He scribbled some illegible words on the board and pointed at another girl. "You there. Give me another symptom of death."

"Ummm... I don't know..."

Hagen scoffed. "Couldn’t be bothered to flip through the text book then. Bloody first-years. You, on the first row with the ponytail. Tell me a symptom of a dying human."

The girl stood up, her face holding a polite smile. "My name is Hotaru Ryoko, nice to meet you. A way to recognise the approach of human death is by slowed down breathing."

"Slowed... down... breathing," professor Hagen repeated as he drew some lines on the board. "Two very clear signs that death is near. There are at least ten more ways that death announces itself, as you'll be able to read in chapter one in your textbook. Study it and I will see you all next week."

Astrid raised her hand. "Umm, excuse me? I thought this class was supposed to be an hour?"

"Are you the teacher or am I?" he grumbled, shooting fire with his eyes. Figuratively. He coughed and waved her comment away. "Everyone out. I'm in need of silence."

Boring. Even if I thought she was right for calling out the length of his class, I wasn't about to agree with her.

I stuffed my book into my bag and hauled it over my shoulder, adding wrinkles to my freshly-ironed shirt. So much for keeping my clean look.

Unamused, I followed my classmates out of the room and towards the dorms. The unexpected free time wasn't unwelcome, certainly not since I still needed to unpack.

"Hello!"

The scent of moss made me pull up my nose and even without looking, I knew it was the pink-haired girl. There was just something very typical about Wood Elves and their smell.

"Hi."

"I'm Aellyn."

I smiled, pretending I couldn't smell her earthy aura. "Ylva."

"Have you really seen a dying human before?"

"I have," I replied. "Mamma took me as a birthday present when I turned eighteen."

"Woow, cool." She followed me through the corridors, bouncing excitedly up and down. Her pink hair was in stark contrast with her skin, but she seemed perfectly happy with it that way. "I've never even seen a human up close."

"Really?" I shot her a look, hoping my surprise wasn't impolite. "Then why did you want to become an Afterlife Assistant?"

"I thought it would be fun."

Not sure this job was supposed to be fun, but hey, whatever floated her boat.

"Right. Good luck with becoming a Reaper,” I said hoping this was the end of the conversation and taking a sharp turn towards the dormitories. The wide hallways and glass-stained windows throughout the whole school were beautiful, and this wing wasn't any different.

"Nope. I'm training to become a Valkyrie too," Aellyn happily announced, still trotting beside me.

My eyes widened as I studied the Elf. No wind magic, leafy tendrils curling around her ears, and certainly no history or ties with Odin.

"Mmmm..." I hummed, a little lost for words. Someone else besides a Wind Child training to be a Valkyrie was highly unlikely. So much so, I doubted whether she was even telling the truth. Why would the Afterlife Academy even accept a Wood Elf for this course?

Not noticing my apprehension, Aellyn bounced up and down. "I know! So awesome. I'm super excited, even if I know nothing about death or Velhella yet."

"Valhalla," I corrected her, slightly annoyed that she didn't even know the right name for Odin's hall of souls. It would've been okay if she said Walhalla, or Valhöll, or Valhall... But Velhella? No. Just no.

"Oh, right. Sorry." She swayed from left to right with a little happy squeal. "I'm so excited to be here!"

"I can tell," I noted. Disinterested, I flipped through the welcome brochure featuring some of the classes and particularly bizarre places on campus like the Wolf Barn, the Ice Lake, or the Lava Fountain. Weird areas for a human university, completely natural for an elemental academy that dealt with death and souls.

Aellyn chattered away next to me, but I only listened with half an ear. I wasn't particularly interested in making friends with a Wood Elf and silently begged I wouldn't be sharing my room with her.

There were a surprising amount of other students in the dormitory, crowding up the entrance and corners. Second-year Valkyries accompanied by their wolf familiar and third-years flaunting their black wings. The familiar rattling of keys and feathers was a sound I grew up with and made me feel right at home. 

For centuries, this dorm was the home away from home for Wind Children. And one random Wood Elf.

If my grandparents heard Aellyn got accept for a Valkyrie course, they'd be blowing up the phone with complaints. I wasn't entirely sure I disagreed. Elves had no business with Odin, Asgard, or Valhalla.

Almost every student shot the pink Elf a weird look, but nobody approached or bothered her. Not that it surprised me. We were taught to mind our own business and if this Wood Elf thought she could become a Valkyrie, it would be the teacher's job to tell her she couldn't.

"Oh, this is my room." Aellyn halted and jingled her keys. "Would you like to come in?"

"No, thank you," I declined politely. With a smile, I left her on her doorstep and followed the declining numbers down until I reached room four.

The door shrieked open into an empty welcome. I thudded down onto my mattress, embracing the pillow that flattened immediately. 

Damn. I should've brought my own one filled with buckwheat instead of this flouncy thing.

With a little time to relax, I loosened my black tie and studied the other side of the room. The bed was still untouched, but there was luggage standing on her side.. I didn't recognise the crest on her suitcase, but I could tell she packed light. Only that for the whole semester? 

Bold.

I hoped that meant she'd do her laundry often. I didn't want to bunk with a smelly Wind Child, or worse, a Wood Elf. Why was she even here? Did not enough Wind Children apply?

Who knew.

I hung back against the wall, keeping a close eye on the clock. I certainly didn't want to be late for my first practicum later. There were rumours going around that we'd get to practice on actual humans in our first lesson, but I didn't know if that was true or not. All Valkyries were oddly mysterious and vague about the courses and the rest of their job. Whether that was inherent for Valkyries or just Wind children wasn't clear to me.

The rattling of a key turning in the lock pulled me out of my thoughts and I sat up, excited to meet my roommate.
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"You?" I frowned as my new roommate pushed the door open. "This has to be a mistake."

Instead of another Wind Child, an Asian-looking girl stepped into my room. I recognised her from in Hagen's class, but I could be mistaken. They all kind of looked the same.

"Hi. I'm Hotaru Ryoko, I'm your new roommate. Nice to meet you." With a polite bow, Hotaru placed her bag down next to the other bed and sat down.

"I don't think so. This is the Valkyrie wing." I pointed at myself. "Wind Children only."

The girl held up her keys. "This is what the administrative office told me."

"Then the administrative office was mistaken," I snapped. I grabbed her by the arm, ignoring how hot her skin felt, and dragged her out of my room. If they thought I was going to bunk with a Dragon, they were sorely mistaken.

The muttering and murmurs in the hall ceased as I pulled the girl along. The second -and third-years whispered in hushed tones as they stared at the spectacle I was causing.

They could look all they wanted, I wasn’t going to let this slide.

I stomped across the courtyard and into the long hall with the beautiful coloured lights on the floor, determined to sort out this mistake at once.

The Shinigami at the desk looked up as I slammed my hand down. 

"Yes?" she croaked.

"There's been a mistake. You've placed a Dragon in the Valkyrie hall. Unless..." I turned to the girl. Horuta? Hutora? I couldn't remember. "Don't tell me you're also taking Valkyrie 101."

"No, I'm here to become a Shinigami," she said.

"Thank fuck for that." I turned back to the secretary. "So yeah, she definitely has keys to the wrong room."

"What room number are we talking about?" 

"Valkyrie wing, first floor, number four." I ground my teeth, trying to keep the anger down. 

"Ah, I see. Ylva Helgudóttir and Hotaru Ryoko. No, there was no mistake made."

I pushed Hotaru towards the secretary. "No mistake? Can't you see she's not a Wind Child? She's not even studying to be a Valkyrie."

The old lady shrugged. "Unfortunately, the Shinigami dorm is unusually full this year. Compromises had to be made."

I groaned. "Which means I have a Dragon as a roommate?"

"Yes, certainly for the first semester. When a room frees up in the Shinigami wing, Miss Hotaru is free to move."

"Great. Just my luck," I muttered as I shuffled away. Judging from the steel gaze of the old Dragon, the conversation was over anyway.

The girl behind me bowed again, her ponytail falling down her face. "I'm sorry to have caused this inconvenience. Please forgive me."

"Ugh, it's fine." I waved her apology away, a little weirded out by it. 

"I'm pleased to make your acquaintance, Ylva."

I rolled my eyes. "Yeah, yeah, likewise, Hotaru."

"Actually, my first name is Ryoko. Hotaru is my family name."

"Really?" My voice echoed weirdly in the hall. "Then why do you keep introducing yourself with Hotaru first?"

"It's custom where I'm from."

"Aha... It's a little confusing."

Ryoko stayed silent for a moment before she nodded. "I'll make a note of it."

It was weird walking back through the Valkyrie wing with Hota— Ryoko next to me. All eyes were on me, most of them filled with curiosity. They wanted to know what the Dragon was doing in our dorm and I didn't blame them.

I wished I could've kicked up more fuss, but the old lady was strangely scary. Even so, how bad could it be? As long as she kept to her side of the room and didn't bother me too much, it would be fine.

The whispers and gossiping started before I pulled the door shut. I'd certainly be the talk of the dormitory by the time it was lunch.

Oh well. Not the worst way to make a name for myself.

I sat down on my bed and watched my new roommate silently unpack her bags. She didn't bring much and her closet was quickly filled with white shirts and dark ties. Apart from a her clothes, she brought a rice cooker and a set of chopsticks.

She was that kind of person, huh? Unpacking on day one?

I looked at my own bags and yawned. My stuff could stay there for a little longer. I'd just find what I needed and make do that way.

"Would you like some help with that?" Ryoko asked, pointing at my bags.

"No, thanks. I'm good."

"Okay. I'm going to shower."

"Oookay..." What a weirdo. Showering in the middle of the day, right after the first class? What a strange idea.

At least that gave me some time to be alone and sort out my thoughts so far. A Wood Elf as a Valkyrie classmate and a Dragon living in my room. Certainly not how I thought my college years were going to be.

But it was fine. I didn't have to associate with them, beside the necessary arrangements in class. There were plenty of Wind Children to make friends with and get the weirdos off my radar.

With my new roommate showering, I grabbed my jacket from the chair and shoved my keys in my pocket. I didn't know much about Dragons, but I heard they were supposedly very ill-tempered. Irrelevant though. I wasn't particularly interested in observing one up close.

I pulled our door shut as quietly as possible, hoping that she wouldn't notice I left. 

Back out into the hall, conversation froze and the other students stared at me. Great. The gossiping already started then.

One of them broke free from a group and walked up to me, her wings about as dark and impressive as I'd seen. Whoever she was, she had every reason to flaunt.

"You. You're new, right?"

"Yes." My heart thundered in my chest. I hoped they didn't think I was happy with having a Shinigami student in the dorm. That would be the fast way for me to head towards the bottom of the social chain.

"What's up with Dragon in your room?"

Everyone stared at me, the tension palpable in the air.

"No idea." I shrugged, pulling a face. "I tried to get it overturned, but they wouldn't let me. Stupid school, right?"

The silence weighed heavily on me as I waited for her answer. Judging from the stripes on her uniform, she was a third-year and potentially the head-bitch in charge. If she was, I didn't want to make her my enemy.

"What's your name?" she asked, studying me from top to toe.

"Ylva, daughter of Helga."

"West Wind?"

"Yes."

She nodded and the girls behind her quickly followed suit. Definitely the leader of a clique then.

"I'm Flavia, daughter of Flavia. East," she introduced herself, her name familiar. I heard of her mother. She was from the main family line, which meant this girl was noble and heir to her clan. One day, she'd be the matriarch of all the East districts. 

She held out her hand and even from where I was standing, I could feel and hear her wind magic coursing through her veins. She was powerful, incredibly so. Even if she wasn't born as the heir to her clan, she could've gained that position by sheer force.

"Nice to meet you," I said, quickly extending my arm to greet her. I pressed my palm against her forearm, slightly intimidated by how wild her magic felt. There was a small tornado raging through her and I wouldn't want to be there when she unleashed it.

Consciously, I tugged on my own magic, directing it towards where Flavia was touching me. I wouldn't match her, but I didn't want her to think I was meek and powerless. 

She tweaked an eyebrow as my wind reached her and an understanding smile curled around her lips. "I see."

I repressed the need to reply with a snarky or smart comment and just stayed silent while I exhausted my reservoir of magic to impress her.

"Ylva, right?"

"Yes."

"You have potential. I’ll see you around." She finally released her grip on me and strode back to her group of friends. On her sign, they followed her through the hallway to wherever they had to go. The others shot me a last look but returned to their own business soon enough.

Nobody else approached me, nobody else talked to me, nobody invited me. It was clear that Flavia had her first pick of who she wanted in her squad and unless she rejected me publically, I was off limits for any other groups. Just typical Wind Children custom when it came to friend groups.

I checked my watch, surprised by the time. My next lecture would start in not too long and I didn't want to be late. That was just rude.

But hey, not a bad start for the first day. I got noticed by an established group of Wind Children, which could make my college career. Mamma would be proud.

I made a mental note to write her about it before grabbing my map of the school and finding my next class. Wolf training.
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Just like the others wanting to become Valkyries, I arrived ten minutes early at the Barn. Nice and punctual, as it should be. The only person missing was the one girl that shouldn't even be here. The Wood Elf. As expected. 

I shook my head slightly as I leaned against the wall, making sure I left plenty of distance between me and my classmates. Nobody liked being crowded while waiting.

Even the teacher was already here, which wasn't a surprise either. From her sharp nose and the elegant markings engraved in the side of her face, she was part of the East Wind tribe. Old too. Most women didn't get markings until they'd been serving as a Valkyrie for at least three hundred years.

Whoever she was, there was no doubt she was a formidable woman and I was excited to learn from her.

Two minutes after the hour, Aellyn strolled into sight. "Hiya!"

She didn't seem to notice that everyone gave her the stink eye, but that wasn't a surprise. She seemed quite dense.

"Took you long enough," Astrid sneered.

"Huh?" The Wood Elf checked her watch. "I'm on time, aren't I?"

"You weren't early, which means you were late," my nemesis spat back, and despite my reluctance, I had to agree with her. Nothing was more annoying than tardy people.

"Sorry?" She shrugged, clearly not bothered.

Silly Elf. If she was going to survive a whole semester, let alone a year, with us, she really needed to brush up on what was and wasn't appropriate. Saying things like Velhalla and being late would just make her even more of an outcast than she already was.

"Silence, pupils." The teacher clapped her hands, quickly drawing attention to herself. "I'm Brynhild and I'll be teaching you everything you need to know about your dusk wolf."

"Exciting," Aellyn whispered, somehow aiming her observation at me. I didn't know why she thought I wanted to converse, so I just ignored her. I really wasn't going to be caught buddying up with the pink-haired foreigner.

"Within the Barn, we have seven dusk wolf pups. One for each of you. They're only four weeks old, so their mother is still there. Do not approach a pup without her permission. You will lose a hand."

Someone raised their hand. "Why do we need to go in so early then?"

"Dusk wolves are extremely aggressive unless they've imprinted on an elemental at a young age. Failing to complete this process will result in a fractured bond between you and the wolf." Brynhild traced the markings on her face, her eyes narrowing. "If you fail to secure a connection between you and the wolf, you'll never have this opportunity again."

"But—"

Brynhild shot a dark look at the mouthy girl. "Never. Again. The Academy already has a hard time breeding enough pups, we won't waste them on someone that isn't worth it."

I gulped, my silver wind tingling nervously up and down my arm. I grew up with Azur, Mamma's dusk wolf. I rode her like a horse when I was small enough and slept in her paws when I was scared. I'd been looking forward to having my own companion for as long as I could remember. 

The idea of failing was just not acceptable. I would have a dusk wolf, even if it was the last thing I did. A Valkyrie without one was just not complete.

"After you," the teacher said, introducing the darkness to us.

The doors to the Barn shrieked open, dust and hay fluttering up from the undisturbed scene. A low, threatening growl accompanied a set of piercing red eyes reminiscent of a blood moon. 

Despite having grown up around a dusk wolf, I didn't feel too comfortable going in. 

"Everyone, be quiet. Get on your knees," Brynhild demanded. "As Valkyries in training, you'll have to learn to trust your instinct."

"Really?" someone hissed back, earning herself another guttural growl from the mother wolf. That was enough convincing for me.

Quickly, I sank down onto the floor. The hay was rough against my skin but somehow reassuring. I couldn't really see much in the dark, apart from the red eyes that seemed to follow me wherever I crawled.

A sudden slam had my heart jumping out of my throat and the small sliver of light disappeared as our teacher shut the door. There went our escape... Did she want to get us killed?

With ragged breathing, I waited for her further instructions, but she just stayed silent. Waiting, leaving us to stew in our own sweat and worry.

"What do we do?" someone else asked, shuffling around noisily.

The red eyes flashed and we all shuffled backwards, trying to get as far away from the protective mother.

The teacher hadn't given us many instructions, but luckily, I'd been reading up on them ever since I was little. I didn't really think it was fair to share my knowledge, but then again, I also didn't want my classmates to get bitten.

"When raised right, the dusk wolf can learn to merge with shadows and even grow wings similar to Valkyries. They're most aggressive during the night and are one of the fiercest companions of the shadow realm," I whispered hastily, making sure not to take my eyes off of the wolf. I didn't want her to suddenly pounce and rip out my throat.

"The bite of a mature dusk is poisonous and known to give suicidal thoughts. Approaching them without an offering or gift is like signing a death certificate," a voice added behind me. 

Another threatening growl had us all crawling closer together and I could swear I heard one of the girls sob. Certainly an interesting way to teach...

I studied the Barn, my eyes gradually getting used to the dark. An offering could be anything, but the best gift was raw meat. Venison, hare, boar, anything gamey would do the trick.

"There's a bucket hanging on that hook," I said, pointing at the wall. 

"Let's grab it." Aellyn foolishly charged ahead, tripped over someone else's limbs, and thudded in range of the dusk wolf. 

The mother jumped up, pushing her whimpering pups behind her. She revealed a sharp set of teeth, one that looked like they could tear a man in half. Her red eyes flickered, darkly and deadly. The threat was clear.

Like one body, my other classmates and I moved back, trying to get as far away from the vicious dusk wolf as possible. It was every Elf for themselves.

The wolf howled and with a powerful jump, she crashed down onto the pink-haired girl. Aellyn screamed, her voice echoing against the walls of the Barn. 

That was it. The first casualty of the year and it was only day one. This was why other elementals didn't become Valkyries. It was just too dangerous for them. Such a fool.

"Move!" Brynhild commanded, driving a wedge between the students. "Grey, get down!"

"Stop!" Aellyn shrieked.

"Halt!" the teacher screamed, channelling the air in the barn into a freezing cold and using it to drive the mother back.

The wolf bared her teeth and pushed her pups backwards. Cautiously, she stepped aside, revealing the pink-haired body on the floor.

"Oh my, stop! It tickles!" The Wood Elf's laugh carved through the silence, like nails on a chalkboard. 

Did Elves laugh when they died? What?

I crept through the stunned students, hoping to see a bit better. The dusk wolf was crouched in the back, all her puppies sheltered under her belly, except for one. The one that was happily licking Aellyn's face and growling playfully.

"What the—"

"Out! Everyone out!" Brynhild screamed, throwing the doors open and chasing us out before I could see more. "I need to talk to Aellyn. Out!"

Driven out by the moving bodies, I found myself standing outside with the doors slammed shut in my face.

"Shit," I muttered, sharing a look of disbelief with the other girls. "Did that just happen?"

"I thought for sure she was dead," someone else said, frowning as she did. 

"She should've been," Astrid huffed. "Stupid Wood Elf messing everything up."

I held up my hand, trying to sort out my baffled thoughts. "Still... Did she just have a cub imprint on her? At this age?"

"Looked like it," the girl behind me weighed in. She shrugged and swung her backpack over her shoulder. "Whatever, we'll get our chance next week. I'm bored."

The other students exchanged a glance or two, nodded to each other, and followed her down the earth path back to the main building.

Confusion swirled through me, leaving me wondering if this really just happened. Imprinting with dusk wolves was a tricky affair and plenty of Wind Children graduated without a companion. There was no way that a stupid Elf managed to forge that bond already, right?

I stared at Astrid, who seemed just as frozen as me. 

"Unbelievable," she said, pointing at the Barn. "You saw that too, right?"

"Yes. Why didn't the mother rip her to pieces?"

My fair-headed nemesis sighed. "No idea. I don't like it, Ylva. A Wood Elf trying to become a Valkyrie?"

Despite my dislike for Astrid, my feelings aligned with her. It was just all kinds of wrong for Aellyn to be here. Especially if she was going to upstage us in some way.

"It's a little weird," I admitted.

"Maybe she's cheating?" 

"Maybe..." I finally turned on my heels to leave the Barn behind me. It didn't look like the teacher and the Elf were going to come out any time soon. Which was fine. I'd question Aellyn later.

"Must be. There's no way a dusk wolf would let her approach her pups like that."

"Agreed." I nodded, suddenly realising what I was doing. Was I having a conversation with Astrid? One that didn't involve us insulting each other or calling slurs?

No, that couldn't be right. Yikes.

"I'll have a wolf imprint on me next time," I said quickly, hoping to erase the friendly atmosphere between us. I never liked Astrid growing up and I wasn't about to start. She was a pretentious, entitled, whiny bitch that knew nothing about being an actual decent person.

"Yeah, you wish. I'm going to have one imprint first," she sneered back. 

That was more like it.

"Whatever you say, Astrid." I waved her goodbye, taking off towards the dorms. Part of me was annoyed by the Wood Elf, but another part of me was curious too. 

I knew dusk wolves, they didn't react like this when they had cubs. Maybe Astrid was right. She must be cheating... And I was going to find out how.
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Chapter 5.
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Would my new roommate be in?

Quickly, I crossed through the dormitory towards my room. Luckily, most of the groups that seemed to hang in the hall and window nooks weren't here. They must've been in their own classes.

Good. I didn't need more inquiries about the Dragon squatting in my room. It was awkward enough as it was.

With my heartbeat thundering in my throat, I pushed my keys into the lock and opened the door. A line of sunlight fell into the room, almost like a natural divider between my side and Ryoko's.

It looked empty.

"Hello?" I called out, just to make sure she wasn't here. I didn't want to get trapped in another torturously polite conversation with her.

Silence.

Yay. 

I fell down on the bed, my arms folded under my head like wings. Academy life so far had been a lot more eventful than I thought. The wolves, the Dragon roommate, and a conversation with the head squad. A good start to the year.

"You're doing well," I pep-talked myself, patting myself on the head. "You got this. You're going to impress the other students, make the popular kids your friends, and you'll be in with the crowd!"

The excitement of the day unfurled from my stomach, filling me with energy and giddiness. This was everything I ever wanted. 

Pleased, I did a little dance with the sun. In the middle of my room, I twirled and fist-pumped to celebrate how great my day was going so far. I knew dancing on my own was dorkish, but I didn't care. The music within me compelled me to move, to shake, to jump.

Lost in my own song and the rhythm drumming from my heart to my feet, I danced. The best way to initiate this room as my new home. With the magic of the wind surging through my veins, it almost felt like I was floating. One day, I'd have wings and truly be weightless, but until that day, I had dancing.

"Ummm... Excuse me."

The sudden voice startled me and I froze. 

The dark-haired girl made an awkward bow and shuffled to her side of the room. "Sorry to interrupt."

"That's okay. Shouldn't you be in class?" I asked, silencing my dislike towards her. It wasn't her fault that she had entered my room. She lived here too, whether I liked it or not.

"My teacher dismissed us early."

I snorted involuntarily. "Seems they all do that a lot."

"How so?"

"Nothing." I waved my comment away and fell back on my bed. "Ouch!"

"You okay?" Ryoko rushed to my side, concern painted on her face.

"I sat on something." I turned to examine my sheets, wondering what the pile of dark fur and spikes was. "What is this?"

"I'm sorry." My roommate plucked the weird blob up, cuddling it tight. "I must not have closed the cage properly."

"Cage?" My heart thundered at the sight of the furball. We weren't allowed to have animals in the dorm and whatever this was, it seemed violent. I sat on it and it decimated my butt. "What is it? A sewer hamster?"

"It's a dust bunny. Her name is Pickles."

"Pickles," I replied sceptically, staring my roommate up and down. She was crazy if she had that as a pet, let alone kept it in our room. Why? Why would anyone want to bring a prickly bunny to college? "What even is a dust bunny?"

"You don't know? It's a type of domestic rabbit. They like dark things, which is why Pickles jumped on your pillow. They're very cuddly though."

I scoffed, glaring at my roommate. What was she on? With her ridiculously neat hair and her big, dark eyes, she looked crazy. Delusional. What was cuddly about this prickly heap of hamster? Bunny. Whatever.

"I'm sorry, Ylva. It won't happen again." Ryoko bowed again and shot me a pleading look. "Please don't tell the school I brought her."

"This could get you detention?" I asked, earning a nod. Huh. Interesting... Too many detentions would  get her expelled... Which meant, a room all for myself. Tempting. But I couldn't do that. I didn't know much about Dragons, but I heard their rage was vicious and inescapable. I certainly didn't want to get caught up in something like that, not over a bunny. And it was the right thing to do.

"I'll keep it a secret," I agreed. "But don't let it get on my bed anymore. My butt hurts."

"I'm sorry. Would you like me to look at it?"

"At my butt? No thanks." I countered, covering my bottom as I blushed. Why was I blushing? Not wanting a stranger to touch me was normal. That was for significant others only. And yet...

Ryoko shrugged and crouched down to push the spiky bunny in a hidden cage under her bed. "It's okay now, Pickles. She didn't mean to sit on you. You're just so cute and camouflaged. Yes, you are. Yes, you are."

Yup. Delusional.

I rubbed my hand over my butt, wincing at the tiny spots it poked in my skin. Vicious little thing that was. I hoped it was at least useful. 

Pickles rattled softly against the bars of the cage, hopping and waving her spines. Her vacant white eyes stared straight into my soul. What a weird creature. And creepy. 

I'd certainly lose sleep knowing he was sitting under Ryoko's bed, staring at me, waiting to get out and jump back on my bed.

"So, what's the purpose of the dust bunny?" I asked, trying to peel my gaze away from him. 

"It has no real purpose," Ryoko replied, feeding Pickles a little cotton ball and a handful of cardboard strips. "It's just cute."

"I think we have a different definition of cute," I muttered under my breath. "I don't like it."

"I'll try and keep it out of your way."

"You better. I don't want that ugly thing on my bed again." 

As soon as I said that, Ryoko's face fell. Her lips tensed into a straight line and hurt flashed through her eyes. For a moment, it looked like she was going to lash out at me and I braced for the rumoured rage of the Dragons.

Instead, she averted her eyes and tensed her hands into fists. "I'm sorry, it won't happen again."

She locked the cage, her face emotionless and blank. Tension and anger surrounded her, filling the air with almost palpable rage. And yet, she said nothing. With a quick bow, she turned her back to me and left. The door fell into the lock, slamming loudly. The only sound of her fury.

A strange feeling filled me, something that clenched my chest. I felt the urge to apologise, but that was ridiculous. Apologies weren’t something we did.

"Whatever," I muttered, making sure to check my bed before sitting back on it. I didn't want any more encounters with her dust bunny. 

I checked the cage and Pickles stared back at me.

"What are you looking at," I sneered, freaked out by the strange silent creature. I hadn't meant to insult Ryoko by calling her pet creepy, but it was. The white eyes, the strange spikes, and the scratchy sounds she made. This was almost worse than having a Dragon for a roommate, but now I'd have to put up with this useless ball of fluff. If only it had a purpose, I could've gotten on board with it.

The toilet flushed and the door of the bathroom shrieked open. Quickly, I grabbed the closest book I had and flipped it open, pretending I was engrossed. Ryoko was weird and in a way, slightly terrifying. I didn't really want to talk more than I needed to.

Over the edge of my book, I watched the Dragon potter around her side of the room. A stack of books emerged from her bag and were stacked high on her desk. She placed a photo frame on her nightstand and dusted the glass. She seemed lost in her own world or she was incredibly good at pretending I wasn't here. Whichever it was, there was something annoyingly fascinating about the way she did things. Everything was meticulous, neat, and restrained. 

I looked at my own side, a little self-conscious about the two massive suitcases and three duffel bags. I certainly hadn't packed light, but then... I was here for a whole semester. I wasn't going to do my laundry every week. Who had time for that?

Seemingly happy, Ryoko nodded to herself and sat down on the bed. A stray glint of sun caught on her arm and my breath froze in my throat. Scales rippled along Ryoko's arm, golden and barely visible. 

As soon as she moved out of the sun, the golden scales vanished and her arm returned to skin. Almost as if nothing happened, but I knew what I saw. 

Was this a normal thing for Dragons?

It was beautiful...

No. I didn't want to be fascinated by her. I didn't care and I certainly hadn’t come to the Academy to learn more about Dragons. I was here to become a Valkyrie. That was all I wanted to learn, that was all I was here for.

I forced my attention back on my book, pushing the visual of the golden plates out of my mind. I had no interest in Ryoko or what she was. I didn't care, I didn't care.

And yet, my gaze kept flicking up from the pages to stare at the young woman across the room. Lost in her own book, she just sat on her bed. Reading undisturbed while the sun danced around her, almost in a caressing way. It was... weird. Enchanting.

A strange sensation curled through my stomach, something I couldn't place. Like a strange spring, coiled too tight, my gut clenched as I watched the Dragon. She didn't look disturbed or mad at me. 

Actually, it didn't look like she even noticed I was here... 

A different feeling engulfed me, like a heavy blanket weighing me down. What was going on with me? Why did I feel so strange around her?

It must be her aura that was freaking me out.

I nodded to myself. Yes, that had to be it. She was a weird, foreign creature and I just wasn't used to her presence. That had to be it... Right?
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Chapter 6.


[image: image]


A note on the corkboard outside of the main building cancelled Afterlives 101 and had me just as confused as the other students gathered at the bulletin board.

"No class? On our second day?" an Elf voiced, scratching his pointy ears. "But we're supposed to learn all about the different afterlives?"

With my hands stuffed in my pocket, I looked at Astrid and shrugged. I didn't really like her, but she was the only familiar face. Well, her, the pink-haired Wood Elf, and the Dragon roommate. But the last two were hardly competitors for my time.

"Guess we have the rest of the day off then. I'm hungry," I stated. 

"I could eat." Astrid broke free from the group and positioned herself next to me. "Don't think this makes us friends, Ylva."

I snorted sarcastically, making sure to roll my eyes. "Of course, not. Not in a million years."

"You have a map?"

I held up the brochure. "Right here."

Ready to find myself something tasty to eat, I turned on my heels and came face to face with the pink-haired Elf. Aellyn?

"Hello."

The scent of wet moss and soil wafted up from her, filling the stone hallways with a sliver of forest. 

"Hi?" I said, cautiously stepping back. I didn't particularly care for her smell.

"Are you going to the dining hall too?"

"Ummm... Yes?" I replied, wishing I lied the moment the words left my mouth.

"I was headed there too. Come on, we'll go together!"

Oh, no. I didn’t want to go with her. But could I be so rude to decline her offer right in her face?

Hesitantly, I exchanged a weird glance with Astrid who shrugged and shook her head. 

"Sure?" I replied, earning a loud scoff from her.

My fellow Wind Child pulled up her eyebrow and stuck her nose up, not in the least bit subtle about her dislike for the Wood Elf. "Over my dead body. I'm going back to the dorm. Beat you later, Ylva."

"Awww, looks like it's just you and me!" Aellyn cheered, clapping her hands and jumping up and down so excitedly, that her pigtails bounced.

"Yaaay," I voiced, trying not to sound too sarcastic. Luckily, the Wood Elf didn't seem to catch on on my hesitation. Instead, she just unfolded her own map and pulled me along to the dining hall. 

The entire school was buzzing with other students from various years, either hanging out in groups or moving in swarms. Did nobody have class? By the gods, so much for education...

A couple of people shot me weird glances as I walked next to the Wood Elf, but I shrugged it off. If I was them, I'd be staring too. I still thought it was weird that she was in Valkyrie 101 instead of Reaper 101. That didn't make sense.

Oh, that reminded me... What happened between her and Brynhild after the dusk wolf event? Was it nosy to ask her about it or was it the polite thing to do? Making conversation could be considered polite and I really wanted to know.

"Hey, Aellyn?"

"Yes?" she quipped, bouncing up and down cheerily.

"You stayed a little longer after How To Train Your Wolf with Brynhild. What happened?"

The pink-haired girl bobbed up and down in glee. "Oooh, you won't believe it. We had this a-ma-zing conversation and she let me pet Grey. Oh, she was so sweet and gorgeous. And I got to play with the pups too. One of them licked my nose."

"You played with the wolf pups?" I asked, frowning sceptically. Dusk wolves were notoriously protective over their young. Even if Grey was Brynhild's companion, she wouldn't just let anyone near her young ones. 

"Yes! Oh, they're so cute. They tried to chase each other, but they can't walk properly yet so it was a belly chase. You should've seen it."

I tipped my head to the side. "You're talking about dusk wolf pups, right?"

"Yup."

"Really??" I couldn't mask the disbelief in my voice. Why would a wolf allow a strange Wood Elf this kind of privilege?

"Yes. Back home, we had a den of moon wolves. They're a little smaller and they only come out at night, but they behave the same way. I used to spend hours playing with the little cubs."

We arrived at the dining hall, which was surprisingly packed with other students. Did nobody go to their lectures?

I'd planned on ditching the Wood Elf as soon as I got here, but her story fascinated me. How did her experience with the moon wolves relate to the way Grey interacted with her?

"Wolf-mothers are generally very aggressive and protective over their young though. What did you do that she didn't attack you?" I asked.

Aellyn swung her pink backpack down on a table and sat down. "They're not that scary when you know them well."

"I actually grew up with a dusk wolf," I pointed out, feeling strangely attacked by her statement. She wasn't the only one that had experience with them, we just weren't so foolish to think they weren't dangerous. Stupid Elf.

"Oh, okay then... Anyway, I just stayed completely still to let Grey know I wasn't there to hurt her young and let them all sniff me. I also scratched her under her chin, which is something moon wolves love, so I figured, why not try? Right? Also, are you going to sit down?"

I wrinkled my nose at her question, wishing she hadn't pointed out I hadn't actually sat down. Now that I had some time to study the dining hall, the dynamics were quickly becoming clear. Despite the lack of markings or assigned areas, the hall was divided into clear sections.

There were groups of Guardians and Angels scattered throughout the hall, some of them even sitting together with Banshees. Looked like they got along without a problem. However, that wasn't the case for the other three types of AAs.

A group of Reapers hung in the far corner, occupying a whole bunch of tables and glaring at anyone that dared come too close. With their dark hoods and sharp scythes, they certainly looked intimidating for Elves. There were strict rules against them using the blade for anything else than cutting souls loose, but I certainly wouldn’t want to get in a scuffle with any of them.

In the other corner, a head group of Shinigami possessed three tables with their backpacks and weird shadowy tendrils. They didn’t seem hostile, but it was clear they wanted to be left alone. Approaching was a risk not worth taking.

My fellow Valkyries were seated in the middle of the room, with the centre table dominated by Flavia and her little group. And they'd spotted me. One of them even waved me over. If they witnessed me sitting down in no man's land with this Wood Elf, I could as well sign myself up to be a Valkyrie outcast.

No, I couldn't let that happen.

"Sorry, I just saw some of my friends over there," I lied to Aellyn. I didn't think Flavia's squad would take kindly to being labelled as my friends, but I'd rather associate with them than be the Wind Child that was friends with the Wood Elf. That was just not done.

"Oh... Okay." Aellyn nodded as she rummaged through her bag. "Sure... I guess I'll see you in class?"

"Yeah, you will." Hastily, I waved her away and sprinted towards Flavia's group. They all had their dark wings out and took up two whole tables for themselves, but everybody was letting them. One of the girls paraded towards the Wind Children buffet and everyone stepped aside so she could choose whatever she wanted. They were clearly the popular Valkyries around.

I halted in front of their table, directing my attention to Flavia. If she accepted my presence, none of the others would say anything about it.

"Hi, guys!" I crossed my fingers, hoping I hadn't mistaken their invitation. 

"Ylva. Join us," the leader said, gesturing to an empty seat. 

Quickly, I dropped my bag and sat into the chair before they could change their mind. I wanted to be part of this group. 

Flavia folded her arms, her muscles rippling dangerously under her skin. Not that it was any surprise. From what I experienced before, it was clear she held real power and wasn't afraid to use it. The tattoos creeping out from underneath her shirt were trophies of her acclaimed status and victories.

"So... No class?" she said, tweaking her eyebrow curiously.

"No, it was cancelled."

"Yours too?" the girl said that returned from the buffet. She frowned deeply as she set down a plate of food. "Weird."

Flavia pushed her short hair behind her ears and clapped her wings. "Girls, manners. Introductions."

The woman on her right side spoke first. "Oda, daughter of Octavia."

"Alva, daughter of Alva," another introduced.

"Dagmar, daughter of Dahab."

"Kaia, daughter of Kai."

I just nodded along, barely registering their names. I'd never remember them, but that was fine. The only one I needed to know was Flavia's and potentially Oda, her right-hand woman. The others were just fluff and filler. Not nearly important enough to worry about learning their names for now.

Flavia gestured to me. "So, Ylva... Tell us something about yourself."

"Uumm... Okay. I'm from the West tribe, I don't have any siblings, and I've always wanted to be a Valkyrie."

Oda hummed, running her fingers through her dark hair. "Are you from a noble family?"

My face heated up. That was a very direct question and not something I imagined being asked on my first day. I wasn't ashamed to be from a side family, but I knew some noble families regarded us as lesser. I was about to find out whether any of the girls had opinions like that.

But then... They didn't know me. I could just lie... None of them were from my tribe, they didn't know who was and wasn't noble.

"Yes, I'm from a noble family."

"Really?" Oda nodded. "Ace. You'll fit right in."

"We needed a new sixth member," Flavia said. "You'll do, Ylva, daughter of Helga."

"Yesss," I hissed, quickly realising that wasn't a very cool thing to do. "I mean... I wouldn't have expected anything less."

I needed to train my composure if I was going to fit in with these icy women and their nonchalant demeanours. Subtly, I studied Flavia's mannerism and pulled my shoulders back like she did. I didn’t have the wings to really pull it off, but I could start practising. It wouldn’t be long until I could hold my own against Flavia. She was tough, beautiful, and had all the girls in line. A good role model to have.

She rose from her seat. "We have class."

"Oh, okay," I stammered. Did I need to stand up too? Did I have to walk them to their class? What was I supposed to do here?

Before I managed to figure it out, a group of angry looking Reapers approached. Their dark hoods concealed most of their appearance, but the markings on their capes were rather... memorable. The one in the front thudded his scythe down on the table, burrowing into the wood. "Flavia."

So much for them not using it for anything else than souls.

"You're ruining my table, Sim," the leader of my new squad replied coolly.

"You're ruining my appetite with your face," Sim countered, earning some laughter from his gang. 

Not phased in the slightest, she looked him up and down with raised eyebrows. "What's with your haircut? Did you fall on your scythe?" 

"Oooh, burn!" Oda hissed, egging on the other girls to join in. 

Was I supposed to engage in the dissing or would that be weird? Was this a normal thing for them just to come over and kick up a fuss? Did I have to do something? Run away, perhaps? Getting into a fight on my first day was probably not good for my record.

"Whatever," Sim muttered, running his hand through his hair to flatten it. 

"We're leaving. Girls." Flavia turned without dignifying that with a response, ready to stride away. Just before she did, she flicked her hair back and looked at me. "Ylva, you can come to my dinner party on Saturday. Third floor, room fifteen. You're bringing the potato salad." 

She clacked her heels and strode through the dining hall with the rest of her girls following her closely. Some lone students quickly scrabbled out of the way while the other groups just glared at them. Sim and the other Reapers grumbled, but they returned to their part of the dining hall without starting another fight.

Once they were gone, I fell back into my seat. Relief crashed over me and had my legs trembling uncontrollably. That was not what I expected from my first lunch. Damn... 

I knew the rivalries between the Valkyries, Shinigami, and Reapers existed but I didn't think it would be this... flammable. 

Even so, that wasn't that important. Apart from some smack talk, nothing really happened. Maybe it was just a way to blow off steam and look cool.

The real notable event was being invited to her dinner party. That was a big deal. I'd have my first opportunity to prove I was worthy to be in their friend group.

I was lucky to be recruited on day one. If it hadn't been for the Dragon in my room, I might never have caught their eye. Hah. At least I got something good out of that miserable situation. Ish...
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Chapter 7.
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"How to make a potato salad," I muttered to myself, pacing back and forth through the room. With all my classes cancelled, the week had flown by way too fast and suddenly, it was Saturday morning and my dinner party was right around the corner. If only I hadn't wasted all my time hanging out in the dormitory halls trying to make friends with the other Valkyrie students or glare at the dust bunny under Ryoko's bed.

I couldn't fail at providing my contribution to Flavia's dinner. On top of that, I needed to figure out what type of gift to bring her too. I couldn't arrive without a present for the host. That was just against Wind Child tradition.

But how was I supposed to make a potato salad in my dorm? I didn't have a cooker, or a pan, or potatoes. Not a great start...

"Why are you mumbling about potatoes?" Ryoko asked, looking up from her books. She hadn't had a single lecture this week either but somehow decided that meant she needed to study more. Whatever.

"Not that it's any of your business, but I'm supposed to make a potato salad for a party later."

"I see." She nodded to herself and returned back to her stack of books. I didn't know much about the Shinigami 101 course, but it couldn't be as interesting or important as Valkyrie 101. But then, a Dragon or any other elemental could never serve Odin the way we did.

"What are you reading?" I asked, checking my pillow for the dust bunny and thudding down on my bed. 

"I'm revising the lecture I had a couple of days ago. It's about Yomi-no-kun."

"Yomi-no-... What?"

"Yomi-no-kun. Or the World of Darkness, if that's easier to remember."

"What is it?"

Ryoko closed her book to turn and talk to me. "The afterlife I serve."

Right. Every afterlife required different assistants. Valkyries brought warrior souls to Valhalla, but I didn't know much about any of the others. I should've had a general afterlife class this week, but it got cancelled. I didn't really care about the other courses, but there wasn't much else to do than chat with my roommate. 

"So... Who gets into your Yomi-something-something?" I asked.

"What do you mean?" Ryoko tilted her head, her nose wrinkling in confusion.

"Who deserves to go to your afterlife?"

She frowned even harder. "Everyone? Well, everyone that believes in the World of Darkness."

"Hah... Okay then. So there are no requirements for the souls? Anyone can enter?"

Ryoko shrugged again. "Yes. Isn't that the point of being an Afterlife Assistant? To guide the souls to a place where they won't corrupt the universe?"

"Yes, and because we give them an afterlife, they help us. The warrior souls will fight one last battle in Valhalla."

My roommate shot me a look I couldn't decipher, a silence hanging between us. Just like it had many times since we'd become roommates. Whatever brief conversation we had, it always seemed to die out quickly. 

For a moment, it looked like she was going to argue with me, but instead she nodded. "Okay."

"Okay? So you agree I'm right?"

"No, I'm just acknowledging your statement." She turned back around and flipped her book open again. Dust fluttered up in the stripe of sun cast along her desk, speckling the pattern of scales on her skin. Every ridge defined by the playful shimmer of sunlight, almost similar to the markings Wind Children earned when they matured.

"Fine," I muttered under my breath, grabbing my own book to read. If my whole semester was going to be so boring, I'd just shoot myself between the eyes. Living with the Dragon wasn't actually a nuisance, in fact, she was as invisible as a person could be. But that was exactly what got on my nerves.

She didn't argue, she didn't fight, she wasn't loud, and she didn't shower at unreasonable times. No matter how foul my mood was or how rude I behaved, she stayed polite and considerate.

So annoying.

This was why the dorms were split up between the different elementals and courses. The different races just didn't mix well. Certainly not with their everyone-gets-into-the-afterlife attitude. What was the point of that?

Grim, I turned on my side. "Ouch!!" Not again. "You stupid dust bunny!"

Pickles shot me a guilty look from on my pillow, nestling herself into me with her prickly spines. 

"How did you even get here? You were just in your cage. Shoo. Go away." I shuffled as far back as I could, pressing myself into the wall to get away from the animal. "Ryoko!"

"I'm so sorry. I don't know what's up with her. She usually doesn't do that." She rushed to my side of the room and scooped Pickles up in her arms. "It's okay, my little bunnyhop. She didn't mean to scare you with the screaming. Aww, good little bunny."

"Why does she keep escaping?" I asked, holding the wrist she poked. Her spines were so thin, they just jabbed straight through my skin and into the flesh underneath. For such a small thing, she inflicted some serious pain.

"I don't know," Ryoko admitted as she put Pickles back under her bed. "She doesn't usually like other people, but she seems to want to snuggle with you."

"If she wants to cuddle, she should stop stabbing me," I complained. "Look what she did to my wrist!"

"She'll learn to control it when she gets older. She's still a baby."

I growled softly, holding my annoyance back. "Then why doesn't it hurt for you to pick her up?"

"Oh, dragon scale skin. Virtually impenetrable."

"Ah. Figures. So only I get stung by your dust monster." I rolled my eyes. "Great."

"I'm sorry for your troubles. Does it hurt?" 

The Dragon's concern was a meagre consolation. I didn't need her fussing over me like a mother over a child. I was strong and powerful, even if I didn't have impenetrable skin. 

"It's not that painful," I lied, covering up the red spots forming where Pickles pricked me. "Just annoying to have her on my bed all the time."

Ryoko bowed her head, another weird thing she did. "How can I make it up to you?" 

"Ehh, no need." I waved her proposal away. I didn't want her to owe me anything. I just wanted as little contact with her as possible. Despite her beautiful scales that rippled in the sunlight and her strange, but polite mannerisms, I didn't care for it. Her eyes were too piercingly dark and held something mysterious in them. Their vibe suggested that if I looked too long in them, I might just lose myself. And I wouldn’t even dislike it.

"I can make you a potato salad?" she said, capturing my attention.

"You would?" I asked before I could stop myself.

A triumphant smile graced her features. "Yes, I could."

"Hmm..." I didn't want to owe her anything or even admit I needed her help. That being said, she did say this was to make up for her dust bunny attack and if I showed up without the salad, Flavia would probably cast me out. I didn't want that...

"Fine, you can make the potato salad and I'll consider you forgiven," I stated haughtily. I wasn't sure why she brought this side out of me, but there was just something about her that rubbed me the wrong way. Maybe it was how she behaved? Like she thought she was better than me?

Okay, so she had no temper and knew how to keep her composure? Big deal. That didn't make her better than me.

Ugh.

Ryoko rummaged through her dresser and took out her rice cooker. "One potato salad coming up. Anything else you'd like?"

I frowned. Was I going to be that person that took advantage? I could have her whip up all sorts of things and really impress...

"No, just the salad," I grumbled, deciding I couldn't be that awful to her. I did have to live with her for at least a semester and I didn't actually want to be rude. She just made it so easy.

"Understood. I'll start right away." She rose from her seat in an annoyingly elegant manner. She had all the hallmarks of being pretty, for a Dragon. 

I didn't like admitting it, but a twinge of jealousy shot through me for the way she held herself. Her flawless hair, her eyes dark and bright at the same time, with a body that had curves in the right places. If only I looked like that. Not that beauty really mattered in my society. It was all about strength, power, and influence.

Regardless, there was a grace to the way Ryoko moved. Almost like she floated on air, and that was big praise from someone with a tornado brewing in her chest. My wind magic wasn't elegant or sparkly. It was meant for brute force, to shake the world at its core, and to dominate everything in my way. If I so wanted.

Right now, I didn't have much desire for any of that. All the desire for power somehow seemed irrelevant next to the calm Dragon.

"How many people are coming to your dinner party?" Ryoko asked.

"Not sure... At least six?"

"Okay. I'll make enough portions." 

Her rice cooker hummed to life as she plugged it in and switched the dial on. From underneath her desk, she pulled a bag of potatoes and a whole box of dry goods. 

Hah. I didn't even know she had all that stuff. Why? We had perfectly acceptable food in the dining hall. But then, Flavia was having her own dinner party, so maybe cooking inside the dorms was more common than I thought?

In any case, this was certainly convenient for me. If I kept being invited though, I'd have to invest in some cooking gear and brush up on it. I couldn't keep using the Dragon in my room to bust me out. No way.

I didn't need her help or assistance. This was just a one-time-thing so she could make up for her dust bunny attack.

Curious to how she would make the potato salad, I perked up on the edge of my bed and watched Ryoko pour some water in a bowl to scrub the potatoes. 

"How are you going to make it?" I inquired, leaning forward so I could see better. All the labels were in a language I didn’t understand, but I recognised flour, sugar, and what looked like an assortment of spices.

"Boil and season some potatoes, half-mash them with carrots or apples, some spicy mustard, and mayonnaise to make it creamy."

"Sounds tasty," I admitted, licking my lips. I did love a good potato salad, but I'd never made one before. Came to think of it, I hadn't done much cooking in general. It wasn't my thing.

"I'm putting on the potatoes now so they can boil for twenty-five minutes. I'll have to go look if I have a carrot or apple."

"Okay. Is there anything I can do to help?" I offered before I could stop myself. Why? Wasn't her making this slaw the whole point of her gaining my forgiveness? It wasn't her fault she made it look kind of fun.

The Dragon tapped her chin. "You could cut up the onion?"

"Oh, no. That'll make me cry," I quickly replied, already regretting my suggestion of getting involved.

Ryoko chuckled, her laughter rare. 

"What?" I asked, glaring at her.

"I'm just surprised you know how to cry," she pointed out, humming to herself as she dug an apple from her bag. With some lightning quick chopping, she broke the fruit down into small cubes.

"Hey, I'm no stranger to a good cry," I argued. 

"If you say so," she replied, her lips curled into a faint smile. 

This was kind of nice. In a weird way, her making fun of me was familiar. This type of banter, it almost felt like something friends would do.

Friends. 

That was a weird thought and something I hadn't considered yet. Ryoko and I could become friends?
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With my bowl of potato salad, I ventured out into the dormitory. I hadn't breached the third floor yet and for good reason. It was certainly not acceptable for first-years to enter unless specifically asked. Most of the girls were shooting me weird looks as I stepped into their hallway, wingless and wolfless. A clear sign I was a first-year.

Part of me beamed with pride that I managed to get in with the it crowd on my first week here. Another, bigger part of me was just incredibly nervous and sweaty.

I gulped my nerves back, reminding myself that I was invited up here.

With my heart beating in my throat, I braved the long hallway up to room fifteen. Why did it have to be the last room? 

The faint music escaping through the cracks of the door was perfectly pleasurable and I hoped I wasn't under or overdressed. 

Careful not to drop my bowl, I took a deep breath and knocked. Time to show all of them how cool I could be.

Time passed excruciatingly slow with the envious and judgmental looks from some of the other third-years hanging in the dormitory corners. Didn't anyone spend time in their own room?

Just as I was about to knock again, the door swung open and I faced Oda, Flavia's right hand. "Ylva."

"Hi!" Wow, I sounded chirpy, a little too much for my taste. Consciously, I lowered my voice and held out the bowl "I brought the potato salad?"

"I can see." Oda nodded as she threw her dark hair over her shoulder and shouted into the room. "Flaviaaa?"

She stepped back to make room for Flavia. The head girl looked me up and down, nodded to herself, and pulled the door wider open. "Come in."

"Thanks." Grateful to escape the staring eyes, I stepped into a room that was at least three times bigger than mine. With a crystal chandelier and beautifully stained woodwork, it was hard to believe this was a student dorm. "Wow. Your room is really big."

"I know." Without checking that I was actually following, she waved me into her room where the other girls were already seated. Damn, I was the last one even though I made sure to be extra early. I'd make sure that wasn't the case next time.

"I brought potato salad," I offered, holding out the bowl again. 

Oda tapped me on the shoulder and pointed towards the table stretching through the space. "You can put it on there. Next to the roasted ham."

"Oh, okay." More intimidated than I'd been in my life and aware that all eyes were on me, I placed Ryoko's potato salad down. "Oh, I also brought a gift for the host?"

From my bag, I pulled a jar of honey that I brought from home. It'd been a gift from my favourite aunt and it was painful to part with it, but I hadn't managed to find anything else I could present.

"How thoughtful," Flavia noted, accepting the jar. "Honey?"

"Yes, homegrown from the West."

She nodded appreciatively. "Beautiful. Thank you." 

"You're welcome."

The leader waved Oda over and pushed the jar in her hands. "Put this on my shelf. Make sure not to break it. It's a precious gift from our new friend."

Relief lightened my chest. At least I got that right and she called me their new friend. If that wasn't progress, I didn't know what was. Heck yes. 

"Ylva, come sit down." Flavia grabbed me by the arm and pulled me towards the couch. "Make some room, girls."

"Hi." I waved awkwardly, not remembering any of their names. I'd just have to figure it out as I got along the evening.

"Sit, sit," Flavia insisted, pushing me down in the middle of the sofa. 

Squashed between a bunch of strangers, I reminded myself that this was a good thing. Somehow. If only I could remember their names.

"So..." Flavia put her hands on her strong hips, immediately silencing any of the conversations the others were having. "Let's talk, Ylva."

I wiped my clammy hands on my pants. "Okay?"

"Which noble family were you from again?"

I gulped. I forgot I'd lied about that... Should I make up a noble house or pretend I was part of an existing one? What if one of them was actually from West? No, they would've said already...

"The Ylfings Clan, but I doubt you'll have heard from us. We're very humble, you know?" I lied. So making up a clan based on my own name it was then... I'd have to pray nobody checked.

Flavia nodded. "Are you next in line as the heir of your family?"

"Yes." Not technically a lie. I was an only child.

"Do you have any special skills?" she went on, tapping the side of her head in a way that just radiated power. Maybe I shouldn’t be lying to such powerful women. This could backfire quickly if they found out.

"I'm really good with handling dusk wolves." Half-lie. I got along great with Azur, but that summed up my experience with wolves.

"Interesting..." She shot a look at the other girls and they nodded approvingly. 

At least I was doing something right?

"Have you always wanted to be a Valkyrie?"

I nodded. Finally, a question I could answer without lying. "Yes, always. It's been a lifelong dream."

The girls next to murmured again, humming in unison.

Flavia stared me up and down, her grilling look making me sweat and ball my hands into invisible fists. She was the leader of the group and only her opinion counted. If she thought my answers were appropriate, we could move onto the next step.

She clapped her hands, her frown melting away into a smile. "Perfect. Let's eat."

I breathed a sigh of relief. Thank the gods, I got through the first part.

Aware that all the other girls probably had their designated seats at the table, I hung back and waited until someone told me where I could sit. I didn't want to imagine what would happen if I took Flavia or Oda's seat by accident. That would just be social suicide.

For a moment, nobody talked while they brought out the dishes and arranged the tables. With a lot of shuffling of chairs, plates clanking, and cutlery clinking against porcelain, everyone sat down. That just left the end of the table for me. Great, the spotlight seat...

Slowly, I sank down on the chair, making sure to check their faces for approval. I assumed I was invited to sit and dine with them, but who knew? This was college. Anything could happen.

The girl on my right, whose name I still didn't know, reached for the jug and poured wine into everyone's glass, including mine. Great. I didn't realise we were drinking. I'd never been a big fan of alcohol, but I certainly wasn't going to offend by declining. That was just a dick move.

"A toast." Flavia rose from her seat and raised her glass. "To the gods who came before us and the mortals who will come after us. Skol."

"Skol," I voiced, clinking the glass and taking a small sip. The sour taste of the red wine coated my tongue and brought a weird fruity flavour along. I could swear it was making my tongue shrink. Yuck. 

"Lovely wine," Oda noted, nodding in approval.

The girl on my right beamed. "Thank you. It's the last barrel of that year."

"Thank you for bringing it for us to enjoy, Dagmar." 

Ah, so that was her name. I had to remember it... Dagmar was the one with dark hair and braids on either side of her face. Dagmar with the braids. Okay. 

Flavia took another sip and smiled, before picking up the big carving knife to attack the big chunk of roast pork. "Let's eat."

The girls murmured appreciatively as she broke the crust and sliced thick slabs of meat. A big casserole of greens was passed around, followed by a viscous gravy. 

I was handed whatever plate came by and without really looking at it, I scooped it on my plate. That was what everyone else was doing. All of it seemed cloyingly orchestrated, like adults that had been doing this for centuries. Even so, none of them could've been doing this for more than three years. So why were they acting like our parents on official functions? 

Wasn't college about having fun while we still could instead of mimicking the boring life ahead?

None of them seemed to mind. In fact, two of them were making pleasantries over my potato salad about their ranch and the cattle attached to it. They almost made it sound like they owned the farm, not their parents.

"It's been a terrible season for the marblows. Our bull only impregnated half of the cows."

The other girl, one with freckles, clacked her tongue while she drowned her pork in sauce. "Terrible shame. Must be the weather."

"Certainly. Those thunderstorms haven't been kind," the one with the red tips agreed. Her knife scratched hard into the plate, screeching like nails on a chalkboard. "Sorry."

"Mamma says an unknown illness spread to our pigs," Freckles said while helping herself to a generous portion of pork. She grabbed a big hunk of bread and held the basket out to me. "Want some?"

"Sure," I replied, quickly taking one of the end pieces. Those were my favourite and all the others had left those. The conversation about sick cattle wasn't really wetting my appetite, but I powered through the food towered on my plate. Meat, veggies, sauce, and Ryoko's potato salad. 

Eager to try, I chose a nice big piece and shoved it in my mouth. Tangy, a little sweet from the apple, crunchy from the onions. Surprisingly creamy too. Mayonnaise? In a potato salad? That was unusual. I only ever had it with vinegar... 

Hmmm. The mayo was a bit weird, but unexpectedly tasty. I'd definitely get her to make it again.

"Nice potato salad," Oda commented while inspecting a piece of apple and happily eating it.

"Thanks." I smiled awkwardly, feeling a little strange for taking credit for someone else's work. But that was my story now. I was a noble and I made potato salads. No big deal. Just one of those things.

"What's in it?"

"Oh, ummm... Apple, onion, ... Potato?" I stammered, caught off guard. I should've asked Ryoko about that.

"I like it."

"Me too." Flavia nodded, drank the last of her wine, and then stared right at me. "So, Ylva... When did you decide to lie to us? Was it just a spur of the moment thing or did you plan your deceit?"
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"Why— Why did I lie?" I stuttered, my face heating up in embarrassment. Shit. 

"I know the West well. You’re not a noble. As a matter of fact, there's no Ylfings Clan at all," Flavia said, casually pricking the last potato off her plate and eating it. "Pass the sauce, Oda."

My ears burned and shame curled tightly around my heart. I'd never lied about my heritage or my mother. I never had any reason to be ashamed of where I came from. I shouldn't have pretended to be someone else just to fit in with these girls.

"I'm sorry." I shoved my chair back, standing up while not daring to look anyone in the eye. "I'll go now."

"Ylva, sit," Flavia commanded. The power in her voice was enough to have me obey. She probably wanted to berate me before I left and I couldn't even blame her. I deserved it.

"Tssk," Oda scoffed, clicking her tongue. "The catzel is out of the bag now."

"Be quiet," the blonde leader said, silencing her right-hand woman. "Ylva, I asked you a question. Why did you lie?"

Was she really expecting an answer? Should I lie again so I didn't lose face? Then again, what was the point? I was cast out anyway. 

"I wanted to be cool, okay?" I fessed up, deciding it wasn't worth another lie. "I just wanted to sound cool and fit in. I'm not a noble, I'm not the heir to the West, and the only dusk wolf I've seen in my life is the old she-wolf of my mother. Also, I didn't make the potato salad. I made my Dragon roommate do it."

The girls gasped, whispering softly to each other in horror and shock. 

But not Flavia. Her face didn't betray any emotion as she ate a single pea. "I see." She frowned, rippling her strong features into a fierce glare. "Very well. Pass the bean casserole."

Confused, I looked at the other girls before pointing at myself. "Me?"

"Yes. The beans are on your left. Pass them."

"Okay?" Was this a practical prank? Would my punishment come when I let my guard down? What was this? Pass the beans? That was it? 

Carefully, I addressed the squad leader. "So... Should I go now?"

"Why? We're in the middle of dinner. There's more roast. Eat." To strengthen her point, she gestured to Freckles who plonked a big slice of pork on my plate. 

Were they trying to poison me? Maybe food torture where they kept making me eat? 

I lied, I schemed, and I got caught. Why weren't they getting mad? Why weren't they making my life miserable? Wasn't that the price I had to pay for scamming them?

Oda turned away from me and directed her attention to the other girls. "Did any of you have many classes this week?"

"No, most of our classes were cancelled," Freckles replied. She poured some more sauce on her beans and shrugged. "Holiday blues from the teachers?"

"Perhaps..." Flavia frowned, her expression clearly revealing she had some thoughts on it, yet she didn't divulge. "Dagmar, you're on dish duty today."

The girls chattered away about everything and nothing, not paying any attention to me. Waiting for the other shoe to drop, I passed the rest of the dinner in silence. Apart from some occasional glances in my direction, nobody made me feel unwelcome or out of place. 

Was I still part of this group? What was going on? Couldn't they just tell me what was happening already?

Flavia mopped up the last of her pork and gravy with her piece of bread, neatly folded her knife and fork onto the plate, and rose from her seat. "Lovely dinner. Thank you for your attendance, my friends."

The girls copied their leader and I followed suit. I was already the odd duck out, I didn't want to draw more unnecessary attention to me.

"I'll see you girls after the weekend in class. Dagmar, please clear the table." The strong blonde turned towards me, her blue eyes flickering. "Ylva, a word."

Ah, there it was. The long-awaited doom, the rejection of me, the social disappointment I was trying so hard to avoid.

With a heavy heart, I followed Flavia towards the living area of her gigantic dorm room and sat down. This was going to hurt...

"Tell me, Ylva. What is our society based upon?" she asked, cracking her neck.

"Ummm... What do you mean?"

She clicked her tongue. "I'll tell you. Achievement. I don't care where you come from or who your parents are. It's not worth lying about. I'm interested in what you have to offer and what contributions you're going to make. I see potential in you."

"You do?"

The third-year nodded, unfolding her dark leathery wings that extended far beyond her muscled shoulders. "The only things that matter are where you're going and what you accomplish. I was born as the heir to the East, but that's a title I will only hold as long as I'm worthy. The only thing that matters is the power I wield and possess, not my heritage, not my parents, and not my name. So tell me, Ylva. What are your ambitions?"

I swallowed audibly, the knot in my stomach tightening. "I want to graduate so I can become a Valkyrie like no other. I... This may sound stupid, but I want to serve. Odin, warriors, the world."

"I see." She nodded to herself as she pulled a necklace over her head. "Here."

I held out my hand, surprised by the cold metal falling into my palm. "What is it?"

"It's a shard of a golden shield from the ceiling of Valhalla. It was given to me on my first visit beyond the gates by Odin himself. It reminds me of who I serve and why."

My breath hitched. "Wow..."

Flavia took the pendant from me and put it back on. "I knew my hunch about you was right. You're deeply and passionately motivated, the same way I am. Work hard, fight for your rightful place, and I think you'll go on to do great things."

She walked away, leaving me with potentially even more questions than before. Too worried to not outright ask, I called after her. "So am I still in?"

The blonde turned, a slight smirk playing on her face. "Monday, dining hall, lunchtime. Be there."

Relief washed over me as I gathered my things and exited Flavia's room. I was still in! Even after they discovered the stupid lies I told. I didn't know how that was possible, but I wasn't going to question it. This was amazing. Brilliant, even.

Being part of a squad like this would have great advantages for my journey and my career afterwards.

With my heart beating steadily in my chest, I descended from the third floor of the Valkyrie dormitory. I should probably go back to my room, but that meant spending time with Ryoko. Maybe not... I was too excited and I couldn't hide it.

Despite just coming back from dinner, I was still peckish. The stress of it all had prevented me from eating properly. Maybe if I rerouted to the kitchens, I could pick up some snacks and shave off time I had to spend with the Dragon this evening.

Hah. I hadn't been out on campus this late. The dark made everything look different than during the day. Did I usually enter the main building through this door? Were there always this many entrances? Which corridor lead to the dining hall again?

A little lost, I relied on my gut instinct to follow this hall wherever it would lead me. A couple of decorations on the wall seemed familiar, but I couldn't remember where I knew them from.

I passed a room that looked like a lecture hall. Aah, this was where I had Hagen's Nature Of Human Souls 101 earlier this week. Damn, I definitely took a wrong turn then. The dining hall was in a different part of the building.

I should hurry. Students weren't encouraged to be within the school during the weekends or this late after lectures.

Hushed voices sounded from around the corner and I quickly hid behind a row of lockers. I didn't want to get caught and have my first taste of whatever kind of punishment they dished out in the Academy.

From my dark corner, I recognised the two people entering the corridor. Brynhild and Hagen, two of my teachers.

"The timing is certainly unfortunate," Brynhild said, her voice lowered to a register that was clearly not meant for outsiders.

"We're working overtime, but there just aren't enough Reapers," Hagen replied.

The strong Valkyrie sighed. "We have more souls to collect than normal too."

"I wonder what's going on," my male teacher mused. "It worries me."

"Me too. We can't keep cancelling class either to deal with it."

"Agreed."

The two turned the corner, and I breathed a sigh of relief. I wasn't detected, which was good. However, their conversation was certainly cause for concern. There were more human deaths than usual? So many that our teachers didn't have time to teach class? That wasn't a good sign.

"I wonder who knows?" I muttered to myself, creeping out of my dark spot and hurrying the opposite way. All the way back to the dorms. 

This news was certainly upsetting. If there were so many souls in need of assistance that the teachers needed to abandon their post, that was suspicious. Humans were dying at an accelerated rate. But why?
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After practically a whole week of no class and hanging around campus, it was a nice change of pace to have a lecture that wasn't cancelled.

I shuffled back and forth, trying to figure out how to get comfortable on my chair. Nature Of Human Souls was an interesting subject and Hagen’s conversation with Brynhild was still playing in my mind. Regardless, the seats were old-fashioned and scratchy. The whole room was outdated and cramped with a whole array of miscellaneous clutter. A stuffed owl on a branch, a stack of faded newspapers, a miniature pyramid. It all added to the claustrophobic feel of the room, which wasn't helped by the different AA types merged together. Reapers, Shinigami, and Valkyries all together to learn the basics about humans. Not weird at all.

At least none seemed keen to mingle. The Dragons were seated on the left, while the Reapers and Valkyries shared the right. Even so, we weren't sitting together. All my classmates were centred around a girl behaving like the queen bee or matriarch. Astrid. 

Ugh. I really hoped she wasn't becoming popular. That would make life increasingly difficult for me. If I couldn't gain social favour, I'd better get my shit together and actually pay attention to the lecture.

"What's a human soul?" Hagen scratched on the board, the white dust of chalk fluttering up in the sunlight. "You."

One of the girls studying to become a Reaper awkwardly cleared her throat. "Ummm... Their life force?"

"Wrong. They're dead, they have no life force anymore." The professor strutted back and forth, his cold eyes glaring at all of us like he wished we weren't here. "You, Aellyn."

The pink-haired Wood Elf smiled happily, apparently immune or oblivious to his icy stare. "Their conscious?"

"Close." He pointed at Ryoko, who was seated with some other Dragons in the front. "Tell me, what is a human soul?"

My roommate rose, her voice soft and polite like always. "A link to the universe, personalised with a human's experience and memories, just like ours."

"Memories and experience. Looks like one person has their head on their shoulders." Hagen scribbled some more words on the board, as illegible as the text of Old. "Humans are unnatural, but their will is strong. When their physical body withers away, it's that will that keeps them from disintegrating back into the universe. It's that will that calls us to them."

As fast as I could, I wrote everything down. None of the stuff he taught was remotely fleshed out in the syllabus and I guessed he did that on purpose.

"Depending on the human, it varies how long their conscious can linger in the bodiless soul. If an Afterlife Assistant doesn't show up in time, they go mad and unleash their inherent destructive power. Who knows how to deal with that?"

A couple of hands flew up and Hagen chose one of the girls in front.

"Reapers deal with the unclaimed, or at least, that's what my father told me."

"Correct," Hagen grumbled, almost as if he was disappointed that he got a right answer. "Only the Reaper's scythe can cut a trapped soul loose and guide it back into the universe. In this case, the human's memories are lost and they can't join an afterlife or be reborn."

Someone else's hand shot up, the grating voice unmistakable. "So, would you say that Reapers are like the trash collectors of the AAs?"

The professor frowned, deep lines furrowing into his forehead. He pointed at the young lady, his dark eyes flickering. "Stand up. What's your name?"

"Astrid, Valkyrie in training."

Surprise, surprise.

Hagen nodded slowly. "I see. Let me explain something to you, Astrid. Do you know the difference between humans and elementals?"

"Mmmm... We're better than them?"

"Incorrect." He narrowed his eyes and pointed at me. "You. Tell me about the difference."

I cleared my throat and recited what Mamma always told me. "Elementals are creatures of nature. Humans are an alien force that, if left unattended, will tear nature apart."

The professor nodded. "Exactly. When an elemental crosses over, we simply return to nature. When a human dies, their most powerful memories are drawn to the surface and mark the soul to an extent that it can't just be reabsorbed again. To keep it from mutating and harming the world, we guide it into afterlives where they are contained.

Astrid clicked her tongue. "Sooo... Isn't that what I just said?"

"No. When a human soul isn't collected in a timely fashion, their memories fester and spoil. If there were no Afterlife Assistants, the tainted thoughts would tear rifts into the universe itself and destroy life as we know it. If you don't do your job, Reapers are there to fix your mistakes."

So that solved the mystery of what he was. Not a Guardian, but a Reaper. Interesting. 

"What a bitch," someone whispered under their breath. 

I turned to figure out who shared my opinion on Astrid, wondering who had the balls to utter it out loud. 

I locked eyes with the girl on my left. Aellyn. The Wood Elf?

She did seem like she didn't have a filter and wasn't afraid to speak out. Maybe she wasn't that different from me after all?

"Who does she think she is?" Aellyn leaned closer to me, whispering conspiringly. "The queen of Valkyries? Huh? Get it?"

I chuckled awkwardly, not sure how I felt about socialising with the Wood Elf. She seemed nice enough, but I still didn't get why she wasn't studying to be a Reaper. She'd never learn the right skills to serve Odin and Valhalla. She just wasn't the right type of elemental for this.

"Hey, can you read what Raul wrote down?"

Raul? 

Oh, she meant professor Hagen.

"No, they’re just scribbles," I lied. I showed her an empty page of my notebook so she wouldn't ask to copy stuff then.

"Ehh, I'll figure it out." She played with her braids and gestured to Astrid. "So, what's her deal? Is she always this judgy?"

The first hints of guilt welled up in me. I always gave Astrid a hard time for her discrimination, but I wasn't really doing much better when it came to Aellyn. Why she wanted to become a Valkyrie was her business. Maybe she'd be the first Wood Elf to graduate as one. Could be history in the making, for all I knew.

At least she was friendlier than the stuck-up girls flocking around Astrid like she was the new squad leader. Pah. As if. She could try to make this baby clique, but they'd never be as cool as Flavia's or any of the existing ones. She just didn't have it in her.

"You better believe it about Astrid. She's a brat," I gossiped, pleased to have found someone that saw right through her facade. She could pretend to be Miss Perfect, she was just one of many.

Aellyn chuckled softly. "She looks like she loves herself."

"Oh, she does." I rolled my eyes, scoffing at how Astrid held herself. From my seat, I had a premium spot to observe her. Hair flipping, muscle flexing, ... She really thought she was all that. "Astrid is the heir of her family and she never lets anyone forget it."

The pink-haired girl snorted. "Is that why she's a stuck up bitch?"

"Yeah. She was a pest all the way through high school too. Not that it's really her fault. Her pappa is incredibly pretentious."

Ugh. I couldn't stand her.

"That explains her behaviour. So what's with the group thing? Do Wind Children not like to be alone?" the Wood Elf asked, gesturing to the starstruck girls hanging around Astrid. 

What did she even do to get the other first-years of our class so fascinated over her? 

"We do like being part of cliques," I said, shrugging. Still, it didn't make sense why Astrid was the centre of her own. 

Whatever. I had more important things to deal with. Like Flavia's group. Or the Dragon in my room.

"I see. Wood Elves are a lot more solitary, I think."

"Really? That's interesting. How—

Hagen suddenly slapped the board. "Silence!"

I quickly shut my mouth, but I shot Aellyn a knowing smile. Despite my initial reservations about her, she was a pretty cool chick and we were getting along fine for two different races.

As soon as the professor turned away to draw on the board, I leaned back in. "What are Wood Elves like?" I asked, not able to contain my curiosity.

"In general? Most of them are pretty polite."

"And you like solitude? Why is tha—"

A sudden shadow fell over my desk and dread filled my stomach. Oh, shit.

"Are my teachings not interesting enough, Madams?" he barked. Spittle flew through the sun and cascaded in drops on my book.

"On the contrary, professor. We were just discussing how invaluable your lecture is," Aellyn quickly retorted, shooting him such a polite and refrained smile, Hagen couldn't do anything but grumble as he walked away.

"Nice thinking," I whispered as soon as he was out of earshot. 

"Thanks. My dad is a snappy old man too, I've been practising for this my whole life."

"You're pretty cool."

"Thanks." Aellyn twirled her pen around, making sure his attention was no longer on us. "Do you really want to know more about Wood Elves?"

I shrugged. "Why not? I know next to nothing about your... kind? Species? Type?"

"People. Elven People." 

Interesting. I couldn't remember whether Wood Elves were patriarchal, matriarchal, or if they had a dual system in place. My only knowledge was from myths and legends, which were probably only dipped in truth.

I hadn't had much contact with other elemental types beside my own. Apart from the occasional passerby, my Dragon roommate and Wood Elf classmate were the most interaction I'd had with different races.

They sure were all different from me. Intriguing. Their rituals and traditions were completely foreign to me and it fascinated me. Despite my apprehension and reluctance, I wanted to get to know more about them.

Carefully, I inquired more. "Elven people. So, what's it like growing up... wherever you're from?"

“We live around The Home Tree. It’s a forest in itself. The thick branches, the evergreen leaves, roots that hold the world together. I love running through the trees and connecting to the ancient memories of my people. The bouncy moss moist under my feet, soft for when you take a tumble. The sweet smell of saplings, the nectar dripping from the budding flowers... It's all magical, beautiful, enchanting. If you put your ears against the bark of the Home Tree and are silent enough, you can hear them growing and groaning. Almost like they're talking to each other or to me."

"You sound like you miss it."

Aellyn nodded. "I do. In here, it's all rocks, walls, and stone. Grey, lifeless, dull. I can feel that I'm far away from home."

"That's interesting. We don't really have anything earthly we're attached to," I mused. There was air everywhere in the world and wherever the wind blew, was my home.

"Where do you live?" the pink-haired Elf asked.

"On a high cliff near the ocean, shielded from human eyes by a sharp ridge." 

Despite the fond memory of home, I wasn't in any rush to return. Not without anything to show for it. I wanted titles, honours, or achievements that would make my family proud. Awards that would colour me as a potential heir for the West District once the matriarch passed on.

Something Astrid seemed rather interested in too... But there could only be one.
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Chapter 11. 
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"Listen up, everyone." Brynhild's sharp voice slashed through the thin air, swirling with authority. "The dusk wolf pups are a week older and will be crawling much more. To avoid any repeats of last time, everyone grab a slab of raw meat before you enter the barn."

She held out a black bucket filled with a variety of stinking offal. Liver, kidneys, something that looked like a heart? Gross...

"Grab a piece and offer it to Grey. If she accepts it, just sit down and wait for the pup to come to you. Never, under any circumstances, approach a pup yourself," the teacher warned.

"I'm going first," Astrid announced, driving the others out of the way with just a glance. 

Great. She was as obnoxious as ever and all the others were eating it up.

She drove her hand deep in the bucket and pulled out a slimy chunk of liver. She shot me a challenging look, her smirk unmistakably intentional. "I'm getting a dusk wolf before you."

"Whatever." I rolled my eyes, not intent on letting her get to me. "Go ahead. A pup could still imprint on me before you."

"I'm not going to let that happen, Ylva. Watch me." 

"It's hard to look at anything else with your big head in the way," Aellyn muttered behind me, just loud enough for everyone to hear. 

Nice. I snorted, aware that some of Astrid's new girl group giggled too. So maybe this wasn't a lost cause yet.

"Whatever," she mimicked, tossing her hair over her shoulder and marching towards the Barn. Confidence burst from her, but it didn't fool me. Just before she crossed the threshold, she wavered ever so slightly.

Hah. So much for being the alpha chick.

"Let's go," Aellyn encouraged, grabbing a handful of meat from the bucket and tossing me some. "Can't let the ‘queen’ show us up."

"You're right." Encouraged, I ignored how disgusting the raw kidney felt and sprinted towards the Barn. Maybe with the Wood Elf's help, I'd get my own pup to imprint on me. That would be freaking awesome.

The hay rustled and ritsled under our shoes as we entered the dark space. The low growl of the mother wolf was enough to make the hairs on my arm stand up in caution. Whatever I did next would determine my future as a Valkyrie. 

Dust fluttered up as I approached the mother wolf. My muscles wound tight, ready to jump back at a moment's notice. I wasn't going to be the first casualty.

"Here, here, here. A nice piece of tasty, disgusting liver," I sang softly, holding out the slab as an offering for the dusk wolf. 

A low growl dared me to crawl back, but I stubbornly held still. Grey was going to accept this piece of meat and I was going to secure a wolf cub. No matter what.

Unable to resist the promise of meat, the wolf mother snatched my offering out of my hand and swallowed it whole. Her red eyes flashed menacingly, but she didn't growl when I sat down. The hay tickled my skin and the stone ground was incredibly uncomfortable, but I didn't care. I would sit here until one of the pups chose me, no discussion.

"They're so cute, aren't they?" Aellyn whispered to me, crouched on her knees while luring her imprinted wolf to her. The tiny rascal wobbled towards her, playfully flicking her ears back and forth. With a little yip, the pup fell against the Wood Elf and growled happily when she tickled its belly.

From the corner of the barn, Grey carefully watched Aellyn, but she didn't seem too bothered. Almost as if she could sense that the pup already imprinted.

Now I just needed to get that going for me. If only one of the pups would come my way...

My other classmates crawled into the barn and occupied a spot where they waited for their own imprinting. The soft whispers of conversation where quickly extinguished when the bravest pups started crawling.

To my envy, a girl on the left plucked the biggest cub up from the ground and embraced it with a high squeal. "Hello, beautiful! You and I are going to have some adventures!"

One by one, the wolf cubs waggled through the prickly hay towards an elemental of their choosing. A charcoal grey pup for the girl on my right and a light grey one for another follower of Astrid.

"Yes, got one!" Astrid cheered, picking up one of the smaller wolves and holding it tight. "I knew I would do it."

I balled my hands into fists, refraining from snapping at her. There was still a very dangerous mother wolf in here and I certainly didn't want to cause an uproar. If I didn't get chosen this week, I might never have my very own dusk.

"Here, puppy, puppy, puppy," I whispered, rubbing my fingers together at the remaining pile of fur. Besides me, there were only two other Valkyrie students that didn't complete the imprinting yet. The two girls held out their hands and two pups came crawling their way.

They bumped foreheads, the imprinting completed.

Damn it.

That just left me... And the last pup. The runt of the litter. Unable to open its eyes or even crawl away from their mother, the little grey wolf was fast asleep in its mother's embrace.

"My, my, Ylva. Looks like you're out of luck," Astrid sneered, petting her wolf mockingly. 

"Pssh, what do you mean? My wolf is right there." I nudged towards the sleeping pup. It was the only one left, so it would be mine. 

"It doesn't look interested in you."

"It's asleep," I argued, pretending like I didn't care. I did. The worry and doubt were already festering in the back of my mind and painting pictures of my disappointed mother. Returning without a wolf familiar would certainly make me the mockery of my district.

It didn't happen often that someone actually graduated without a wolf, but there were enough cases that it was a possibility. My mother's aunt had been without a familiar and chosen early departure of this life to escape the shame and dishonour.

But that wasn't going to be me.

In a bout of bravery or stupidity, I crawled towards the mother and the last pup. Grey growled softly, clearly not amused by my approach.

The hairs on my back stood up in warning, but I ignored it. I wasn't going to be the laughing stock of my class or the West. This wolf needed to imprint on me and it needed to be now.

"Here, here, little pup." Without taking my eyes off of the threatening mother, I walked my fingers through the hay. Closer and closer towards the sleeping cub. The small wolf opened one eye, glaring at me. 

Excitement crashed into my chest. "Hello. You're going to be my companion."

Closer. Closer. 

I shuffled through the hay, stretching my arm to the limits until I was met with soft fur. Awoken from its slumber, the tiny pup looked at me. Eyes filled with curiosity, it could go either way. Rejection or imprinting.

It yawned, nuzzling against my hand. Success.

I did it!

Excitement curled through me, mixing with the triumphant sense of achievement. I got myself a companion! I had a dusk wolf! I—

SNAP.

Sharp teeth dug deep into my arm, breaking through the skin like it was nothing. A strange tingling sensation spread through my wrist, both scalding hot and freezing cold at the same time.

Shit.

The bite of a dusk wolf was poisonous, even at this age. I shouldn't have—

Spots danced in front of my eyes. My arm burned where I was bitten, like a thousand dust bunnies stabbing me at the same time. My heartbeat echoed in my head, thudding loudly and insistently. 

"I think I'm going to pass—" I managed to whisper, before slumping to the floor.

"Out of the way!" Brynhild commanded, pushing the others out of the way.

With the red eyes of the dusk wolf glaring into mine, the darkness swept over me. Like a heavy blanket, it corrupted my sanity. Sleep was knocking and it tempted me to obey. I wanted to.

The world shimmered, with shapes and shadows dancing untethered. For a moment, I wasn't sure what was real and what was not. It all blurred into each other, colours blended with various gradients of grey.

The sound around me reduced to a strange whistling, almost like whispers. Voices I'd never heard before were calling out to me, drawing me to them with an irresistible force. What was this?

Before I could question it, pitch black stole my consciousness from me. With a thud, my head fell onto the floor and the lights went out.

Goodbye. 
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"Hello?" my hollow voice sounded strange to my own ears. Where was I? What happened?

Blurry shapes and fuzzy shadows sharpened as I focused. Walls, strange paintings, dark colours. The potent, sharp smell of alcohol and cleaning supplies penetrated my nose. What?

"Hello?" I tried again, pushing myself up. Oh, that was a bed. I was lying on a bed. Why? Was I back at my dorm? Was I dreaming?

No, I remembered. I was bitten by a dusk pup. This must be the infirmary then.

Despite my shrieking joints, I rolled my head on my shoulders. Had I been out for so long that I was stiff? Or did the poison attack my muscles?

Gods, this hurt.

After I gathered my bearings, I had time to have a proper look around. Apart from the bed I was lying in, there were three more pushed against the wall. A small booth with needles and vials stood at the entrance, with some bandages and bandaids. Definitely the infirmary then, even if it was small.

If I hadn't been brought in here, I'd have thought this was abandoned. Was there no doctor or nurse?

"Hello?" I tried for the third time, worried that I'd just been left here. Maybe they thought I was dead and this was actually the morgue. Did the school have that? Were there a lot of deadly accidents? I hoped not.

"You're awake," a voice said.

Spooked, I directed myself towards the sound. I thought I was alone? 

"You were out for exactly three hours and twenty-seven minutes." 

"Thanks?" 

A thin man appeared from the shadows, his lips almost non-existent. Like a spider with limbs too long, he scurried towards me. "A couple more hours and you might not have returned," he said, almost sounding wistful.

"Great." 

He stared at me with such an intensity, I felt bare under his gaze. Awkwardly, I pulled up the sheets to cover myself up, even if I was fully clothed.

The man folded his arms behind his back. "I make you uncomfortable."

"Errmm..." That wasn't a question, it was a statement. Was I being that obvious?

"But you're feeling better, albeit tired."

Another correct observation. How—

"You're wondering how I know these things," the man said, pacing back and forth. "I can read your aura like an open book."

Eek. I didn't like that at all. Some random dude could just take a look at me and know what I was feeling? No, thanks.

"Ah, I've made you even more uncomfortable," he noted. 

"So could you stop doing it then?" I snapped, wondering if I could just run out and never return.

"Negative. I will never not read auras," he replied, somehow sounding a little sad about it. Almost as if he tried everything to get rid of this intrusive ability, but nothing had worked.

Imagining that made him a little more sympathetic and me less creeped out. Even so, I wanted to return to my room. Right now, even the Dragon seemed like a pleasant companion.

The man pulled a face as he grabbed the clipboard attached to my bed. "The poison will linger in your system for a couple more hours, but you're out of the danger zone."

"Oh, that's good." 

"If the fuzziness and shadows persist, come back in."

I nodded. "And who am I asking for...?"

"Wagner."

"And you're the doctor?" 

He shot me a strange look. "I suppose so." Without another word, he turned away and disappeared back into the shadows. 

A heavy clock hang in the middle of the hall, ticking loudly as I waited for him to return and give me more instructions. 

What a peculiar infirmary. Rows and rows of dark cabinets towering towards the ceiling, some much higher than anyone could reach. The only sunlight crept in through the slits at the top of the walls, casting strange shadows on the marble floor.

When Wagner didn’t come back, I slipped off the bed and placed my feet on the cold ground. I guessed that meant I was free to go? 

Confused, I walked out of the small infirmary room, which didn't feel very sterile, nurturing, or used. Maybe there weren't that many injuries on campus after all? 

Hah, my arm was bandaged. Cool. I hadn't even noticed that. It didn't hurt, so that was good. Whether my reputation would survive this? That was a completely different matter.

Humming nervously, I found my way through the winding halls of the school. The dark stone columns and wide marble floors were both beautiful and intimidating. Maybe it was the silence? The echo of my footsteps?

Where was everyone? 

The school was usually vibrant and bubbling with chatter, laughter, and the rustling of bags, clothes, and wings. This particular part of campus seemed abandoned, which made no real sense. Why would the infirmary not be used?

Maybe people just died. 

"Hah..." I chuckled uncomfortably, spooked by my own joke. Maybe that was exactly what happened.

A chill ran down my spine and with my hand firmly on the rail, I descended down the staircase. I certainly wouldn't want to trip and be returned to Wagner's care. No thanks. 

After many corners and turns, I found myself back in a familiar part of the school and directed myself towards my dorm. I missed my first history class, but I wasn't too bothered by that. I could easily catch up on that. After all, history didn't change and I had my books stashed away in my wardrobe.

As I reached the dorm, I braced for any backlash from my little wolf stunt. At this time of day, there would be many other Wind Children hanging around and surely, they'd have heard about my little mishap.

Chatter died down as soon as I stepped through the entrance. Every corner packed, it seemed like the full three years of Valkyrie students were hanging in the dorm halls. Shit. I hadn't expected that many people to be here.

Not unlike my first day, all eyes were on me. Whispers and gossip followed me as I crossed to my room. Across the hall, I saw Astrid and my other classmates. From the looks of it, they were undeniably gossiping about me. 

Great. The only thing worse than my class hating me was—

"Ylva."

I cringed as I heard my name. The one person I wished hadn't been here.

"Yes?" I turned towards the voice, knowing it belonged to Flavia.

The strong blonde stepped out of the window nook, the other girls following her on the heel. Her dark wings were folded out, dominating the space and attention.

"I heard you had a little... incident."

I swallowed a lump. "That's right."

"Let me see."

Reluctantly, I held out my arm. I really hoped that puny wolf bite wouldn't scar. That wasn't a memory I wanted marked on my body.

Surprisingly gentle, Flavia unwound the bandages and exposed the raw skin underneath. The wound was unexpectedly deep and tattered, with dark blood coating the ragged edges. 

"Does it hurt?" she asked, holding it up to inspect better.

"It looks worse than it feels," I admitted, my heart pounding in my chest. Not only did I screw up imprinting with the wolf, I'd lose my place in Flavia's group. I'd be the outcast before the first week was over. 

"How's the wolf?" 

"I don't know," I admitted. "I blacked out and don't know what happened.

A bush of pink hair popped from behind me. "I can help with that."

"And who are you?" Flavia sneered, glaring at the Wood Elf. A couple of days ago, I would've shared her disgust. But from the conversations I'd had with Aellyn, she wasn't too bad. In fact, if I was going to be an outcast anyway, I could join up with her.

Despite every bone in my body screaming not to, I stepped protectively in front of the Elf. "This is Aellyn. She's a first-year Valkyrie student."

"Hmmm... And are you two... friends?" the strong blonde asked, pulling up her nose. 

I looked at the pink-haired girl, wondering whether I wanted to commit social suicide or not. She shot me a smile, her moss green eyes beaming with an unexpected happiness. Maybe this was the first kind thing anyone had done for her since she got here.

"Yes, I guess you could say we're friends," I replied, earning a collective gasp from all the other students. The idea of a Wind Child befriending a Wood Elf was outrageous, but then... Why the hell not? 

"Right..." Flavia shot me a look that I couldn't place. Irritation? Disbelief? Sadness? 

She motioned me to come closer, drawing me out of earshot of anyone around us. "Are you sure, Ylva? They say Wood Elves are the tricksters of the forest. Not to be trusted..."

"She seems nice enough."

"If that's your final decision..." 

I closed my eyes, weighing the things I wanted against each other. Being popular, befriending Flavia, shining as a Valkyrie. Yes. But I also wanted to stay true to myself, to be honest in the pursuit of my dreams. Even if that meant...

"I'll stick with the Elf," I declared, hoping I didn't just make the biggest mistake of my life.

Flavia nodded, retreating from our tiny huddle and straightening out her white uniform. She shot me a strange smile and nudged my shoulder with her fist. "I admire you."

Without saying anything else, she strode away to her clique of girls and dismissed anyone else gossiping with an angry glare. At least she was graceful about it all. 

Excited to be away from all the curious eyes, I turned to Aellyn jingled my keys. "I'm exhausted."

"Understandable. I'll see you in class tomorrow. Friend." A wide smile spread across her face, one that made it almost worth all the pain and trouble. At least I made her feel good.

"Yeah, I'll see you tomorrow." I tightened the bandages around my arm, the grief of not having a wolf only now setting in. Exhausted, I waved her goodbye and pushed into my room. The fragrant smell of unknown herbs and spices lured me towards the figure seated on the floor, an unusual sight. With her dark hair tied up in a ponytail and her rice cooker wafting with steam, Ryoko had made herself comfortable doing something else foreign.

As she noticed me come in, she smiled and bowed, like she always did. "Welcome home."

This wasn't home, but I appreciated the gesture.

Somehow, it was reassuring. Whatever happened out there, it would always be the same here. Her traditions I didn't understand, a politeness that never wavered, and my Dragon.
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"Please, sit." Ryoko gestured to the floor, which wasn't exactly inviting, but hey... Why not?

"What are you doing?" I asked, gesturing to the small chopping board, the array of ingredients, and the steaming pot. The academy came with kitchens and free meals, like advertised.

"Cooking," she replied dryly.

"I can tell. I meant... Why?"

The Dragon tilted her head, a thoughtful smile on her face. "Because I'm hungry?"

Infuriating answer, but I wasn't going to let it get to me. I didn't have the energy to fight. Instead, I crouched down and fell on my bum. "What's wrong with the dining hall?" 

Ryoko shrugged. "The food is decent, but it's nothing compared to a good, home-cooked meal."

"So what are you making?" I asked, crossing my legs to be more comfortable. The floor was hard and cold, but if the Dragon was doing it, so could I.

"Rice, cabbage and mushrooms, and some pickled carrots on the side."

"Nice?" I said, not wanting to be impolite again. Still, I thought it was an unusual meal. She seemed to like her rice, judging from the massive bag she had stashed under her bed. 

Ryoko stirred the vegetable mix, filling the air with the aromatic smell of savoury and sweet. As the scent curled up in my nostrils, it made me realise just how hungry I was. I missed lunch and there'd been no snacks in the infirmary. Still, I sure wasn't going to head to the dining hall with everyone judging me out there and I didn't want to impose on Ryoko. Between those two options, I'd rather go hungry.

My stomach rumbled violently, betraying my ordeal. 

The girl across me chuckled. "Hungry?"

"Just a little," I admitted, looking everywhere but her cooking pot. 

"Would you like to have dinner with me then?"

I hesitated. "Are you sure? I wouldn't want you to go hungry."

She shook her head, her eyes sparkling with a golden glint. "No, I'm happy to share. I made plenty." She sprinkled some chopped herbs in the cooker, splashed some mysterious sauce in and finished it with a squeeze of lemon. 

Carefully, she scooped up a generous serving in a bowl and pushed it towards me. "There you go."

"Thank you." I reached for the steaming plate and inhaled the delicious smell swirling up. 

"What's wrong with your arm?" Ryoko asked, pointing at the bandages around my wrist.

Oh right. I'd already forgotten about those. 

Before I could answer, she shuffled over to me and inspected the white wrappings. "Did you get hurt?"

"Yeah, I, ummm... I got bitten?"

"Oh no. By what? Another student?

I laughed, despite the continuous strain on my body. "No, by a dusk wolf."

The Dragon frowned, barely wrinkling her face. "What are those?"

"They're a breed of wolves, born from the shadows," I explained, earning a blank look from my roommate. Maybe that didn't really clarify things... "They're like a Valkyrie familiar type of thing. They help with... Hah... I don't actually know with what they help. Anyway, the point is, we're supposed to form a bond with them."

Ryoko nodded. "I'm guessing from your bite it didn't go well?"

"No... I don't know if she completely rejected me, but it certainly didn't go as planned."

"Sorry, that's not nice." She pointed at my arm. "May I?"

I nodded, 

For the second time, someone unwrapped the bandages. Her fingers brushed along my skin like butterflies, surprisingly tender in a completely different way than Flavia. I just couldn't figure out why.

"It looks bad. Does it hurt?"

"No, it doesn't. I hardly feel it," I replied, puffing up my chest and drawing a casual smile to my lips. 

She nodded thoughtfully. "That's good. Would you like some ointment on it though? I brought some from home. My grandpa made it."

"Ummm..." I stared at her, hesitantly. Did I want some weird oil on my wound?

"It's not dangerous, I promise. It's just made from herbs and plants. It'll make it heal faster."

I stared at the Dragon, weighing my options. She wouldn't do something to hurt me, so why not try? I wanted to be rid of this bad memory as soon as possible.

"Yeah, why not," I decided.

Ryoko smiled. "One second." She rummaged through the bags under her bed and pulled out a couple of dark vials. With a very soft touch, she poured some oily substance onto the wound.

"Ouch. It stings," I protested.

"Sorry. It'll get warm in a moment." Carefully, she rubbed circles along the jagged edges of my wound. A concentrated smile played around her lips, somehow lightening up her whole face.

A warmth spread through me, just like she said it would. I hadn't expected it to be in my stomach, but maybe the oil had a strange effect on me or something.

Not able to look away, I stared at Ryoko as she tended to my arm. She shared her food and now she was taking care of me, and I wasn't even nice to her. I should really stop being so rude. She didn't deserve that. 

"There. That should certainly help with the pain." 

"Thank you." 

The Dragon looked at me, a smile spreading across her face. 

I chuckled, a little bewildered. "What?"

"Nothing," she replied, but the hidden smirk revealed there was something. Like she discovered a mystery, but didn't want to tell anyone yet.

"Alright." I sucked in my lip, trying to contain the lightness fluttering in my chest. What was that? 

"I'm distracting you." 

Ryoko handed me a spoon and pushed the bowl of rice and mushrooms back to me. "I hope it's still hot."

"It looks hot," I replied, my voice strangely high. What was going on there? 

The Dragon chuckled, shaking her head to hide her amusement. She portioned herself some rice, a serene look falling on her face. She folded her hands and bowed to her bowl of food, mumbling something under her breath that I didn't understand. With a happy smile, she nudged at me again and motioned to my food. "Eat, please."

The strange tension continued to hang between us while I took my first taste from Ryoko's dinner. Despite the time passed, the rice was still piping hot and the cabbage was wonderfully tender. The mushrooms savoury with a slight bite and the pickled carrots just wonderfully sharp. 

"That's good!" I exclaimed, surprised by the foreign flavours. It wasn't something I'd ever have made for myself, but it was delicious. Savoury, a hit of sweet, a little tangy. Hmmm. I could eat a whole bowl of that.

"I'm glad." 

She shot me another mysterious smile as we ate in silence. Not that I minded. I was so hungry, I felt like I was ungracefully shovelling all the food down my throat. It was just so hot and full of flavour. It was easily the best thing I ate since I got here, including the roast at Flavia's dinner party.

Without wanting to waste one bite, I fished the last grain of rice from my bowl. "That was fantastic."

Ryoko blushed. "Thank you."

"You're a great cook."

She mopped up the last of her bowl, folded her hands again, and mumbled some more things I couldn't understand. I wanted to ask her about that, but maybe not today. I didn't want to ruin the nice moment.

Which reminded me... "I forgot to say... Your potato salad was a real hit. Everyone liked it."

A deeper colour added to the blush on her cheeks. "Oh. Thank you."

Another silence fell over us, but that wasn't a surprise. Despite being roommates and having lived together for a week, I hardly knew her. Most of our conversations had started and ended in me snapping at her, not that I really had any reason for it. It was a miracle she was still talking to me, let alone being so nice. 

With a newfound appreciation, I stared at the girl across me. Now that I'd alienated myself from the rest of the Valkyrie students, there was nothing holding me back from getting to know her better. No barrier, no reason I couldn't associate with a Dragon.

Ryoko furrowed her brows. "What?"

"What?" I asked.

"You're staring at me."

"I was?"

She chuckled softly. "You were."

"Sorry. I was just thinking..." My breath hitched as her gaze intensified. Her eyes were on me, almost penetrating in a way. It left me feeling naked and bare, but in a strangely comfortable way. How weird...

"Yes? You kind of stopped mid-sentence," she prompted.

"Oh, sorry. I was thinking... Why are you so nice to me?"

Ryoko shrugged. "I was brought up to be nice."

"Even to people that are rude to you?"

She shot me an amused look. "Especially to those."

I wrinkled my nose. "Sorry about that."

"Thank you."

"For?" 

The Dragon stifled a smile, but it still burst through on her face. "Your apology."

Damn, she was nice. I could learn something from her. Only one week in the Academy and it was already opening my mind in different ways than I expected. Befriending a Wood Elf, apologising to a Dragon? Unthinkable when I first arrived. But right now... That didn't seem too bad.

With a strange grin, Ryoko reached across to collect my spoon and bowl. Part of her cheek got caught in the last glint of sun of the day. Golden scales rippled across her skin, just as beautiful as I remembered. Faint markings curled elegantly across the plates, almost invisible. If I hadn't been sitting this close, I'd never have seen it. 

Come to think of it, I was very close. I could smell the summer on her skin and count the light freckles around her nose. Her almond-shaped eyes were filled with the same warmth I associated with the sun. How could eyes be this dark and light at the same time?

She was beautiful, not just for a Dragon. She was beautiful all around.

"You're staring again," she noted, her voice softer than before.

"Sorry," I said, but I didn't stop staring. I couldn't avert my eyes. Colours I'd never seen before danced in front of me, flashing in spots and shadows. A strange sensation curled in my stomach, somehow drawing me towards the Dragon. My wind magic crackled in my veins, almost unnoticeable, and yet so clearly there. 

"Ylva?" 

I pulled back, breaking the strange tension between us. My wind stopped whispering, the silence suddenly overwhelming. Lost for words, I searched for the one thing I could still say. "Sorry."

A strange glint of gold flickered through her eyes as she snickered. "You're apologising a lot."

Captured by a strange sense of vulnerability, I batted my eyes down. I didn't know what was happening or what I was feeling, but I hadn't experienced this before. 

What was going on between Ryoko and I? Why was my chest coiled so tight? Why was I drawn so inexplicably to her? I didn't feel this way around anyone else I knew. Was this the food? The moment? 

Oh. The remaining poison from the wolf's bite. That must be it.

Yes...

That was why I felt so drawn to the beautiful Dragon. Poison.
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Chapter 14.
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I couldn't sleep. The worry of the day kept me awake in a restless tumble of sheets and pillows. How would I face the my class tomorrow? How could I call myself a Valkyrie without a wolf companion?

Well, it wasn't a definite rejection yet, but it wasn't a good sign either. My wolf bit me... And next week, I'd have to see all the others play with their pup while I didn't even know whether I had one.

No. I couldn't let that happen. I'd be an even bigger laughing stock than I already was. 

I had to do something. Like sneak out and forge the bond already.

Actually... That wasn’t a bad idea. The wolves would just be asleep in the Barn, just like everyone else in the school. Nobody would ever be able to figure out I snuck in a little extra nightly session. They'd see me with an imprinted wolf, just like it was supposed to be.

So... Why not?

Bubbling with excitement, I tossed and turned a bit more. I needed to make sure everyone was deep asleep before I crept through the abandoned school and to the Barn.

A little longer and I'd have my own dusk wolf, exactly how it was meant to be. Just a little longer.

As I waited for the deepest part of the night, I watched a small stripe of moonlight creep into our room through the window. The silvery shine danced with the grains of the wooden floor, almost making it come alive. 

It was beautiful. And a little boring. I had places to go and things to do. If I had to wait any longer, I would go crazy. I'd just make sure to be quiet, but I needed to go. Right now.

With my eyes used to the darkness, I pushed my sheets away and put my feet on the cold wood. A shiver ran through me as I threw a dark hoodie over my head and slipped into a comfortable pair of shoes. If I got caught, I'd surely face detention, maybe even expulsion. But that didn't matter. Without a wolf, I'd go home in disgrace anyway.

I needed to make this right.

As silent as I could, I tip-toed from the bed to the door. 

"Ouch." 

Shit. I ran into one of the wardrobes. I hadn't been here long enough to develop the muscle memory that allowed me to walk in total darkness.

"What are you doing?" Ryoko's sleepy voice sounded from her bed.

"Nothing," I denied.

She yawned audibly and sat up, rubbing her eyes. "You're up? Is it morning?"

"No, umm... You're dreaming. Go back to sleep."

The Dragon opened her eyes, revealing the golden rings around her irises. "I'm not dreaming, Ylva. What are you up to?"

Should I tell her the truth? Lie? Sneak out without giving an explanation? Damn, why did I run into the wardrobe? I could've avoided this. 

"Ylva? Tell me."

"I'm going to see my dusk wolf, okay?"

Even in the dark, I could see her frown. "The one that didn't imprint on you?"

"That one. I just need to see it before it completely rejects me. I need to fix it."

"And the best time is in the middle of the night?" she asked, her voice filled with scepticism.

"No. Yes. No. I mean, who's going to catch me? If I can forge the bond, I'm caught up with the others for next week. It'll be easy," I defended myself, even though I knew this could get me in a lot of trouble. I shouldn't care this much, not when it didn't matter what others thought of me. Not when I could serve perfectly fine without one.

But I cared. I didn't want to go down as a failure. I didn't want to be different, or weird, or 'special'. 

"I'm sure it's a bad idea, but I'm doing it anyway,” I admitted.

"You could get in serious trouble," Ryoko protested. Her concern was touching, but it wasn't enough to stop me. I had to do this. 

Stubbornly, I shrugged the doubt away and reached for the door. Begging, praying that the dorm halls would be empty at night. Nobody could see me, nobody could hear me. It was already shady that Ryoko knew what I was up to, but I trusted her. She wouldn't tell anyone.

"Fine." Sheets rustled and the sound of footsteps echoed until a figure bumped into me.

"What are you doing?" I whispered, pushing her back into the room and closing the door. 

"I'm coming with you," the Dragon replied, not budging.

She was standing so close to me, I could feel the heat radiating from her. She was hot, like the kiss of sun. Despite myself, I reached over to touch her skin. I wanted to know whether I could feel the scales or if I'd get burned.

"What are you doing?" she asked, her breath tickling my cheek. The scent of summer brushed past my nose, only adding to the warmth welling up in my chest.

She had a strange effect on me and I couldn't figure out if it was the Dragon part of her or... her.

"Ylva?"

"Sorry." Quickly, I stepped back, pressing myself into the door just to put some distance between us. She clouded my mind and I couldn't think when she was this close.

"You're weird. Are we going or not?"

"I am. You're not."

She clacked her tongue. "I want to go."

"Why?"

Her eyes lit up. "Adventure. Besides, I want to see your dusk wolves."

"Adventure?"

"Yes. I'm curious."

I sighed. Was it worth kicking up a fuss that could potentially draw attention to us or did I just give in? If she wanted to tag along... why not? She could stand guard and make sure nobody disturbed me while I was busy with the pup.

"Fine, you can come. Just... Be quiet and stay behind me. You've seen what the bite of a dusk can do."

Even in the dark, I saw her roll her eyes. "Noted. As long as you protect poor little me."

"Are you mocking me?"

"I am," she chuckled.

"Cheeky," I replied. Somehow, I should've been offended by her, but I wasn't. In fact, she was right to tease me. I didn't know anything about Dragons, but she certainly wasn't a helpless girl. She could take care of herself and my implications were offensive on their own.

With Ryoko following me on the heel, it was hard to ignore the heat bouncing off of her. Same with the intoxicating smell that surrounded her. Was this a Dragon thing or was it unique to her? 

I had so many questions, but those were for a different time. 

The school was abandoned, almost creepy in its silence and emptiness. The silver light cast strange shadows across the marble floors, ones that if I looked long enough, I was sure they'd start moving. 

Every turn of a corner had my heart beating rapidly, worried that I'd run into someone or something. It didn't help that Ryoko seemed to make more noise than an army of Wind Children. She kept bumping into me, tripping over own feet, and making weird clicking sounds with her tongue.

She certainly wouldn’t be my first pick for a stealth mission.

"Can you be any louder?" I asked, glaring at her as we stepped out of the building and onto the earth path leading towards the Barn.

"Sorry. I'm not used to being silent."

I snorted. "Really? You're almost invisible when we're in our room."

"That's different."

"How?"

"I'm not trying to be quiet." 

"Fine. At least we're already here. But please be careful, okay? The mother wolf is highly aggressive during the day, she'll be even more prone to violence at night." Slowly, I pushed the heavy door open and stared inside. Met with the red eyes of the dusk, the bite in my wrist started tingling. Almost like a warning of what they were capable of.

But it didn't matter. I needed to do this.

"I hope you're not squeamish with raw meat. We need to offer the mother some offal."

Ryoko nodded. She followed me into the barn and closed the door, trapping us inside with the darkness and the wolves. If Grey was feeling extra angry today, this would end badly for both of us. 

Maybe this was a terrible idea. Maybe I should turn back now that I still could...

"They're beautiful," Ryoko whispered, admiration audible in her voice. She crouched down in the hay, making herself comfortable. "Oh, they're so cute."

"I know."

"Which one is yours?"

I peered into the darkness, trying to visually untangle the pile of fur and tails. "Ummm... I think that one? No, that one. Wait... There, the pup in the corner. It's got that little grey spot on his nose."

"Aww. She's so tiny."

"Or he. I don't know what it is."

The Dragon sank on her knees and reached out to the pile of fur. "It doesn't matter, they're so cute!"

"Careful!" I yanked her away before Grey could snap her arm like a branch. I just warned her.

"I'm sorry, they're just so fluffy. I want to cuddle them all."

"Well, you can't. All of them are imprinted, so unless you have the permission of the Valkyrie, they'll attack."

"Awww," Ryoko pouted. "I know! Make friends with yours and then tell it I'm cool."

I chuckled in disbelief. I always thought she was coolheaded and reserved, but the moment an animal came onto the scene, she completely changed. It was the same with her weird dust bunny.

"Please, Ylva. I want to pet its little head." Her voice filled with excitement, she practically bounced up and down in the corner of the Barn. It was a little endearing to see her like this. Part of me shared that same feeling when it came to dusk wolves. I loved them.

Most of that excitement was just squashed by the pressure of what it would look like if I couldn't make it work. The idea of a companion had overtaken my love for them. Maybe that was why the dusk wolf hadn't imprinted on me yet. I wasn't coming at them with the right intention...

Ha. 

Maybe...

Carefully, making sure to stay out of reach of Grey, I sat down in the ticklish hay. I needed to chill out and stop obsessing over doing everything perfectly.

"Oh, we're sitting now?" Ryoko thudded down next to me, grunting softly as she swayed back and forth.

"What are you doing?" I hissed.

"Taking off my sweater. I'm too warm," she said, wrestling with her hoodie. 

Why did she even bring it? She was burning hot like the sun.

"Just be silent."

I really shouldn't have agreed for her to tag along. But she seemed so excited and kicking up a fuss wouldn't have been much better either.

At least there was someone to drag me away if I got bitten again? I'd rather not, but anything could happen. I just needed to figure out how to connect with my wolf pup. Somehow, anyhow. I wasn't going to be the failure of my family.
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Chapter 15.
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Azur. The beautiful wolf of my mother had been a friendly constant while I grew up. The gentle touch of her wet snout encouraging me to take a step further, the reassuring growl to dare me to be a bit bolder. There wasn't a childhood memory without her.

I couldn't imagine not having my own wolf companion. The noise of paws and claws ticking on the floor, the snap of a slashing tail, and the soft grumble of an animal asleep. They were sounds of a healthy household and without it, it simply wasn't home.

I wanted, needed a wolf. I wouldn't be complete without.

A small wet patch pressed into the back of my hand and my breath hitched. I knew what that was, I'd felt that a thousand times.

The nose of a wolf.

A foreign magic rushed through me, both hot and cold at the same time. Tingling, overwhelming, reassuring. It howled, it roared, it devoured the silence within me. The wind of my heart reacted to the surge, chasing after it, with it, until there was no telling where one ended and the other started. 

I look up in the red eyes of the small pup, staring right into his soul. We were one.

A love I’d never felt for anyone or anything else planted itself firmly in my heart. Filled with affectionate and protective feelings, I scooped up the small pup and buried my face in his fur. Hyde. His name was Hyde.

"Hello, little one." I pressed a soft kiss on his head. "You're so beautiful."

The pup whined, turning and scuffling in my arms until it seemed comfortable. Fluffy fur, paws that were too big for his body, and a wagging tail. My wolf was perfect.

Relief crashed over me as I tickled his belly. I had my own dusk wolf.

"We're going to have so much fun, Hyde." 

A repressed squeal to my left reminded me I wasn't alone in the Barn. Slowly, I turned towards the excitable Dragon. 

"Yes?" I asked, hoping she wasn't going to keep making that noise. Even with the pup imprinted, Grey would tear me a new one if we made too much noise and presented ourselves as a threat.

"You did it! Right?"

I looked down at Hyde, overcome with emotion. "Yes, I did it."

"Can I pet it now?"

"Him. It's a boy and his name is Hyde." I shuffled closer towards Ryoko, opening my arms so she could reach the pup. "Be careful. He's my wolf now, but I can tell he'll be an aggressive one."

"I'll be fine," she chuckled before leaning towards the pup. "Hello, little boy. Can I tickle your belly? Can I tickle your belly? Yes, yes, I can. Aww, you're so cute."

"He is, isn't he?" I agreed proudly. At this age, his eyes hadn't developed the signature red colour yet and he was a lot fluffier than his adult counterpart. With his mother nearby, he wouldn't stay with me long and I had to make the most of my time with him.

I joined Ryoko in scratching his chin and inspecting the rows of teeth. They weren't great when he bit me, but now that we were bonded, I could admire them. They'd come in handy when...

Well... I still didn't really know what the companion was for, but that didn't matter. His teeth would be useful somehow.

With a little yawn, Hyde stretched himself as long as he could and wriggled out of my embrace. Unsteady on his legs, he wobbled back to the pile of mother and siblings and plopped down. 

"Bye, Hyde. I'll be back soon," I whispered after him, not able to contain the glee. "Aaaah, I have a wolf!"

"When can he leave his mother? Oh, will he be in our room?" Ryoko asked, clapping her hands.

"Shhh. We're supposed to be sneaky."

"Oh, right. Sorry."

Despite wanting to stay with the wolves all night, I knew the longer we stayed, the higher the risk of getting caught. Even if I didn't want to leave, I had to.

"Let's go before anyone sees us."

The Dragon put her hands on her hips. "Only if you promise I get to come to see Hyde again."

"You can't come here again. This is actually a Valkyrie only site," I said, sucking in a breath through my teeth. "Sorry."

"Then you have to promise you'll bring him to our room sometime."

"I'll see what I can do, okay? He has to be trained first."

"Fine, but I'm not going to stop asking."

I stared at her, slightly bemused. From what I'd seen, I thought she was this calm and emotionless person. Polite, reserved, slightly robotic even? But this Ryoko...? 

She was full of life, bubbling with excitement and personality. I liked this Ryoko. She was fun to be around, even if she was slightly insane. 

I could get used to her.

"Let's go," I said, pulling her up from the floor and towards the exit. We couldn't linger too long and I really wanted some proper sleep so I wasn't half-dead tomorrow.

"Fiiiiine."

I pushed the Barn open, inviting the cold night air inside. The wind greeted me like an old friend and I basked in the cool touch on my skin. Combined with the heat radiating from Ryoko, it created a weird, somewhat pleasant sensation. It was unlike anything else.

"The school is beautiful at night, don't you think?" she mused, gesturing to the grandness of the building.

The stained glass windows reacted differently to the shimmer of the moon than during the day. The walls were adorned with small statues and figurines, portraying and honouring the ancestors that build the place. High and mighty, the school stood in the landscape, almost as if it was birthed by the earth herself.

Strong towers pierced the sky, creating an endless and timeless illusion. The school was magnificent, something that was easy to forget when I was inside, stressing about the girl groups and my reputation.

"It's beautiful," I agreed, looking from the building at Ryoko. The faint moonlight stroked her cheek and revealed the scales underneath, albeit not as pronounced as when she was standing in the sun. "Beautiful indeed..."

"You're doing your staring thing again."

Caught. Shit.

"Oh, ummm... Sorry, I do that sometimes. I get lost in my thoughts."

"What were you thinking about?"

"Mmmmm... How we need to get back to our room. Quick," I said, which wasn't entirely a lie. I just didn't want to admit that this staring thing was a recent development. She was just so fascinatingly different.

Ryoko shook her head in bemusement, her ponytail dancing. "Alright, if you say so."

With the Dragon by my side, I followed the winding halls to the exit of the school that lead to the dorm.

"Shit." 

Ryoko stopped so suddenly, I bumped into her.

"What?" I hissed. 

The girl turned to me, an apologetic smile around her lips. "I forgot my sweater."

"In the Barn?"

"Yup..."

"Oh, for fuck's— Oh, wait. It'll be fine. They're just standard Academy issue, right?"

Ryoko pulled a face. "Yes, except that I sewed my crest into it?"

"Your crest?" 

"Yeah, the crest with my family name on it..."

"For fuck's sake!" I banged my fists against my forehead, fighting the urge to scream. If the sweater didn't shine light on our midnight secret, that surely would. "We'll have to go back and get it then."

"Well, hurry then."

"Hurry? Are you telling me to hurry? You're the one that almost screwed this up!"

Ryoko's nostrils flared. "This was all your idea in the first place."

"Wha— You didn't have to come!" I growled in disbelief. How was this my fault now? I never forced her to come along. In fact, if I remembered it correctly, she decided she wanted to come.

"You dangled adventure in my face!" she countered, waving her hands at me. "How could I say no to adventure?"

"This isn't an adventure, this is my life!" 

"Life can be an adventure," she argued.

I glared angrily in her golden eyes, calling upon my wind to strengthen my resolve. "Whatever it is, next time, you're not invited."

The Dragon huffed. "Hah. We'll see about that."

"We don't even know each other!" I protested, quickly becoming fed up with her. We were having such a good time, but she was ruining it by— by being impossible. How infuriating.

"Through no fault of my own. Tonight was the first time that you were even remotely friendly to me."

"Well, what, well," I spluttered, my magic raging in my chest like a tornado. "That's neither here nor there."

"Why? Because I'm right?" she challenged, the gold around her eyes twinkling. A smile played around her lips, one that showed she knew I had no leg to stand on.

I clacked my tongue, pulling her along. "Fine. Let's just go and get your sweater okay?"

Even without looking at her, I felt her smugness bouncing off of her. So much for the polite and reserved girl I thought I was rooming with. What a night.

The winding path led us through the scatter of trees, back to the Barn.

"Hey, did we do that?" Ryoko asked, grabbing my wrist and stopping me.

"What?"

"The door."

I followed her gaze, finding the heavy sliding door of the Barn slightly ajar. "No, I closed it."

"Are you sure?"

"Mmmm... No?"

The Dragon's whisper tickled my cheek. "Be careful."

"Careful? I thought you wanted adventure," I teased, trying to relieve some of the nerves. I was certain I closed the door. Almost certain. Half certain.

What if I hadn't and the wolves escaped? 

"Shhh, do you hear that?" Ryoko asked, pressing herself closer into me. 

She was lean, leaner than I expected. How did she stay so thin? I wanted to have a figure like that.

No, focus. 

Barn. Wolves. Sweater.

"Let's find your jumper, check the dusks are okay and get out of here, yes?" I asked.

"Yes," Ryoko agreed, pushing me towards the Barn. "You first."

Nerves engulfed me as I approached the stone building. The smell of night made way for the faint scent of dry hay. The darkness of the Barn greeted me, a reassuring sight. But unlike the other times, there was no shuffling of paws and legs. No soft whining of pups. No red eyes staring into my soul.

The wolves were gone.
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The talking and chattering in the cafeteria stopped the moment I set foot in there. Hundreds of eyes followed me as I walked in, glaring with accusation and wonder.

Why, oh, why did I have to be the centre of attention? Again.

This was not how I envisioned my time at the Academy.

Even the other courses had heard about the missing wolves and my involvement in this particular event. Part of me wished I'd gone back to bed and let the teachers stumble upon the empty Barn in the morning, none the wiser about what happened.

But I couldn't. The wolves were gone and they needed finding as soon as possible. I had no other choice but to report it in the middle of the night and admit what I'd done.

At least I managed to convince Ryoko to go back to the dorm and pretend she didn't know a thing. She protested, but even she understood why she couldn't be involved. 

Her golden eyes followed me with pity as I walked into the cafeteria. I wished I could've stayed hidden for longer, but I had to face the music. I did this.

A group of second-years sneered at me as I passed them, their wolves growling lowly in unison. They flapped their wings dismissively, the disappointment and contempt clear as day.

I royally screwed up and I couldn't even deny it.

"Ylva."

Not that voice again...

"Flavia," I replied, reluctantly turning to face the blonde. 

"I heard about last night. Is it true?"

I swallowed a hard lump. "Yes."

"You let the wolves escape?"

"Not on purpose..."

Oda popped up from behind her leader. "So what were you doing in the Barn at night?"

"Well, I wanted to—

"Ylva Helgudóttir." A voice boomed through the cafeteria, drawing all the attention to the front. A thin figure somehow dominated the whole room, commanding silence and respect. Brynhild.

My stomach dropped. This was not going to go well for me. 

Oh gods, would I get expelled? Would they send a letter of shame home? Would they try out some of the punishment of old?

With my tail between my legs, I obeyed her call and shuffled through the tables and chairs towards the entrance. I held my head up high, trying to keep some of my dignity. Not that I felt that way inside. I was mortified and I'd rather sink through the floor than face the consequences and shame.

"Follow me, daughter of Helga," Brynhil said. No, sneered.

"Yes, Professor." As soon as I turned my back, the noise in the dining hall turned full volume. Even walking away, I distinguished my name between all the whispers and mockery.

I would never come back from this...

In absolute silence, I followed Brynhild through the halls of the school. With a sadness, I admired the stained glass and beautiful paintings. I might never see them again. 

Her footsteps echoed loudly in the empty hall as she guided me up the stairs. First floor. Second floor. Third floor. Wow, I was in serious trouble... I was going to get expelled, for sure. So much for not being a disgrace. 

Stupid, Ylva. Stupid.

"In here." Brynhild opened a door to a small room and waited for me to enter. "Sit and wait. We'll be right with you."

"We?" I asked, my voice shaky.

My teacher didn't reply. Instead, she slammed the door shut and I heard her footsteps echo away.

We? Who was ‘we’? The punisher? A torturer? Oh gods, what was going to happen to me?

Time passed excruciatingly slow as I sat at the small desk. I twiddled my thumbs and picked at my lip, the nerves just too much to handle. I was going to be crucified here. Memorised for letting the precious, rare dusk wolves escape.

I was such a loser...

After an eternity of waiting, the door shrieked open again. Brynhild entered, closely followed by an elderly woman that I'd never seen before. 

On first glance, she didn't seem that intimidating, until she glared at me. Her eyes flashed green and her stature changed. She straightened her back, the crow’s feet around her eyes disappearing.

Who was this woman? Could this be the infamous Banshee that ran the academy? 

"Ylva, daughter of Helga," Brynhild said, her voice strong and powerful like a storm that would leave nothing unscathed. "This is Headmistress MacKinnon."

I swallowed another lump. So it was the Banshee from the legends after all. 

"As you may or may not be aware, the headmistress took the Banshee oath of silence. She'll be communicating through me."

I took a deep breath. "Okay?"

I watched an exchange of hand movements and signals between the two professors, unable to get any clue as to what they were talking about. I wasn't sure why the headmistress wasn't speaking. Oath of silence? I didn't know the first thing about Banshees. And I probably wouldn't learn anything about them either, because I was getting expelled. 

"Ylva. Let's go over your story again. You said you were outside..." she checked her notepad. "To have a dusk imprint on you?"

I nodded.

"You entered the Barn, bonded with the pup, and then left?"

I nodded again, relieved that neither seemed to suspect that Ryoko was there too.

"So why did you return to the Barn?"

My eyes widened. Shit. I couldn't tell them about the sweater, because the Dragon was never there. However... "I left my sweater and went back for it."

Brynhild nodded and turned back to the headmistress. With more complicated gestures and signals, they forced silence in the conversation. The two women sighed, their expressions changing.

My wolf teacher faced me, her eyes lined with a stern glare. "Ylva. Did you leave the door open when you left the Barn?"  

"No. I mean, I don't think so."

"Did you see anyone else on the premises while you were out there?"

I shook my head, my stomach churning. "No..."

"Did you steal the wolves?"

My chest tightened. They had to believe me. My voice came out as a little squeak. "No."

"Understood. We'll take it from here." 

Without saying anything else, the two women left me in the small, suffocating room. Alone with my thoughts, worries grating me down. What would happen now? Did they think I stole the wolves? Would I get expelled? Did Mamma already know?

The wait was almost even more punishing than the actual sanction. I peeled more skin from my lips than they had, reddening my hands with blood. 

Damn it. I couldn't take it anymore. I needed to know what was going on.

I stormed to the door, ready to confront the teachers in the hallway. 

Muffled voices stopped me from breaking out and instead, I pressed my ear against the wall to listen. Another voice, a man had joined the conversation. 

"Alert the other academies. This can't be a coincidence," he said.

"That's twenty-one missing wolves, including my own Grey. This is getting out of hand," Brynhild replied.

Silence, which I assumed was the headmistress signing.

"Agreed. Young Ylva was just in the wrong place in the wrong time. It's unfortunate she didn't see anything," the man said.

"What are we supposed to do now? Has anyone a description of the thief?"

"Negative."

More shuffling and rustling. "Is it time to involve the students?"

"Maybe. We can't continue like this."

"The school year has only just started."

Silence. Even on this side of the wall, the tension was palpable. They were making important decisions, which they probably shouldn't be having in the middle of the hallway. But then, the third floor was mostly abandoned and considered off limits.

After the longest time, Brynhild spoke again. "We're the teachers. It's our responsibility to prepare our students for the real world. We can't sit around and waste time. We need every able-bodied man and woman out there."

"Agreed. We just have no other choice."

Clothes ritsled and rustled, footsteps echoed, and the doorknob rattled.

Shit, they were coming back.

Quick as the wind, I rushed back to my seat and catapulted myself into the chair. Just in time.

"Ylva." The man attached to the voice appeared in the room. His black hair a stark contrast to the white skin underneath. "You're free to go."

My eyes widened. "Really?"

"Yes. We've decided that you're not responsible for the disappearance of the dusk wolves."

My chest unclenched and I released the breath I didn't know I was holding. "Really? Thank the gods."

"However, you were out during the night and broke into the Barn. For that, you'll receive detention."

I swallowed. That was fair. "Understood."

"However—“

He already said that.

"There are extenuating circumstances in play and we can't waste any time with detention. Your Valkyrie teachers will choose a befitting punishment."

"Okay?"

"You're dismissed."

I shot him a hesitant look. "Oookay?"

His eyes followed me until I exited the room and walked down the hall. Neither Brynhild or the headmistress were still around, but that made sense. Whatever they were talking about, it seemed urgent and worrisome.

At least they didn't blame me for the missing wolves. That was certainly something... I hoped the other students would believe it too. 

A sudden sound crackled and a male voice thundered through the school. Were there speakers in here?

"Attention, attention. All students are called to the main hall immediately. I repeat, all students are called to the main hall immediately."

It must be important then... Maybe this was an explanation why so many classes had been cancelled and why the teachers were absent all the time?

I thundered down three flights of stairs, joining in with the masses of students moving towards the main building. They were all speculating and talking so much, they didn't even look at me twice.

Thank the gods. I was sick of being the centre of attention for all the wrong reasons. 

Hidden by the mass, I followed the stream that lead me to the main hall. Five teachers were assembled on a small platform, including Brynhild and headmistress MacKinnon. 

I didn't recognise the other three, but they looked serious. Whatever they had to say, it wasn't going to be good news.

Across the rows of students, I spotted a familiar pink-haired head. Aellyn. The only person that might understand why I did what I did. 

I hurried through the sea of various students, dodging elbows and avoiding toes. "Hey!"

The pink elf smiled. "Hi."

"What's going on?"

"Beats me." She shrugged, gesturing to the raised platform. "It looks serious."

"That's what I thought."

The same voice boomed again. This time I recognised it as the man that had spoken to me. "Silence!"

The excitable chatter died out as curiosity won. All ears turned towards the teachers at the front, the attention absolute.

"As part of a new initiative, all courses will be accelerated. The Afterlife Academy will take a practical approach to teaching you the necessary care of human souls. First -and second-years will no longer attend general courses. Instead, they'll double up on course-specific lectures. From today, third-years will no longer have any theoretical lectures. Instead, teachers will implement a practical approach."

A murmur swept through the crowd of students. Cheers of excitement, whispers of confusion, exclamations of doubt.

"What's going on?!"

"Does that mean we have less exams?"

"I didn't sign up for this!"

The teacher silenced everyone again, his slender stature somehow commanding a lot of respect. I didn't know who he was or what he taught, but he wasn't to be messed with.

"Exams will be adjusted and cancelled according to the new timetable. That's all."

The sea of students roared even louder, but it didn't look like the teachers were going to elaborate. 

How confusing... This had nothing to do with the missing wolves, and yet, they linked the two events when they were talking in the hall.

Only I knew about this, but it didn't make sense to me. Yet. What were they up to? Cancelling classes? No more mixed lectures?

Something was seriously wrong, far beyond what they were telling us. Whatever it was, I was going to find out.
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"Ouch! I swear—" I growled, pushing the prickly bunny away.

"It's okay, she didn't do it on purpose," Ryoko mused, sitting down on my bed to tickle Pickles' face. "You just like Ylva's bed, don't you? You little rascal."

I groaned, falling back on my pillow without spikes. "I'm serious, Ryoko. Something is going on and they're not telling us."

"I guess so? But does it matter. You didn't get in trouble."

"I did. I’ll be punished by my teachers at some point. Plus, all the other Valkyrie students hate me. Well, all but Aellyn, but she's just as disliked as I am."

The Dragon patted my knee. "It'll get better."

"I don't know... I feel like I'm just kind of locked in this room with you."

"And that's such a bad thing?" she teased, shooting me a playful smile.

"No, not really," I admitted. And I meant it. Ryoko wasn't all that bad. Despite her fluctuating personality, I liked what I saw. The desire for adventure, the slight snark, the knowing smile she brought out every now and then. 

The Dragon flicked her hair over her shoulder as she fed Pickles a couple of paper balls. That damned bunny still kept jumping on my bed for no reason.

"Can you put your pet away?" I asked, glaring at the spiky thing.

She clicked her tongue. "Come on, she's cute. Look at her adorable whiskers and her fluffy black dust."

"She's got spines that hurt me."

"Only because you keep sitting on her," my roommate pointed out.

"Only because she keeps sleeping on my pillow," I argued back. This dust bunny might be cute from a distance, but she was no joke up close. I already endured too many animal abuse since I got here.

"Just give her a try? Please?" She pushed the ball of black fluff towards me. Pickles did a little hop that had me squeal in surprise.

"Oh my, did you just scream?" Ryoko teased, snickering under her breath. "Are you really scared of a harmless, little bunny?"

I glared at her. She might have golden rings around her eyes and smoky tendrils following her, but I wasn't intimidated.

"I'm not scared," I growled back, shuffling towards Pickles and awkwardly petting her. I wasn't going to let a puny Dragon outbrave me. If I could face dusk wolves, I certainly could deal with a dust bunny.

Ryoko tweaked an eyebrow, clearly daring me.

Fine. If that was how she wanted to play it...

"Here, Pickles, Pickles." I rubbed my fingers together, luring the little animal to me. She perked up her ears and spines, rapidly scurrying across the bed to jump onto my lap.

"Ouch!" I glared at Ryoko. "She pricked me. Again."

"You need to be more careful. Pat her from back to front, not the other way around."

Sighing, I tried her method. With the forward motion, it flattened the spikes against her back instead of them catching in my skin. 

"Hah."

"See. She's so soft."

"She is," I admitted reluctantly. "Why didn't you tell me this sooner?"

"You never seemed interested." Ryoko shrugged, feeding Pickles another ball of paper. "Here, you try."

Carefully, I waved the strip in front of the bunny. "Num, num, num."

With a little hop, she shook her fluff and nibbled on the paper scrap. Now that I knew how to avoid the spines, she was very soft. And kind of cute. Her little nose moved when she chewed, the funny hops, the wobble when she walked. 

"Hello, Pickles." I tickled her between her tiny ears, earning a soft grumble.

"She likes you," Ryoko noted, shooting me a knowing smile.

"I guess she's not too bad," I admitted. Cautiously, I shuffled back and kept a close eye on the bunny. It was soft to touch, but not pleasant under my butt at all. "Why did you bring her to the Academy again?"

"She reminds me of home."

"Right..." I looked at her, trying my best not to laugh. "Because your home is a dust bunny?"

Ryoko shot me a bemused glare. "No. But dust bunnies only appear in homes with positive vibes. Pickles appeared just before I left and we took that as a sign."

"Aha. Do you Dragons take lots of things as signs?" I asked, my eyes widening. Shit. "I mean... Are you— You're a Dragon right? I didn't mean to assume, I just thought—"

"How dare you," Ryoko hissed, making my stomach twist in knots.

Fuck. 

"I'm so sorry, I thought, I didn't,—" I stammered, taken aback by the sudden laughter.

"I'm just messing with you. Oh my, you should've seen your face."

I glared at my roommate. "Really? I was worried I offended you."

"How? By figuring out I'm a Dragon?" She chuckled to herself, wrapping herself in my duvet. "Surprise, I'm a Dragon."

A little miffed, I tugged on my blanket to get it back. "Well, I don't know if it's a bad thing to assume where you're from."

"It's not," she assured me, throwing another paper ball at Pickles. She suddenly perked up. "Why? Is it with you Wind Children?"

"A little. Everyone makes guesses about who belongs to which district, but it's not acceptable to guess out loud."

Ryoko pushed up her ponytails. "Why not?"

I shrugged. "It just isn't. Pride, I guess?"

She looked at me, the gold around her eyes dancing playfully. "So where are you from?"

"The West. Best district there is."

"Is that so?" 

"Yes," I growled, protective over my home.

"I'll take your word for it," she teased, shooting me a disarming smile. She was certainly charming in her own confusing way. Sometimes polite and quiet, other times mischievous and excitable. It was hard to put a label on my roommate, but it kept things fun.

"So, what kind of Dragon are you?" I asked, reaching out to tickle Pickles. My hand bumped against Ryoko's stroking her back and a strange jolt of electricity jumped across. "Eek. Did you feel that too?"

She bit her lip as she looked straight at me. Fire danced around her irises, both playful and powerful. There was something else, something I couldn't figure out. A look, a gaze that somehow awoke a heat in my stomach. Was this a Dragon trick? One of her skills?

Without answering my question, she tapped her nose. "A Dragon never tells."

"Is that a real thing?"

She burst out in laughter. "No. But it sounded good, didn't it?"

"It certainly did. Mysterious. You should make that your slogan," I teased. I didn't know why, but she brought out my own playful side. It was easy to joke and banter with her. She took the sharp edge of the stressful part of being in the Academy. 

"I shall. It'll fit nicely under my clan crest." She puffed up her chest, drawing my attention to her—

"Great," I squeaked, batting my eyes down. I didn't know what came over me, but I didn't have time to go there. There was something going on with the school and I needed to know what.

Mindlessly, I scratched the dust bunny and let my thoughts wander off to Hyde. According to the teachers, wolves had been stole from other schools too. Were they just stealing dusks? How were they controlling imprinted companions? Why were they collecting them? So many questions and no real answers. 

"Hey, Ylva?"

I looked back up, staring in Ryoko's eyes. "Yes?"

"Are you okay?" she asked, her voice all serious of a sudden.

"Yeah... No... I don't know. I think I'm sad? I wanted to be popular and make loads of friends when I came here. Instead, I'm the girl that lost the dusk wolves, even though it wasn't my fault. And that's not even the worst part. The worst bit is that Hyde is out there, somewhere. He's just a pup, he can't take care of himself. What if he got separate from his mum? What if this thief is hurting him?" I hid my face in my hands, my voice breaking. "I know it's stupid to feel this way about an animal I don't even know yet, but he's mine. I'm connected to him. I can feel the bond, but it just goes nowhere. I can't sense him, I don't know where he is or if he's alright."

My roommate put a hand on my shoulder, her touch somehow reassuring. "Hey. Hey, hey, hey. He'll be okay."

"You don't know that," I protested, the image of a lonely Hyde bringing tears to my eyes.

"No, but you would." She pressed her palm on my stomach. "You'd feel it here if— You'd feel it here."

“I’m just worried about him. About all of them. They're all someone's companion. We're not whole without them."

"It'll be alright. We can figure something out?"

I looked up at her. "We?"

"Yes. You need my help," she teased, managing to crack a smile on my face.

"Thanks, Ryoko." I looked at her, the same warmth roaring in my stomach. "You're actually pretty nice."

"You're not too bad yourself."

Despite myself, my lips were curled in a smirk. Against all odds, I was enjoying her company. Her presence was reassuring and knowing she was in my corner installed some hope in me. 

I could do this. We'd figure it out. Not all was lost. Not with her as my friend.
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After the general announcement, a new schedule was attached to the big board in the main hall. All of my general classes were scrapped apart from Afterlife Etiquette 101 taught by Tatsu, which was still cancelled until further notice. So much for that one. 

At least the Valkyrie specific ones were all still part of my programme, except for How To Train Your Wolf. That one was self-explanatory why it was cancelled.

At least to me. My other classmates couldn't stop glaring angrily at me and I couldn't really reveal what I overheard about the other dusk thefts. 

Instead, Brynhild would use her allotted time to teach us something else. Whatever that was, wasn't clear on the roster.

"I can't believe we're not having wolves to train with," one of my classmates sneered, just loud enough that I could hear it.

"Oh, shut it," Aellyn barked back. "You weren't doing well anyway."

"Excuse me?" 

My pink-haired friend stuck out her tongue. "A Wood Elf imprinted before any of you. You figure out what that says about you."

"Oh!" the girl gasped, clearly offended, but she turned her back and left us alone.

"Thanks for sticking up for me," I said, shooting Aellyn a smile. I might feel brave inside, but I didn't have the guts to take on Astrid or her new squad. They were still daughters from esteemed houses and districts. Without my own group to back me up, I couldn't take them on.

At least we'd be too busy soon with our new classes and homework. According to the teachers, our new timetable was a lot more intense and practice driven.

Fine by me. 

I pulled Aellyn along as we grabbed two seats at the back. Our teacher was already waiting in front of the class, impatiently tapping her foot until we all sat down.

"Welcome. I'm professor Rada and I'll be your teacher. As part of the newly-introduced trajectory, Resurrection 101 will be substituted with Resurrection 201. We'll be exploring the Veil, which is usually only touched upon in the second year," the professor declared, her face stern and harsh. I wouldn't want to mess with her, that much was clear.

"I know this sounds exciting for some of you, but the truth is, this will be a dangerous and difficult journey. In addition to being prepared for the worst, you'll all need to sign waivers of consent. Pass them around." She handed out a stack of sheets and the girls on the front row reluctantly passed it along. 

"A waiver?" Aellyn whispered, leaning over so we could read the disclaimer. "The student's safety is not guaranteed, even if they closely follow the rules."

"Great," I mumbled. "In case of death—"

"In case of death?" Aellyn echoed loudly, earning glares from all the other girls. "Sorry. In case of death?" she continued in a hushed tone. 

"In case of permanent death, the Afterlife Academy and its teachers can't be found liable," I read, pulling up my nose. "That's fun."

"Permanent death? Is there such a thing as un-permanent death?" the Elf joked, rolling her eyes.

"Actually—" A voice boomed behind us, making me jump. With dread, I turned around to face Rada's piercing gaze. "That's exactly what we'll be exploring in Resurrection 201. Temporary death, or what we refer to as elemental stasis, is the state that allows us to travel in and out of the Veil."

In the front row, Astrid perked up. "What do you mean with temporary death?"

Rada strode towards the blonde, her stance filled with raw power. "Exactly what I said. Until you're experienced enough to travel to the Veil by will, you'll have to die to get there."

I gulped, exchanging a worried look with Aellyn. I knew the class was called Resurrection, but still. Who thought that was meant literally?

The professor sat down on her desk, overseeing the class with attitude. "So. Anyone who's not brave enough to sign can pack her bags and find the administrative office."

"Why?" someone voiced, earning herself a glare.

"To unroll and go home. I have no time or patience for weaklings. Keep up or fall behind."

"Gee, that's exactly what Hagen said in his lecture," I whispered to Aellyn, my stomach clenched nervously. I certainly wasn't going to bow out, but that didn't make me any less worried. Was I really going to die today? What if I didn't come back from it? According to the waiver, that might be a possibility?

"Silence in the back!" Rada rose from the desk and threw the door open. "So? Any quitters?"

Quickly, I shook my head and pressed my thumb down on the paper. The magic within me sighed, rushing through my veins to my hand. My signature tornado tore into the waiver, signing, what was potentially, a death sentence.

"Cool," Aellyn muttered, pointing at me. "That's your signature?"

"Yes." Curiously, I leaned over. "What's yours?"

The Wood Elf opened her collar and extended a leafy tendril down. She dipped a small leaf into a vial of green ink and pressed it onto the paper. The print left a unique pattern of lines and curls behind, one that I assumed was different than any other Elf's.

"Pretty."

"Thank you." She hid the small bottle of ink and pushed the signed waiver towards me. "Guess I'm ready to die now?"

The teacher collected all the forms, glaring at all the students as she did. Especially Aellyn's, who earned a dismissive tssk and a raised eyebrow. "Now I've seen it all," she said as she accepted the Elf's form.

Worried, I glanced at my friend. I understood why they were all so sceptical, I'd been too in the beginning. But the more time I spent with her, the more I stopped caring. Why couldn't she do this? 

Rada inspected the signed forms as she put them away and clapped her hands. "Okay, let's start. Before we adjourn, I must tell you about the Veil itself."

"Yay, an informed death!" I said sarcastically, making Aellyn snort.

"Silence!" the teacher yelled, spitting fire with her eyes. "The Veil is the world between this one and the afterlife. It's the thin edge that separates life from death. Every being passes through it when their time runs out. Animal, human, elemental. Nobody escapes the Veil and nobody returns from it, except a rare few. Afterlife Assistants."

Any humorous remarks disappeared from my mind as I leaned forward to drink in every word Rada said. This was the real deal, the essence of being a Valkyrie.

"Today, you will all die. You'll pass into the Veil where I'll be your guide and make sure you won't cross over to the other side. Fail to stay connected to me or hear my call, and you won't come back from this trip. Do I make myself clear?"

Someone rose their hand. "What if we don't hear your call?" 

The professor glared at her. "Let's make sure you do. I won't allow disobedience. Anyone who can't follow instructions is responsible for themselves. Understood?"

An affirmative murmur passed through the class, noticeably less excited than before. It was becoming very real, very fast. The idea of dying wasn't glamorous or adventurous. It was frightening. There was a good reason why they didn't teach this to first-years and it was quickly becoming clear why. Without knowing much about the Veil or about what to expect, this was madness.

I couldn't believe the Academy tolerated this. No, that they decided this.

Rada's firm glare made it clear she wasn't kidding around. "Everyone, make a circle in the front and hold your hands out."

Astrid pulled up her nose. "I'm not touching the Wood Elf."

"Why? Scared I'll get a disease from you?" Aellyn retorted, glaring angrily at the blonde.

"Uh. Uh. Most likely the other way around," she sneered.

"Oh, for fuck's sake. Nobody is getting sick," I interrupted, tired of the discrimination. The other races weren't that different.

"I hope you die," Astrid spat, glaring at me and the Elf.

The professor clapped her hands. "You're all going to die. And if you can't behave like adults, I'm not bringing you back."

That quickly silenced the two and they shuffled in line with their hands held out. I didn't know why we were doing that, but I wasn't going to question it. Not when our teacher just threatened us with murder. That was someone that didn't have time for nonsense.

Professor Rada rummaged through her desk and held up a very thin ball of twine. "This is thread made from a silver stallion's mane, coated in dusk poison. It's the finest string out there and will keep you attached to me while in the Veil. Do not, under any circumstances, take this off unless I tell you so." 

She wound the shimmering string around my wrists, with no regard for whether it hurt or not. Damn. She was tough.

Majestically, she unfolded the wings from her back, sending a gust of wind through the room. The power clashed against me, reminding me with what I was dealing. She didn’t look the part, but there was a storm brewing in her chest. And it was ready to be unleashed.

"You'll hear my voice when you're in the Veil. Do as I say. Don't listen to anyone or anything else."

The thread cut hard into my skin, somehow resonating with the wind magic in my heart. The wind whistled, louder than I'd ever heard it. It was drowning out any other instructions that Rada was giving.

"If you find yourself shrouded in a thin mist that shimmers, retreat. Those are the edges of the Veil and they'll lead you straight to your death. Whatever you do, don't—"

Shit. What was she saying?

I saw her mouth move, but I couldn't understand it. 

The wind, it was so loud. Too loud. The whistling was turning into howling. Roaring. Thundering. It tugged and cut, slashed and bit. It hurt. 

The world danced in front of my eyes, whizzing and whirling. Colours, brighter than I'd seen before turned grey like ash. Sharp lines blurred, shapes turned into blobs.

A hot liquid dripped down my hands. I was bleeding.

The excruciating pain struck through me like a burning knife, slashing through my essence, my heart, my soul. 

White became grey. Grey became black. And just like that, the pain fell from me as I fell from my body. The darkness surrounded me, wrapping me up like a blanket without beginning or end. Time stopped, the world froze.

With a sigh, everything shifted to reveal more worlds than I could've ever imagined. On one side, the colours of life. On the other end, the silence of death. And cutting through it, like the sharp of a knife, the Veil. The world in between. The middle of the madness. The Beyond before the Afterlife.

I looked down at myself, surprised at how solid my form was. I hadn't expected that in a state where everything else was hazy and faint. I could see through myself, but I was still clearly defined.

The blood on my hands was gone, but the silver twine was still there. Both ends lead into the grey smoke, disappearing out of sight. 

The deafening silence was frightening. I'd never have known the other students or the professor were here if it wasn't for the twine. At least that was somehow reassuring.

With my stomach in a knot, I took my first breath and semi-floated forward. My body was both heavy and light, made from everything and nothing. I was the universe and the universe was me. 

It didn't hurt, but there was an uncomfortable hum in the back of my mind. I patted my body, assuring myself I was still me. The twine tugged on my wrists, urging me forward while gently reminding me I wasn't alone. I needed that to stay sane. If it was just me here, I'd freak out.

Hesitantly, I looked down at my ethereal hands and let out a deep breath. So... I was dead. What now?
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"By all accounts or measures, you're dead." Rada's voice echoed through the void, the only anchor in the nothingness. "Listen to the sound of my voice. Search for it. If you close yourself off from me, the twine around your wrist will snap and you'll be on your own."

On my own. Gulp. No thanks.

I directed all my attention towards the teacher's voice, making sure to draw in every word.

"Within the Veil, your mind makes things happen. Right now, you're lost and you need to find me. Focus on me. Remembering what I look like is the easiest way to make your way to me."

Great. For the life of me, I couldn't recall her appearance. Or Aellyn's. Or anyone's. Everything was a blur. Shapes, blobs, shadows. 

"Don't dwell. Listen. Picture my short hair, dark as a raven. My strong nose, which looks like it could serve as a coat hanger. The stern look in my eyes and my thin lips that I got from my father."

With her descriptions, a vague image bubbled to the surface. One that resembled Rada as close as I could make it.

"The sharper you can imagine something, the closer the Veil will bring you to it. Or it to you. Nobody knows," she continued, her voice a little clearer than before. "You'll be drawn to me. Follow it."

Something tugged on me, urging me to step forward. As instructed, I let it guide me through the grey. There was nothing here but the sound of Rada's voice and the faint memories of my life. 

"Don't forget who you are. The Veil will take everything you are if you let it. Protect it with your mind. Remember who you are."

I took a deep breath, surprised by how shivery I was. Remember who I am.

"I'm Ylva, daughter of Helga. I'm going to become a Valkyrie," I said out loud, hoping to combat the void. "I'm Ylva, daughter of Helga. I'm going to become a Valkyrie."

My teacher's voice sounded again, even clearer than before. "You're all doing well. I can feel you. Come closer to me. Let your instincts guide you."

Reassured, I kept walking in the direction that my inner compass guided me to. Drawn by invisible strings, I followed the silent call of my professor. Deeper and deeper into the grey mist of life and death.

With every step, the pressure on my mind strengthened. Almost like an assault on my memories. Something was trying to break in, trying to steal my essence. I could feel it.

I was dead and the universe knew it. It wanted what it was owed. My memories.

"No!" I didn't know where the courage was coming from, but I wouldn't let this be the end. I would come back from the Veil and prove to everyone that I was cut out to be a Valkyrie. That I was meant for this.

I just needed to follow the call of Rada, heading towards—

A soft howl tore through me, chilling me to the bone.

What was that? Did I just imagine something?

"Hello?" I called out, pausing to investigate the foreign sensation. It almost felt like... No, that couldn't be right. It couldn't be... "Hyde?"

Met with silence, my confusion grew. I could've sworn I heard him. Felt him. But no, why would he be here? If he was here, then...

The same sensation tugged on me, almost like a paw scratching my leg. A whimper slashed through my heart, calling upon the bond I forged with my dusk.

It was him. There was no doubt. He was here?

"Hyde!?" I called out again, panic bubbling up in my gut. Was my wolf dead? Did the thief kill them?

No. No, that couldn't be right. If that was the case, I'd have known. I'd have felt it. But they were here, somewhere. I knew it. I needed to find him. Now.

I turned around, the string in my wrist tightening.

Rada's voice sounded again, softer than before. "Stop. Listen to me. Find me."

Conflict waged war in my heart. I knew the consequences of disobeying. It could cost me my life. But then... Hyde. My wolf. He needed me. I just knew it.

I took another step away from Rada's pull, fighting against the desire to listen.

"Don't. You'll be lost. I can't reach you if the thread breaks."

I should listen. I should listen. I should listen.

Hyde cried out again and my mind was made up. He needed me. I had to go.

Stubbornly, I ignored my teacher's voice and forced myself away from the pull. The stallion twine sizzled, glowing white as I stretched it to its limits.

Doubt clouded my mind as I put more and more distance between Rada and me. I could still turn back, I could still turn back.... Hyde... But I could still turn ba—

Snap.

The silver thread broke, the ends disappearing faster than I could blink. I couldn't turn back anymore.

Fuck... 

The sudden isolation dawned on me, tightening my throat. What had I done? Why did I break the string? Professor Rada told me this meant I wouldn't find them again. That I might not be able to get back...

All that for a wolf cub I didn't know that well. All of that for—

Hyde whined again, and the regret melted away. He might be a random pup, but he was mine. I was responsible for him, I was his companion. I needed to find him.

But how? The grey smoke was everywhere, with no beginning and no end. Up was down and down was up. No sun to orientate me, no wind to guide me. I was lost, apart from the hum in my heart. A lull that drew me towards Hyde, or at least... I hoped that was where it was taking me.

I gave a wistful look in the direction I thought I came from, although that could've been anywhere. Nothing was clear here. For a split moment, I wished I hadn't broken the thread. That I'd ignored Hyde's call. 

Then I gritted my teeth and tore my mind away from Rada's warnings. It was too late now. It was done. Regret would be of no help. I chose this and there was no coming back from it.

With a heavy heart, I concentrated on the soft whimpers in the back of my mind. I had to strengthen our connection if I was going to find him, but how?

Could I use Rada's technique? Focus on what he looked like, draw his essence to the foreground. 

It was worth a try... There was nothing else here.

I closed my eyes and drew an image in my mind. Dark, grey fur. Cute eyes, crinkled ears, paws too big for his body. The little flecks of black and white in his coat, ones that would grow into stripes when he was older. The softness of his fur, the sharp teeth breaking my skin, the smell of the hay and wolf.

The tug of the whimpers grew stronger, drawing me closer to Hyde. I could feel it.

I focussed harder, imagining the dusk. His snout would grow, his teeth would become even sharper. His bluish eyes would become red, like suns in an eclipse. His fur would darken until he blended in with the shadows of the world. One day, he'd be the toughest wolf out there. I just knew it.

My whole essence was pulled forward and I let it happen. The grey smoke flashed and twirled past me, curling into shapes and shadows.

An image formed in my mind, vague and blurry. The edges unravelled, the figures barely recognisable. Limbs, eyes, hair? No, fur. Wolves?

With all my might, I brought the scene to the front of my thoughts. I focussed my inner eye, sharpening the picture as best as I could.

Slowly, the mental image materialised in the waves of smoke. Colour filled the greyness, drawing lines and shapes into the nothingness. I couldn't tell exactly where it all came from or how, even if it was happening right in front of my eyes. 

The sound of Hyde's howl grew stronger and I grabbed hold of it. The call drew me closer to the scene, even if I didn't feel like I was moving. Maybe it was the Veil that moved around me? 

I'd ask Professor Rada about that. If I ever had the chance...

A puff of smoke whizzed past me, recalling a faint memory of claws and teeth. Almost like the flick of a tail, it lured me along.

"Hyde?" I called, reaching out. The image disappeared as I waved my hand through it, almost as if had never even been there. No Hyde.

"Where are you?" I whispered, my courage sinking. If I couldn't find him, this was all for nothing. I'd be stuck in the Veil forever or I'd cross over and return to the universe. Neither seemed particularly appealing.

No, I didn't have a choice here. I needed to find my wolf and then I could worry about my way back. I just needed to listen to his call and—

"Hyde!" 

I rushed forward, chasing towards the sudden appearance in front of me. Wolves. Dusk wolves. 

There were so many. Way more than the ones stolen from the Academy, even way more than the twenty-one the teachers knew about. What were they doing here? How did they get here?

Filled with questions, I sprinted towards them but they never seemed to get closer. Instead, they grew hazier, fuzzier, blurrier.

No!

I couldn't let them slip from me, not now. I was almost there. 

"Hyde!" I screamed, hoping to draw his attention. One of the wolves perked up, his ears wrinkling. My wolf. He was there. So close, yet so far.

I stretched out my arm, but they were just out of reach. No matter how hard I ran, how I focused on the companion bond, how I fought against the emptiness of the Veil, I couldn't get closer.

I called again, desperation colouring my voice. "Hyde!"

In the middle of the wolves, a figure rose. Was my wolf coming? Did he hear me? Was he—

That wasn't a wolf. It had arms, legs, a face. A man? Who was that? What was he doing here? Why was he with the wolves?

Oh fuck, this had to be the thief. This was the man that stole all the dusks! 

Anger boiled up within me and as it did, the man grew smaller. 

"No!" I screamed, but to no avail. The smoke engulfed the wolves, stealing them from me. As if they were never there, the void returned and silenced the tug on my heart. No more whimpers or howling. Just silence.

The wolves were gone and I was alone, stuck between life and death.
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Pain slashed through my skull, like thunder and lightning striking the earth. A mind-numbing headache seared through me, one that assured me I was alive but made me wish I was dead.

"She's coming around," a voice said, so loud it added to the excruciating agony. 

I just wanted to wake up so I could slap the person that dared speak this loud. But my limbs wouldn't move. I couldn't even open my eyes. 

The voice spoke again. "Give her some space."

Something touched me. It could've been a hand or a burning hot poker. I couldn't tell. It hurt in a way I'd never experienced before. 

"Ylva? Can you hear me?"

I could hear her, yes. But I couldn't reply. My mouth was dry as the desert, my tongue raw like sandpaper. Everything ached, everything protested. This body couldn't do anything but feel excruciating, overwhelming, all-encompassing torture.

"Ylva. Follow the sound of my voice. Let go of the void."

The void? What void? The Veil? No, I couldn't be in the Veil anymore, not if my body was here on earth. But then what was she talking about?

"Mmflabil," I gurgled, unable to make coherent words, let alone string a sentence together. "Flarghebl."

"There you go. Keep talking," the voice encouraged. It sounded a little like professor Rada, but it wasn't nearly as angry or cold.

Whoever it was, they were trying to help me. Even if that meant listening to the nonsense I said.

"Whaglum. Fleblli. Pweeflutl." 

Wow, none of those were actual words. Great job, Ylva. 

"Herflum. Hghleep. Help."

That was a word. 

"Help."

Hands were pressed on my chest and something plastic shoved in my mouth. Air filled my lungs, relieving some of the stress on my body.

The magic within me whispered and with a sigh, the wind came alive. Weak, at first. But with every puff of air, it grew stronger. The tornado strengthened until it roared through me as strong as before. A weight fell from me and my body became my own again.

I was back.

"Ylva?"

"Yes?" I replied, peeling my eyes open despite the glue that seemed to hold them shut. Little by little, the world returned to me. Shapes and lines, colours and shadows.

A tiled floor, wooden chairs, shoes. A hand, a blurry face, grey eyes. A voice. "You're doing well."

I was doing well. I didn't feel like it.

My whole body screamed in protest and pain. The wind magic raged through me, but I could barely feel it. If this was the price of resurrection, I'd rather stay dead. This was punishing.

With all the power I had, I sat up. The hazy shapes sharpened, I recognised the scenery.

A classroom. Sunlight. Professor Rada. 

"Ylva? Can you hear me?"

"Yes," I croaked. 

"That's good." Rada pressed a wet towelette on my forehead and pushed a tissue against my nose. The strong scent of clove burned the hairs and shocked me awake. My eyeballs rolled around my sockets, electricity shot through my fingers, and slowly, but surely, I regained control over myself again.

"How are you feeling?" The professor helped me sit up, concern swirling in once stern eyes. She seemed genuinely shocked, whether it was by my disobedience or my return from the Veil.

"I'm..." I paused, searching my feelings. "Actually, I don't know how I feel."

"I can't believe you're here," she said, staring at me with confusion carved across her features. "How did you come back from the Veil?"

"I..." I racked my brain, but it hurt whenever I tried to use my recent memory. "I don't know."

"You should be dead."

"Gee, thanks," I muttered, staring at my hands. They were no longer translucent or see-through. I was back, even if it didn't feel like it.

Rada shook her head. "I've never seen a student get back after they severed the thread. You're incredibly lucky."

"I guess so." I didn't feel like it. I hadn't managed to save Hyde or find the thief. I'd risked everything and it had all been for nothing. Even if I knew where to find the dusk thief, I had no idea how to explain or describe it.

I looked up at the older woman. "Professor?"

"Yes?" she replied.

"I..." Doubt swirled through me, somehow filling me with dread. I didn't know why, but it suddenly didn't seem like a good idea to tell her about what I saw. Maybe she wouldn't believe me. Maybe she'd blame me for not retrieving them. Maybe she already knew about it...

"Nothing."

"Are you sure, Ylva?" she asked, staring at me intensely.

"I'm sure," I lied. I pushed myself up from the floor, weak in my knees. "I just want to sleep."

"Okay," Rada said, but her voice betrayed her suspicion. "I'll escort you to the dorm."

"No!" I flapped out before I could stop myself. Surprise coloured the professor's voice, so I quickly regained my composure. "No, that won't be necessary. I'm fine."

"If you say so."

"I'm sure." Wobbly on my legs, I shuffled out of the classroom and towards the hall. Every step sent shooting pain through my entire body. I dragged myself through the long hallways, sweating like a pig on the High holidays. 

Torture. Pure torture.

Students stared at me, again, but I no longer cared. I just... had to.... get back... to... my... room...

Why was this fucking school so big? Who needed such big classrooms and wide halls? Nobody cared.

With my last energy, I scraped along the wall through the dormitory. Just one more step, just one more step. Just one... more... step.

Exhausted, I fell on the door handle and into the room. Saved. I was here. Now I just had to drag my limp body to my bed and sleep until the end of the world. Hell yes.

"Ooh, Ylva! Good that you're here, I need your opinion. Would you say that Pickles' tail has grown or not? I could swear—" she finally looked at me, her jaw dropping. "What the— Ylva! You look awful."

She rushed over to me and wrapped her arm tightly around my waist. Overcome with the support and reassurance, I collapsed in her embrace. 

"What happened to you? My goodness, you look like you've come back from the dead."

I held up my hand, sweat pearling on my forehead. "Hah, hey, fun story—"

"You need to rest. Here, let me help you get in bed." Ryoko helped me in bed, her hands firmly on my hips. Her grip was surprisingly strong for her slender frame. Unexpected, but extremely welcome right now.

"I'm okay," I protested weakly, but it was nice having someone fuss over me.

"You're not okay. Here, let me fluff your pillow and shake your duvet. You need to rest." My roommate pressed me down on the bed and piled blankets on top of me.

I sat back up. "Actually—"

"No talking." She shoved me down again, my head thudding into the pillow.

"Ouch," I protested, bouncing up again. "Hey, can you stop doing that?"

Ryoko shot me a guilty look as she sat down and flattened the sheets. "Sorry. I'm just trying to take care of you. You look like sleep would do you well."

I shot her a bemused smirk. "Awww, is that right?"

The Dragon blushed red as she batted her eyes down. "Shut up."

Warmth radiated off of her and warmed my stomach. "You care about me," I teased, half-grunted. Somehow that revelation had my stomach twisting and turning in knots.

"Wow. Half-dead and you can still flirt with me," she noted, shaking her head in bemusement.

My eyes widened. "Flirting? W-What? I'm not flirting with you?"

She stared at me, the golden ring around her eyes flaring up. "Ummm... Yes, you are?"

A lump formed in my throat. "No, I haven't..." I protested weakly, preparing for the awkwardness that would follow.

Ryoko's face fell. "You haven't?"

"I... Umm... I... What?" I stuttered, not daring to look at her. I felt half-dead earlier, but now I was certainly ready for the chopping block. 

The silence that followed, rivalled the void of the Veil. With every passing second, my heart thudded louder and my stomach clenched tighter. Ryoko visibly collected her thoughts, the wait torturous.

"Right..." She took in a deep breath and looked up at me, the gold gone. "So you— we. We haven't been flirting?"

"Not that I know of?" I replied truthfully, batting my eyes down in shame. Had I been leading her on? 

The tension brewed, twisting and coiling my heart into a tight spring. Panic boiled up, feeding my worries. Did I ruin everything? Should I apologise some more? Just marry her out of sheer awkwardness?

Gods, I didn't want to hurt her. Regardless of what I thought of her in the beginning, I did like her. She helped me with the potato salad, went on my nightly adventure for Hyde, and had shared plenty of rice cooker dinners with me.

I did care for her. Just not in the way she thought... She'd been flirting with me? That was what it was?

She took another breath, somehow composing herself in front of my eyes, and nodded. "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have assumed."

"No, I'm sorry. I..."

"You're not into girls, I get it."

"I— I've just never considered it. I don't really think much about love. I've been so focused on becoming a Valkyrie, everything else has been secondary to it."

Ryoko sighed. "I understand. I'm sorry for making things awkward."

"Ryoko..."

"I won't inconvenience you. You need rest." She smoothed the blanket and stood up to close the curtains. "There. Sleep, Ylva. It'll be better in the morning."

Without giving me the chance to reply, she grabbed her jacket from her wardrobe and headed out. The door slammed shut, the sound echoing in my ears.

A strange, gut-wrenching feeling took hold of me, raging through me louder and harder than the worst storm. I'd hurt Ryoko, even if hadn't been my intention. I'd mislead her, without even realising. 

Gods... If I had more energy, I'd run after her. Unfortunately, my body was made from lead and held me anchored down in the bed. Sleep knocked on my eyelids, dragging me down into the endless abyss.

Maybe after I slept, I could have a proper talk with my roommate.

Yes... Sleep first, talk second. 

I needed it. Everything else could wait. There was nothing more important than recovering from my trip to the Veil. Nothing.

And yet, as I drifted off and all the thoughts fell away, one stayed with me. Golden eyes and summer. Ryoko...
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Morning came far too soon and the sunlight tickled my face until I couldn't sleep any more. With aching muscles and protesting limbs, I sat up from my bed and looked at the other side of the room.

No Ryoko. Her bed was made, just like every morning. She'd slept here, she just left before I woke up. From the smell hanging in the room, she even cooked breakfast.

Maybe she hadn't tried to avoid me then? I just slept way too long.

Still... I really wanted to talk to her. Clear the air now my head was feeling lighter. But that would have to wait until she was back.

Disappointed, I swung my legs onto the floor and took the first steps since I crashed. My legs ached, but they carried me to the table.

Guilt swirled through me as I found a covered plate with a note.

"Ylva, you need to regain your strength," I read, staring at the neat handwriting. "Eat it while it's hot. Ryoko."

Wow... She'd taken the time to prepare some extra breakfast for me, even after I made things so awkward and humiliating. 

Was it untactful to eat what she made me? Or was it rude to leave it? Both seemed like the wrong choice. 

Why was this so difficult? How was I to decide what was right and wro—

My stomach grumbled loudly, making the decision for me. Between two wrong choices, I'd rather take the one that ended with a full stomach. And I knew it was going to be delicious. She was a great cook, which she had proved on multiple occasions over the week.

"Mmmmm," I inhaled the aromatic scent of the fresh rice and steamed vegetables. The Dragon cuisine was very different to my own, but I was quickly getting used to it. It beat the crackers and spreads or the overly accessorised small banquets. 

Happily, I dug into the breakfast. With every bite, I felt my strength return. The leafy greens, the chewy mushrooms, the delectable broth at the bottom. Gods, I could get used to this.

Except that I shouldn't. Ryoko wasn't going to keep doing this now I'd rejected her without even meaning to. I just hadn't really thought about it. Love. Romance. Relationships... Who had time for that? 

I supposed I did now that I was in the Academy. I had plenty of time between the classes and in the weekends... But that was beside the point.

I didn't even know if I liked men or women. I'd assumed I'd meet a guy and that would be it, but I just hadn't really met anyone I was interested in. Male or female.

But now there was Ryoko, someone I liked, someone I cared about. And she was interested in me. Or at least, I assumed so? If she thought we were flirting and she flirted back, that implied she was into me... Right?

"Ugggh." 

This was why I didn't do romance. It was way too complicated. Where was the line between friendship and relationship even? Did anyone know? Was it just guess work? Was this how people got together? One of them just confessed and hoped the other felt the same?

No wonder there were so many songs and poems about unrequited love. It was way too hard to navigate. People should have flags they could wave when they moved from one into the other. 

With my stomach full of hot food, it was a lot harder to be pouty and disgruntled. The happy lull of being satisfied lured me into a drowsy state, inviting me to crawl back under my blankets and take a post-morning nap. 

Yes, that sounded nice. I could deal with the missing wolves and my roommate after I'd recovered from the gruelling Veil trip. 

"Nice," I muttered to myself, stacking the dirty bowl and moving them to the bathroom. I'd wash them up later so at least she didn't have to take care of that. 

Just as I was about to curl back in bed, something rattled under Ryoko's bed. A disgruntled hum reminded me of Pickles residence and despite myself, I crouched on my knees and looked at the dust bunny.

"Hello." I took a little cotton ball from her snack container and fed it through the cage. "You hungry?"

Pickles huffed softly as she nibbled on the cotton, but she didn't look satisfied. 

"What's wrong? You want some cardboard or paper?" I asked, putting a strip of each in her feeding tray. "How about that? Tasty?"

Clearly dissatisfied, she hopped back and forth, scratching at her house. Hop, scratch, hop, scratch. 

Ryoko was right. Dust bunnies were cute. Pickles was quickly earning my affection, only fuelled more by the absence of Hyde. If only I had my wolf here, then everything would be fine. Almost...

The door cracked open and I jerked up, suddenly face to face with the Dragon. She paused as she entered the room, almost as if she hadn't expected me to be crouched next to her bed.

In hindsight, that did look weird.

"Ummm... Pickles looked hungry," I said, hoping that was enough of an explanation. Worry curled in my chest, clenching it together like an iron fist. Would she be mad at me? Ignore me? Pretend it was all fine?

"Thank you for feeding her." The Dragon made a little bow and shot me a polite, but cold smile. The same type as when we first met. Before we became friends. 

My heart fell on my stomach, sucking the air out of me. As if someone punched me in the gut.

I stood up from her bed and walked over to my side of the room. "I'm sorry, Ryoko."

A flash of emotion passed on her face, but it quickly disappeared. "It's okay. I don't want to force you into anything."

"I like you. But I'm not in love with you."

She nodded. "I understand."

"I just... I don't want to lose you as my friend."

The Dragon scoffed softly, uncharacteristically so. "At least I got that right."

"What?"

"That we became friends."

I shot her a smile, but it didn't translate well. A weight hung on my lips, keeping me from experiencing any joy. The same heaviness resided in my stomach, adding to the guilt of hurting my roommate. My friend.

"So... where does that leave us?" I asked, gesturing awkwardly to the circle of space between us. 

"I don't know," she sighed. "I guess... I don't know."

"I'm sorry."

"You've said." Her voice held no emotion and somehow, it had never been clearer that she was hurt.

I did that... I'd been too blind and self-absorbed to realise it. If only I'd known, then maybe... Maybe I could've softened the blow? Stopped the alleged flirting? Or maybe... No. I wasn't going to let myself think that.

"So..." The silence hanging between us was even more uncomfortable than in the beginning. I couldn't let this happen, not after I made all this effort in becoming more tolerant. "Did I tell you about yesterday?"

"Why you showed up looking like... How you were looking?" Ryoko asked, not once looking at me.

"Yes. I, uumm... I had my first Resurrection class and we went to the Veil."

"Oh?"

"You know about the Veil, yes?"

"Yes."

"Right... So, when I was in there with the twine around my wrists, I heard Hyde calling for me. I sensed it."

Ryoko nodded, still refusing to look at me. "That's good. Did you find him?"

"Yes and no. I broke the connection with our professor and searched for him. I saw him, all the other dusks, and the thief." I paused, surprised I was telling her all this so easily. I hadn't trusted Rada, but I didn't even think twice about sharing the information with the Dragon.

Interesting...

"So you found the missing wolves?" she asked, concern furrowed between her brows. 

"No. I didn't know how to move around in the Veil. I blacked out and woke up in the classroom. I don't remember how I got back or how to find the thief again... But I have to."

"Naturally."

The Dragon's one word answers were annoying me, but I didn't know how to tell her to quit. She was upset with me and I couldn't tell her to just shrug it off. That was an inconsiderate dick move. But the distance, the coldness? It stung more than I wanted to admit.

"Ryoko?"

For the first time, she looked at me. "Yes?"

"I have to go back in the Veil to find the thief. Are you... we... Are you still coming along on this adventure with me?"

"Ummm..." She cast her eyes down, nervously picking at her sweater while avoiding eye contact. Her silence spoke volumes.

"I see," I said, trying to keep the sadness out of my voice. I had to do this on my own, without my Dragon. How was I going to learn to navigate the Veil without a partner in crime? Without someone to tether me to this life?

"I'm going to shower," Ryoko announced, turning her back and shuffling to the bathroom. The door slammed shut as she disappeared, leaving me with the loaded tension.

I really fucked this up. 

Defeated, I sank down on my bed and buried my face in my hands. If only I knew how to deal with my issues. If only it was simple...

"What do you think I should do?" I asked Pickles, exchanging a glance with the dust bunny under Ryoko's bed.

She wiggled her nose and flicked her ear, neither of which were answers to this matter. 

"Ah, what do you know. You're just a bunny. You get food every day and you're happy." With a grim face, I turned away from her, hoping to ban her from my mind. Not an easy task when I could hear her shuffling around in the bathroom, with the shower running and steam coming through the door.

Did she really think we were flirting? Me and her? It was already extremely unconventional that we were becoming friends, but we had. But... flirting? With a Dragon? That was one step too far. 

I turned to Pickles. "Your owner is a piece of work, Pickles. I'm telling you."

The bunny wiggled her nose and twitched her ear, looking at me confused.

"Yeah, you're no help." I fell back on my pillow, staring at the steam from the bathroom curling and folding against the ceiling. It must be scalding hot in there, especially with her special dragon skin. 

The water cascading down her body, heating up when it fell down her scales. Oh, how beautiful the drops of water would look on her skin. Highlighted by the sun, rippled by the muscles and metallic plates.

Wait. What was I thinking? Why was I picturing these kind of things?

Confused, I shook the image out of my mind, befuddled with my newest thoughts. Ryoko in the shower? Really? What was going on? What did—

No, I didn't like it. I had to go.

Freaked out, I veered off my bed and stormed out the door. These weren't my thoughts. I never looked at her like that, not until she asked whether we had something going one. 

Yes, that was it. She put those images there by insinuating something was going on. That was what it was. That was all it was.

I was not falling for a Dragon. NOT.
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I needed to save the dusk wolves. That was all that mattered right now. I didn't have time to have weird thoughts about my roommate. Even if she was cute and smart and not all that bad for a Dragon. No, this was about the wolf thief. And the Veil. And the, the, the academy. They should've really prepared me better. If they had, maybe I could've caught the thief.

I grabbed a handful of hay and bunched it up in a tight ball. The Barn was empty without the wolves, but it was the only place I could think of that was abandoned and quiet. And it didn't have any judgy, glaring students that gossiped about me.

They were irrelevant. Dusk wolves. Hyde. That was what mattered. That and how to get them back?

The thief was hiding in the Veil, so it had to be an elemental. Potentially someone trained as an Afterlife Assistant. But why would someone want to steal—

"Hey!" A sharp voice made me jump.

"Hello?" 

"Ylva?" A figure stepped into the sliver of sun on the ground, revealing their face. 

"Astrid? What are you doing here?" I asked back, immediately on guard. Whenever she turned up, bad things followed.

The blonde sat down in the hay, a guilty look on her face. "I've been using the Barn to think. It's crowded in the school."

"Agreed."

"And our classmates keep following me around. I thought it would be cool to have a squad, but they're exhausting," she admitted in a strange moment of vulnerability. She uncurled the tight braids around the sides of her head and let her hair down. "What are you doing here?"

"Thinking too."

"Got a lot on your mind?"

I sighed. "Yeah. It's not exactly fun inside the school for me."

She nodded. "Yeah, I can see how that's the case."

I refrained from rolling my eyes. She was part of the reason why the Academy sucked. I looked so forward to coming, but it was nothing like I imagined it. And now Astrid was ruining the silence and adding even more annoyance to my heaping pile of distress. I didn't have to take this. There were plenty of places I could be where she wasn't.

As I rose to walk away, she caught my wrist.

"Wait. We need to talk."

I pulled my arm out of her grip. "What?"

"It's about the wolves."

I rolled my eyes. This better be good. "What about them?"

"I know you didn't steal the wolves."

Surprised, I looked her up and down. Of all the things, I hadn't expected to hear that. "What?"

"I know you didn't do it."

"How?" I asked, narrowing my eyes suspiciously. If there was anyone that would blame me, it was Astrid. She was my nemesis. Why would she admit something like this? Why would she—

Unless... Mmmm... Maybe she was playing tricks on me? Trying to get me to confess? Oh, how sneaky. Devilish. I expected nothing less of her.

"I..." She scratched her head. "I saw you, that night."

"What?"

"Yeah... I heard stumbling in the hall, saw you and that Dragon sneaking out, so I got curious. I might've followed you."

My eyes widened. "What! Really? And yet, you've been spreading rumours about me?"

"Hey! I've done no such thing," she argued, glaring at me. "I know we don't like each other, but that's not coming from me. You're the one that started this." Astrid pointed out.

"Uh, uh, uh," I spluttered, choking on the many counterpoints I was going to present her with. "The, the, the..."

"Yes?"

"I didn't start this. You're always trying to show me up."

The blonde raised a perfect eyebrow. "I'm just out there doing my thing. You're the one that keeps comparing us."

I growled, glaring at her. If only I could kill her with my stare. "Your bitchiness. You can't deny that."

She shrugged. "That's just my personality."

"Whatever. We don't like each other, that's just how it is," I grumbled.

Astrid snorted as she tied her braids again. "And I'm not arguing with that. But my wolf is missing and most students are convinced it's still your fault. Therefore, they don't think they need to do something. And the teachers... Well, who knows what the teachers are doing? They're hardly showing up for class, we can't expect anything from them, can we?"

"I guess not."

"And no matter how much I'm telling our airheaded classmates you're not an idiot, they don't want to believe me. I mean, you're not making yourself popular, but that's besides the point. I want Maroon back."

"Maroon?"

She nodded. "My wolf."

"Mine is called Hyde."

"That's cool." She sighed, shooting me a look. "I miss her. Even if I haven't spend much time with her yet, I can feel she's gone."

"I know what you mean," I admitted. 

"We need to find them." Astrid buried her head in her hands, the despair clear in her voice. "I just don't know where to start."

I looked at the girl I'd considered the bane of my existence. Could I work with someone like that? I needed help and I wasn't sure where I stood with Ryoko. 

No, that was really not the point. I didn't trust Astrid and I certainly wasn't going to share what I saw in the Veil with her.

"I don't think you and I working together is the best idea," I finally said, scrunching my nose. "I've got this. I don't need your help."

She shrugged. "Whatever you say, Ylva. Just know I'll be watching you. And I'll be the one to get the wolves back."

"Good luck with that," I said, not able to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. 

"You'll see." With a knowing smile, she dusted the hay off of her clothes and left me on my own in the Barn. 

Finally. I needed the time to think and I couldn't have her interrupt every train of thought. Hah. Good on her for believing she'd find the wolves before me.

Unlike her, I knew where to start. I just needed to go back to the Veil, capture the thief, and return him and the wolves. Easy peasy.

My first obstacle: travelling to the Veil. I didn't have time to wait for next week's class. That was way too late. I needed to go now, despite the risk of death.

I had to find someone that could be my guide and keep me from crossing over. I had no intention of actually dying. But who could I trust? Who would even know how to do this?

Despite her faults, Astrid was right, I couldn't ask professor Rada to help me. All the teachers were way too busy and self-absorbed to teach, why would they go out of their way to help?

But who could travel in and out of the Veil and assist me? Maybe another student? Not another first-year or second-year, we only started learning. That ruled out Aellyn. Maybe a third-year? Preferably a Valkyrie.

I grimaced. The only person that could potentially help me was Flavia, but I alienated her on every turn. So... Probably not then...

Which left my roommate. Who thought we were flirting. And wasn't talking to me.

Fantastic... I'd just have to figure it all out on my own then.

Dying, visiting the Veil, catching a thief, and coming back from the dead. At least that was what I came to the Afterlife Academy for. Ish. I thought there'd be more human souls involved and that they'd do the dying, but ehh, I was flexible.

"Yeah, right," I snorted to myself. Flexible. What a joke. I just didn't have an other option. If I was going to save my reputation, I had to bring the wolves back. 
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"Library, library, library," I muttered, searching my map for any sort of archive. I hadn’t seen one during my stay at the Academy, but there had to be one. And if I was going to travel to the Veil on my own, I needed to inform myself as best as I could. "Lava fountain, ice lake, storage, storage, storage."

"What are you mumbling about?" Ryoko asked, not even bothering to turn away from whatever she was doing. I didn't know. She hadn't looked at me for a couple of days now. The only responses I got out of her were purely functional and downright cold.

I ignored the twinge of hurt in my chest and perked up. "I'm trying to find a library of some kind."

"There's one on the second floor."

"Really?"

"Hmm-hmmm." Without dignifying another reply, she reached for a set of earphones and put them in.

Great. So my roommate was going to be all grumbly and cold... Fantastic. Just what I needed. Well, if she was going to be petty, so could I.

"Fine." Louder than needed, I stomped through the room to grab my bag and a vest. I rummaged through my desk, shaking my pen holder and slamming the drawers. I had enough of this silence. 

With a sideways glance, I looked at Ryoko. Was I getting on her nerves? I knew it was petty, but I just wanted her attention. I thought she liked me, why was she ignoring me? 

Demonstratively, she turned her music up and hummed along with her song.

Pfff. Two could play that game. The library could wait. 

I reached for my own music player, choosing one of my favourite songs. It had a good beat and catchy lyrics, but mostly, it awoke the rhythm within me. 

"Destiny calls for me, destiny calls for me, destiny knooooows my name," I sang along, bobbing my head and waving my arms. There wasn't much space in our room to dance, but the middle between our two beds was perfect. 

With stomping feet and groovy moves, I let the music guide me. "Oh, oh, oh, my destiny awaits!"

From the corners of my eyes, I saw Ryoko tense more and more as I sang louder and louder. With a loud sigh, she turned her own music up to the point that it must be hurting her ears.

"Oh, destiny. Oh, destiny. Why are you calling my name?" I sang, waving my hands in the air in one of the most ridiculous dances I'd ever done. I wanted to get on her nerves. Anything was better than the silent treatment. "Oooooh, dest—"

My roommate yanked her earbuds out and turned, her eyes spitting fire. "I thought you were going to the library."

"I am. I'm just having my afternoon dance," I retorted, smiling politely.

"Your afternoon dance," she growled.

"Exactly." I turned away and swayed up and down with the beat. "Destined for me, I see, the world is—"

"Hey! I'm talking to you." 

I held back the devious smile trying to break through on my face. "Oh, calling my name, calling my name." 

The ground shook as she thundered towards me and pulled my own earbuds out. "That's enough! Why are you being so annoying?"

"What do you mean?" I asked, smiling innocently.

"Are you trying to make me dislike you?"

I shrugged. "I'm not doing anything."

"You, you—" Dark smoke curled out of her nose and a different type of ring appeared around her irises.

"Do you mind? I'm trying to listen to music," I said, hoping to get another rise out of her. I gestured to my music player and popped the earbuds back in, bobbing along to the rhythm. That ought to do it.

Howling, Ryoko charged at me. Her body crashed into mine, the immediate contact knocking me off my feet. The music fell from my ears as we fell to the floor. 

Limbs tangling with limbs, nails scraping along skin, she unleashed her anger upon me. 

"What is your problem!" she yelled as she shook my shoulders.

Half-amused, half-terrified, I thrashed against her. Her skin burned hotter than before, which was both pleasant and uncomfortable. This wasn't exactly how I imagined the conflict would unfold, but if she wanted to get physical, I was down for that.

"You're my problem!" I shouted back, grabbing onto whatever I could to pin her on the floor. Just because I annoyed her, didn't mean she had to turn it into a fist fight. How childish.

"How is this my fault?" she countered, clawing at me.

I growled right back. "You're ignoring me!"

"I'm not!" 

"You said we were friends." I found a pillow within my reach and I whacked it on her head.

Ryoko gasped loudly, clearly offended. "We are."

"You're not acting like it."

"Because I'm hurt!" she shouted, pushing me off of her and curling in a ball. Tears pooled in her eyes and carved silver rivers down her cheek.

That immediately paused the fight. Concern and guilt flooded me as I sank down on the floor, not sure whether I should comfort her or leave her alone.

My roommate angrily wiped her tears away. "I'm hurt, okay? I thought you liked me. I thought this was the start of something. Clearly, I was wrong."

"I'm just..." I looked at her, my stomach crunched into a tight ball. "I didn't know, okay? I thought we were just being friends."

"Oh come on. How did you not know? I've been making you food, sitting on your bed, touching your arm." She hid her face in her shirt, clearly exasperated with me. 

"I—"

"How many times do I have to touch your arm before you get it?"

My ears burned as I batted my eyes down. "I thought that was just friend stuff."

She shook her head, sobbing softly. "It doesn't matter. You don't feel the same and that's fine. That's my problem and I'm trying to deal with it. Why won't you let me?"

"I—I..." I stared at her, lost for words. How was I supposed to explain why I was angry when I didn't even understand it? When I wasn't even sure exactly why I was so hurt

"Well?" she spat, wiping her face on her shirt and glaring at me. The dark circles in her eyes threatening and vulnerable at the same time.

"I'm hurt too," I said, earning a loud scoff.

"Please. What do you have to be hurt about?"

Her gaze bore into me, putting me on the spot. I wanted to give her an explanation, but I didn't know what my problem was. I just knew I was hurt.

"Well?" she asked again.

"I'm thinking!" Exasperated, I hid my face in the pillow. "Aaaarggggh."

"Why are you screaming?" 

"Because you frustrate me! You're ignoring me! You're acting like I don't exist." I threw the cushion across the room, anger boiling in my veins. "I'm sorry I don't feel the same, but you're still my friend. I just... I—"

"What? Spit it out."

"You're a Dragon!" 

Her eyes widened. "Excuse me?"

Shit. Why did I say that? How was I going to phrase this without offending her beyond repair?

"Ylva. Explain," she growled.

"I've never thought much about love, but I figured I'd recognise it when it came along. When he came along. It's not that I'm against lesbians, I just... I never even considered it. And yes, maybe that makes me close-minded, maybe that makes me a bitch. But I didn't grow up seeing those kinds of things. I have a mother and a father, and so do all the people I know," I rambled, trying to put sense in my words. "I thought love would find me in the form of a male Wind Child. So when I met you, it never even crossed my mind. I was too busy figuring out how I felt about Dragons and Wood Elves, and the Academy, and trying to fit in. I just never even considered it."

Ryoko let out a deep breath. "Fine."

"Fine?"

"Yes. Fine."

"Nobody ever says fine and means it," I pointed out.

My roommate pulled a face. "I'm still hurt."

"I know. I didn't think my explanation would magically fix everything, I just... I wanted to explain. I don't know anything about Dragons and it's only since I came to the Academy that I've realised I'm really discriminating. Like, ragingly discriminating."

"You don't say..."

"My point is—"

"It's fine. Just stop talking." She softly banged her head. "I should've realised. I mean, I knew you didn't like me at the beginning. That was pretty obvious. I just thought... I don't know. I thought you were changing? That you were starting to see past my race and liked me."

"I do like you!" I let out a deep sigh, my head aching from the whole ordeal. "You just sprung your confession on me and then immediately turned cold."

Ryoko pulled a face. "Sorry. I was just protecting myself."

"I'm sorry."

"Thank you." My roommate shot me an exhausted look and leaned back against the wardrobe. "I'm sorry I acted out."

"I should've given you your space."

She pulled a face. "I was being a little obnoxious on purpose."

"Me too," I admitted.

She took in a deep breath, visibly collecting herself. "I'll stop now."

"If you need space, I understand."

"I think that'd be good. As long as you're not going to throw another hissy fit," she said, a slight smile curling around her lips. 

That was good. She hadn't smiled in a while. I missed it.

"I won't throw another hissy fit," I promised.

Ryoko wrinkled her nose. "And no more of that singing."

I fake gasped. "You didn't like my singing?"

She chuckled. "No. You're not great at it.".

"How dare you." I clutched my heart, pretending to be stabbed. 

My roommate chuckled lightly, lifting the heavy tension hanging between us. Thank the gods for that. 

Careful, I reached out to her and placed my hand on her wrist. "For real though. I'm sorry, Ryoko."

"It's okay. It won't kill me." She looked at me, the darkness gone from her eyes. "I'll be alright."

"You sure?"

She snorted as she pushed herself up from the wooden floor. The sun caught her cheek again, exposing the scales underneath. "You're cute, but not that cute."

"Ouch," I joked. If she needed to get in some cheap shots, I'd let her. I deserved it after being such a major ass. How did she develop feelings for me again?

I tucked the pillow under me and propped myself up as I watched Ryoko shuffle around. She tickled Pickles through her cage and fed her a little paper ball. 

A new silence hung in the room, but it was different from before. Lighter. Not as loaded. Almost pleasant.

"Is it okay if I let Pickles hop around a little?" she asked, gesturing to the cage.

"Yes, sure."

The metal door shrieked and the dust bunny happily jumped out. With her tail and whiskers twitching with every hop, she sniffed any object in her way as she searched the corners for dust or scraps.

"She's really cute," I admitted, my reservations about her gone.

"I know."

Both focused on the bunny, Pickles served as a bridge. In silence, we shared the space between us, neither quite ready to talk just yet. That was okay with me.

I'd give Ryoko her space until she was ready to be my friend again. I just hoped it wouldn't take too long. I didn't want to lose her. I didn't know why I felt so strongly about our friendship, but I did. 

She was important to me. If only I'd understood just how important.
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OVER THE NEXT WEEKS, life in the Afterlife Academy settled to a dysfunctional normal. Some classes were cancelled, others were held with the teachers in a detectable rush. Apart from Afterlife Etiquette, all my other theoretical classes were scrapped from my curriculum. The Essence Of A Valkyrie had taken a practical turn from the regular theory, which meant we were already learning to find our inner wings and getting familiar with different types of metal for making keys.

As announced, all classes focused on the practical side of things, except for Resurrection.

After my stunt, Rada decided it was too dangerous to take first-years into the Veil. No matter how much I, or my classmates, tried to change her mind, she didn't budge. Which was extra annoying because this was the one thing I needed to learn. 

At least she was teaching us interesting things about the edge between life and death. Just not the information that I needed.

Despite reading every book on the Veil, I still didn't know how an elemental could hide within it or how he was keeping the dusk wolves contained. Just like Hyde, the other wolves should be calling out to their owners. Why was nobody hearing them? How was he getting away with it?

After careful consideration, and a glare from Ryoko, I decided not to rush into dying. None of the knowledge I found gave me the confidence to successfully travel to the Veil and back. Instead of signing my own death sentence, I was examining all my options.

Maybe I had to approach Flavia after all...

"Ylva?"

I looked up from my dinner. "Yeah?"

"You're kind of zoned out," Aellyn said, crunching on her fruit salad.

"Sorry. I’ve just got a lot on my mind." 

All the research was eating into my sleep time and I could feel it in my eyes. With heavy eyelids and dark bags underneath, I looked worse for wear. Still, I couldn't falter. Not when I was so close. I could feel it, the answer was right around the corner.

At least some of the gossiping and animosity had died down with the passing of the weeks. There was still a hint of awkwardness detectable between Ryoko and I, but on the surface, everything was perfectly pleasant between us. Underneath, I knew she wasn't as warm towards me as the beginning. 

She was still helping me with my research, but I could feel she was holding back. Every time she looked at me with cold eyes, I felt a hand squeeze my chest, but there was nothing I could do about it. Not without admitting something to myself that I wasn't ready for yet.

A sudden nudge yanked me out of my thoughts again. 

"Trouble at five o'clock," Aellyn warned as she stood up to leave. "Sorry."

"Great," I muttered under my breath, looking in the direction she pointed out. What now?

A clique of dark robes and scythes pushed through the tables, clearly coming towards us. Fantastic. The Reapers again.

With a grin on his pale face, Sim sat down on the table. "Good afternoon."

"What do you want?" I sighed, too tired for this shit.

"I just want a little chat, Ylva." He swung his scythe around, which clearly was meant to intimidate me.

It might've worked in the beginning of the year, but I was too fucking tired to be scared.

"Just leave me alone," I tried, rolling my eyes and eating my cracker. 

"Why? I'm comfortable here." Sim swung his scythe on his knees and grabbed a tissue. "I'm just polishing my handle."

"Yeah, I bet you've practiced that a lot," I mocked, earning an angry glare. Not that I cared. He was all talk and intimidation, but no actual violence. He was too afraid of getting expelled.

But that didn't stop him from strutting around like he owned the place and getting in a couple of cheap shots whenever he could.

A sudden shadow fell over the table and the sound of leathery wings reached my ear. Valkyries.

"Beat it, Sim," a familiar voice said.

"Flavia. So nice of you to join us. What happened to your face?" the Reaper asked, standing up to face the strong blonde. "Did you run into a wall?"

She snorted, flexing her wings threateningly. "To get away from your stench, yes. You need a shower, Sweat-boy."

"What? I don't stink," Sim retorted. With a grimace, he grabbed the cracker out of my hand and squashed it into crumbs.

Flavia snorted. "Wow. Such strength."

"Yeah, he's strong from polishing his shaft," I joined in, jolting my fist up and down in a crude motion. 

"Ooh, snap." The blonde clacked her tongue as she snickered. "Beaten by a first-year, Sim. That's low, even for you."

With a growl, the Reaper grabbed his scythe and stormed off. 

Flavia shook her head. "We both know he's sniffing his armpits around the corner."

"Totally," I agreed. 

"Don't let him get to you. He's just an entitled brat."

I sighed, wiping the crumbs away. "I know..."

"For what it's worth, I don't believe you had anything to do with the disappearing wolves."

"Thank you. That means a lot coming from you."

She opened her mouth but quickly closed it again. "Anyway. Take care. It won't always be like this."

"I know." 

She walked away, even if I desperately wanted her to stay. I needed her help, but she couldn't hang out with me publicly, not with my reputation. Even if she defended me against Sim, that was more about her rivalry with him. But maybe she'd help me in secret. Especially if she believed I was innocent.

That was worth a try.

"Hey, Flavia?" I called, chasing after her.

"Yes?"

"I need your help."

She raised an eyebrow. "With what?"

"I can't tell you, not here. Can we meet somewhere?" I asked, crossing my fingers. If she could help me with the Veil, then I stood a chance of figuring this all out.

Hesitantly, she studied my face. "Mmmm..."

"You said the only things that matter are where we're going and what we accomplish, right?"

"Yes."

"What I'm about to do is big, but I can't do it on my own.”

Flavia nodded. "Alright then, I'm curious. Come to my room tomorrow morning. We'll talk."

She turned, her dark wings slashing through the air. With confidence, she strode to her squad and commanded them with a single look. Taking up as much space as they could, they walked back to their table in the middle of the dining hall. They got in late, but nobody else dared sit at it.

The other Afterlife cliques probably didn't want any trouble, but it was different for Wind Children. If Flavia wasn't the best and strongest, she wouldn't hold onto the respect and her alpha position. If she couldn't help me, no other Valkyrie student could.

Hopefully, she would.

With my crackers crushed by Sim's display of power, dinner was over for me anyway. I grabbed my bags and hurried out of the dining hall, making sure to keep my head up high. I wasn't going to give them the satisfaction of my distress. My life would have to get a lot more miserable for me to fold under the pressure.

As I walked through the halls, I concentrated on blocking out all the chatter and gossip. It was as good a time as any to try to listen to the wind magic within me. According to my Valkyrie Essence teacher, this was how to find my own wings. 

"Accept the void. Channel the darkness and unleash the wind," I mumbled, repeating one of the ancient chants. Supposedly, those were to help get me in the right mindset. "Accept the void. Channel the darkness."

It wasn't until I reached the room of my door, I realised where my legs had taken me. Hesitantly, I lingered.

Would Ryoko be in?

With the irregular classes and lectures, it was impossible to predict when my roommate would or wouldn't be here. I didn't even know up front whether I'd be circling back to the dorm or be running around the ice lake while channeling the darkness within me.

"Hello?" I called, not entirely sure what I was hoping for. 
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Silence.

Disappointment fell on my stomach, revealing my true feelings. Damn it. I didn't like how we were acting around each other. I'd tried to bridge the distance, but she hadn't let me. Stupid me and my big mouth.

I dropped my bag of unused books on the floor and tipped my shoes off. My noise was met with an excited shuffling from underneath Ryoko's bed.

"Hey, Pickles."

I knelt down to wiggle my finger through the cage. I had no idea when my roommate last fed her, but the dust bunny was hungrily eyeing the box of cotton balls on the side.

"Just one, okay?" I said, trying to sound stern.

Pickles tweaked an ear which I took as an agreement. Good bunny. Despite our rocky start, I’d become attached to the ball of fluff. Having her here helped with missing Hyde and every moment my heart didn’t ache for my missing wolf, was a good moment.

I pushed a piece of cotton through the cage, waving it in front of Pickles' nose. "Num, num."

With a little hop, she stole the white fluff from me and happily jumped to the back of her cage where she disappeared in her house.

"Well, that's nice. And I thought we were becoming friends," I scoffed, shaking my head. "But then, what do I know..."

I fished some cardboard slivers from the food tray and stuck them through the cage, hoping to lure the bunny back out. Apart from some scratching and shuffling, it didn't look like Pickles was interested after she had her favourite cotton ball.

"I guess not then." I dropped the cardboard and sat back up, leaning against Ryoko's bed. Only when she wasn't here I realised how much I liked her presence, even if we spent most of it in silence. There was something reassuring about the sound of turning pages and the occasional cough.

But without her... Just the occasional groan of the wind teasing the building and the passing chatter of students.

It was ironic how I was so opposed to having her as my roommate and now I couldn't imagine sharing with anyone else.

I heard the rattling of keys, and just like Pickles, I perked up from the sound. The door cracked open and as if summoned by my thoughts, Ryoko came in.

"Hi," I said, just a little too fast.

"I'm back." She hung her sweater on the hook instead of just throwing it across the room like I had and placed her shoes next to mine.

"How are you?" I asked, eager to strike up a conversation, no matter how insignificant.

"I'm well. You?"

"Not too bad."

She crossed the room, pausing in front of me. "Ummm..."

"Oh, sorry. I'll move." I pushed myself up, suddenly very close to the girl in front of me. Her eyes widened, but she didn't say anything.

A strange feeling curled through my stomach and quickly spread to the rest of my limbs. Whenever I was this close to her, I always felt hot. I figured it had to do with the temperature of her skin, but the longer it went on, the less convinced I was about my logic.

"I..." I swallowed my words, making myself take a deep breath to calm my jitters.

A flicker of gold flitted through her eyes. "Yes?"

My chest tightened as I averted my gaze. I wanted something, I knew I did. I just couldn't identify what that something was. Every time I looked at Ryoko, that same sensation hit me. It teased me, like forgotten words on the tip of the tongue, so close I could almost put a name to it. It just kept slipping through my metaphorical fingers, like sand lost in the wind.

There was something about this girl and I knew it was staring me right in the face. I just couldn't put my finger on it.

"Ylva?"

A shiver ran down my spine from the way she said my name. "Yes?"

"Nothing."

Disappointed, I sank on my own bed. Desperate to keep the conversation going, I racked my brain for any topic. Oh, right. Flavia.

"Hey, so earlier I was in the dining hall and Sim stirred up trouble again," I said, recalling the incident.

"And?"

"He just came to flash his scythe and crush my crackers. Honestly, not sure what his problem is or why he—" I caught myself in my rant and stopped. "Doesn't matter. Anyway, Flavia came to defend me. You know her, right?"

Ryoko pulled a face. "You've mentioned her."

"Well, I asked for her help. If I'm going to travel back into the Veil without, you know, permanently staying dead... We're going to need help. Right?"

My question hung in the air, unanswered for a moment too long. 

With a sigh, my roommate turned her back to me and crouched down. "Sure."

"She's invited me up to her room tomorrow to talk."

"Great." 

I waited, wondering if she had anything else to stay, but she stayed silent. Instead of talking to me, she whispered some nonsense to Pickles and pushed a cotton ball into the cage.

I cleared my throat. "Actually, I fed her earlier."

Ryoko's shoulders tensed visibly before she rose and threw the ball of fluff in the corner. "Fine. Looks like you've got everything sorted then. I'll just be useless then."

"Woah." I held up my hands. "What's wrong?"

She turned to glare at me, her eyes burning with a dark fire. "You're so clueless sometimes, Ylva."

"What do you mean? I don't know what you're talking about." Even I heard how weak my defence sounded. 

"Nothing, it doesn't matter." The chill in her voice sent shivers down my spine. It was awful when anyone talked like that, but it was even worse coming from Ryoko. 

She bowed as she grabbed her bag. "I'll leave you to it. Sorry for disrupting you."

"Hey!" I chased after her, catching her by the arm. "Don't walk out on me. We're in the middle of a conversation."

"Are we?" She frowned, thunderclouds hanging on her forehead.

"Yes?"

"Really? It just seems like you're deciding whatever we're doing and letting me know. That's not a conversation, Ylva."

Her words struck through me. "That's not fair. Ryoko."

"Is it not? You just decided my feelings don't matter and that you didn't want to lose me as a friend. You're the one that's hellbent on dying to get the wolves back. Oh, and now you're getting involved with Flavia."

I scoffed. "Okay, that's definitely not fair. I never said your feelings don't matter, I just don't feel the same. That's not my fault. I have no choice in getting the wolves back. You'd do the same for Pickles. And I'm not involved with Flavia. She's just a friend."

Ryoko let out puff of smoke. "Yes, I've seen just how you treat your 'friends'."

"Hey! That's not—"

"Fair? You keep saying that. I'm so sorry I've inconvenienced you with my presence and my feelings. Why don't I turn into a cotton ball too, huh?"

Despite the intensity of the argument, I snorted. Maybe it was exactly because of the serious nature of our conflict.

"What?" she growled, her eyes spitting fire.

"I'm sorry, I was just picturing you as a cotton ball. You'd get eaten by Pickles," I said, hoping to lighten the mood.

My roommate narrowed her eyes, glaring angrily. Maybe not then.

"Sorry. I'm just... I don't want to fight with you, believe me. It's the opposite of what I want," I sighed, sitting down on my bed. "I'm sorry, Ryoko. You're right, I've been inconsiderate. I'm just confused. You confuse me."

She sat down too, sighing deeply. "Why?"

"I don't know how to fix this."

"This?"

I gestured to the space between us. "This."

"I can't just turn my feelings off."

I hid my face in my hands. "I know. I'm not saying you should. In fact, I think I'm mostly hurt by you acting cold towards me. It makes no sense to me."

"What?"

"You said you liked me, and yet, you're colder than ever. It's just confusing to me."

Ryoko groaned. "That's because you don't feel the same."

"But... I don't want you to stop being you. I liked our dynamic."

She shot me a look. "So... You don't want me to stop flirting with you, but you're not interested in reciprocating?"

"Yes. No. I don't know!" I banged my fist against my forehead, realising how I was coming across. "I'm sorry. This is clearly my issue. I need to work on it."

The girl across me sighed, her face falling. "No, it's not just your issue. I'm sorry too. I'm just... I guess I'm jealous. It's not your fault you don't feel the same."

I frowned. "Jealous? Of what?"

"Flavia. You should hear yourself when you talk about her. You sound so in awe of her."

"Because I am. She's a role model, that's all."

"You know what? It doesn't matter. It's none of my business." She hugged her knees, making me wonder if she was secretly wiping tears away. I hoped not.

Exhausted, I ran my hands through my hair. I already made a mess out of my entire life and this was just the cherry on top. I didn't want to fight with Ryoko and she had no reason to be jealous. There was even less between Flavia and I than between the two of us. 

"I'm not in love with Flavia, okay? I've only asked for her help because I don't know who else to ask. If you're so worried, why don't you come along tomorrow?"

Surprised, Ryoko looked up at me. For a moment, she seemed lost for words before she composed herself again. "I don't know about that," she said. 

"Why not? I'm sure she won't mind."

"I'm a Dragon."

I chuckled. "Believe me, I've noticed."

"They all look at me like I don't belong already. I don't want to make it worse."

Wishing I was closer so I could reach out and reassure her, I settled for shooting her a smile. "It'll be okay. You don't have to come along, but you can if you want to. I just asked because I have nothing to hide, okay? And we're still a team, regardless of how things are between us."

"I guess so. I'll think about it." She picked at a loose thread of her shirt and rose from her bed. "I'm going to shower."

"You shower a lot," I pointed out. 

"It's the only room where you're not," she retorted.

"But I could be," I shot back, scrunching my nose. "Sorry, I just heard myself."

She chuckled softly. "You're certainly something."

Before I could reply, she grabbed her towel and disappeared into the bathroom. The ventilation fan's noise would drown out anything else I could shouted after her, so I didn't bother. 

Wiped out from our argument, I got up to close the blinds and threw my sleeping shirt on. It wasn't anywhere near bed time, but I wanted to catch some extra hours so I didn't oversleep in the morning. Besides, there wasn't anything else to do in here. Not when Ryoko and I were caught in this awkward web of tension.

It would be better soon, when she fell out of love with me. Or if I fell in love with her...
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"So. What did you want to talk to me about and why did you bring a Dragon?" Flavia asked, placing down two cups of tea. She placed her hands on her hips, her confidence incontestable.

"Ryoko is my roommate and she's been helping me," I explained, hoping that would suffice.

"Ah. You're the Dragon of the dorm," the blonde concluded, looking Ryoko up and down.

"I am," she affirmed, the fire in her eyes a little darker than usual. She was clearly not at ease, but she had come along anyway. "How do we know we can trust you?"

Flavia chuckled briefly. "Ylva approached me. If anything, I should ask whether you're trustworthy."

Before the conversation escalated, I jumped in. "I need to learn how to travel to the Veil."

Silence.

The blonde looked me up and down, her gaze indecipherable. "I see."

"I know it's not first-year material and professor Rada won't take us again."

Flavia nodded. "Not after your little stunt."

"How did you—"

"I have ears. I know everything that goes on in Valkyrie." She sat down to sip from her tea. "I can teach you."

"You can? That's awesome! You're a life sa—"

"But I'm not going to." She unfolded the wings from her back, making me jealous. I hadn't even managed to get a sense of my inner wings, despite all the mantras I'd been chanting.

"Why not?" Ryoko asked bravely, not nearly as intimidated by the dark wings as I.

"Only licensed guides are allowed to take guests into the Veil. I've never taken anyone along either and I could be expelled for even trying. Not to mention, it's extremely dangerous," Flavia replied. "I think this conversation is over."

"No, please." I shot up from the chair, desperation flooding through me. If she couldn't help us, my chances of getting into the Veil were next to zero. "I need to go to the Veil."

"I'm sure you have good reason, but my answer is still no."

“Flavia... None of our professors are actually teaching us anything to prepare us for an AA career. There’s clearly something going on, but they won’t tell us.”

“I’m sure there’s something going on, but I’m sure they have good reasons for their absence.”

“Aren’t you bored?” I challenged, knowing how Wind Children were with boredom. We couldn’t stand it.

“I guess I am,” the blonde said, sounding a little surprised. 

“Come on, this could be exciting.”

“Potentially, yes...” 

“So... You’ll do it?” I asked, my breath caged in my chest. I came here to learn about being a Valkyrie and earn my wings. Something the teachers didn’t seem too prioritise. If they weren’t going to teach us how to do this job, I’d figure out another way to learn.

Flavia was my best bet.

“It would certainly beat all the waiting and lying around,” she voiced, pulling a face. “But no. It could still ruin my chances of graduating this year.”

“But—” I protested, interrupted by my roommate.

"You don’t want to find the stolen wolves?.” 

Flavia's eyes widened. "What?" She turned to me. "What is she talking about?"

I sighed. I hadn’t wanted to reveal this bit of knowledge, but if this was the only way to get the blonde on board...

"The wolves are trapped in the Veil. I sensed Hyde when I was in there and when I followed his call, I saw the thief and the other dusks. I’m trying to get them back.”

"Mmmm..." The blonde clacked her tongue, her forehead frowned. "That changes things."

"It does?" I asked again, crossing my fingers behind my back.

With another sip from her tea and a hesitant groan, Flavia slowly nodded. "Yes. But we’re keeping this a secret.”

"Agreed." Excitement beat through my chest. She was going to do it. 

She pointed at Ryoko and me. "But I’m only teaching Ylva."

"But—"

"This is not up for a debate. I'm not doing this if I have to guide the Dragon too." Flavia crossed her arms, staring at the two of us. “The choice is yours.”

Hesitantly, I looked at my roommate. As much as I liked her and we got along, getting the wolves back was more important.

“Maybe it’s better this way?” I suggested carefully, wincing the moment I did.

“Really?” Ryoko’s eyes darkened. 

“I mean... It makes sense? You’re studying to be a Shinigami so how much can she teach you anyway...?

My roommate’s voice froze over, the same icy politeness I’d seen many times. “I get how it is. Good luck then, Ylva.” Without waiting for a reply, she stormed out of the room, never even looking back.

“Wow,” Flavia muttered. “Are you going after her?”

I bit my lip, weighing my options against each other. On the one hand, I didn’t want to alienate Ryoko. I liked her and I considered her my friend. But on the other, I needed Flavia to help me. Without her, the dusks would stay lost forever.

I wouldn’t be as worried if I were if the teachers were openly searching for them, but they were more absent than ever.

“No, she just needs some time,” I said, shooting her a wry smile. I hoped this was the right decision... 

The blonde nodded. “Alright then.”

“Yup... So, when do we start?”
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Zoned out, I pricked my fork in the piece of tomato and moved it around on my plate.

"Not hungry?" Aellyn asked as she sat down next to me. 

"Not really," I admitted. The past weeks had been all kinds of stressful and it wasn't aiding my appetite. 

"What's been going on with you?" the Elf asked. "You haven't really been around."

"Oh, I've... I've been busy. Lots of meditating to find my inner wings," I half-lied. While Flavia gathered everything necessary for a guided trip to the Veil, she'd been helping me with the ancient mantras. 

"Ahaa, makes sense. But we should do something fun sometime."

I nodded as I stared through the rows of seated students at Ryoko's back. Our last argument had driven a deep wedge in our friendship and reduced her to the same, reserved girl I met at the beginning of the year.

The less time she spent with me, the more she seemed to hang out with a group of Dragons from Shinigami 201. Across the past weeks, I’d barely seen her. 

A lump formed in my throat, but I swallowed it away. It couldn't be helped. People drifted apart, that was just how things went. I just wished it hadn't happened like this, but if this was her way of dealing with her feelings, I needed to accept it. She wanted distance so that was what I had to give her.

If only it didn't sting so much.

"Ylva?"

"Huh?"

"You're zoned out again," Aellyn noted.

"Sorry. I was meditating again. I've been doing it so much, it's becoming second nature," I lied, chuckling awkwardly. "Accept the void, right?"

"I guess so?" I took a glance at the time, startled by how late it had gotten. "Shit, I have to go. I'll catch you in class, okay?"

My friend stuttered. "Ummm, o—okay?"

"Sorry. I just..." I hadn't told her about my secret lessons with Flavia and I couldn't. "I'm on a tight schedule for my evening mantras. Discipline is the key to success. At least, that's what the ancient legends say!"

I shoved some tomatoes in my mouth, grabbed my bag, and dashed out of the dining hall. I couldn't be late for my session with Flavia. It just wasn't done. 

I didn't know why, but being late was just not acceptable. The Academy taught me it wasn't a universal thing.

Panting and huffing, I rushed through the halls of the school. Most students were leisurely strolling around, which seemed to be a thing as most classes were cancelled. Again. 

This Academy didn't do much teaching. Was this a regular thing?

No, that couldn't be right. It wouldn't have such a great reputation if it just let students run around doing nothing.

Ignoring the stares of the other Valkyries, I knocked on Flavia's door and let myself in. She specified she didn't like me waiting and hanging around her door. It looked weird or something.

"Flavia? Hello?"

"Just a moment!" she shouted from her kitchen. As far as I knew, only she had a fully equipped room like this. I envied her slightly. I didn't need all this space, but it would be nice to have all the amenities without having to go outside.

Now that Ryoko was no longer cooking and inviting me to join her, I had no choice but to go to the dining hall for my meals. Which meant subjecting myself to the reality of my loneliness. And watch Ryoko befriend and buddy up with other girls and guys. Not exactly my idea of a good time.

Between my classmates who wanted nothing to do with me, and Sim and his Reaper clique that liked to pick on me, being outside the room wasn't exactly fun. At least I had Aellyn who stuck with me. Although I assumed that was because she had nobody else to sit with either. She was just as unpopular.

I sat down on Flavia's couch, excited for what she had in store this time.

The bedroom door cracked open and Flavia dragged out a suitcase. "Hi!"

I chuckled. "Going somewhere?"

"Nope. I've finally gathered enough materials." Flavia rubbed her hands as she unboxed the suitcase. "I couldn't get my hands on silver stallion mane, like we use in class. But we should be able to use something else."

"Cool. What are we working with?" I asked, looking at the bits and bobs of random gear. "What's that? Unicorn hair?"

The blonde nodded. "Yes, it's in the same family and some AAs swear by it. I also asked around and the Reapers use something that's called... Boomstrung vine." She held up a gnarly green length of plant with a questionable smell. "I'm not sure whether they were messing with me or not."

"Right... They might've tricked you there, Flavia. What's in the vials?" 

"Different types of poisons. I don't know the exact formula the school's been using, so we'll have to experiment. I have spinyder venom, ground oak horn, and some green stuff that had a skull on the label. I figured that wasn't medicine."

"Proooobably not, no. What are the poisons for exactly?"

"To coat the thread?"

"Okay." I inspected one of the flasks. "Why?"

Flavia shot me another look. "To kill you."

"Right... Does it have to be poison? Can't you just stab me or something?"

Flavia sighed, running a hand through her blonde hair. "I see we have a lot of work to do."

And we did. Despite all the cancelled classes, I finally felt like I was soaking up some knowledge, although that could've been mostly from Flavia's lectures. For someone that never taught in her life, she was killing it. And she showed up, which was more than I could say about my teachers.

We tried countless methods of recreating the effects of the silver stallion mane our Valkyrie teacher used. None of them gave us the desired effect.

The boomstrung vine left me with a rash that didn't clear in days. The ground oak horn had me laughing hysterically for hours while I experienced the most vivid hallucinations. Not exactly the desired effect, but kind of fun. Combining the Unicorn hair with the green stuff had me limping for weeks after the fact. 

Apart from a bit of shadows and some headaches, we didn't come close to dying either. Fall shifted into winter, introducing a blanket of snow onto the school. The cold slowed everything even more, if that was possible. As the semester went on, it became clear we weren't going to figure it out on our own.

After careful consideration, Flavia brought in Oda, her right-hand woman. She wasn't my biggest fan, but she came around quickly enough. With her help and talents, our selection of poisons and strings grew. While we all knew the importance of our success, the experimentation and crazy side-effects were turning out to be great entertainment.

There was just one other thing I was having trouble with...

"Accept the void," Flavia chanted while Oda pushed her hands on my back. "Accept the void."

"I'm trying," I grunted, picturing dark wings like all the other Wind Children had. If I could figure out how to do that, at least my first-year classmates would stop looking at me like I was the dirt on the street.

"Channel the darkness," Oda instructed, digging her nails deep into my skin.

"Fuck!"

She pushed my shoulder blades apart. "Unleash the wind."

"Unleash the wind," I muttered, trying to direct the ever-changing, all-consuming ball of magic in my chest. Any movement of the wind magic was making me uneasy.

I'd seen the destructive force. If I unleashed the magic within me and couldn't get it under control, what would happen to the things, the people, the world around me? 

The wind sizzled and sighed, whistling and wheezed as it surged through me. It coursed around my heart, tugging on my soul. With every passing moment, it built and built, until it howled and shrieked in my ears.

"Let go," Flavia instructed, her voice barely audible above the storm brewing within me. "Accept the void."

I closed my eyes, concentrating on the vibrations within me. The tremor of the storm, the hitched breath, the rumbling chaos. 

Instead of panicking and shoving it all down, I called it. I wanted the wind to rage through me, consume me, destroy me. With everything on the line, I invited the darkness in, begging it to swallow me whole. 

The tension build, growing and growing, spiralling further out of control than I ever let it. As the wind rampaged through my body, wreaking havoc in my veins and heart, the terror set in.

If I couldn't direct this tremendous power, it would tear me and everything in the vicinity to pieces. The room, the dormitory, the school and all the people with it. Flavia, Oda... Ryoko.

No.

With all my might, I redrew the boundaries around my soul and caged the wind in my heart. I didn't know how to control it, I couldn’t risk it. Not when I had everything to lose.

"No, don't lock it up," Oda warned, but it was too late. 

The howling died out and reluctantly, the wind laid down. The whistling in my ears stopped and the silence returned. 

"Sorry, I couldn't give into the darkness."

Flavia exchanged a look with Oda and sighed. "You'll get there. I didn't manage it until my second year."

"Yes. I only figured it out this year and I still have trouble with it," Oda admitted. She sat down next to me and handed me a glass of berry juice. "Drink."

"Thanks." Even if they weren't socialising with me in public, which I didn't blame them for, they were both treating me with respect and kindness. I considered them my friends, although I wasn't sure if they saw me the same way.

It didn't matter. 

I saw what friendship could do. It just left me and Ryoko with a big mess that we weren't even talking about.

"You did good today, Ylva." Flavia checked the time and sighed. "Oda and I have to go. We have another out-of-school excursion."

"Another?"

Oda tied her brown hair into a messy braid and nodded. "Yes, we've had loads of those recently. We actually brought a soul to Valhalla last week."

"Really?" My eyes widened in jealousy. "That's so cool."

"I know." Flavia grinned as she grabbed her coat. "We'll see you same time next week!"

The two rushed out, leaving me stranded in the room. They did that all the time, not even bothered by me being there or leaving the door open. As Flavia pointed out, who would be so stupid to rob her?

I took my own vest and headed back down to the first floor. As I passed through the hall, the Valkyrie students glared at me even more than usual.

What was the problem now?

The closer I got to my room, the more people stared.

Why was my door open? Did someone break in? What was going on?

I rushed forward, almost tripping over the threshold and just catching the door handle. A heavy weight fell on my stomach as I stared at four Dragons sitting around Ryoko's rice cooker. 

All together, they looked up at me and giggled. What the—

"Ylva." My roommate appeared from the bathroom, her polite smile never faltering. "What are you doing here?"

"Ummm... I live here?" I stammered, staring at Ryoko's guests. "What are they doing here?"

"They're my friends from Shinigami. We're having dinner." 

A lump formed in my throat as I recognised the rice and steamed vegetables she used to make for me. A while back, she wouldn't have invited Dragons into our room without asking or at least, she'd have invited me to join in. But now...

My roommate shrugged. "I'm sorry. Did you not get my memo?"

"What memo?" 

"I left a note on your bed."

I stormed past the giggling girls and rummaged through my sheets and pillows. "There's nothing here, Ryoko."

"Well, I put it on your pillow. It's not my fault you lost it."

"Lost it?" I scoffed. "I never even saw it. How could I lose it?"

Ryoko shrugged again, the coldness in her eyes a painful contrast with how things used to be. Instead of gold, there was just black. All the warmth of her voice was replaced by an icy tone that sent shivers down my spine. She wasn't even looking properly at me and she certainly wasn’t spending any alone time with me.

How things had changed...
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The days shifted seamlessly into each other, all more or less the same. The entire Academy fell into a routine that even I couldn’t escape. Mornings without Ryoko, class with Aellyn, bullying from the Reapers during lunch, cancelled lecture with Flavia, and then the next day, I did it all over again.

Twang.

The blade of a scythe slammed into the table, followed by a lot of giggling and snickering. Sim...

I rolled my eyes as I looked up at him. "What now?"

"You're sitting on our table."

"No, I'm not," I countered, calmly eating a piece of pink fish from my stew. They could antagonise me as much as they could, I wasn't going to react to it.

"Well, I want to sit here now," Sim said, checking if his squad was still laughing.

I gestured to the empty seats. "Be my guest."

He scoffed. "I don't want to sit with you, Valkyrie. Scram."

For the first time, another of the girl's weighed in. "You're a useless piece of shit, Wolf Thief."

"I'm not a thief," I growled back. Despite my intentions, the first signs of anger boiled up in my gut. The wind hissed, the desire to tell him where to stick it growing. But I couldn't get into a fight, not when it was against Academy rules. Although, at this point, it wasn't like any of the teachers were present enough to notice a brawl.

"Maybe the wolves just ran away because they didn't want to be with a loser like you," she cackled, swinging her scythe past my head.

I flinched as the blade barely missed me, the glint temporarily blinding. The school should be more strict with who they allowed to carry weapons like that, but they didn't seem to care.

"Fuck off," I hissed, balling my hands under the table to stop myself from exploding. While Sim was annoying, he never went too far. But this girl... 

"Or what?" she dared, spitting on the table. "Valkyrie scum."

The chatter in the dining hall had died out even more than usual. Almost as if they knew this was going a lot further than usual.

Flustered, I looked around for anyone that might give me some support. I knew that the other Valkyries didn't like me, but the Reapers weren't just insulting me. 

Everyone seemed curious but not in the least inclined to come to my aid. Great. This was what I got for being on my own. They were never this vicious when Aellyn was here. 

Where was the damned Wood Elf?

The Reaper girl snickered as she shoved me with the end of her scythe. The crowd gasped, but nobody said or did anything. They just stared, watching the spectacle unfold.

Hands gripped me by my shirt and dragged me off the chair. With a thud, I fell to the floor where she threw my bowl of food at me. The dark stew splashed against my white shirt, the plate clattering on the marble floor as everyone watched in silence.

"Get lost, thief," the girl sneered as she demonstratively occupied the table with her scythe and bags.

Embarrassed, I wiped as much gunk from my shirt and swung my bag over my shoulder. For the first time I got here, I didn't manage to keep my head up high. It was too much. I just wanted to go to my room and crawl in a ball and cry.

"Ylva! Over here!" someone shouted, grabbing my attention. Did Aellyn finally get here?

Not sure who was calling me, I awkwardly twirled and shuffled back and forth. Maybe Ryoko wanted to save me from my public humiliation?

"Ylva!"

I turned towards the sound, scanning the tables. As I searched for the owner of the voice, my eyes landed on the centre table. Could it be...?

Flavia's blonde head stuck above the others as she waved at me.

I checked around me, making sure if she actually meant me. She shot me an incredulous look and gestured again, pointing at the empty seat.

My gut clenched and I bit the tears back. A warm feeling coiled in my stomach as I dashed towards them, hope fluttering in my chest. If they were accepting me as a group member again, I wouldn't have to be the outcast anymore. Other Valkyries would treat me differently if I was part of a squad, that was how it worked. 

The Reapers... I wouldn't have to deal with them on my own anymore...

"Hi, guys?" I hesitated before taking a seat, not wanting to make a fool out of myself. Maybe they didn't want me to sit down with them after all.

Oda shot me an unexpected smile as she gestured to an empty seat. "Sit."

I looked at Flavia who nodded approvingly. This was real. They wanted me.

My heart thrummed in my throat as I sat down, a weight falling from my shoulders. This public invitation was as big of a grand gesture as there could be.

"That was too far," Flavia noted, nudging one of the girls to pass me some bread. Dagmar? Ava? I couldn't remember.

"It's just been one of those things," I said, surprised at how casual I managed to sound with the wind raging in my veins. 

"They're assholes," Oda quipped in, retying her dark braids. "We'll make sure this is the last time they bother you."

Overcome with emotion, I could only nod. Relief washed over me, like the kiss of summer after a never-ending winter. I didn't have to be alone anymore. Not when I had friends.

Friends. 

It seemed so surreal, but that was definitely what this was. And unlike the first time they invited me into their group, this was genuinely about me.

As their conversation returned and I settled into my new spot at the table, I glanced over at the Dragon side of the dining hall. From here, I could see Ryoko perfectly with her clique. The four girls that were in our room the other night, or at least, I assumed so. 

Looked like I wasn't the only one sitting with the cool kids...

And while I was so grateful that Flavia and Oda saved me from social failure, but part of me just ached that Ryoko hadn't said anything. Maybe if she wasn't all buddy buddy with her popular Dragon friends, she might've actually stuck up for me.

But she hadn't. 

She was just eating her dinner with her head down, pretending like she didn't know me.

A sadness birthed in my chest, suffocating me. I didn't know why it affected me so much, but it stung even more than the actual bullying. Maybe things weren't going to get better between us after all...
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"Let's try it again."

Flavia held up another piece of string as Oda handed her small vial.

"Careful. We don't have much left of the ground thunderbird eggshell," she warned.

"Okay. Let's only use a little then." With a gloved hand, Flavia sprinkled the shimmery twine with the powder, careful not to get it on herself.

She examined the string and nodded. "Perfect. Ylva, hold out your hands."

With my heartbeat thundering in my chest, I extended my arms. This was the fifth formula with this specific powder. It was the first poison that conjured the right effect, we just had to tinker it. 

And now, three weeks later, Flavia was confident she got the proportion of eggshell and dusk hair right. If all went to plan, I'd die and we'd travel to the Veil.

"I'm ready," I said, mostly for myself. It had been a painful experiment and dying wasn't exactly a walk in the park either. I couldn't wait for it to get easier.

Oda ran a hand through her dark hair and scratched her large nose. "Are you sure you want to go ahead? We'll all be breaking a bunch of Academy rules."

I nodded, nudging my wrists up. "Yes. I need to find Hyde."

The two third-years exchanged a look before she spoke again. "Alright. Let's do it."

Flavia tightly wound the thin string around my wrist and tied it around her own. The eggshell shimmered once the connection was forged, which hadn't happened in our previous attempts.

The blonde looked at me. "Ready to die?"

I let out a long breath, pushing the thoughts away of what Ryoko would say if I stayed in death. I couldn't be thinking like this. I trusted Flavia. She would guide me properly. "Ready."

With a loud clap, wings broke free from her back and immediately, the twine around my wrist started to sing. The dust sharp, pain slashed into my skin. The wind in my chest roared, reacting to the intrusive poison. It coiled and curled through my veins, stealing the noises of the world.

Once my ears were filled with wind and my head with pain, the colours fused into each other. Red spilled over into blue and green turned into yellow. The lines blurred and the shapes gained fuzzy edges. 

Another pang shot through my heart, crippling me to my knees. The wind rampaged and howled, tugging on my soul and leaking into my heart. 

Slowly, but surely, the world as I knew it disappeared and made way for shadows and shade. Grey smoke curled around my legs, somehow welcoming and ominous in the same time.

We did it. I was in the Veil. 

"Ylva?" Flavia's voice echoed through the space, lifting my last worries. 

She was here. We made it.

"I'm here," I said out loud, not entirely sure whether that was the right thing to do or not.

"Good. I can sense you, but you'll have to come to me."

I nodded. "Okay. How do I find you?"

"Think of me. Of my essence. Picture my blonde hair, the freckles around my nose, my mouth that's just a bit too small. Picture the way I walk and listen to how I talk. I don't know if you've noticed, but I have a slight lisp."

I concentrated on everything she was saying, impressed with how similar it was to Rada's trip in the Veil. Flavia was doing so well! Nobody would guess this was her first time guiding someone. 

The pride swelled in my chest and intensified the tug on my entire body. Eager, I allowed myself to follow while keeping an image of Flavia in my mind. 

I hadn't noticed her lisp, but now that she mentioned it... And she was right, her mouth was a little too small for her face. Interesting. I hadn't picked up on that at all.

"Stay with me, Ylva." Flavia's voice echoed through my head, tugging and pulling me towards her.

"I'm trying. My mind is wandering."

"Don't wander. You'll be lost forever. Take a breath and focus."

Right. Breathing. 

Such a weird thing to do when you were technically dead, but then again, my soul was still alive. It was right here in the Veil, caught between life and death. 

Focussing.

Flavia. Flavia. Flavia.

Blonde, strong, leader of the group.

Flavia.

Friend, mentor, guide.

The tug intensified and the smoke shifted, breaking open like clouds in the morning. A shape appeared in front of me, both near and far.

"Flavia!" I shouted, trying to rush towards her. The smoke hissed as I tried to move my body, somehow not letting me.

"You need to move with your mind," the blonde reminded me, shaking her head.

Right. Moving with my mind... 

I willed for the blonde girl to be closer and watched the smoke change around me. With the blink of an eye, the scene changed and brought Flavia next to me.

"Hi," I said, a little out of breath. If that was even possible somehow.

"Hey." Flavia held up her hand to reveal the shimmery twine connecting the two of us. "Look."

"That's so awesome!" I did a little happy jump, which could've been entirely in my mind. "We did it. We're in the Veil!"

The blonde chuckled, "I know!"

She looked at me, a wrinkle of worry on her forehead. "And we've now officially broken a bunch of Afterlife Assistant laws."

"But who would even know we did it?" I asked, gesturing to the grey smoke around us. "It's not like we're leaving evidence behind."

"I guess so... Let's just make it worth it. Find the wolves."

Okay... 

I crafted the image of Hyde in my mind, recalling his paws and his eyes. The softness of his fur, the adorable little yips, the bounciness of youth. I searched our connection, concentrating on our bond. He was here, somewhere. I knew it. I could sense him. I honed in on the sensation, staying with the faint whisper in the back of my head. It cried out, singing in pain, drawing me towards it in a way elementals without a familiar wouldn't understand.

The pull intensified until I could hear him whimpering in my head.

"Hyde!" I called out, grabbing hold of the tugging and willing my body to follow. 

The grey smoke shifted again, thick clouds whooshing past me as I soared through the Veil. My dusk was calling and I was there to find him. To find all of them.

My wolf needed me, his call my beacon in a mist of grey and death. 

"Can you sense him?" Flavia asked, floating behind me with her wrist tied to mine. She looked a little like a balloon, but I wasn't going to tell her that out loud. 

She was my friend, but she still was the alpha female of the Valkyrie students. I didn't want to anger or upset her.

Hyde cried again, his pain and loneliness carving deep into my heart. My poor dusk, he was scared and alone. My despair guided me, drawn to my wolf like metal to a magnet. The wind whispered, circling through my body as I searched the Veil for any sign of the thief and the dusks.

"They're close. I can sense them." I held up my hand, not sure whether Flavia would be able to hear them too. But it was worth a shot. "Listen... They're whimpering."

"I don't hear anything."

"No, you really got to listen. Open your soul."

Flavia shot me a strange look, but humoured me anyway. She closed her eyes and hummed one of the ancient mantras. For a moment, or forever, nothing happened. 

I focused on Hyde's call and drew him to me. Professor Rada said nobody knew how things moved in the Veil, which meant I could bring him to me if I needed to. I just had to focus...

"I can sense them!" Flavia suddenly said, jumping up. "They are here."

"I know. Did you think I lied?"

She shot me a look. "I've been helping you for months. Would I have done that if I didn't believe you were telling the truth?"

"I guess so. Sorry."

She waved my apology away. "It doesn't matter. They're here!"
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I didn’t know how much time had passed or how long we’d been here. It didn’t matter. I just needed to command the nothingness and twist it into something. 

I pictured my wolf in my mind, drawing on the invisible connection I had with Hyde.

Once more, the smoke shifted and twisted into different shapes. Hyde's call grew stronger, his pain biting into my soul. He was distressed, alone, and he desperately needed me.

I tightened my fists, channeling the anger coiling within me. I was ready to fight whoever did this to my wolf. This bastard has something coming if he thought he could get away with this. 

Shapes materialised in front of me, rising and emerging from the thick bed of smoke. 

Flavia gasped. "It's a wolf!"

Excitement and relief filled my chest until I realised it wasn’t Hyde. Even so, this was a step in the right direction. That was what I reminded myself with as I fought the sting of disappointment.

Flavia rushed towards the beast, tugging me along with the string between us. 

"Hey there," she said as we neared the big dusk. 

His eyes flashed red, his growl a warning not to come closer. The exhaustion trembled through his body, his paws shaky in the smoke. His chest heaved with every laboured breath, and even in this state, it was clear he was not to be messed with.

"It's okay," I said, crouching down to make myself smaller. Azur was injured once and when she was in pain, she wouldn't allow me to touch her unless I posed no threat.

The wolf howled, straining against something.

"Look." Flavia pointed at his hind leg. "He's chained down. That must be how the thief is keeping the wolves here."

"Do you think he's spending all his time in the Veil?"

The blonde clacked her tongue. "Mmmm... I don't know how that's possible, but he must be."

I shrugged. "I don't know, you're the Veil expert."

"Hardly," she scoffed, crouching down next to me. Her dark wings fluttered slightly as she examined... nothing? 

"Are you sniffing the smoke?" I asked, chuckling despite the dire situation. 

"I am. Everything leaves traces, even here."

Both bemused and worried, I watched her shuffle around the chained wolf. When she stepped forward, he darted back as far as the silver bracelet allowed him. As she examined the smoke, he licked the bleeding wounds on his paw. The blood leaking down his leg pooled in droplets that disintegrated as soon as they hit the Veil. They sizzled, adding to the scarf of haze.

"I'm not sure how we can break the chain, but it should lead us to him." Flavia reached down to touch the silver constraints, hissing as she made contact. "They're definitely tainted with a strong poison. Whoever he is, he's a powerful elemental. Otherwise, he wouldn't be able to control so many threads for this long."

I scratched my face. "Right... Only a skilled guide could have this many connections, right? Just like how professor Rada can only take us for so long, or how you're just able to take me?"

"Correct. The relationship between the guide and the guest is also important. For instance, if we didn't know each other, our connection would've long broken. It's only because we're friends that it's sustained for this long."

My stomach fluttered. Friends. She didn't just tolerate me, she liked me.

"What are you grinning about?" the blonde asked, a confused look crinkled on her face.

"Nothing. From what I can feel, Hyde doesn't want to be here. So it's a lot harder for the thief to keep them here?"

Flavia nodded. "Exactly. Only a high level Valkyrie could keep this many dusks under control, which is what confuses me. You said the thief was male?"

"Yes, I saw him," I replied, not sure what she was getting at. "Wait... Aren't Valkyries always female?"

"They are. All, except for the legendary four."

I pulled a face. Spending time with Flavia always highlighted just how much she knew and how little I did. I hadn't even heard about the legendary four, but from their name, I should. Stupid Academy and their absent teachers. 

How was I supposed to graduate if they weren't actually teaching?

Flavia chuckled. "I can tell you don't know what I'm talking about."

"Is it that obvious?"

"Sadly. You need to work on your poker face," she teased, giving me a little shoulder nudge. "You probably know the legendary four by their other name. The brothers of the wind."

"Oooooh."

"There we go."

"I do know about them. Four brothers, born from no father or mother in the beginning of time."

The blonde nodded, reaching out to the wolf and quickly darting back as he snapped at her. "Yes, but they're just myths. I'm not sure if they ever existed. And if they did, surely, they're not alive anymore?"

"Maybe not... It doesn't matter who he is, we'll find him. In fact... This chain is a direct link to him, right?"

Before Flavia could tell me not to, I grabbed hold of the silver chain, determined to find the person on the other end. The poisonous coating of the metal immediately reacted with my skin, sizzling and hissing as the two came together.

"Fuck!" 

Flavia tried to pull me away. "Drop the chain!"

Overcome with pain,  I tried to let go, but it wouldn't let me. Almost as if my hands were fused with the chain, I couldn't pull away. 

Attacked by the stinging sear, agony clouded my mind. The silver burned into my palms and introduced me to a whole new realm of hurt. The edges of the new wounds curled up around the chain, adding to the horror of the burned flesh.

Spots of black and white flashed in front of my eyes, colluding my sight. Tortured, torn apart by the unbearable pain, I wished for the agony to stop.

"I can't let go," I cried, crippling to my knees. 

The thread hanging between Flavia and I vibrated, cutting deeper into my wrist as it battled with the new connection forging between me and the owner. Flashes of dark eyes and a sharp nose dominated my mind, attacking the bond with Flavia.

Our connection sizzled, the twine snapping and crumbling before it had time to reach the bottomless floor.

Cold eyes peered into my soul as the metal rings coiled around my arm, binding me to a heart of stone and a man I didn't know. His harsh voice boomed in my head as he became aware of my existence.

"Who are you. What are you doing with my wolves?"

Determined not to tell him my name, I fought against his penetrative thoughts. But how was I to hide myself when there was nothing here but me?

"Ylva Helgudóttir, you've made a big mistake," the voice spoke, sending shivers down my spine.

He knew my name. Panic arose, mixing with the darkness of pain. He knew who I was.

"Come here," he demanded and the Veil obeyed.

With a flash, the smoke shifted to reveal a thin, slender figure. Cloaked in a dark hood and a long coat, with fingers that reminded me of spiders, he cast his thunder grey eyes on me. Next to him, a muscled wolf bore his teeth. There were no metal chains around him and he wasn't running away either. That must be his own dusk.

The man’s breath rasped into the void, his eyes somehow looking in multiple direction. As he stared right into my soul, the chains around my hand tightened even more. He didn't need to utter the words to make me understand. Escape was futile. 

Overcome with despair, worn out by the constant pain, my resolve slipped. His wolf growled as I sank down next to him, but his threat was the last of my worries. In fact, it was a sweet promise of release. An escape from the infinite sorrow of an eternity of grey. 

I knew I had to fight, but I had no strength left. I was ready for it to end, for me to die. For good, this time.
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Was I dead?

No, I had thoughts. If I'd died, I'd be nothing. Nobody. But I was still me. Ylva of the West, daughter of Helga. Proud daughter and fierce Wind Child. Valkyrie in training and wolf owner.

I fought against my heavy eyelids, forcing the world to return to me. I didn't know where I was, but I was somewhere. Was I still in the Veil? 

Shapes shimmered in the corners of my vision, slowly forming into objects and items I recognised. A wooden table, a rusted chest, three bottles of wine, a set of keys. Up above, dark ceilings and underneath, a dirty stone floor.  

This was definitely not Flavia's room. But then... Where was I?

I pushed myself up, every muscle in my body straining and groaning in protest. The gashes on my palms pulsed angrily, festering with puss and blood. At least the chains were gone, but it was a meagre victory.

"Ah. You're awake."

The hairs on my back jumped up as they reacted to the very same voice. The thief.

Panicked, I jumped up and raised my balled fists towards the sound. The wounds tore open, the blood seeping out to drip on the grubby floor.

Now that the fog of the Veil was lifted from my mind, my fighting spirit returned. If I was back in the real world, I could use my body to fight and protect myself. I would make this bastard pay, even if that was the last thing I did.

With his dusk following on the heel, the thin man walked towards me. With a grimace, he looked me up and down. "You're a scrappy one."

"Who are you?" I growled, overriding my fear with anger. This was the only way I wouldn't crumble in defeat again. "What do you want?"

"The same thing as everyone else," he replied cryptically, shuffling away to light a candle. He shielded the fickle flame with the palm of his hand, the reddish hue dancing against his skin. His eyes flashed as he turned back to me. "I want life."

"Give me my wolf back," I hissed, fighting against the stinging shooting up and down my arms. If there was one thing to remind me I was alive, it was the torturous pain.

"I don't think so. I need him."

"What for? He's just a pup and he's mine." My heart clenched, a storm brewing in my chest. If he didn't have his dusk with him, I could've just charged at him and hoped for the best. But with the wolf's red eyes on me, I had no chance of coming out on top.

The man shrugged, clearly not threatened by my presence. "None of your business."

"Why did you bring me here? What do you want from me?" The questions barrelled out of my mouth, spilling into the space between the man and me.

"Curiosity." He rummaged through a set of drawers, even daring to turn his back to me. If it hadn't been for his wolf, that was when I'd have attacked him. Bastard.

Unfortunately for me, the dusk hadn't taken his red eyes off of me since he came into the living quarters and found me on the floor.

I eyed the door and the distance to it. Maybe I could make a run for it? With the wind in my back, I was fast. I could outrun this limping man.

Slowly, I shuffled towards the exit and earned a low growl from the wolf. Maybe not then...

"Sit, Ylva." The man gestured to one of the dingy chairs at the table as he occupied the opposing one.

"What?"

"I said, sit," he said, his tone clear he wasn't taking no for an answer.

Reluctantly, but carefully, I nudged the chair and sat down. If this was another trick or game, I was fully prepared for it. He wouldn't fool me, not when all my senses were heightened.

"So." He fished a dirty cloth from his pocket and grabbed a canteen from his other. Without much care, he doused the fabric in a thick liquid and held it out to me. "Put it on your hands."

Did he think I was an idiot?

I crossed my arms firmly. "No."

He rolled his eyes, sighing loudly. Fast as the wind, his hand shot across the table and grabbed hold of one of my wrists. Before I could protest, he shoved the cloth on the wounds in my palm and held it there despite my struggles.

Pain flared up from the ragged edges, the stinging pain like thousands needles stabbing into my arm. The liquid was cold and sour, yet somehow soothing and warm. It crept into the gashes, seeping into my flesh and spreading through my muscles.

A soft lull followed, dulling the teething agony from the poisoned chain.

Surprised, I looked up from my hands at the man. What did he put on the rag? Was he actually trying to manage my pain? What was going on?

"Hold still," he growled, reaching for his bottle and pouring more of the strange medicine on the cloth. 

With every passing second, it silenced more of the pain warring through me and cleared my head from the all-consuming hum of discomfort.

Taken aback, I stared at the thief. Despite the crow feet on his temple and the grey strokes in his hair, I couldn't put an age on him. He moved like an old man, but his stormy grey eyes held the vigour of a young man. Like the night sky before a heavy rain, they were the only thing pretty in his face. His nose crooked and his lips too thin, he was far from handsome. 

But none of his looks or the items around me gave me clues about his identity. He didn't look like someone deserving of being named in a legend, so maybe he wasn't a Valkyrie? But he had a dusk wolf... And they were only paired with Afterlife Assistants.

So many questions and no answers.

I looked at him, trying to read his face. Almost expressionless, he wound bandages around my wrist and tended to my hands. His touch was surprisingly gentle for someone that didn't seem all that caring or bothered.

Some of the anger flooded away as the pain lifted. With a clearer mind, I managed to keep the venom out of my tone as I spoke again. "Thank you."

"You'll have to keep the wounds clean," he grunted.

"Okay."

"I'm surprised you're still alive."

Wow. Reassuring. 

"Why?" I asked, staring at my hands. I had no idea what he put on the bandages, but they were soothing and refreshing. So why was this old man stealing dusk wolves, but treating the people who came after him? That made no sense.

"Lick's poison is extremely potent, isn't it, boy?" he said, the first flicker of affection shining through his voice as he scratched the wolf curled around his chair.

"That was dusk wolf poison?" I asked, surprised he managed to tap it. No matter how much Azur trusted me or Mamma, she never let us touch her fangs. Most dusk never bestowed that trust on their owner.

Ignoring me, he fed Lick a piece of bread from another one of his pockets and patted him between his ears. The enormous beast growled happily, his tail flicking from left to right.

Nothing about them looked evil, but I couldn't be fooled. He was still holding my wolf captive and inflicting excruciating pain on him.

The thief rose from his seat, tapped his thigh, and wolf and man moved in unison across the room. Perfectly in sync, their bond was undeniable. I'd never seen a pairing this connected, certainly not when dusks never imprinted on men. But this one clearly had and I wanted to know why.

The old man cracked the door open, introducing a glint of sun into the scruffy living quarters. The rustle of trees and the sound of crickets lifted the dark. 

He looked back at me. "Are you coming or what?"

"Where?" I asked, weighing my options. 

Without dignifying a reply, he turned and disappeared into the forest with Lick on his heels.

This was my chance. I could run and find my way back to the Academy. As long as I had the wind in my hair and the sun on my face, I could find my way home.

But I might never find him again. And I couldn't leave Hyde behind.

I ignored my instinct to flee and rushed after the man, desperate to bring my wolf back safely. I wouldn't leave without Hyde or I'd die trying.

"Hold up!" I shouted, chasing the thief. I didn't know where he was going or what he'd do to me, but I just had to take the risk. And whatever consequences it had...
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The old trees shrieked and groaned as the wind played with the roof of leaves and tested the strength of the roots in the ground. Nestled in the highest branches, birds sung and twittered as they filled the forest with music.

Everything about this place was magical and somehow reminded me of Aellyn. She always talked about how she missed the green of the woods and right now, I understood. This was a place to miss when you were away from it. Despite the circumstances of how I got here, I didn't want to leave.

"Keep up," the man said, breaking the spell.

I shook the mesmers out of my head and followed him deeper and deeper into the heart of the forest. My insides were screaming to turn back and leave while I still could, but I shoved denial on those thoughts and stubbornly pushed forward.

This could be my only chance to find Hyde and free him and the other wolves from this man. Evil or not, he was still a thief and he was hurting them. The burns of the poisoned silver chain were my anchor to remind myself of who I was dealing with.

"Where are we going?" I asked again, not expecting an answer. 

He studied one of the strange markings on a tree and scratched Lick's chin. "Just a little further."

"You still haven't told me who you are."

The thief turned to face me, wrinkles of exhaustion permeating through his features. "Are you ever going to shut up?"

I looked back challengingly, the wind in my heart rustling. "No."

"Fine. You can call me Var."

"Var." I tested his name, racking my brain for any memories or associations. It sounded vaguely familiar, but I couldn't pinpoint why. 

Determined to figure it all out, I followed him across knobbly roots and more foreign markings. The deeper we ventured into the forest, the more light the trees swallowed. With every step, the birds grew quieter until the were was just silence. The fresh beauty changed into an eerie mist, somehow resembling the grey of the Veil.

The trees opened up into a circle with nothing in it. No grass, no flowers, no trees. The open patch a scar on the landscape, it was a harsh contrast with the rest of the woods.

What was this place?

Var crouched down and brushed his hand across the ashen ground. "Just as I thought."

"What?" I asked, kicking up some of the dirt. It was curious, but certainly not as fascinating as the man tried to make it out.

"Lick, we've got a lot of work to do," he said, ignoring me.

The wind in my chest hissed, flaming up the coals of anger in my stomach. Who did he think he was? Why was he ignoring me?

"Tell me what's going on!" I shouted, my voice echoing into the empty forest. "Where's Hyde? I don't know what you think you're doing, but I'm not leaving without him."

The man stared at me, his eyes penetrating and filled with amusement. He chuckled darkly and returned to examine the forest floor.

"What's so funny?" I growled, looking around for anything I could use as a weapon. Maybe I could threaten him to tell me where the stolen wolves where.

"I can see where your wolf got his temper." He rose back on his feet and dusted his coat off. "If you're that desperate to get him back, I think we can help each other."

"Why would I do that?" I sneered, anger boiling up. He was delusional if he thought I would ever help him.

"Because you also want life."

I scoffed. "You overestimate how much I care about myself."

Var clacked his tongue, smiling again. "I'm not talking about your life. I'm talking about all of it. Humans, nature, elementals. If you don't help me, it'll all be gone. All the animals, all your friends, all your family. Gone with the wind, erased without a trace."

"What are you talking about?"

"The war."

"What war?" 

This man was delusional. There hadn't been an elemental war for centuries.

"You don't know?" he asked, sounding genuinely surprised.

"Know what?"

Var reached into his pocket and held out a bullet casing. "Humanity has declared war on itself again."

"So? They do that all the time."

He shook his head, his eyes darkening. "Not like this. Never like this. If they don't destroy the planet while they're alive, they'll rip it apart when they're dead."

"That's a little dramatic," I muttered under my breath, still searching for anything that would give me an indicator of where Hyde was.

"There aren't enough Afterlife Assistants to guide all the dead and keep them from tearing the world apart. Surely, even you know what would happen if the souls mutate."

My heart sank. I did know. It was one of the few things Hagen taught us in his class. If souls weren't collected in time, they festered and corrupted everything within their reach. If he was telling the truth about a war, it would explain why all our teachers were so absent. They were dealing with the dead.

Var laughed humourlessly. "I see you've caught on."

"It still doesn't explain why you stole the wolves," I countered, trying to ignore the worry bubbling up. Something told me Var wasn't lying and that was even more terrifying than him.

"I needed them. They help me safeguard the world," he said, shrugging as if his cause warranted his theft.

A little sceptical, I raised an eyebrow and crossed my arms. "Why didn't you just ask for help?" 

"All the other Assistants and companions are already doing as much as they can. But the dusk pups imprinted on students are useless until you've all learned to master the Veil. But they were of use to me."

"So why did you need my help then?" I sneered, spotting a glint of something metal on the ground. Whatever it was, if it had a sharp edge it could help me overpower Var and Lick.

"Not all the wolves are cooperating and performing to their full potential. You're going to make your wolf obey." 

As he turned to feed Lick another piece of bread, I dove down and grabbed hold of the nail. Quickly, I shoved it in my pocket and pretended nothing had happened.

To mask the hope fluttering in my chest, I thought up another question to keep him occupied. "What makes you think I'm going to help?"

"Didn't I just explain?" Var sighed, shaking his heads. "Children."

"I'm not a child," I defended myself, curling my hand around the nail and pressing my finger against the sharp point. It wasn't overly sharp, but it could seriously hurt someone if I stabbed them in the right place. Perhaps in an eyeball or in the neck.

Var clicked his fingers as he started walking again. "Unless you want the world to end, you're going to tell your wolf to listen."

"How do I know you're not lying?" I called after him, tightening my hand around the nail. 

"You'll see."

I jumped over a fallen tree and slapped some branches out of my way. On the one hand, I could be making everything worse by helping him. On the other, if I agreed, he'd take me to Hyde and then I was one step closer to figuring out how to get him away from Var.

"Fine. I'll do it," I lied, silencing the wind coursing through my veins. None of this seemed like a good idea, but I was going to roll with it. I had no other choice but to wait and see.

"Good. Now be quiet."

I rolled my eyes, mouthing his words.

"I heard that," he sighed.

"Whatever." 

Var went back to ignored me as he dragged me away from the grey patch and further through the forest. The sun returned, but the sound of birds didn't. Instead, a faint rumble played in the distance, growing louder with every step.

"What's that noise?" I asked, catching up to Var. Apart from his rough appearance and questionable moral choices, he didn't actually seem hostile. If he wanted to kill me, he'd have let me suffer the poisonous burns or done it already.

"You'll see soon enough," Var replied, his voice grimmer than before. Without elaborating, he kept walking until the forest thinned out and brought us to the edge of a cliff.

The sun stroked my face and a gust of wind embraced me, erasing the last of my worries. I was no longer alone. The wind carried all the strength of my ancestors and as long as I could feel the cool touch on my skin, I was invincible. 

Reassured, I directed my attention to whatever we came here for. I didn't see a sign of the wolves or Hyde, but we clearly stopped for a reason. 

"What are we—"

"What do you know about death?" he interjected.

"Ummm..." Really? Was this the right moment for a quiz? "Dying in battle is a noble cause. Odin honours the fallen warriors by welcoming them into Valhalla and giving them a place in his hall. When it's for the right reasons, there is beauty and glory in death."

Var gritted his teeth as he petted Lick between his ears. "I see they're still teaching this nonsense. Come closer, let me show you something."

I followed him to the edge of the cliff and looked down. The sight of the valley underneath took my breath away. 

The entire landscape was destroyed, scarred by fire and flames. Just like the grey patch within the forest, but infinitely bigger. The scar stretched across the vale, further than the eye could reach. Scattered across the plains of ash, the bodies of countless humans piled between metal wrecks and their fallen comrades. Blood pooled between their massacred corpses, soaking into the earth and running through the cinders as rivers. 

Most of the souls were still attached to their respective bodies, swaying in the breeze of smoke and fire. Others had already untethered and were wandering off in all the directions of the wind.

"Fuck," I voiced, my chest clenching as I witnessed a scene more gruesome than I could've even imagined. 

"Indeed," Var said, even his face betraying grief. "An entire army wiped out in less than a day. Tens of thousands of men and women, fallen in battle.They were bombed from the sky in a brutal slaughter. They never even laid eyes on their enemy. Tell me how this is an honourable death."

I tried to swallow the lump that formed in my throat, but I couldn't. There was just so much death and destruction in this vale, I couldn't quite believe it. This was not how death had been described to me, how it was supposed to be.

The eerie silence was a stark contrast with the committed horror. There were no screams of pain, no wails of agony. There wasn’t anyone left to cry.

"Where are all the Afterlife Assistants? All the Valkyries?" I asked, looking at Var. "All these souls need collecting. Why is nobody here?"

He sighed. "I told you the world was at war. It's not just here, it's everywhere."

My chest clenched as the realisation settled in. I knew his answer before I even spoke my question, but I had to ask. Otherwise I wouldn’t believe it.

"So who is cleaning up this slaughter?" I looked at him dread settling in my stomach and constricting my throat. 

Lick growled lowly as Var unfolded dark wings from his back, his eyes filled with sorrow and despair. He turned to me, pain carved permanently into his features. "We have a lot of work to do."

To be continued... in Valkyrie 102: https://books2read.com/valkyrie102

In the next semester, Ylva will deal with the dusk wolves, war, and all the nasty consequences that follow. She’ll have to master the Veil, find her inner wings, and do it all a lot faster than the usual three years.

This is what it means to be a Valkyrie.

Pre-order Valkyrie 102 now here => https://books2read.com/valkyrie102

You can also get a FREE prequel to the Afterlife Academy: Valkyrie series here: https://dl.bookfunnel.com/vdfri08p5q 
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	Wolf’s Howl

	A Squad Of Wolves (Danny’s Story) 


	White Wolf, Black Wolf (Short Story Prequel)

	My Winter Wolf Trilogy Boxed Set


Rainbow Central (new adult f/f romance) 

	Not Today

	New Lease Of Love
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	Play To Kill
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	The Love Pill (f/f) 
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Twin Souls Trilogy, co-written with Laura Greenwood (completed paranormal romance) 

	Soulswap (also in audio) 

	Soulshift (also in audio) 

	Soultrade (also in audio)


	Twins Souls Boxed Set (also in audio)


Dragon Soul Series, co-written with Laura Greenwood (paranormal romance) 

	Torn Soul (also in audio) 

	Bound Soul


Renegade Dragons, co-written with Laura Greenwood (completed paranormal romance) 

	Fifth Soul (also in audio) 

	Fifth Round (also in audio) 

	Fifth Flame (also in audio) 


	Renegade Dragons Boxed Set (also in audio)


The Vampire Detective, co-written with Laura Greenwood (completed paranormal mystery) 

	Fangs For Nothing

	What The Fangs

	Fangs For All


The Witch and The Detective, co-written with Laura Greenwood (urban fantasy) 

	Hexes and Vexes
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A creator at heart, Ari has always been in love with the idea of turning nothing into something. With her rainbow bat familiar, Sprinkles, she's ready to conquer the book world. Whether it's dragons and vampires or princesses and students, she always knows where to find the romance.

Born in China, raised in Belgium, and currently living in the United Kingdom with her girlfriend, Ari is a citizen of the world and loves discovering new cultures. Luckily, her crazy imagination lets her discover places she's never been to, meet people that don't exist, and talk to readers from all over the world.

Ari is a USA Today Bestselling Author that loves to write all kinds of genres, but her heart belongs to lesbian romance. You can find all her lesfic books under Arizona Tape.
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Website: www.arizonatape.com 

Mailing List: www.arizonatape.com/subscribe 

Facebook Page: http://facebook.com/arizonatype 

Reader Group: http://facebook.com/groups/arizonatape 

Bookbub: http://www.bookbub.com/authors/arizona-tape

Instagram: http://instagram.com/arizonatape 
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